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1. The Legend of Sleepy Hollow by Washington
Irving (1820)

“Great minds have purposes; others have wishes.”

— Washington Irving

FOUND AMONG THE PAPERS OF THE LATE DIEDRICH KNICKERBOCKER.

A pleasing land of drowsy head it was,
Of dreams that wave before the half-shut eye;
And of gay castles in the clouds that pass,
Forever flushing round a summer sky.
CASTLE OF INDOLENCE.
In the bosom of one of those spacious coves which indent the eastern shore of the Hudson, at that broad expansion

of the river denominated by the ancient Dutch navigators the Tappan Zee, and where they always prudently shortened

sail and implored the protection of St. Nicholas when they crossed, there lies a small market town or rural port, which

by some is called Greensburgh, but which is more generally and properly known by the name of Tarry Town. This name

was given, we are told, in former days, by the good housewives of the adjacent country, from the inveterate propensity

of their husbands to linger about the village tavern on market days. Be that as it may, I do not vouch for the fact, but

merely advert to it, for the sake of being precise and authentic. Not far from this village, perhaps about two miles, there

is a little valley or rather lap of land among high hills, which is one of the quietest places in the whole world. A small

brook glides through it, with just murmur enough to lull one to repose; and the occasional whistle of a quail or tapping

of a woodpecker is almost the only sound that ever breaks in upon the uniform tranquillity.

I recollect that, when a stripling, my first exploit in squirrel-shooting was in a grove of tall walnut-trees that shades

one side of the valley. I had wandered into it at noontime, when all nature is peculiarly quiet, and was startled by the

roar of my own gun, as it broke the Sabbath stillness around and was prolonged and reverberated by the angry echoes.

If ever I should wish for a retreat whither I might steal from the world and its distractions, and dream quietly away the

remnant of a troubled life, I know of none more promising than this little valley.

From the listless repose of the place, and the peculiar character of its inhabitants, who are descendants from the

original Dutch settlers, this sequestered glen has long been known by the name of SLEEPY HOLLOW, and its rustic lads

are called the Sleepy Hollow Boys throughout all the neighboring country. A drowsy, dreamy influence seems to hang

over the land, and to pervade the very atmosphere. Some say that the place was bewitched by a High German doctor,

during the early days of the settlement; others, that an old Indian chief, the prophet or wizard of his tribe, held his

powwows there before the country was discovered by Master Hendrick Hudson. Certain it is, the place still continues

under the sway of some witching power, that holds a spell over the minds of the good people, causing them to walk in a

continual reverie. They are given to all kinds of marvellous beliefs, are subject to trances and visions, and frequently see

strange sights, and hear music and voices in the air. The whole neighborhood abounds with local tales, haunted spots,

and twilight superstitions; stars shoot and meteors glare oftener across the valley than in any other part of the country,

and the nightmare, with her whole ninefold, seems to make it the favorite scene of her gambols.

The dominant spirit, however, that haunts this enchanted region, and seems to be commander-in-chief of all the

powers of the air, is the apparition of a figure on horseback, without a head. It is said by some to be the ghost of a

Hessian trooper, whose head had been carried away by a cannon-ball, in some nameless battle during the Revolutionary

War, and who is ever and anon seen by the country folk hurrying along in the gloom of night, as if on the wings of the

wind. His haunts are not confined to the valley, but extend at times to the adjacent roads, and especially to the vicinity of
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a church at no great distance. Indeed, certain of the most authentic historians of those parts, who have been careful in

collecting and collating the floating facts concerning this spectre, allege that the body of the trooper having been buried

in the churchyard, the ghost rides forth to the scene of battle in nightly quest of his head, and that the rushing speed

with which he sometimes passes along the Hollow, like a midnight blast, is owing to his being belated, and in a hurry to

get back to the churchyard before daybreak.

Such is the general purport of this legendary superstition, which has furnished materials for many a wild story in

that region of shadows; and the spectre is known at all the country firesides, by the name of the Headless Horseman of

Sleepy Hollow.

It is remarkable that the visionary propensity I have mentioned is not confined to the native inhabitants of the valley,

but is unconsciously imbibed by every one who resides there for a time. However wide awake they may have been before

they entered that sleepy region, they are sure, in a little time, to inhale the witching influence of the air, and begin to

grow imaginative, to dream dreams, and see apparitions.

I mention this peaceful spot with all possible laud, for it is in such little retired Dutch valleys, found here and there

embosomed in the great State of New York, that population, manners, and customs remain fixed, while the great torrent

of migration and improvement, which is making such incessant changes in other parts of this restless country, sweeps

by them unobserved. They are like those little nooks of still water, which border a rapid stream, where we may see

the straw and bubble riding quietly at anchor, or slowly revolving in their mimic harbor, undisturbed by the rush of

the passing current. Though many years have elapsed since I trod the drowsy shades of Sleepy Hollow, yet I question

whether I should not still find the same trees and the same families vegetating in its sheltered bosom.

In this by-place of nature there abode, in a remote period of American history, that is to say, some thirty years

since, a worthy wight of the name of Ichabod Crane, who sojourned, or, as he expressed it, “tarried,” in Sleepy Hollow,

for the purpose of instructing the children of the vicinity. He was a native of Connecticut, a State which supplies the

Union with pioneers for the mind as well as for the forest, and sends forth yearly its legions of frontier woodmen and

country schoolmasters. The cognomen of Crane was not inapplicable to his person. He was tall, but exceedingly lank,

with narrow shoulders, long arms and legs, hands that dangled a mile out of his sleeves, feet that might have served for

shovels, and his whole frame most loosely hung together. His head was small, and flat at top, with huge ears, large green

glassy eyes, and a long snipe nose, so that it looked like a weather-cock perched upon his spindle neck to tell which way

the wind blew. To see him striding along the profile of a hill on a windy day, with his clothes bagging and fluttering about

him, one might have mistaken him for the genius of famine descending upon the earth, or some scarecrow eloped from

a cornfield.

His schoolhouse was a low building of one large room, rudely constructed of logs; the windows partly glazed, and

partly patched with leaves of old copybooks. It was most ingeniously secured at vacant hours, by a withe twisted in the

handle of the door, and stakes set against the window shutters; so that though a thief might get in with perfect ease,

he would find some embarrassment in getting out,—an idea most probably borrowed by the architect, Yost Van Houten,

from the mystery of an eelpot. The schoolhouse stood in a rather lonely but pleasant situation, just at the foot of a woody

hill, with a brook running close by, and a formidable birch-tree growing at one end of it. From hence the low murmur

of his pupils’ voices, conning over their lessons, might be heard in a drowsy summer’s day, like the hum of a beehive;

interrupted now and then by the authoritative voice of the master, in the tone of menace or command, or, peradventure,

by the appalling sound of the birch, as he urged some tardy loiterer along the flowery path of knowledge. Truth to say, he

was a conscientious man, and ever bore in mind the golden maxim, “Spare the rod and spoil the child.” Ichabod Crane’s

scholars certainly were not spoiled.

I would not have it imagined, however, that he was one of those cruel potentates of the school who joy in the smart of

their subjects; on the contrary, he administered justice with discrimination rather than severity; taking the burden off

the backs of the weak, and laying it on those of the strong. Your mere puny stripling, that winced at the least flourish of

the rod, was passed by with indulgence; but the claims of justice were satisfied by inflicting a double portion on some

little tough wrong-headed, broad-skirted Dutch urchin, who sulked and swelled and grew dogged and sullen beneath

the birch. All this he called “doing his duty by their parents;” and he never inflicted a chastisement without following it
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by the assurance, so consolatory to the smarting urchin, that “he would remember it and thank him for it the longest

day he had to live.”

When school hours were over, he was even the companion and playmate of the larger boys; and on holiday afternoons

would convoy some of the smaller ones home, who happened to have pretty sisters, or good housewives for mothers,

noted for the comforts of the cupboard. Indeed, it behooved him to keep on good terms with his pupils. The revenue

arising from his school was small, and would have been scarcely sufficient to furnish him with daily bread, for he

was a huge feeder, and, though lank, had the dilating powers of an anaconda; but to help out his maintenance, he

was, according to country custom in those parts, boarded and lodged at the houses of the farmers whose children he

instructed. With these he lived successively a week at a time, thus going the rounds of the neighborhood, with all his

worldly effects tied up in a cotton handkerchief.

That all this might not be too onerous on the purses of his rustic patrons, who are apt to consider the costs of

schooling a grievous burden, and schoolmasters as mere drones, he had various ways of rendering himself both useful

and agreeable. He assisted the farmers occasionally in the lighter labors of their farms, helped to make hay, mended the

fences, took the horses to water, drove the cows from pasture, and cut wood for the winter fire. He laid aside, too, all

the dominant dignity and absolute sway with which he lorded it in his little empire, the school, and became wonderfully

gentle and ingratiating. He found favor in the eyes of the mothers by petting the children, particularly the youngest; and

like the lion bold, which whilom so magnanimously the lamb did hold, he would sit with a child on one knee, and rock a

cradle with his foot for whole hours together.

In addition to his other vocations, he was the singing-master of the neighborhood, and picked up many bright shillings

by instructing the young folks in psalmody. It was a matter of no little vanity to him on Sundays, to take his station

in front of the church gallery, with a band of chosen singers; where, in his own mind, he completely carried away the

palm from the parson. Certain it is, his voice resounded far above all the rest of the congregation; and there are peculiar

quavers still to be heard in that church, and which may even be heard half a mile off, quite to the opposite side of the

millpond, on a still Sunday morning, which are said to be legitimately descended from the nose of Ichabod Crane. Thus,

by divers little makeshifts, in that ingenious way which is commonly denominated “by hook and by crook,” the worthy

pedagogue got on tolerably enough, and was thought, by all who understood nothing of the labor of headwork, to have

a wonderfully easy life of it.

The schoolmaster is generally a man of some importance in the female circle of a rural neighborhood; being

considered a kind of idle, gentlemanlike personage, of vastly superior taste and accomplishments to the rough country

swains, and, indeed, inferior in learning only to the parson. His appearance, therefore, is apt to occasion some little stir

at the tea-table of a farmhouse, and the addition of a supernumerary dish of cakes or sweetmeats, or, peradventure, the

parade of a silver teapot. Our man of letters, therefore, was peculiarly happy in the smiles of all the country damsels.

How he would figure among them in the churchyard, between services on Sundays; gathering grapes for them from

the wild vines that overran the surrounding trees; reciting for their amusement all the epitaphs on the tombstones;

or sauntering, with a whole bevy of them, along the banks of the adjacent millpond; while the more bashful country

bumpkins hung sheepishly back, envying his superior elegance and address.

From his half-itinerant life, also, he was a kind of travelling gazette, carrying the whole budget of local gossip from

house to house, so that his appearance was always greeted with satisfaction. He was, moreover, esteemed by the women

as a man of great erudition, for he had read several books quite through, and was a perfect master of Cotton Mather’s

“History of New England Witchcraft,” in which, by the way, he most firmly and potently believed.

He was, in fact, an odd mixture of small shrewdness and simple credulity. His appetite for the marvellous, and his

powers of digesting it, were equally extraordinary; and both had been increased by his residence in this spell-bound

region. No tale was too gross or monstrous for his capacious swallow. It was often his delight, after his school was

dismissed in the afternoon, to stretch himself on the rich bed of clover bordering the little brook that whimpered by his

schoolhouse, and there con over old Mather’s direful tales, until the gathering dusk of evening made the printed page

a mere mist before his eyes. Then, as he wended his way by swamp and stream and awful woodland, to the farmhouse

where he happened to be quartered, every sound of nature, at that witching hour, fluttered his excited imagination,—the

moan of the whip-poor-will from the hillside, the boding cry of the tree toad, that harbinger of storm, the dreary hooting
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of the screech owl, or the sudden rustling in the thicket of birds frightened from their roost. The fireflies, too, which

sparkled most vividly in the darkest places, now and then startled him, as one of uncommon brightness would stream

across his path; and if, by chance, a huge blockhead of a beetle came winging his blundering flight against him, the

poor varlet was ready to give up the ghost, with the idea that he was struck with a witch’s token. His only resource

on such occasions, either to drown thought or drive away evil spirits, was to sing psalm tunes and the good people of

Sleepy Hollow, as they sat by their doors of an evening, were often filled with awe at hearing his nasal melody, “in linked

sweetness long drawn out,” floating from the distant hill, or along the dusky road.

Another of his sources of fearful pleasure was to pass long winter evenings with the old Dutch wives, as they sat

spinning by the fire, with a row of apples roasting and spluttering along the hearth, and listen to their marvellous tales of

ghosts and goblins, and haunted fields, and haunted brooks, and haunted bridges, and haunted houses, and particularly

of the headless horseman, or Galloping Hessian of the Hollow, as they sometimes called him. He would delight them

equally by his anecdotes of witchcraft, and of the direful omens and portentous sights and sounds in the air, which

prevailed in the earlier times of Connecticut; and would frighten them woefully with speculations upon comets and

shooting stars; and with the alarming fact that the world did absolutely turn round, and that they were half the time

topsy-turvy!

But if there was a pleasure in all this, while snugly cuddling in the chimney corner of a chamber that was all of a ruddy

glow from the crackling wood fire, and where, of course, no spectre dared to show its face, it was dearly purchased by

the terrors of his subsequent walk homewards. What fearful shapes and shadows beset his path, amidst the dim and

ghastly glare of a snowy night! With what wistful look did he eye every trembling ray of light streaming across the waste

fields from some distant window! How often was he appalled by some shrub covered with snow, which, like a sheeted

spectre, beset his very path! How often did he shrink with curdling awe at the sound of his own steps on the frosty crust

beneath his feet; and dread to look over his shoulder, lest he should behold some uncouth being tramping close behind

him! And how often was he thrown into complete dismay by some rushing blast, howling among the trees, in the idea

that it was the Galloping Hessian on one of his nightly scourings!

All these, however, were mere terrors of the night, phantoms of the mind that walk in darkness; and though he had

seen many spectres in his time, and been more than once beset by Satan in divers shapes, in his lonely perambulations,

yet daylight put an end to all these evils; and he would have passed a pleasant life of it, in despite of the Devil and all his

works, if his path had not been crossed by a being that causes more perplexity to mortal man than ghosts, goblins, and

the whole race of witches put together, and that was—a woman.

Among the musical disciples who assembled, one evening in each week, to receive his instructions in psalmody, was

Katrina Van Tassel, the daughter and only child of a substantial Dutch farmer. She was a blooming lass of fresh eighteen;

plump as a partridge; ripe and melting and rosy-cheeked as one of her father’s peaches, and universally famed, not

merely for her beauty, but her vast expectations. She was withal a little of a coquette, as might be perceived even in

her dress, which was a mixture of ancient and modern fashions, as most suited to set off her charms. She wore the

ornaments of pure yellow gold, which her great-great-grandmother had brought over from Saardam; the tempting

stomacher of the olden time, and withal a provokingly short petticoat, to display the prettiest foot and ankle in the

country round.

Ichabod Crane had a soft and foolish heart towards the sex; and it is not to be wondered at that so tempting a morsel

soon found favor in his eyes, more especially after he had visited her in her paternal mansion. Old Baltus Van Tassel

was a perfect picture of a thriving, contented, liberal-hearted farmer. He seldom, it is true, sent either his eyes or his

thoughts beyond the boundaries of his own farm; but within those everything was snug, happy and well-conditioned. He

was satisfied with his wealth, but not proud of it; and piqued himself upon the hearty abundance, rather than the style in

which he lived. His stronghold was situated on the banks of the Hudson, in one of those green, sheltered, fertile nooks in

which the Dutch farmers are so fond of nestling. A great elm tree spread its broad branches over it, at the foot of which

bubbled up a spring of the softest and sweetest water, in a little well formed of a barrel; and then stole sparkling away

through the grass, to a neighboring brook, that babbled along among alders and dwarf willows. Hard by the farmhouse

was a vast barn, that might have served for a church; every window and crevice of which seemed bursting forth with the

treasures of the farm; the flail was busily resounding within it from morning to night; swallows and martins skimmed
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twittering about the eaves; and rows of pigeons, some with one eye turned up, as if watching the weather, some with

their heads under their wings or buried in their bosoms, and others swelling, and cooing, and bowing about their dames,

were enjoying the sunshine on the roof. Sleek unwieldy porkers were grunting in the repose and abundance of their

pens, from whence sallied forth, now and then, troops of sucking pigs, as if to snuff the air. A stately squadron of snowy

geese were riding in an adjoining pond, convoying whole fleets of ducks; regiments of turkeys were gobbling through

the farmyard, and Guinea fowls fretting about it, like ill-tempered housewives, with their peevish, discontented cry.

Before the barn door strutted the gallant cock, that pattern of a husband, a warrior and a fine gentleman, clapping his

burnished wings and crowing in the pride and gladness of his heart,—sometimes tearing up the earth with his feet, and

then generously calling his ever-hungry family of wives and children to enjoy the rich morsel which he had discovered.

The pedagogue’s mouth watered as he looked upon this sumptuous promise of luxurious winter fare. In his devouring

mind’s eye, he pictured to himself every roasting-pig running about with a pudding in his belly, and an apple in his

mouth; the pigeons were snugly put to bed in a comfortable pie, and tucked in with a coverlet of crust; the geese

were swimming in their own gravy; and the ducks pairing cosily in dishes, like snug married couples, with a decent

competency of onion sauce. In the porkers he saw carved out the future sleek side of bacon, and juicy relishing ham;

not a turkey but he beheld daintily trussed up, with its gizzard under its wing, and, peradventure, a necklace of savory

sausages; and even bright chanticleer himself lay sprawling on his back, in a side dish, with uplifted claws, as if craving

that quarter which his chivalrous spirit disdained to ask while living.

As the enraptured Ichabod fancied all this, and as he rolled his great green eyes over the fat meadow lands, the rich

fields of wheat, of rye, of buckwheat, and Indian corn, and the orchards burdened with ruddy fruit, which surrounded

the warm tenement of Van Tassel, his heart yearned after the damsel who was to inherit these domains, and his

imagination expanded with the idea, how they might be readily turned into cash, and the money invested in immense

tracts of wild land, and shingle palaces in the wilderness. Nay, his busy fancy already realized his hopes, and presented

to him the blooming Katrina, with a whole family of children, mounted on the top of a wagon loaded with household

trumpery, with pots and kettles dangling beneath; and he beheld himself bestriding a pacing mare, with a colt at her

heels, setting out for Kentucky, Tennessee,—or the Lord knows where!

When he entered the house, the conquest of his heart was complete. It was one of those spacious farmhouses, with

high-ridged but lowly sloping roofs, built in the style handed down from the first Dutch settlers; the low projecting eaves

forming a piazza along the front, capable of being closed up in bad weather. Under this were hung flails, harness, various

utensils of husbandry, and nets for fishing in the neighboring river. Benches were built along the sides for summer

use; and a great spinning-wheel at one end, and a churn at the other, showed the various uses to which this important

porch might be devoted. From this piazza the wondering Ichabod entered the hall, which formed the centre of the

mansion, and the place of usual residence. Here rows of resplendent pewter, ranged on a long dresser, dazzled his eyes.

In one corner stood a huge bag of wool, ready to be spun; in another, a quantity of linsey-woolsey just from the loom;

ears of Indian corn, and strings of dried apples and peaches, hung in gay festoons along the walls, mingled with the

gaud of red peppers; and a door left ajar gave him a peep into the best parlor, where the claw-footed chairs and dark

mahogany tables shone like mirrors; andirons, with their accompanying shovel and tongs, glistened from their covert of

asparagus tops; mock-oranges and conch-shells decorated the mantelpiece; strings of various-colored birds eggs were

suspended above it; a great ostrich egg was hung from the centre of the room, and a corner cupboard, knowingly left

open, displayed immense treasures of old silver and well-mended china.

From the moment Ichabod laid his eyes upon these regions of delight, the peace of his mind was at an end, and his only

study was how to gain the affections of the peerless daughter of Van Tassel. In this enterprise, however, he had more real

difficulties than generally fell to the lot of a knight-errant of yore, who seldom had anything but giants, enchanters, fiery

dragons, and such like easily conquered adversaries, to contend with and had to make his way merely through gates of

iron and brass, and walls of adamant to the castle keep, where the lady of his heart was confined; all which he achieved

as easily as a man would carve his way to the centre of a Christmas pie; and then the lady gave him her hand as a matter

of course. Ichabod, on the contrary, had to win his way to the heart of a country coquette, beset with a labyrinth of

whims and caprices, which were forever presenting new difficulties and impediments; and he had to encounter a host
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of fearful adversaries of real flesh and blood, the numerous rustic admirers, who beset every portal to her heart, keeping

a watchful and angry eye upon each other, but ready to fly out in the common cause against any new competitor.

Among these, the most formidable was a burly, roaring, roystering blade, of the name of Abraham, or, according to

the Dutch abbreviation, Brom Van Brunt, the hero of the country round, which rang with his feats of strength and

hardihood. He was broad-shouldered and double-jointed, with short curly black hair, and a bluff but not unpleasant

countenance, having a mingled air of fun and arrogance. From his Herculean frame and great powers of limb he had

received the nickname of BROM BONES, by which he was universally known. He was famed for great knowledge and

skill in horsemanship, being as dexterous on horseback as a Tartar. He was foremost at all races and cock fights; and,

with the ascendancy which bodily strength always acquires in rustic life, was the umpire in all disputes, setting his hat

on one side, and giving his decisions with an air and tone that admitted of no gainsay or appeal. He was always ready for

either a fight or a frolic; but had more mischief than ill-will in his composition; and with all his overbearing roughness,

there was a strong dash of waggish good humor at bottom. He had three or four boon companions, who regarded him

as their model, and at the head of whom he scoured the country, attending every scene of feud or merriment for miles

round. In cold weather he was distinguished by a fur cap, surmounted with a flaunting fox’s tail; and when the folks at

a country gathering descried this well-known crest at a distance, whisking about among a squad of hard riders, they

always stood by for a squall. Sometimes his crew would be heard dashing along past the farmhouses at midnight, with

whoop and halloo, like a troop of Don Cossacks; and the old dames, startled out of their sleep, would listen for a moment

till the hurry-scurry had clattered by, and then exclaim, “Ay, there goes Brom Bones and his gang!” The neighbors looked

upon him with a mixture of awe, admiration, and good-will; and, when any madcap prank or rustic brawl occurred in the

vicinity, always shook their heads, and warranted Brom Bones was at the bottom of it.

This rantipole hero had for some time singled out the blooming Katrina for the object of his uncouth gallantries, and

though his amorous toyings were something like the gentle caresses and endearments of a bear, yet it was whispered

that she did not altogether discourage his hopes. Certain it is, his advances were signals for rival candidates to retire,

who felt no inclination to cross a lion in his amours; insomuch, that when his horse was seen tied to Van Tassel’s paling,

on a Sunday night, a sure sign that his master was courting, or, as it is termed, “sparking,” within, all other suitors passed

by in despair, and carried the war into other quarters.

Such was the formidable rival with whom Ichabod Crane had to contend, and, considering all things, a stouter

man than he would have shrunk from the competition, and a wiser man would have despaired. He had, however, a

happy mixture of pliability and perseverance in his nature; he was in form and spirit like a supple-jack—yielding, but

tough; though he bent, he never broke; and though he bowed beneath the slightest pressure, yet, the moment it was

away—jerk!—he was as erect, and carried his head as high as ever.

To have taken the field openly against his rival would have been madness; for he was not a man to be thwarted in

his amours, any more than that stormy lover, Achilles. Ichabod, therefore, made his advances in a quiet and gently

insinuating manner. Under cover of his character of singing-master, he made frequent visits at the farmhouse; not that

he had anything to apprehend from the meddlesome interference of parents, which is so often a stumbling-block in the

path of lovers. Balt Van Tassel was an easy indulgent soul; he loved his daughter better even than his pipe, and, like a

reasonable man and an excellent father, let her have her way in everything. His notable little wife, too, had enough to do

to attend to her housekeeping and manage her poultry; for, as she sagely observed, ducks and geese are foolish things,

and must be looked after, but girls can take care of themselves. Thus, while the busy dame bustled about the house, or

plied her spinning-wheel at one end of the piazza, honest Balt would sit smoking his evening pipe at the other, watching

the achievements of a little wooden warrior, who, armed with a sword in each hand, was most valiantly fighting the wind

on the pinnacle of the barn. In the mean time, Ichabod would carry on his suit with the daughter by the side of the spring

under the great elm, or sauntering along in the twilight, that hour so favorable to the lover’s eloquence.

I profess not to know how women’s hearts are wooed and won. To me they have always been matters of riddle and

admiration. Some seem to have but one vulnerable point, or door of access; while others have a thousand avenues, and

may be captured in a thousand different ways. It is a great triumph of skill to gain the former, but a still greater proof

of generalship to maintain possession of the latter, for man must battle for his fortress at every door and window. He

who wins a thousand common hearts is therefore entitled to some renown; but he who keeps undisputed sway over the
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heart of a coquette is indeed a hero. Certain it is, this was not the case with the redoubtable Brom Bones; and from the

moment Ichabod Crane made his advances, the interests of the former evidently declined: his horse was no longer seen

tied to the palings on Sunday nights, and a deadly feud gradually arose between him and the preceptor of Sleepy Hollow.

Brom, who had a degree of rough chivalry in his nature, would fain have carried matters to open warfare and have

settled their pretensions to the lady, according to the mode of those most concise and simple reasoners, the knights-

errant of yore,—by single combat; but Ichabod was too conscious of the superior might of his adversary to enter the lists

against him; he had overheard a boast of Bones, that he would “double the schoolmaster up, and lay him on a shelf of his

own schoolhouse;” and he was too wary to give him an opportunity. There was something extremely provoking in this

obstinately pacific system; it left Brom no alternative but to draw upon the funds of rustic waggery in his disposition,

and to play off boorish practical jokes upon his rival. Ichabod became the object of whimsical persecution to Bones and

his gang of rough riders. They harried his hitherto peaceful domains; smoked out his singing school by stopping up

the chimney; broke into the schoolhouse at night, in spite of its formidable fastenings of withe and window stakes, and

turned everything topsy-turvy, so that the poor schoolmaster began to think all the witches in the country held their

meetings there. But what was still more annoying, Brom took all opportunities of turning him into ridicule in presence

of his mistress, and had a scoundrel dog whom he taught to whine in the most ludicrous manner, and introduced as a

rival of Ichabod’s, to instruct her in psalmody.

In this way matters went on for some time, without producing any material effect on the relative situations of the

contending powers. On a fine autumnal afternoon, Ichabod, in pensive mood, sat enthroned on the lofty stool from

whence he usually watched all the concerns of his little literary realm. In his hand he swayed a ferule, that sceptre of

despotic power; the birch of justice reposed on three nails behind the throne, a constant terror to evil doers, while

on the desk before him might be seen sundry contraband articles and prohibited weapons, detected upon the persons

of idle urchins, such as half-munched apples, popguns, whirligigs, fly-cages, and whole legions of rampant little paper

gamecocks. Apparently there had been some appalling act of justice recently inflicted, for his scholars were all busily

intent upon their books, or slyly whispering behind them with one eye kept upon the master; and a kind of buzzing

stillness reigned throughout the schoolroom. It was suddenly interrupted by the appearance of a negro in tow-cloth

jacket and trowsers, a round-crowned fragment of a hat, like the cap of Mercury, and mounted on the back of a ragged,

wild, half-broken colt, which he managed with a rope by way of halter. He came clattering up to the school door with

an invitation to Ichabod to attend a merry-making or “quilting frolic,” to be held that evening at Mynheer Van Tassel’s;

and having delivered his message with that air of importance, and effort at fine language, which a negro is apt to display

on petty embassies of the kind, he dashed over the brook, and was seen scampering away up the hollow, full of the

importance and hurry of his mission.

All was now bustle and hubbub in the late quiet schoolroom. The scholars were hurried through their lessons without

stopping at trifles; those who were nimble skipped over half with impunity, and those who were tardy had a smart

application now and then in the rear, to quicken their speed or help them over a tall word. Books were flung aside

without being put away on the shelves, inkstands were overturned, benches thrown down, and the whole school was

turned loose an hour before the usual time, bursting forth like a legion of young imps, yelping and racketing about the

green in joy at their early emancipation.

The gallant Ichabod now spent at least an extra half hour at his toilet, brushing and furbishing up his best, and indeed

only suit of rusty black, and arranging his locks by a bit of broken looking-glass that hung up in the schoolhouse. That

he might make his appearance before his mistress in the true style of a cavalier, he borrowed a horse from the farmer

with whom he was domiciliated, a choleric old Dutchman of the name of Hans Van Ripper, and, thus gallantly mounted,

issued forth like a knight-errant in quest of adventures. But it is meet I should, in the true spirit of romantic story, give

some account of the looks and equipments of my hero and his steed. The animal he bestrode was a broken-down plow-

horse, that had outlived almost everything but its viciousness. He was gaunt and shagged, with a ewe neck, and a head

like a hammer; his rusty mane and tail were tangled and knotted with burs; one eye had lost its pupil, and was glaring

and spectral, but the other had the gleam of a genuine devil in it. Still he must have had fire and mettle in his day, if

we may judge from the name he bore of Gunpowder. He had, in fact, been a favorite steed of his master’s, the choleric
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Van Ripper, who was a furious rider, and had infused, very probably, some of his own spirit into the animal; for, old and

broken-down as he looked, there was more of the lurking devil in him than in any young filly in the country.

Ichabod was a suitable figure for such a steed. He rode with short stirrups, which brought his knees nearly up to the

pommel of the saddle; his sharp elbows stuck out like grasshoppers’; he carried his whip perpendicularly in his hand,

like a sceptre, and as his horse jogged on, the motion of his arms was not unlike the flapping of a pair of wings. A small

wool hat rested on the top of his nose, for so his scanty strip of forehead might be called, and the skirts of his black coat

fluttered out almost to the horses tail. Such was the appearance of Ichabod and his steed as they shambled out of the

gate of Hans Van Ripper, and it was altogether such an apparition as is seldom to be met with in broad daylight.

It was, as I have said, a fine autumnal day; the sky was clear and serene, and nature wore that rich and golden livery

which we always associate with the idea of abundance. The forests had put on their sober brown and yellow, while some

trees of the tenderer kind had been nipped by the frosts into brilliant dyes of orange, purple, and scarlet. Streaming files

of wild ducks began to make their appearance high in the air; the bark of the squirrel might be heard from the groves of

beech and hickory-nuts, and the pensive whistle of the quail at intervals from the neighboring stubble field.

The small birds were taking their farewell banquets. In the fullness of their revelry, they fluttered, chirping and

frolicking from bush to bush, and tree to tree, capricious from the very profusion and variety around them. There

was the honest cock robin, the favorite game of stripling sportsmen, with its loud querulous note; and the twittering

blackbirds flying in sable clouds; and the golden-winged woodpecker with his crimson crest, his broad black gorget, and

splendid plumage; and the cedar bird, with its red-tipt wings and yellow-tipt tail and its little monteiro cap of feathers;

and the blue jay, that noisy coxcomb, in his gay light blue coat and white underclothes, screaming and chattering,

nodding and bobbing and bowing, and pretending to be on good terms with every songster of the grove.

As Ichabod jogged slowly on his way, his eye, ever open to every symptom of culinary abundance, ranged with delight

over the treasures of jolly autumn. On all sides he beheld vast store of apples; some hanging in oppressive opulence

on the trees; some gathered into baskets and barrels for the market; others heaped up in rich piles for the cider-press.

Farther on he beheld great fields of Indian corn, with its golden ears peeping from their leafy coverts, and holding out

the promise of cakes and hasty-pudding; and the yellow pumpkins lying beneath them, turning up their fair round bellies

to the sun, and giving ample prospects of the most luxurious of pies; and anon he passed the fragrant buckwheat fields

breathing the odor of the beehive, and as he beheld them, soft anticipations stole over his mind of dainty slapjacks, well

buttered, and garnished with honey or treacle, by the delicate little dimpled hand of Katrina Van Tassel.

Thus feeding his mind with many sweet thoughts and “sugared suppositions,” he journeyed along the sides of a range

of hills which look out upon some of the goodliest scenes of the mighty Hudson. The sun gradually wheeled his broad

disk down in the west. The wide bosom of the Tappan Zee lay motionless and glassy, excepting that here and there a

gentle undulation waved and prolonged the blue shadow of the distant mountain. A few amber clouds floated in the

sky, without a breath of air to move them. The horizon was of a fine golden tint, changing gradually into a pure apple

green, and from that into the deep blue of the mid-heaven. A slanting ray lingered on the woody crests of the precipices

that overhung some parts of the river, giving greater depth to the dark gray and purple of their rocky sides. A sloop

was loitering in the distance, dropping slowly down with the tide, her sail hanging uselessly against the mast; and as the

reflection of the sky gleamed along the still water, it seemed as if the vessel was suspended in the air.

It was toward evening that Ichabod arrived at the castle of the Heer Van Tassel, which he found thronged with the

pride and flower of the adjacent country. Old farmers, a spare leathern-faced race, in homespun coats and breeches,

blue stockings, huge shoes, and magnificent pewter buckles. Their brisk, withered little dames, in close-crimped caps,

long-waisted short gowns, homespun petticoats, with scissors and pincushions, and gay calico pockets hanging on the

outside. Buxom lasses, almost as antiquated as their mothers, excepting where a straw hat, a fine ribbon, or perhaps a

white frock, gave symptoms of city innovation. The sons, in short square-skirted coats, with rows of stupendous brass

buttons, and their hair generally queued in the fashion of the times, especially if they could procure an eel-skin for the

purpose, it being esteemed throughout the country as a potent nourisher and strengthener of the hair.

Brom Bones, however, was the hero of the scene, having come to the gathering on his favorite steed Daredevil, a

creature, like himself, full of mettle and mischief, and which no one but himself could manage. He was, in fact, noted
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for preferring vicious animals, given to all kinds of tricks which kept the rider in constant risk of his neck, for he held a

tractable, well-broken horse as unworthy of a lad of spirit.

Fain would I pause to dwell upon the world of charms that burst upon the enraptured gaze of my hero, as he entered

the state parlor of Van Tassel’s mansion. Not those of the bevy of buxom lasses, with their luxurious display of red and

white; but the ample charms of a genuine Dutch country tea-table, in the sumptuous time of autumn. Such heaped up

platters of cakes of various and almost indescribable kinds, known only to experienced Dutch housewives! There was

the doughty doughnut, the tender oly koek, and the crisp and crumbling cruller; sweet cakes and short cakes, ginger

cakes and honey cakes, and the whole family of cakes. And then there were apple pies, and peach pies, and pumpkin pies;

besides slices of ham and smoked beef; and moreover delectable dishes of preserved plums, and peaches, and pears, and

quinces; not to mention broiled shad and roasted chickens; together with bowls of milk and cream, all mingled higgledy-

piggledy, pretty much as I have enumerated them, with the motherly teapot sending up its clouds of vapor from the

midst—Heaven bless the mark! I want breath and time to discuss this banquet as it deserves, and am too eager to get on

with my story. Happily, Ichabod Crane was not in so great a hurry as his historian, but did ample justice to every dainty.

He was a kind and thankful creature, whose heart dilated in proportion as his skin was filled with good cheer, and

whose spirits rose with eating, as some men’s do with drink. He could not help, too, rolling his large eyes round him as

he ate, and chuckling with the possibility that he might one day be lord of all this scene of almost unimaginable luxury

and splendor. Then, he thought, how soon he’d turn his back upon the old schoolhouse; snap his fingers in the face of

Hans Van Ripper, and every other niggardly patron, and kick any itinerant pedagogue out of doors that should dare to

call him comrade!

Old Baltus Van Tassel moved about among his guests with a face dilated with content and good humor, round and jolly

as the harvest moon. His hospitable attentions were brief, but expressive, being confined to a shake of the hand, a slap

on the shoulder, a loud laugh, and a pressing invitation to “fall to, and help themselves.”

And now the sound of the music from the common room, or hall, summoned to the dance. The musician was an

old gray-headed negro, who had been the itinerant orchestra of the neighborhood for more than half a century. His

instrument was as old and battered as himself. The greater part of the time he scraped on two or three strings,

accompanying every movement of the bow with a motion of the head; bowing almost to the ground, and stamping with

his foot whenever a fresh couple were to start.

Ichabod prided himself upon his dancing as much as upon his vocal powers. Not a limb, not a fibre about him was idle;

and to have seen his loosely hung frame in full motion, and clattering about the room, you would have thought St. Vitus

himself, that blessed patron of the dance, was figuring before you in person. He was the admiration of all the negroes;

who, having gathered, of all ages and sizes, from the farm and the neighborhood, stood forming a pyramid of shining

black faces at every door and window, gazing with delight at the scene, rolling their white eyeballs, and showing grinning

rows of ivory from ear to ear. How could the flogger of urchins be otherwise than animated and joyous? The lady of his

heart was his partner in the dance, and smiling graciously in reply to all his amorous oglings; while Brom Bones, sorely

smitten with love and jealousy, sat brooding by himself in one corner.

When the dance was at an end, Ichabod was attracted to a knot of the sager folks, who, with Old Van Tassel, sat

smoking at one end of the piazza, gossiping over former times, and drawing out long stories about the war.

This neighborhood, at the time of which I am speaking, was one of those highly favored places which abound with

chronicle and great men. The British and American line had run near it during the war; it had, therefore, been the scene

of marauding and infested with refugees, cowboys, and all kinds of border chivalry. Just sufficient time had elapsed to

enable each storyteller to dress up his tale with a little becoming fiction, and, in the indistinctness of his recollection, to

make himself the hero of every exploit.

There was the story of Doffue Martling, a large blue-bearded Dutchman, who had nearly taken a British frigate with

an old iron nine-pounder from a mud breastwork, only that his gun burst at the sixth discharge. And there was an old

gentleman who shall be nameless, being too rich a mynheer to be lightly mentioned, who, in the battle of White Plains,

being an excellent master of defence, parried a musket-ball with a small sword, insomuch that he absolutely felt it whiz

round the blade, and glance off at the hilt; in proof of which he was ready at any time to show the sword, with the hilt
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a little bent. There were several more that had been equally great in the field, not one of whom but was persuaded that

he had a considerable hand in bringing the war to a happy termination.

But all these were nothing to the tales of ghosts and apparitions that succeeded. The neighborhood is rich in

legendary treasures of the kind. Local tales and superstitions thrive best in these sheltered, long-settled retreats; but

are trampled under foot by the shifting throng that forms the population of most of our country places. Besides, there

is no encouragement for ghosts in most of our villages, for they have scarcely had time to finish their first nap and turn

themselves in their graves, before their surviving friends have travelled away from the neighborhood; so that when they

turn out at night to walk their rounds, they have no acquaintance left to call upon. This is perhaps the reason why we so

seldom hear of ghosts except in our long-established Dutch communities.

The immediate cause, however, of the prevalence of supernatural stories in these parts, was doubtless owing to the

vicinity of Sleepy Hollow. There was a contagion in the very air that blew from that haunted region; it breathed forth

an atmosphere of dreams and fancies infecting all the land. Several of the Sleepy Hollow people were present at Van

Tassel’s, and, as usual, were doling out their wild and wonderful legends. Many dismal tales were told about funeral

trains, and mourning cries and wailings heard and seen about the great tree where the unfortunate Major André was

taken, and which stood in the neighborhood. Some mention was made also of the woman in white, that haunted the

dark glen at Raven Rock, and was often heard to shriek on winter nights before a storm, having perished there in the

snow. The chief part of the stories, however, turned upon the favorite spectre of Sleepy Hollow, the Headless Horseman,

who had been heard several times of late, patrolling the country; and, it was said, tethered his horse nightly among the

graves in the churchyard.

The sequestered situation of this church seems always to have made it a favorite haunt of troubled spirits. It stands

on a knoll, surrounded by locust-trees and lofty elms, from among which its decent, whitewashed walls shine modestly

forth, like Christian purity beaming through the shades of retirement. A gentle slope descends from it to a silver sheet

of water, bordered by high trees, between which, peeps may be caught at the blue hills of the Hudson. To look upon its

grass-grown yard, where the sunbeams seem to sleep so quietly, one would think that there at least the dead might rest

in peace. On one side of the church extends a wide woody dell, along which raves a large brook among broken rocks

and trunks of fallen trees. Over a deep black part of the stream, not far from the church, was formerly thrown a wooden

bridge; the road that led to it, and the bridge itself, were thickly shaded by overhanging trees, which cast a gloom about

it, even in the daytime; but occasioned a fearful darkness at night. Such was one of the favorite haunts of the Headless

Horseman, and the place where he was most frequently encountered. The tale was told of old Brouwer, a most heretical

disbeliever in ghosts, how he met the Horseman returning from his foray into Sleepy Hollow, and was obliged to get

up behind him; how they galloped over bush and brake, over hill and swamp, until they reached the bridge; when the

Horseman suddenly turned into a skeleton, threw old Brouwer into the brook, and sprang away over the tree-tops with

a clap of thunder.

This story was immediately matched by a thrice marvellous adventure of Brom Bones, who made light of the Galloping

Hessian as an arrant jockey. He affirmed that on returning one night from the neighboring village of Sing Sing, he had

been overtaken by this midnight trooper; that he had offered to race with him for a bowl of punch, and should have won

it too, for Daredevil beat the goblin horse all hollow, but just as they came to the church bridge, the Hessian bolted, and

vanished in a flash of fire.

All these tales, told in that drowsy undertone with which men talk in the dark, the countenances of the listeners only

now and then receiving a casual gleam from the glare of a pipe, sank deep in the mind of Ichabod. He repaid them in

kind with large extracts from his invaluable author, Cotton Mather, and added many marvellous events that had taken

place in his native State of Connecticut, and fearful sights which he had seen in his nightly walks about Sleepy Hollow.

The revel now gradually broke up. The old farmers gathered together their families in their wagons, and were heard

for some time rattling along the hollow roads, and over the distant hills. Some of the damsels mounted on pillions

behind their favorite swains, and their light-hearted laughter, mingling with the clatter of hoofs, echoed along the silent

woodlands, sounding fainter and fainter, until they gradually died away,—and the late scene of noise and frolic was all

silent and deserted. Ichabod only lingered behind, according to the custom of country lovers, to have a tête-à-tête with

the heiress; fully convinced that he was now on the high road to success. What passed at this interview I will not pretend
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to say, for in fact I do not know. Something, however, I fear me, must have gone wrong, for he certainly sallied forth, after

no very great interval, with an air quite desolate and chapfallen. Oh, these women! these women! Could that girl have

been playing off any of her coquettish tricks? Was her encouragement of the poor pedagogue all a mere sham to secure

her conquest of his rival? Heaven only knows, not I! Let it suffice to say, Ichabod stole forth with the air of one who had

been sacking a henroost, rather than a fair lady’s heart. Without looking to the right or left to notice the scene of rural

wealth, on which he had so often gloated, he went straight to the stable, and with several hearty cuffs and kicks roused

his steed most uncourteously from the comfortable quarters in which he was soundly sleeping, dreaming of mountains

of corn and oats, and whole valleys of timothy and clover.

It was the very witching time of night that Ichabod, heavy-hearted and crestfallen, pursued his travels homewards,

along the sides of the lofty hills which rise above Tarry Town, and which he had traversed so cheerily in the afternoon.

The hour was as dismal as himself. Far below him the Tappan Zee spread its dusky and indistinct waste of waters, with

here and there the tall mast of a sloop, riding quietly at anchor under the land. In the dead hush of midnight, he could

even hear the barking of the watchdog from the opposite shore of the Hudson; but it was so vague and faint as only to

give an idea of his distance from this faithful companion of man. Now and then, too, the long-drawn crowing of a cock,

accidentally awakened, would sound far, far off, from some farmhouse away among the hills—but it was like a dreaming

sound in his ear. No signs of life occurred near him, but occasionally the melancholy chirp of a cricket, or perhaps the

guttural twang of a bullfrog from a neighboring marsh, as if sleeping uncomfortably and turning suddenly in his bed.

All the stories of ghosts and goblins that he had heard in the afternoon now came crowding upon his recollection.

The night grew darker and darker; the stars seemed to sink deeper in the sky, and driving clouds occasionally hid them

from his sight. He had never felt so lonely and dismal. He was, moreover, approaching the very place where many of the

scenes of the ghost stories had been laid. In the centre of the road stood an enormous tulip-tree, which towered like a

giant above all the other trees of the neighborhood, and formed a kind of landmark. Its limbs were gnarled and fantastic,

large enough to form trunks for ordinary trees, twisting down almost to the earth, and rising again into the air. It was

connected with the tragical story of the unfortunate André, who had been taken prisoner hard by; and was universally

known by the name of Major André’s tree. The common people regarded it with a mixture of respect and superstition,

partly out of sympathy for the fate of its ill-starred namesake, and partly from the tales of strange sights, and doleful

lamentations, told concerning it.

As Ichabod approached this fearful tree, he began to whistle; he thought his whistle was answered; it was but a blast

sweeping sharply through the dry branches. As he approached a little nearer, he thought he saw something white,

hanging in the midst of the tree: he paused and ceased whistling but, on looking more narrowly, perceived that it was a

place where the tree had been scathed by lightning, and the white wood laid bare. Suddenly he heard a groan—his teeth

chattered, and his knees smote against the saddle: it was but the rubbing of one huge bough upon another, as they were

swayed about by the breeze. He passed the tree in safety, but new perils lay before him.

About two hundred yards from the tree, a small brook crossed the road, and ran into a marshy and thickly-wooded

glen, known by the name of Wiley’s Swamp. A few rough logs, laid side by side, served for a bridge over this stream. On

that side of the road where the brook entered the wood, a group of oaks and chestnuts, matted thick with wild grape-

vines, threw a cavernous gloom over it. To pass this bridge was the severest trial. It was at this identical spot that the

unfortunate André was captured, and under the covert of those chestnuts and vines were the sturdy yeomen concealed

who surprised him. This has ever since been considered a haunted stream, and fearful are the feelings of the schoolboy

who has to pass it alone after dark.

As he approached the stream, his heart began to thump; he summoned up, however, all his resolution, gave his horse

half a score of kicks in the ribs, and attempted to dash briskly across the bridge; but instead of starting forward, the

perverse old animal made a lateral movement, and ran broadside against the fence. Ichabod, whose fears increased

with the delay, jerked the reins on the other side, and kicked lustily with the contrary foot: it was all in vain; his steed

started, it is true, but it was only to plunge to the opposite side of the road into a thicket of brambles and alder bushes.

The schoolmaster now bestowed both whip and heel upon the starveling ribs of old Gunpowder, who dashed forward,

snuffling and snorting, but came to a stand just by the bridge, with a suddenness that had nearly sent his rider sprawling

over his head. Just at this moment a plashy tramp by the side of the bridge caught the sensitive ear of Ichabod. In the
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dark shadow of the grove, on the margin of the brook, he beheld something huge, misshapen and towering. It stirred

not, but seemed gathered up in the gloom, like some gigantic monster ready to spring upon the traveller.

The hair of the affrighted pedagogue rose upon his head with terror. What was to be done? To turn and fly was now

too late; and besides, what chance was there of escaping ghost or goblin, if such it was, which could ride upon the

wings of the wind? Summoning up, therefore, a show of courage, he demanded in stammering accents, “Who are you?”

He received no reply. He repeated his demand in a still more agitated voice. Still there was no answer. Once more he

cudgelled the sides of the inflexible Gunpowder, and, shutting his eyes, broke forth with involuntary fervor into a psalm

tune. Just then the shadowy object of alarm put itself in motion, and with a scramble and a bound stood at once in the

middle of the road. Though the night was dark and dismal, yet the form of the unknown might now in some degree be

ascertained. He appeared to be a horseman of large dimensions, and mounted on a black horse of powerful frame. He

made no offer of molestation or sociability, but kept aloof on one side of the road, jogging along on the blind side of old

Gunpowder, who had now got over his fright and waywardness.

Ichabod, who had no relish for this strange midnight companion, and bethought himself of the adventure of Brom

Bones with the Galloping Hessian, now quickened his steed in hopes of leaving him behind. The stranger, however,

quickened his horse to an equal pace. Ichabod pulled up, and fell into a walk, thinking to lag behind,—the other did

the same. His heart began to sink within him; he endeavored to resume his psalm tune, but his parched tongue clove

to the roof of his mouth, and he could not utter a stave. There was something in the moody and dogged silence of

this pertinacious companion that was mysterious and appalling. It was soon fearfully accounted for. On mounting a

rising ground, which brought the figure of his fellow-traveller in relief against the sky, gigantic in height, and muffled

in a cloak, Ichabod was horror-struck on perceiving that he was headless!—but his horror was still more increased on

observing that the head, which should have rested on his shoulders, was carried before him on the pommel of his saddle!

His terror rose to desperation; he rained a shower of kicks and blows upon Gunpowder, hoping by a sudden movement

to give his companion the slip; but the spectre started full jump with him. Away, then, they dashed through thick and

thin; stones flying and sparks flashing at every bound. Ichabod’s flimsy garments fluttered in the air, as he stretched his

long lank body away over his horse’s head, in the eagerness of his flight.

They had now reached the road which turns off to Sleepy Hollow; but Gunpowder, who seemed possessed with a

demon, instead of keeping up it, made an opposite turn, and plunged headlong downhill to the left. This road leads

through a sandy hollow shaded by trees for about a quarter of a mile, where it crosses the bridge famous in goblin story;

and just beyond swells the green knoll on which stands the whitewashed church.

As yet the panic of the steed had given his unskilful rider an apparent advantage in the chase, but just as he had got

half way through the hollow, the girths of the saddle gave way, and he felt it slipping from under him. He seized it by

the pommel, and endeavored to hold it firm, but in vain; and had just time to save himself by clasping old Gunpowder

round the neck, when the saddle fell to the earth, and he heard it trampled under foot by his pursuer. For a moment

the terror of Hans Van Ripper’s wrath passed across his mind,—for it was his Sunday saddle; but this was no time for

petty fears; the goblin was hard on his haunches; and (unskilful rider that he was!) he had much ado to maintain his seat;

sometimes slipping on one side, sometimes on another, and sometimes jolted on the high ridge of his horse’s backbone,

with a violence that he verily feared would cleave him asunder.

An opening in the trees now cheered him with the hopes that the church bridge was at hand. The wavering reflection

of a silver star in the bosom of the brook told him that he was not mistaken. He saw the walls of the church dimly glaring

under the trees beyond. He recollected the place where Brom Bones’s ghostly competitor had disappeared. “If I can but

reach that bridge,” thought Ichabod, “I am safe.” Just then he heard the black steed panting and blowing close behind

him; he even fancied that he felt his hot breath. Another convulsive kick in the ribs, and old Gunpowder sprang upon

the bridge; he thundered over the resounding planks; he gained the opposite side; and now Ichabod cast a look behind

to see if his pursuer should vanish, according to rule, in a flash of fire and brimstone. Just then he saw the goblin rising

in his stirrups, and in the very act of hurling his head at him. Ichabod endeavored to dodge the horrible missile, but too

late. It encountered his cranium with a tremendous crash,—he was tumbled headlong into the dust, and Gunpowder, the

black steed, and the goblin rider, passed by like a whirlwind.

The next morning the old horse was found without his saddle, and with the bridle under his feet, soberly cropping
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the grass at his master’s gate. Ichabod did not make his appearance at breakfast; dinner-hour came, but no Ichabod.

The boys assembled at the schoolhouse, and strolled idly about the banks of the brook; but no schoolmaster. Hans Van

Ripper now began to feel some uneasiness about the fate of poor Ichabod, and his saddle. An inquiry was set on foot,

and after diligent investigation they came upon his traces. In one part of the road leading to the church was found the

saddle trampled in the dirt; the tracks of horses’ hoofs deeply dented in the road, and evidently at furious speed, were

traced to the bridge, beyond which, on the bank of a broad part of the brook, where the water ran deep and black, was

found the hat of the unfortunate Ichabod, and close beside it a shattered pumpkin.

The brook was searched, but the body of the schoolmaster was not to be discovered. Hans Van Ripper as executor

of his estate, examined the bundle which contained all his worldly effects. They consisted of two shirts and a half;

two stocks for the neck; a pair or two of worsted stockings; an old pair of corduroy small-clothes; a rusty razor; a

book of psalm tunes full of dog’s-ears; and a broken pitch-pipe. As to the books and furniture of the schoolhouse, they

belonged to the community, excepting Cotton Mather’s “History of Witchcraft,” a “New England Almanac,” and a book

of dreams and fortune-telling; in which last was a sheet of foolscap much scribbled and blotted in several fruitless

attempts to make a copy of verses in honor of the heiress of Van Tassel. These magic books and the poetic scrawl were

forthwith consigned to the flames by Hans Van Ripper; who, from that time forward, determined to send his children

no more to school, observing that he never knew any good come of this same reading and writing. Whatever money

the schoolmaster possessed, and he had received his quarter’s pay but a day or two before, he must have had about his

person at the time of his disappearance.

The mysterious event caused much speculation at the church on the following Sunday. Knots of gazers and gossips

were collected in the churchyard, at the bridge, and at the spot where the hat and pumpkin had been found. The stories

of Brouwer, of Bones, and a whole budget of others were called to mind; and when they had diligently considered them

all, and compared them with the symptoms of the present case, they shook their heads, and came to the conclusion that

Ichabod had been carried off by the Galloping Hessian. As he was a bachelor, and in nobody’s debt, nobody troubled his

head any more about him; the school was removed to a different quarter of the hollow, and another pedagogue reigned

in his stead.

It is true, an old farmer, who had been down to New York on a visit several years after, and from whom this account of

the ghostly adventure was received, brought home the intelligence that Ichabod Crane was still alive; that he had left the

neighborhood partly through fear of the goblin and Hans Van Ripper, and partly in mortification at having been suddenly

dismissed by the heiress; that he had changed his quarters to a distant part of the country; had kept school and studied

law at the same time; had been admitted to the bar; turned politician; electioneered; written for the newspapers; and

finally had been made a justice of the Ten Pound Court. Brom Bones, too, who, shortly after his rival’s disappearance

conducted the blooming Katrina in triumph to the altar, was observed to look exceedingly knowing whenever the story

of Ichabod was related, and always burst into a hearty laugh at the mention of the pumpkin; which led some to suspect

that he knew more about the matter than he chose to tell.

The old country wives, however, who are the best judges of these matters, maintain to this day that Ichabod was

spirited away by supernatural means; and it is a favorite story often told about the neighborhood round the winter

evening fire. The bridge became more than ever an object of superstitious awe; and that may be the reason why the

road has been altered of late years, so as to approach the church by the border of the millpond. The schoolhouse being

deserted soon fell to decay, and was reported to be haunted by the ghost of the unfortunate pedagogue and the plowboy,

loitering homeward of a still summer evening, has often fancied his voice at a distance, chanting a melancholy psalm

tune among the tranquil solitudes of Sleepy Hollow.

POSTSCRIPT.

FOUND IN THE HANDWRITING OF MR. KNICKERBOCKER.

The preceding tale is given almost in the precise words in which I heard it related at a Corporation meeting at the

ancient city of Manhattoes, at which were present many of its sagest and most illustrious burghers. The narrator was

a pleasant, shabby, gentlemanly old fellow, in pepper-and-salt clothes, with a sadly humourous face, and one whom I

strongly suspected of being poor–he made such efforts to be entertaining. When his story was concluded, there was

much laughter and approbation, particularly from two or three deputy aldermen, who had been asleep the greater part
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of the time. There was, however, one tall, dry-looking old gentleman, with beetling eyebrows, who maintained a grave

and rather severe face throughout, now and then folding his arms, inclining his head, and looking down upon the floor,

as if turning a doubt over in his mind. He was one of your wary men, who never laugh but upon good grounds–when they

have reason and law on their side. When the mirth of the rest of the company had subsided, and silence was restored,

he leaned one arm on the elbow of his chair, and sticking the other akimbo, demanded, with a slight, but exceedingly

sage motion of the head, and contraction of the brow, what was the moral of the story, and what it went to prove?

The story-teller, who was just putting a glass of wine to his lips, as a refreshment after his toils, paused for a moment,

looked at his inquirer with an air of infinite deference, and, lowering the glass slowly to the table, observed that the story

was intended most logically to prove–

“That there is no situation in life but has its advantages and pleasures–provided we will but take a joke as we find it:

“That, therefore, he that runs races with goblin troopers is likely to have rough riding of it.

“Ergo, for a country schoolmaster to be refused the hand of a Dutch heiress is a certain step to high preferment in the

state.”

The cautious old gentleman knit his brows tenfold closer after this explanation, being sorely puzzled by the

ratiocination of the syllogism, while, methought, the one in pepper-and-salt eyed him with something of a triumphant

leer. At length he observed that all this was very well, but still he thought the story a little on the extravagant–there were

one or two points on which he had his doubts.

“Faith, sir,” replied the story-teller, “as to that matter, I don’t believe one-half of it myself.” D. K.

THE END

Discussion Questions

1. What is the purpose of the story? Explain your rationale

2. How is irony used in the story? Explain your rationale

3. Are Ichabod Crane and Brom Bones symbolic characters? What do they represent?

4. How are Ichabod’s and Brom’s horses symbols of their characters?

Text Attributions

• “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” by Washington Irving is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada and the

United States.
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2. The Mortal Immortal by Mary Shelly (1833)

“Nothing contributes so much to tranquilize the mind as a steady purpose”

― Mary Shelley

July 16, 1833.—This is a memorable anniversary for me; on it I complete my three hundred and twenty-third year!

The Wandering Jew?—certainly not. More than eighteen centuries have passed over his head. In comparison with him,

I am a very young Immortal.

Am I, then, immortal? This is a question which I have asked myself, by day and night, for now three hundred and three

years, and yet cannot answer it. I detected a grey hair amidst my brown locks this very day—that surely signifies decay.

Yet it may have remained concealed there for three hundred years—for some persons have become entirely white-

headed before twenty years of age.

I will tell my story, and my reader shall judge for me. I will tell my story, and so contrive to pass some few hours of a

long eternity, become so wearisome to me. For ever! Can it be? to live for ever! I have heard of enchantments, in which

the victims were plunged into a deep sleep, to wake, after a hundred years, as fresh as ever: I have heard of the Seven

Sleepers—thus to be immortal would not be so burthensome: but, oh! the weight of never-ending time—the tedious

passage of the still-succeeding hours! How happy was the fabled Nourjahad!—But to my task.

All the world has heard of Cornelius Agrippa. His memory is as immortal as his arts have made me. All the world has

also heard of his scholar, who, unawares, raised the foul fiend during his master’s absence, and was destroyed by him.

The report, true or false, of this accident, was attended with many inconveniences to the renowned philosopher. All his

scholars at once deserted him—his servants disappeared. He had no one near him to put coals on his ever-burning fires

while he slept, or to attend to the changeful colours of his medicines while he studied. Experiment after experiment

failed, because one pair of hands was insufficient to complete them: the dark spirits laughed at him for not being able to

retain a single mortal in his service.

I was then very young—very poor—and very much in love. I had been for about a year the pupil of Cornelius, though I

was absent when this accident took place. On my return, my friends implored me not to return to the alchymist’s abode.

I trembled as I listened to the dire tale they told; I required no second warning; and when Cornelius came and offered

me a purse of gold if I would remain under his roof, I felt as if Satan himself tempted me. My teeth chattered—my hair

stood on end;—I ran off as fast as my trembling knees would permit.

My failing steps were directed whither for two years they had every evening been attracted,—a gently bubbling

spring of pure living water, beside which lingered a dark-haired girl, whose beaming eyes were fixed on the path I was

accustomed each night to tread. I cannot remember the hour when I did not love Bertha; we had been neighbours and

playmates from infancy,—her parents, like mine, were of humble life, yet respectable,—our attachment had been a source

of pleasure to them. In an evil hour, a malignant fever carried off both her father and mother, and Bertha became an

orphan. She would have found a home beneath my paternal roof, but, unfortunately, the old lady of the near castle,

rich, childless, and solitary, declared her intention to adopt her. Henceforth Bertha was clad in silk—inhabited a marble

palace—and was looked on as being highly favoured by fortune. But in her new situation among her new associates,

Bertha remained true to the friend of her humbler days; she often visited the cottage of my father, and when forbidden

to go thither, she would stray towards the neighbouring wood, and meet me beside its shady fountain.

She often declared that she owed no duty to her new protectress equal in sanctity to that which bound us. Yet still

I was too poor to marry, and she grew weary of being tormented on my account. She had a haughty but an impatient

spirit, and grew angry at the obstacles that prevented our union. We met now after an absence, and she had been sorely

beset while I was away; she complained bitterly, and almost reproached me for being poor. I replied hastily,—

“I am honest, if I am poor!—were I not, I might soon become rich!”
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This exclamation produced a thousand questions. I feared to shock her by owning the truth, but she drew it from me;

and then, casting a look of disdain on me, she said,—

“You pretend to love, and you fear to face the Devil for my sake!”

I protested that I had only dreaded to offend her;—while she dwelt on the magnitude of the reward that I should

receive. Thus encouraged—shamed by her—led on by love and hope, laughing at my late fears, with quick steps and a

light heart, I returned to accept the offers of the alchymist, and was instantly installed in my office.

A year passed away. I became possessed of no insignificant sum of money. Custom had banished my fears. In spite of

the most painful vigilance, I had never detected the trace of a cloven foot; nor was the studious silence of our abode ever

disturbed by demoniac howls. I still continued my stolen interviews with Bertha, and Hope dawned on me—Hope—but

not perfect joy; for Bertha fancied that love and security were enemies, and her pleasure was to divide them in my

bosom. Though true of heart, she was somewhat of a coquette in manner; and I was jealous as a Turk. She slighted me

in a thousand ways, yet would never acknowledge herself to be in the wrong. She would drive me mad with anger, and

then force me to beg her pardon. Sometimes she fancied that I was not sufficiently submissive, and then she had some

story of a rival, favoured by her protectress. She was surrounded by silk-clad youths—the rich and gay. What chance had

the sad-robed scholar of Cornelius compared with these?

On one occasion, the philosopher made such large demands upon my time, that I was unable to meet her as I was

wont. He was engaged in some mighty work, and I was forced to remain, day and night, feeding his furnaces and

watching his chemical preparations. Bertha waited for me in vain at the fountain. Her haughty spirit fired at this neglect;

and when at last I stole out during the few short minutes allotted to me for slumber, and hoped to be consoled by her,

she received me with disdain, dismissed me in scorn, and vowed that any man should possess her hand rather than he

who could not be in two places at once for her sake. She would be revenged! And truly she was. In my dingy retreat I

heard that she had been hunting, attended by Albert Hoffer. Albert Hoffer was favoured by her protectress; and the three

passed in cavalcade before my smoky window. Methought that they mentioned my name; it was followed by a laugh of

derision, as her dark eyes glanced contemptuously towards my abode.

Jealousy, with all its venom and all its misery, entered my breast. Now I shed a torrent of tears, to think that I should

never call her mine; and, anon, I imprecated a thousand curses on her inconstancy. Yet, still I must stir the fires of the

alchymist, still attend on the changes of his unintelligible medicines.

Cornelius had watched for three days and nights, nor closed his eyes. The progress of his alembics was slower than he

expected: in spite of his anxiety, sleep weighed upon his eyelids. Again and again he threw off drowsiness with more than

human energy; again and again it stole away his senses. He eyed his crucibles wistfully. “Not ready yet,” he murmured;

“will another night pass before the work is accomplished? Winzy, you are vigilant—you are faithful—you have slept, my

boy—you slept last night. Look at that glass vessel. The liquid it contains is of a soft rose-colour: the moment it begins to

change its hue, awaken me—till then I may close my eyes. First, it will turn white, and then emit golden flashes; but wait

not till then; when the rose-colour fades, rouse me.” I scarcely heard the last words, muttered, as they were, in sleep.

Even then he did not quite yield to nature. “Winzy, my boy,” he again said, “do not touch the vessel—do not put it to your

lips; it is a philter—a philter to cure love; you would not cease to love your Bertha—beware to drink!”

And he slept. His venerable head sunk on his breast, and I scarce heard his regular breathing. For a few minutes

I watched the vessel—the rosy hue of the liquid remained unchanged. Then my thoughts wandered—they visited the

fountain, and dwelt on a thousand charming scenes never to be renewed—never! Serpents and adders were in my heart

as the word “Never!” half formed itself on my lips. False girl!—false and cruel! Never more would she smile on me as that

evening she smiled on Albert. Worthless, detested woman! I would not remain unrevenged—she should see Albert expire

at her feet—she should die beneath my vengeance. She had smiled in disdain and triumph—she knew my wretchedness

and her power. Yet what power had she?—the power of exciting my hate—my utter scorn—my—oh, all but indifference!

Could I attain that—could I regard her with careless eyes, transferring my rejected love to one fairer and more true, that

were indeed a victory!

A bright flash darted before my eyes. I had forgotten the medicine of the adept; I gazed on it with wonder: flashes

of admirable beauty, more bright than those which the diamond emits when the sun’s rays are on it, glanced from the

surface of the liquid; an odour the most fragrant and grateful stole over my sense; the vessel seemed one globe of living
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radiance, lovely to the eye, and most inviting to the taste. The first thought, instinctively inspired by the grosser sense,

was, I will—I must drink. I raised the vessel to my lips. “It will cure me of love—of torture!” Already I had quaffed half of the

most delicious liquor ever tasted by the palate of man, when the philosopher stirred. I started—I dropped the glass—the

fluid flamed and glanced along the floor, while I felt Cornelius’s gripe at my throat, as he shrieked aloud, “Wretch! you

have destroyed the labour of my life!”

The philosopher was totally unaware that I had drunk any portion of his drug. His idea was, and I gave a tacit assent to

it, that I had raised the vessel from curiosity, and that, frighted at its brightness, and the flashes of intense light it gave

forth, I had let it fall. I never undeceived him. The fire of the medicine was quenched—the fragrance died away—he grew

calm, as a philosopher should under the heaviest trials, and dismissed me to rest.

I will not attempt to describe the sleep of glory and bliss which bathed my soul in paradise during the remaining hours

of that memorable night. Words would be faint and shallow types of my enjoyment, or of the gladness that possessed

my bosom when I woke. I trod air—my thoughts were in heaven. Earth appeared heaven, and my inheritance upon it was

to be one trance of delight. “This it is to be cured of love,” I thought; “I will see Bertha this day, and she will find her lover

cold and regardless; too happy to be disdainful, yet how utterly indifferent to her!”

The hours danced away. The philosopher, secure that he had once succeeded, and believing that he might again, began

to concoct the same medicine once more. He was shut up with his books and drugs, and I had a holiday. I dressed

myself with care; I looked in an old but polished shield, which served me for a mirror; methought my good looks had

wonderfully improved. I hurried beyond the precincts of the town, joy in my soul, the beauty of heaven and earth around

me. I turned my steps towards the castle—I could look on its lofty turrets with lightness of heart, for I was cured of

love. My Bertha saw me afar off, as I came up the avenue. I know not what sudden impulse animated her bosom, but

at the sight, she sprung with a light fawn-like bound down the marble steps, and was hastening towards me. But I had

been perceived by another person. The old high-born hag, who called herself her protectress, and was her tyrant, had

seen me also; she hobbled, panting, up the terrace; a page, as ugly as herself, held up her train, and fanned her as she

hurried along, and stopped my fair girl with a “How, now, my bold mistress? whither so fast? Back to your cage—hawks

are abroad!”

Bertha clasped her hands—her eyes were still bent on my approaching figure. I saw the contest. How I abhorred the

old crone who checked the kind impulses of my Bertha’s softening heart. Hitherto, respect for her rank had caused

me to avoid the lady of the castle; now I disdained such trivial considerations. I was cured of love, and lifted above all

human fears; I hastened forwards, and soon reached the terrace. How lovely Bertha looked! her eyes flashing fire, her

cheeks glowing with impatience and anger, she was a thousand times more graceful and charming than ever. I no longer

loved—Oh no! I adored—worshipped—idolized her!

She had that morning been persecuted, with more than usual vehemence, to consent to an immediate marriage with

my rival. She was reproached with the encouragement that she had shown him—she was threatened with being turned

out of doors with disgrace and shame. Her proud spirit rose in arms at the threat; but when she remembered the scorn

that she had heaped upon me, and how, perhaps, she had thus lost one whom she now regarded as her only friend, she

wept with remorse and rage. At that moment I appeared. “Oh, Winzy!” she exclaimed, “take me to your mother’s cot;

swiftly let me leave the detested luxuries and wretchedness of this noble dwelling—take me to poverty and happiness.”

I clasped her in my arms with transport. The old dame was speechless with fury, and broke forth into invective only

when we were far on our road to my natal cottage. My mother received the fair fugitive, escaped from a gilt cage to

nature and liberty, with tenderness and joy; my father, who loved her, welcomed her heartily; it was a day of rejoicing,

which did not need the addition of the celestial potion of the alchymist to steep me in delight.

Soon after this eventful day, I became the husband of Bertha. I ceased to be the scholar of Cornelius, but I continued

his friend. I always felt grateful to him for having, unawares, procured me that delicious draught of a divine elixir, which,

instead of curing me of love (sad cure! solitary and joyless remedy for evils which seem blessings to the memory), had

inspired me with courage and resolution, thus winning for me an inestimable treasure in my Bertha.

I often called to mind that period of trance-like inebriation with wonder. The drink of Cornelius had not fulfilled the

task for which he affirmed that it had been prepared, but its effects were more potent and blissful than words can

express. They had faded by degrees, yet they lingered long—and painted life in hues of splendour. Bertha often wondered
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at my lightness of heart and unaccustomed gaiety; for, before, I had been rather serious, or even sad, in my disposition.

She loved me the better for my cheerful temper, and our days were winged by joy.

Five years afterwards I was suddenly summoned to the bedside of the dying Cornelius. He had sent for me in haste,

conjuring my instant presence. I found him stretched on his pallet, enfeebled even to death; all of life that yet remained

animated his piercing eyes, and they were fixed on a glass vessel, full of a roseate liquid.

“Behold,” he said, in a broken and inward voice, “the vanity of human wishes! a second time my hopes are about to be

crowned, a second time they are destroyed. Look at that liquor—you remember five years ago I had prepared the same,

with the same success;—then, as now, my thirsting lips expected to taste the immortal elixir—you dashed it from me! and

at present it is too late.”

He spoke with difficulty, and fell back on his pillow. I could not help saying,—

“How, revered master, can a cure for love restore you to life?”

A faint smile gleamed across his face as I listened earnestly to his scarcely intelligible answer.

“A cure for love and for all things—the Elixir of Immortality. Ah! if now I might drink, I should live for ever!”

As he spoke, a golden flash gleamed from the fluid; a well-remembered fragrance stole over the air; he raised himself,

all weak as he was—strength seemed miraculously to re-enter his frame—he stretched forth his hand—a loud explosion

startled me—a ray of fire shot up from the elixir, and the glass vessel which contained it was shivered to atoms! I turned

my eyes towards the philosopher; he had fallen back—his eyes were glassy—his features rigid—he was dead!

But I lived, and was to live for ever! So said the unfortunate alchymist, and for a few days I believed his words. I

remembered the glorious intoxication that had followed my stolen draught. I reflected on the change I had felt in my

frame—in my soul. The bounding elasticity of the one—the buoyant lightness of the other. I surveyed myself in a mirror,

and could perceive no change in my features during the space of the five years which had elapsed. I remembered the

radiant hues and grateful scent of that delicious beverage—worthy the gift it was capable of bestowing—I was, then,

IMMORTAL!

A few days after I laughed at my credulity. The old proverb, that “a prophet is least regarded in his own country,” was

true with respect to me and my defunct master. I loved him as a man—I respected him as a sage—but I derided the notion

that he could command the powers of darkness, and laughed at the superstitious fears with which he was regarded by

the vulgar. He was a wise philosopher, but had no acquaintance with any spirits but those clad in flesh and blood. His

science was simply human; and human science, I soon persuaded myself, could never conquer nature’s laws so far as to

imprison the soul for ever within its carnal habitation. Cornelius had brewed a soul-refreshing drink—more inebriating

than wine—sweeter and more fragrant than any fruit: it possessed probably strong medicinal powers, imparting gladness

to the heart and vigour to the limbs; but its effects would wear out; already were they diminished in my frame. I was a

lucky fellow to have quaffed health and joyous spirits, and perhaps long life, at my master’s hands; but my good fortune

ended there: longevity was far different from immortality.

I continued to entertain this belief for many years. Sometimes a thought stole across me—Was the alchymist indeed

deceived? But my habitual credence was, that I should meet the fate of all the children of Adam at my appointed time—a

little late, but still at a natural age. Yet it was certain that I retained a wonderfully youthful look. I was laughed at for my

vanity in consulting the mirror so often, but I consulted it in vain—my brow was untrenched—my cheeks—my eyes—my

whole person continued as untarnished as in my twentieth year.

I was troubled. I looked at the faded beauty of Bertha—I seemed more like her son. By degrees our neighbours began

to make similar observations, and I found at last that I went by the name of the Scholar bewitched. Bertha herself grew

uneasy. She became jealous and peevish, and at length she began to question me. We had no children; we were all in

all to each other; and though, as she grew older, her vivacious spirit became a little allied to ill-temper, and her beauty

sadly diminished, I cherished her in my heart as the mistress I had idolized, the wife I had sought and won with such

perfect love.

At last our situation became intolerable: Bertha was fifty—I twenty years of age. I had, in very shame, in some measure

adopted the habits of a more advanced age; I no longer mingled in the dance among the young and gay, but my heart

bounded along with them while I restrained my feet; and a sorry figure I cut among the Nestors of our village. But before

the time I mention, things were altered—we were universally shunned; we were—at least, I was—reported to have kept
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up an iniquitous acquaintance with some of my former master’s supposed friends. Poor Bertha was pitied, but deserted.

I was regarded with horror and detestation.

What was to be done? we sat by our winter fire—poverty had made itself felt, for none would buy the produce of my

farm; and often I had been forced to journey twenty miles, to some place where I was not known, to dispose of our

property. It is true, we had saved something for an evil day—that day was come.

We sat by our lone fireside—the old-hearted youth and his antiquated wife. Again Bertha insisted on knowing the

truth; she recapitulated all she had ever heard said about me, and added her own observations. She conjured me to

cast off the spell; she described how much more comely grey hairs were than my chestnut locks; she descanted on the

reverence and respect due to age—how preferable to the slight regard paid to mere children: could I imagine that the

despicable gifts of youth and good looks outweighed disgrace, hatred, and scorn? Nay, in the end I should be burnt as a

dealer in the black art, while she, to whom I had not deigned to communicate any portion of my good fortune, might be

stoned as my accomplice. At length she insinuated that I must share my secret with her, and bestow on her like benefits

to those I myself enjoyed, or she would denounce me—and then she burst into tears.

Thus beset, methought it was the best way to tell the truth. I revealed it as tenderly as I could, and spoke only of a very

long life, not of immortality—which representation, indeed, coincided best with my own ideas. When I ended, I rose and

said,—

“And now, my Bertha, will you denounce the lover of your youth?—You will not, I know. But it is too hard, my poor wife,

that you should suffer from my ill-luck and the accursed arts of Cornelius. I will leave you—you have wealth enough, and

friends will return in my absence. I will go; young as I seem, and strong as I am, I can work and gain my bread among

strangers, unsuspected and unknown. I loved you in youth; God is my witness that I would not desert you in age, but

that your safety and happiness require it.”

I took my cap and moved towards the door; in a moment Bertha’s arms were round my neck, and her lips were pressed

to mine. “No, my husband, my Winzy,” she said, “you shall not go alone—take me with you; we will remove from this

place, and, as you say, among strangers we shall be unsuspected and safe. I am not so very old as quite to shame you, my

Winzy; and I daresay the charm will soon wear off, and, with the blessing of God, you will become more elderly-looking,

as is fitting; you shall not leave me.”

I returned the good soul’s embrace heartily. “I will not, my Bertha; but for your sake I had not thought of such a thing.

I will be your true, faithful husband while you are spared to me, and do my duty by you to the last.”

The next day we prepared secretly for our emigration. We were obliged to make great pecuniary sacrifices—it could

not be helped. We realized a sum sufficient, at least, to maintain us while Bertha lived; and, without saying adieu to any

one, quitted our native country to take refuge in a remote part of western France.

It was a cruel thing to transport poor Bertha from her native village, and the friends of her youth, to a new

country, new language, new customs. The strange secret of my destiny rendered this removal immaterial to me; but I

compassionated her deeply, and was glad to perceive that she found compensation for her misfortunes in a variety of

little ridiculous circumstances. Away from all tell-tale chroniclers, she sought to decrease the apparent disparity of our

ages by a thousand feminine arts—rouge, youthful dress, and assumed juvenility of manner. I could not be angry. Did

not I myself wear a mask? Why quarrel with hers, because it was less successful? I grieved deeply when I remembered

that this was my Bertha, whom I had loved so fondly, and won with such transport—the dark-eyed, dark-haired girl, with

smiles of enchanting archness and a step like a fawn—this mincing, simpering, jealous old woman. I should have revered

her grey locks and withered cheeks; but thus!—It was my work, I knew; but I did not the less deplore this type of human

weakness.

Her jealousy never slept. Her chief occupation was to discover that, in spite of outward appearances, I was myself

growing old. I verily believe that the poor soul loved me truly in her heart, but never had woman so tormenting a

mode of displaying fondness. She would discern wrinkles in my face and decrepitude in my walk, while I bounded along

in youthful vigour, the youngest looking of twenty youths. I never dared address another woman. On one occasion,

fancying that the belle of the village regarded me with favouring eyes, she brought me a grey wig. Her constant discourse

among her acquaintances was, that though I looked so young, there was ruin at work within my frame; and she affirmed

that the worst symptom about me was my apparent health. My youth was a disease, she said, and I ought at all times to
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prepare, if not for a sudden and awful death, at least to awake some morning white-headed and bowed down with all the

marks of advanced years. I let her talk—I often joined in her conjectures. Her warnings chimed in with my never-ceasing

speculations concerning my state, and I took an earnest, though painful, interest in listening to all that her quick wit and

excited imagination could say on the subject.

Why dwell on these minute circumstances? We lived on for many long years. Bertha became bedrid and paralytic; I

nursed her as a mother might a child. She grew peevish, and still harped upon one string—of how long I should survive

her. It has ever been a source of consolation to me, that I performed my duty scrupulously towards her. She had been

mine in youth, she was mine in age; and at last, when I heaped the sod over her corpse, I wept to feel that I had lost all

that really bound me to humanity.

Since then how many have been my cares and woes, how few and empty my enjoyments! I pause here in my history—I

will pursue it no further. A sailor without rudder or compass, tossed on a stormy sea—a traveller lost on a widespread

heath, without landmark or stone to guide him—such have I been: more lost, more hopeless than either. A nearing ship,

a gleam from some far cot, may save them; but I have no beacon except the hope of death.

Death! mysterious, ill-visaged friend of weak humanity! Why alone of all mortals have you cast me from your sheltering

fold? Oh, for the peace of the grave! the deep silence of the iron-bound tomb! that thought would cease to work in my

brain, and my heart beat no more with emotions varied only by new forms of sadness!

Am I immortal? I return to my first question. In the first place, is it not more probable that the beverage of the

alchymist was fraught rather with longevity than eternal life? Such is my hope. And then be it remembered, that I only

drank half of the potion prepared by him. Was not the whole necessary to complete the charm? To have drained half the

Elixir of Immortality is but to be half-immortal—my For-ever is thus truncated and null.

But again, who shall number the years of the half of eternity? I often try to imagine by what rule the infinite may be

divided. Sometimes I fancy age advancing upon me. One grey hair I have found. Fool! do I lament? Yes, the fear of age

and death often creeps coldly into my heart; and the more I live, the more I dread death, even while I abhor life. Such an

enigma is man—born to perish—when he wars, as I do, against the established laws of his nature.

But for this anomaly of feeling surely I might die: the medicine of the alchymist would not be proof against

fire—sword—and the strangling waters. I have gazed upon the blue depths of many a placid lake, and the tumultuous

rushing of many a mighty river, and have said, peace inhabits those waters; yet I have turned my steps away, to live yet

another day. I have asked myself, whether suicide would be a crime in one to whom thus only the portals of the other

world could be opened. I have done all, except presenting myself as a soldier or duellist, an object of destruction to

my—no, not my fellow-mortals, and therefore I have shrunk away. They are not my fellows. The inextinguishable power

of life in my frame, and their ephemeral existence, places us wide as the poles asunder. I could not raise a hand against

the meanest or the most powerful among them.

Thus I have lived on for many a year—alone, and weary of myself—desirous of death, yet never dying—a mortal

immortal. Neither ambition nor avarice can enter my mind, and the ardent love that gnaws at my heart, never to be

returned—never to find an equal on which to expend itself—lives there only to torment me.

This very day I conceived a design by which I may end all—without self-slaughter, without making another man a

Cain—an expedition, which mortal frame can never survive, even endued with the youth and strength that inhabits mine.

Thus I shall put my immortality to the test, and rest for ever—or return, the wonder and benefactor of the human species.

Before I go, a miserable vanity has caused me to pen these pages. I would not die, and leave no name behind. Three

centuries have passed since I quaffed the fatal beverage; another year shall not elapse before, encountering gigantic

dangers—warring with the powers of frost in their home—beset by famine, toil, and tempest—I yield this body, too

tenacious a cage for a soul which thirsts for freedom, to the destructive elements of air and water; or, if I survive, my

name shall be recorded as one of the most famous among the sons of men; and, my task achieved, I shall adopt more

resolute means, and, by scattering and annihilating the atoms that compose my frame, set at liberty the life imprisoned

within, and so cruelly prevented from soaring from this dim earth to a sphere more congenial to its immortal essence.
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Discussion Questions

1. What could this story be saying about immortality?

2. Why could this story be considered science fiction?

3. What emotion(s) of the protagonist play(s) a key role in his decision making?

Text Attributions

• “The Mortal Immortal” by Mary Shelly is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada and the United States.
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3. The Fall of the House of Usher by Edgar Allan Poe
(1839)

“Words have no power to impress the mind without the exquisite horror of their reality.”

— Edgar Allan Poe

Son cœur est un luth suspendu;

Sitôt qu’on le touche il résonne.

De Béranger.

DURING the whole of a dull, dark, and soundless day in the autumn of the year, when the clouds hung oppressively

low in the heavens, I had been passing alone, on horseback, through a singularly dreary tract of country, and at length

found myself, as the shades of the evening drew on, within view of the melancholy House of Usher. I know not how

it was—but, with the first glimpse of the building, a sense of insufferable gloom pervaded my spirit. I say insufferable;

for the feeling was unrelieved by any of that half-pleasurable, because poetic, sentiment, with which the mind usually

receives even the sternest natural images of the desolate or terrible. I looked upon the scene before me—upon the mere

house, and the simple landscape features of the domain—upon the bleak walls—upon the vacant eye-like windows—upon

a few rank sedges—and upon a few white trunks of decayed trees—with an utter depression of soul which I can compare

to no earthly sensation more properly than to the after-dream of the reveller upon opium—the bitter lapse into every-

day life—the hideous dropping off of the veil. There was an iciness, a sinking, a sickening of the heart—an unredeemed

dreariness of thought which no goading of the imagination could torture into aught of the sublime. What was it—I

paused to think—what was it that so unnerved me in the contemplation of the House of Usher? It was a mystery all

insoluble; nor could I grapple with the shadowy fancies that crowded upon me as I pondered. I was forced to fall back

upon the unsatisfactory conclusion, that while, beyond doubt, there are combinations of very simple natural objects

which have the power of thus affecting us, still the analysis of this power lies among considerations beyond our depth. It

was possible, I reflected, that a mere different arrangement of the particulars of the scene, of the details of the picture,

would be sufficient to modify, or perhaps to annihilate its capacity for sorrowful impression; and, acting upon this idea,

I reined my horse to the precipitous brink of a black and lurid tarn that lay in unruffled lustre by the dwelling, and gazed

down—but with a shudder even more thrilling than before—upon the remodelled and inverted images of the gray sedge,

and the ghastly tree-stems, and the vacant and eye-like windows.

Nevertheless, in this mansion of gloom I now proposed to myself a sojourn of some weeks. Its proprietor, Roderick

Usher, had been one of my boon companions in boyhood; but many years had elapsed since our last meeting. A letter,

however, had lately reached me in a distant part of the country—a letter from him—which, in its wildly importunate

nature, had admitted of no other than a personal reply. The MS. gave evidence of nervous agitation. The writer spoke

of acute bodily illness—of a mental disorder which oppressed him—and of an earnest desire to see me, as his best and

indeed his only personal friend, with a view of attempting, by the cheerfulness of my society, some alleviation of his

malady. It was the manner in which all this, and much more, was said—it was the apparent heart that went with his

request—which allowed me no room for hesitation; and I accordingly obeyed forthwith what I still considered a very

singular summons.

Although, as boys, we had been even intimate associates, yet I really knew little of my friend. His reserve had been

always excessive and habitual. I was aware, however, that his very ancient family had been noted, time out of mind, for

a peculiar sensibility of temperament, displaying itself, through long ages, in many works of exalted art, and manifested,

of late, in repeated deeds of munificent yet unobtrusive charity, as well as in a passionate devotion to the intricacies,

perhaps even more than to the orthodox and easily recognizable beauties, of musical science. I had learned, too, the very

24 | The Fall of the House of Usher by Edgar Allan Poe (1839)



remarkable fact, that the stem of the Usher race, all time-honored as it was, had put forth, at no period, any enduring

branch; in other words, that the entire family lay in the direct line of descent, and had always, with very trifling and

very temporary variation, so lain. It was this deficiency, I considered, while running over in thought the perfect keeping

of the character of the premises with the accredited character of the people, and while speculating upon the possible

influence which the one, in the long lapse of centuries, might have exercised upon the other—it was this deficiency,

perhaps, of collateral issue, and the consequent undeviating transmission, from sire to son, of the patrimony with the

name, which had, at length, so identified the two as to merge the original title of the estate in the quaint and equivocal

appellation of the “House of Usher”—an appellation which seemed to include, in the minds of the peasantry who used it,

both the family and the family mansion.

I have said that the sole effect of my somewhat childish experiment—that of looking down within the tarn—had been

to deepen the first singular impression. There can be no doubt that the consciousness of the rapid increase of my

superstition—for why should I not so term it?—served mainly to accelerate the increase itself. Such, I have long known,

is the paradoxical law of all sentiments having terror as a basis. And it might have been for this reason only, that, when I

again uplifted my eyes to the house itself, from its image in the pool, there grew in my mind a strange fancy—a fancy so

ridiculous, indeed, that I but mention it to show the vivid force of the sensations which oppressed me. I had so worked

upon my imagination as really to believe that about the whole mansion and domain there hung an atmosphere peculiar

to themselves and their immediate vicinity—an atmosphere which had no affinity with the air of heaven, but which had

reeked up from the decayed trees, and the gray wall, and the silent tarn—a pestilent and mystic vapor, dull, sluggish,

faintly discernible, and leaden-hued.

Shaking off from my spirit what must have been a dream, I scanned more narrowly the real aspect of the building. Its

principal feature seemed to be that of an excessive antiquity. The discoloration of ages had been great. Minute fungi

overspread the whole exterior, hanging in a fine tangled web-work from the eaves. Yet all this was apart from any

extraordinary dilapidation. No portion of the masonry had fallen; and there appeared to be a wild inconsistency between

its still perfect adaptation of parts, and the crumbling condition of the individual stones. In this there was much that

reminded me of the specious totality of old wood-work which has rotted for long years in some neglected vault, with

no disturbance from the breath of the external air. Beyond this indication of extensive decay, however, the fabric gave

little token of instability. Perhaps the eye of a scrutinizing observer might have discovered a barely perceptible fissure,

which, extending from the roof of the building in front, made its way down the wall in a zigzag direction, until it became

lost in the sullen waters of the tarn.

Noticing these things, I rode over a short causeway to the house. A servant in waiting took my horse, and I entered the

Gothic archway of the hall. A valet, of stealthy step, thence conducted me, in silence, through many dark and intricate

passages in my progress to the studio of his master. Much that I encountered on the way contributed, I know not how, to

heighten the vague sentiments of which I have already spoken. While the objects around me—while the carvings of the

ceilings, the sombre tapestries of the walls, the ebony blackness of the floors, and the phantasmagoric armorial trophies

which rattled as I strode, were but matters to which, or to such as which, I had been accustomed from my infancy—while

I hesitated not to acknowledge how familiar was all this—I still wondered to find how unfamiliar were the fancies which

ordinary images were stirring up. On one of the staircases, I met the physician of the family. His countenance, I thought,

wore a mingled expression of low cunning and perplexity. He accosted me with trepidation and passed on. The valet

now threw open a door and ushered me into the presence of his master.

The room in which I found myself was very large and lofty. The windows were long, narrow, and pointed, and at so

vast a distance from the black oaken floor as to be altogether inaccessible from within. Feeble gleams of encrimsoned

light made their way through the trellised panes, and served to render sufficiently distinct the more prominent objects

around; the eye, however, struggled in vain to reach the remoter angles of the chamber, or the recesses of the vaulted

and fretted ceiling. Dark draperies hung upon the walls. The general furniture was profuse, comfortless, antique, and

tattered. Many books and musical instruments lay scattered about, but failed to give any vitality to the scene. I felt that

I breathed an atmosphere of sorrow. An air of stern, deep, and irredeemable gloom hung over and pervaded all.

Upon my entrance, Usher rose from a sofa on which he had been lying at full length, and greeted me with a vivacious

warmth which had much in it, I at first thought, of an overdone cordiality—of the constrained effort of the ennuyé man
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of the world. A glance, however, at his countenance convinced me of his perfect sincerity. We sat down; and for some

moments, while he spoke not, I gazed upon him with a feeling half of pity, half of awe. Surely, man had never before

so terribly altered, in so brief a period, as had Roderick Usher! It was with difficulty that I could bring myself to admit

the identity of the man being before me with the companion of my early boyhood. Yet the character of his face had

been at all times remarkable. A cadaverousness of complexion; an eye large, liquid, and luminous beyond comparison;

lips somewhat thin and very pallid, but of a surpassingly beautiful curve; a nose of a delicate Hebrew model, but with a

breadth of nostril unusual in similar formations; a finely moulded chin, speaking, in its want of prominence, of a want of

moral energy; hair of a more than web-like softness and tenuity;—these features, with an inordinate expansion above the

regions of the temple, made up altogether a countenance not easily to be forgotten. And now in the mere exaggeration

of the prevailing character of these features, and of the expression they were wont to convey, lay so much of change that

I doubted to whom I spoke. The now ghastly pallor of the skin, and the now miraculous lustre of the eye, above all things

startled and even awed me. The silken hair, too, had been suffered to grow all unheeded, and as, in its wild gossamer

texture, it floated rather than fell about the face, I could not, even with effort, connect its Arabesque expression with

any idea of simple humanity.

In the manner of my friend I was at once struck with an incoherence—an inconsistency; and I soon found this to

arise from a series of feeble and futile struggles to overcome an habitual trepidancy—an excessive nervous agitation.

For something of this nature I had indeed been prepared, no less by his letter, than by reminiscences of certain

boyish traits, and by conclusions deduced from his peculiar physical conformation and temperament. His action was

alternately vivacious and sullen. His voice varied rapidly from a tremulous indecision (when the animal spirits seemed

utterly in abeyance) to that species of energetic concision—that abrupt, weighty, unhurried, and hollow-sounding

enunciation—that leaden, self-balanced and perfectly modulated guttural utterance, which may be observed in the lost

drunkard, or the irreclaimable eater of opium, during the periods of his most intense excitement.

It was thus that he spoke of the object of my visit, of his earnest desire to see me, and of the solace he expected

me to afford him. He entered, at some length, into what he conceived to be the nature of his malady. It was, he said,

a constitutional and a family evil, and one for which he despaired to find a remedy—a mere nervous affection, he

immediately added, which would undoubtedly soon pass off. It displayed itself in a host of unnatural sensations. Some

of these, as he detailed them, interested and bewildered me; although, perhaps, the terms and the general manner of

the narration had their weight. He suffered much from a morbid acuteness of the senses; the most insipid food was

alone endurable; he could wear only garments of certain texture; the odors of all flowers were oppressive; his eyes were

tortured by even a faint light; and there were but peculiar sounds, and these from stringed instruments, which did not

inspire him with horror.

To an anomalous species of terror I found him a bounden slave. “I shall perish,” said he, “I must perish in this deplorable

folly. Thus, thus, and not otherwise, shall I be lost. I dread the events of the future, not in themselves, but in their results.

I shudder at the thought of any, even the most trivial, incident, which may operate upon this intolerable agitation of

soul. I have, indeed, no abhorrence of danger, except in its absolute effect—in terror. In this unnerved, in this pitiable,

condition I feel that the period will sooner or later arrive when I must abandon life and reason together, in some struggle

with the grim phantasm, FEAR.”

I learned, moreover, at intervals, and through broken and equivocal hints, another singular feature of his mental

condition. He was enchained by certain superstitious impressions in regard to the dwelling which he tenanted, and

whence, for many years, he had never ventured forth—in regard to an influence whose supposititious force was

conveyed in terms too shadowy here to be re-stated—an influence which some peculiarities in the mere form and

substance of his family mansion had, by dint of long sufferance, he said, obtained over his spirit—an effect which the

physique of the gray walls and turrets, and of the dim tarn into which they all looked down, had, at length, brought about

upon the morale of his existence.

He admitted, however, although with hesitation, that much of the peculiar gloom which thus afflicted him could be

traced to a more natural and far more palpable origin—to the severe and long-continued illness—indeed to the evidently

approaching dissolution—of a tenderly beloved sister, his sole companion for long years, his last and only relative on

earth. “Her decease,” he said, with a bitterness which I can never forget, “would leave him (him the hopeless and the
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frail) the last of the ancient race of the Ushers.” While he spoke, the lady Madeline (for so was she called) passed slowly

through a remote portion of the apartment, and, without having noticed my presence, disappeared. I regarded her with

an utter astonishment not unmingled with dread; and yet I found it impossible to account for such feelings. A sensation

of stupor oppressed me as my eyes followed her retreating steps. When a door, at length, closed upon her, my glance

sought instinctively and eagerly the countenance of the brother; but he had buried his face in his hands, and I could

only perceive that a far more than ordinary wanness had overspread the emaciated fingers through which trickled many

passionate tears.

The disease of the lady Madeline had long baffled the skill of her physicians. A settled apathy, a gradual wasting

away of the person, and frequent although transient affections of a partially cataleptical character were the unusual

diagnosis. Hitherto she had steadily borne up against the pressure of her malady, and had not betaken herself finally to

bed; but on the closing in of the evening of my arrival at the house, she succumbed (as her brother told me at night with

inexpressible agitation) to the prostrating power of the destroyer; and I learned that the glimpse I had obtained of her

person would thus probably be the last I should obtain—that the lady, at least while living, would be seen by me no more.

For several days ensuing, her name was unmentioned by either Usher or myself; and during this period I was busied

in earnest endeavors to alleviate the melancholy of my friend. We painted and read together, or I listened, as if in a

dream, to the wild improvisations of his speaking guitar. And thus, as a closer and still closer intimacy admitted me more

unreservedly into the recesses of his spirit, the more bitterly did I perceive the futility of all attempt at cheering a mind

from which darkness, as if an inherent positive quality, poured forth upon all objects of the moral and physical universe

in one unceasing radiation of gloom.

I shall ever bear about me a memory of the many solemn hours I thus spent alone with the master of the House of

Usher. Yet I should fail in any attempt to convey an idea of the exact character of the studies, or of the occupations, in

which he involved me, or led me the way. An excited and highly distempered ideality threw a sulphureous lustre over all.

His long improvised dirges will ring forever in my ears. Among other things, I hold painfully in mind a certain singular

perversion and amplification of the wild air of the last waltz of Von Weber. From the paintings over which his elaborate

fancy brooded, and which grew, touch by touch, into vagueness at which I shuddered the more thrillingly, because I

shuddered knowing not why—from these paintings (vivid as their images now are before me) I would in vain endeavor to

educe more than a small portion which should lie within the compass of merely written words. By the utter simplicity,

by the nakedness of his designs, he arrested and overawed attention. If ever mortal painted an idea, that mortal was

Roderick Usher. For me at least, in the circumstances then surrounding me, there arose out of the pure abstractions

which the hypochondriac contrived to throw upon his canvas, an intensity of intolerable awe, no shadow of which felt I

ever yet in the contemplation of the certainly glowing yet too concrete reveries of Fuseli.

One of the phantasmagoric conceptions of my friend, partaking not so rigidly of the spirit of abstraction, may be

shadowed forth, although feebly, in words. A small picture presented the interior of an immensely long and rectangular

vault or tunnel, with low walls, smooth, white, and without interruption or device. Certain accessory points of the design

served well to convey the idea that this excavation lay at an exceeding depth below the surface of the earth. No outlet

was observed in any portion of its vast extent, and no torch or other artificial source of light was discernible; yet a flood

of intense rays rolled throughout, and bathed the whole in a ghastly and inappropriate splendor.

I have just spoken of that morbid condition of the auditory nerve which rendered all music intolerable to the sufferer,

with the exception of certain effects of stringed instruments. It was, perhaps, the narrow limits to which he thus

confined himself upon the guitar which gave birth, in great measure, to the fantastic character of the performances. But

the fervid facility of his impromptus could not be so accounted for. They must have been, and were, in the notes, as well

as in the words of his wild fantasias (for he not unfrequently accompanied himself with rhymed verbal improvisations),

the result of that intense mental collectedness and concentration to which I have previously alluded as observable

only in particular moments of the highest artificial excitement. The words of one of these rhapsodies I have easily

remembered. I was, perhaps, the more forcibly impressed with it as he gave it, because, in the under or mystic current of

its meaning, I fancied that I perceived, and for the first time, a full consciousness on the part of Usher of the tottering of

his lofty reason upon her throne. The verses, which were entitled “The Haunted Palace,” ran very nearly, if not accurately,

thus:—
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I.

In the greenest of our valleys,

By good angels tenanted,

Once a fair and stately palace—

Radiant palace—reared its head.

In the monarch Thought’s dominion—

It stood there!

Never seraph spread a pinion

Over fabric half so fair.

II.

Banners yellow, glorious, golden,

On its roof did float and flow;

(This—all this—was in the olden

Time long ago);

And every gentle air that dallied,

In that sweet day,

Along the ramparts plumed and pallid,

A winged odor went away.

III.

Wanderers in that happy valley

Through two luminous windows saw

Spirits moving musically

To a lute’s well-tunèd law;

Round about a throne, where sitting

(Porphyrogene!)

In state his glory well befitting,

The ruler of the realm was seen.

IV.

And all with pearl and ruby glowing

Was the fair palace door,

Through which came flowing, flowing, flowing

And sparkling evermore,

A troop of Echoes whose sweet duty

Was but to sing,

In voices of surpassing beauty,

The wit and wisdom of their king.

V.

But evil things, in robes of sorrow,

Assailed the monarch’s high estate;

(Ah, let us mourn, for never morrow

Shall dawn upon him, desolate!)

And, round about his home, the glory

That blushed and bloomed

Is but a dim-remembered story

Of the old time entombed.

VI.

And travellers now within that valley,

Through the red-litten windows see
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Vast forms that move fantastically

To a discordant melody;

While, like a rapid ghastly river,

Through the pale door,

A hideous throng rush out forever,

And laugh—but smile no more.

I well remember that suggestions arising from this ballad, led us into a train of thought wherein there became manifest

an opinion of Usher’s which I mention not so much on account of its novelty (for other men have thought thus), as on

account of the pertinacity with which he maintained it. This opinion, in its general form, was that of the sentience of

all vegetable things. But, in his disordered fancy, the idea had assumed a more daring character, and trespassed, under

certain conditions, upon the kingdom of inorganization. I lack words to express the full extent, or the earnest abandon

of his persuasion. The belief, however, was connected (as I have previously hinted) with the gray stones of the home

of his forefathers. The conditions of the sentience had been here, he imagined, fulfilled in the method of collocation

of these stones—in the order of their arrangement, as well as in that of the many fungi which overspread them, and

of the decayed trees which stood around—above all, in the long undisturbed endurance of this arrangement, and in its

reduplication in the still waters of the tarn. Its evidence—the evidence of the sentience—was to be seen, he said, (and I

here started as he spoke), in the gradual yet certain condensation of an atmosphere of their own about the waters and

the walls. The result was discoverable, he added, in that silent yet importunate and terrible influence which for centuries

had moulded the destinies of his family, and which made him what I now saw him—what he was. Such opinions need no

comment, and I will make none.

Our books—the books which, for years, had formed no small portion of the mental existence of the invalid—were,

as might be supposed, in strict keeping with this character of phantasm. We pored together over such works as

the “Ververt et Chartreuse” of Gresset; the “Belphegor” of Machiavelli; the “Heaven and Hell” of Swedenborg; the

“Subterranean Voyage of Nicholas Klimm” by Holberg; the “Chiromancy” of Robert Flud, of Jean D’Indaginé, and of De la

Chambre; the “Journey into the Blue Distance” of Tieck; and the “City of the Sun” of Campanella. One favorite volume

was a small octavo edition of the “Directorium Inquisitorium,” by the Dominican Eymeric de Gironne; and there were

passages in Pomponius Mela, about the old African Satyrs and Œgipans, over which Usher would sit dreaming for hours.

His chief delight, however, was found in the perusal of an exceedingly rare and curious book in quarto Gothic—the

manual of a forgotten church—the Vigiliæ Mortuorum Secundum Chorum Ecclesiæ Maguntinæ.

I could not help thinking of the wild ritual of this work, and of its probable influence upon the hypochondriac, when,

one evening, having informed me abruptly that the lady Madeline was no more, he stated his intention of preserving

her corpse for a fortnight (previously to its final interment), in one of the numerous vaults within the main walls of the

building. The worldly reason, however, assigned for this singular proceeding, was one which I did not feel at liberty to

dispute. The brother had been led to his resolution (so he told me) by consideration of the unusual character of the

malady of the deceased, of certain obtrusive and eager inquiries on the part of her medical men, and of the remote and

exposed situation of the burial-ground of the family. I will not deny that when I called to mind the sinister countenance

of the person whom I met upon the staircase, on the day of my arrival at the house, I had no desire to oppose what I

regarded as at best but a harmless, and by no means an unnatural, precaution.

At the request of Usher, I personally aided him in the arrangements for the temporary entombment. The body having

been encoffined, we two alone bore it to its rest. The vault in which we placed it (and which had been so long unopened

that our torches, half smothered in its oppressive atmosphere, gave us little opportunity for investigation) was small,

damp, and entirely without means of admission for light; lying, at great depth, immediately beneath that portion of

the building in which was my own sleeping apartment. It had been used, apparently, in remote feudal times, for the

worst purposes of a donjon-keep, and, in later days, as a place of deposit for powder, or some other highly combustible

substance, as a portion of its floor, and the whole interior of a long archway through which we reached it, were carefully

sheathed with copper. The door, of massive iron, had been, also, similarly protected. Its immense weight caused an

unusually sharp, grating sound, as it moved upon its hinges.

Having deposited our mournful burden upon tressels within this region of horror, we partially turned aside the yet
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unscrewed lid of the coffin, and looked upon the face of the tenant. A striking similitude between the brother and sister

now first arrested my attention; and Usher, divining, perhaps, my thoughts, murmured out some few words from which

I learned that the deceased and himself had been twins, and that sympathies of a scarcely intelligible nature had always

existed between them. Our glances, however, rested not long upon the dead—for we could not regard her unawed.

The disease which had thus entombed the lady in the maturity of youth, had left, as usual in all maladies of a strictly

cataleptical character, the mockery of a faint blush upon the bosom and the face, and that suspiciously lingering smile

upon the lip which is so terrible in death. We replaced and screwed down the lid, and, having secured the door of iron,

made our way, with toil, into the scarcely less gloomy apartments of the upper portion of the house.

And now, some days of bitter grief having elapsed, an observable change came over the features of the mental disorder

of my friend. His ordinary manner had vanished. His ordinary occupations were neglected or forgotten. He roamed from

chamber to chamber with hurried, unequal, and objectless step. The pallor of his countenance had assumed, if possible,

a more ghastly hue—but the luminousness of his eye had utterly gone out. The once occasional huskiness of his tone

was heard no more; and a tremulous quaver, as if of extreme terror, habitually characterized his utterance. There were

times, indeed, when I thought his unceasingly agitated mind was laboring with some oppressive secret, to divulge which

he struggled for the necessary courage. At times, again, I was obliged to resolve all into the mere inexplicable vagaries of

madness, for I beheld him gazing upon vacancy for long hours, in an attitude of the profoundest attention, as if listening

to some imaginary sound. It was no wonder that his condition terrified—that it infected me. I felt creeping upon me, by

slow yet certain degrees, the wild influences of his own fantastic yet impressive superstitions.

It was, especially, upon retiring to bed late in the night of the seventh or eighth day after the placing of the lady

Madeline within the donjon, that I experienced the full power of such feelings. Sleep came not near my couch—while the

hours waned and waned away. I struggled to reason off the nervousness which had dominion over me. I endeavored to

believe that much, if not all of what I felt, was due to the bewildering influence of the gloomy furniture of the room—of

the dark and tattered draperies, which, tortured into motion by the breath of a rising tempest, swayed fitfully to and

fro upon the walls, and rustled uneasily about the decorations of the bed. But my efforts were fruitless. An irrepressible

tremor gradually pervaded my frame; and, at length, there sat upon my very heart an incubus of utterly causeless alarm.

Shaking this off with a gasp and a struggle, I uplifted myself upon the pillows, and, peering earnestly within the intense

darkness of the chamber, hearkened—I know not why, except that an instinctive spirit prompted me—to certain low and

indefinite sounds which came, through the pauses of the storm, at long intervals, I knew not whence. Overpowered by

an intense sentiment of horror, unaccountable yet unendurable, I threw on my clothes with haste (for I felt that I should

sleep no more during the night), and endeavored to arouse myself from the pitiable condition into which I had fallen, by

pacing rapidly to and fro through the apartment.

I had taken but few turns in this manner, when a light step on an adjoining staircase arrested my attention. I presently

recognized it as that of Usher. In an instant afterward he rapped, with a gentle touch, at my door, and entered, bearing

a lamp. His countenance was, as usual, cadaverously wan—but, moreover, there was a species of mad hilarity in his

eyes—an evidently restrained hysteria in his whole demeanor. His air appalled me—but anything was preferable to the

solitude which I had so long endured, and I even welcomed his presence as a relief.

“And you have not seen it?” he said abruptly, after having stared about him for some moments in silence—“you have

not then seen it?—but, stay! you shall.” Thus speaking, and having carefully shaded his lamp, he hurried to one of the

casements, and threw it freely open to the storm.

The impetuous fury of the entering gust nearly lifted us from our feet. It was, indeed, a tempestuous yet sternly

beautiful night, and one wildly singular in its terror and its beauty. A whirlwind had apparently collected its force in our

vicinity; for there were frequent and violent alterations in the direction of the wind; and the exceeding density of the

clouds (which hung so low as to press upon the turrets of the house) did not prevent our perceiving the life-like velocity

with which they flew careering from all points against each other, without passing away into the distance. I say that even

their exceeding density did not prevent our perceiving this—yet we had no glimpse of the moon or stars, nor was there

any flashing forth of the lightning. But the under surfaces of the huge masses of agitated vapor, as well as all terrestrial

objects immediately around us, were glowing in the unnatural light of a faintly luminous and distinctly visible gaseous

exhalation which hung about and enshrouded the mansion.
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“You must not—you shall not behold this!” said I, shuddering, to Usher, as I led him, with a gentle violence, from the

window to a seat. “These appearances, which bewilder you, are merely electrical phenomena not uncommon—or it may

be that they have their ghastly origin in the rank miasma of the tarn. Let us close this casement;—the air is chilling and

dangerous to your frame. Here is one of your favorite romances. I will read, and you shall listen:—and so we will pass

away this terrible night together.”

The antique volume which I had taken up was the “Mad Trist” of Sir Launcelot Canning; but I had called it a favorite

of Usher’s more in sad jest than in earnest; for, in truth, there is little in its uncouth and unimaginative prolixity which

could have had interest for the lofty and spiritual ideality of my friend. It was, however, the only book immediately at

hand; and I indulged a vague hope that the excitement which now agitated the hypochondriac, might find relief (for the

history of mental disorder is full of similar anomalies) even in the extremeness of the folly which I should read. Could I

have judged, indeed, by the wild overstrained air of vivacity with which he hearkened, or apparently hearkened, to the

words of the tale, I might well have congratulated myself upon the success of my design.

I had arrived at that well-known portion of the story where Ethelred, the hero of the Trist, having sought in vain

for peaceable admission into the dwelling of the hermit, proceeds to make good an entrance by force. Here, it will be

remembered, the words of the narrative run thus:

“And Ethelred, who was by nature of a doughty heart, and who was now mighty withal, on account of the powerfulness

of the wine which he had drunken, waited no longer to hold parley with the hermit, who, in sooth, was of an obstinate

and maliceful turn, but, feeling the rain upon his shoulders, and fearing the rising of the tempest, uplifted his mace

outright, and, with blows, made quickly room in the plankings of the door for his gauntleted hand; and now pulling

therewith sturdily, he so cracked, and ripped, and tore all asunder, that the noise of the dry and hollow-sounding wood

alarumed and reverberated throughout the forest.”

At the termination of this sentence I started and, for a moment, paused; for it appeared to me (although I at once

concluded that my excited fancy had deceived me)—it appeared to me that, from some very remote portion of the

mansion, there came, indistinctly to my ears, what might have been, in its exact similarity of character, the echo (but a

stifled and dull one certainly) of the very cracking and ripping sound which Sir Launcelot had so particularly described.

It was, beyond doubt, the coincidence alone which had arrested my attention; for, amid the rattling of the sashes of the

casements, and the ordinary commingled noises of the still increasing storm, the sound, in itself, had nothing, surely,

which should have interested or disturbed me. I continued the story:

“But the good champion Ethelred, now entering within the door, was sore enraged and amazed to perceive no signal

of the maliceful hermit; but, in the stead thereof, a dragon of a scaly and prodigious demeanor, and of a fiery tongue,

which sat in guard before a palace of gold, with a floor of silver; and upon the wall there hung a shield of shining brass

with this legend enwritten—

Who entereth herein, a conqueror hath bin;

Who slayeth the dragon, the shield he shall win.

And Ethelred uplifted his mace, and struck upon the head of the dragon, which fell before him, and gave up his pesty

breath, with a shriek so horrid and harsh, and withal so piercing, that Ethelred had fain to close his ears with his hands

against the dreadful noise of it, the like whereof was never before heard.”

Here again I paused abruptly, and now with a feeling of wild amazement—for there could be no doubt whatever that,

in this instance, I did actually hear (although from what direction it proceeded I found it impossible to say) a low and

apparently distant, but harsh, protracted, and most unusual screaming or grating sound—the exact counterpart of what

my fancy had already conjured up for the dragon’s unnatural shriek as described by the romancer.

Oppressed, as I certainly was, upon the occurrence of this second and most extraordinary coincidence, by a thousand

conflicting sensations, in which wonder and extreme terror were predominant, I still retained sufficient presence of

mind to avoid exciting, by any observation, the sensitive nervousness of my companion. I was by no means certain that

he had noticed the sounds in question; although, assuredly, a strange alteration had, during the last few minutes, taken

place in his demeanor. From a position fronting my own, he had gradually brought round his chair, so as to sit with his

face to the door of the chamber; and thus I could but partially perceive his features, although I saw that his lips trembled
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as if he were murmuring inaudibly. His head had dropped upon his breast—yet I knew that he was not asleep, from the

wide and rigid opening of the eye as I caught a glance of it in profile. The motion of his body, too, was at variance with

this idea—for he rocked from side to side with a gentle yet constant and uniform sway. Having rapidly taken notice of all

this, I resumed the narrative of Sir Launcelot, which thus proceeded:

“And now, the champion, having escaped from the terrible fury of the dragon, bethinking himself of the brazen shield,

and of the breaking up of the enchantment which was upon it, removed the carcass from out of the way before him,

and approached valorously over the silver pavement of the castle to where the shield was upon the wall; which in sooth

tarried not for his full coming, but fell down at his feet upon the silver floor, with a mighty great and terrible ringing

sound.”

No sooner had these syllables passed my lips, than—as if a shield of brass had indeed, at the moment, fallen

heavily upon a floor of silver—I became aware of a distinct, hollow, metallic, and clangorous, yet apparently muffled,

reverberation. Completely unnerved, I leaped to my feet; but the measured rocking movement of Usher was

undisturbed. I rushed to the chair in which he sat. His eyes were bent fixedly before him, and throughout his whole

countenance there reigned a stony rigidity. But, as I placed my hand upon his shoulder, there came a strong shudder

over his whole person; a sickly smile quivered about his lips; and I saw that he spoke in a low, hurried, and gibbering

murmur, as if unconscious of my presence. Bending closely over him, I at length drank in the hideous import of his

words.

“Not hear it?—yes, I hear it, and have heard it. Long—long—long—many minutes, many hours, many days, have I heard

it—yet I dared not—oh, pity me, miserable wretch that I am!—I dared not—I dared not speak! We have put her living in

the tomb! Said I not that my senses were acute? I now tell you that I heard her first feeble movements in the hollow

coffin. I heard them—many, many days ago—yet I dared not—I dared not speak! And now—to-night—Ethelred—ha! ha!—the

breaking of the hermit’s door, and the death-cry of the dragon, and the clangor of the shield!—say, rather, the rending of

her coffin, and the grating of the iron hinges of her prison, and her struggles within the coppered archway of the vault!

Oh! whither shall I fly? Will she not be here anon? Is she not hurrying to upbraid me for my haste? Have I not heard

her footstep on the stair? Do I not distinguish that heavy and horrible beating of her heart? Madman!”—here he sprang

furiously to his feet, and shrieked out his syllables, as if in the effort he were giving up his soul—“Madman! I tell you that

she now stands without the door!”

As if in the superhuman energy of his utterance there had been found the potency of a spell, the huge antique panels

to which the speaker pointed threw slowly back, upon the instant, their ponderous and ebony jaws. It was the work of

the rushing gust—but then without those doors there did stand the lofty and enshrouded figure of the lady Madeline

of Usher. There was blood upon her white robes, and the evidence of some bitter struggle upon every portion of her

emaciated frame. For a moment she remained trembling and reeling to and fro upon the threshold—then, with a low

moaning cry, fell heavily inward upon the person of her brother, and in her violent and now final death-agonies, bore

him to the floor a corpse, and a victim to the terrors he had anticipated.

From that chamber, and from that mansion, I fled aghast. The storm was still abroad in all its wrath as I found myself

crossing the old causeway. Suddenly there shot along the path a wild light, and I turned to see whence a gleam so

unusual could have issued; for the vast house and its shadows were alone behind me. The radiance was that of the

full, setting, and blood-red moon which now shone vividly through that once barely-discernible fissure of which I have

before spoken as extending from the roof of the building, in a zigzag direction, to the base. While I gazed, this fissure

rapidly widened—there came a fierce breath of the whirlwind—the entire orb of the satellite burst at once upon my

sight—my brain reeled as I saw the mighty walls rushing asunder—there was a long tumultuous shouting sound like the

voice of a thousand waters—and the deep and dank tarn at my feet closed sullenly and silently over the fragments of the

“House of Usher.”

Discussion Questions
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1. Gothic literature uses ideas of entrapment to heighten the feeling that there is no escape. When and

where in the story do you see this?

2. What tropes can you find in The Fall of the House of Usher?

3. How does the setting work as character in The Fall of the House of Usher?

4. What do you know about the narrator in the story? How reliable are they?

Text Attributions

• “The Fall of the House of User” by Edgar Allan Poe is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada and the United

States.
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4. The Murders in the Rue Morgue by Edgar Allen
Poe (1841)

“Believe only half of what you see and nothing that you hear.”

— Edgar Allan Poe

What song the Syrens sang, or what name Achilles assumed when he hid himself among women, although

puzzling questions, are not beyond all conjecture.

— Sir Thomas Browne.

The mental features discoursed of as the analytical, are, in themselves, but little susceptible of analysis. We appreciate

them only in their effects. We know of them, among other things, that they are always to their possessor, when

inordinately possessed, a source of the liveliest enjoyment. As the strong man exults in his physical ability, delighting in

such exercises as call his muscles into action, so glories the analyst in that moral activity which disentangles. He derives

pleasure from even the most trivial occupations bringing his talent into play. He is fond of enigmas, of conundrums,

of hieroglyphics; exhibiting in his solutions of each a degree of acumen which appears to the ordinary apprehension

præternatural. His results, brought about by the very soul and essence of method, have, in truth, the whole air of

intuition.

The faculty of re-solution is possibly much invigorated by mathematical study, and especially by that highest branch

of it which, unjustly, and merely on account of its retrograde operations, has been called, as if par excellence, analysis.

Yet to calculate is not in itself to analyse. A chess-player, for example, does the one without effort at the other. It

follows that the game of chess, in its effects upon mental character, is greatly misunderstood. I am not now writing

a treatise, but simply prefacing a somewhat peculiar narrative by observations very much at random; I will, therefore,

take occasion to assert that the higher powers of the reflective intellect are more decidedly and more usefully tasked

by the unostentatious game of draughts than by all the elaborate frivolity of chess. In this latter, where the pieces have

different and bizarre motions, with various and variable values, what is only complex is mistaken (a not unusual error)

for what is profound. The attention is here called powerfully into play. If it flag for an instant, an oversight is committed

resulting in injury or defeat. The possible moves being not only manifold but involute, the chances of such oversights are

multiplied; and in nine cases out of ten it is the more concentrative rather than the more acute player who conquers. In

draughts, on the contrary, where the moves are unique and have but little variation, the probabilities of inadvertence are

diminished, and the mere attention being left comparatively unemployed, what advantages are obtained by either party

are obtained by superior acumen. To be less abstract—Let us suppose a game of draughts where the pieces are reduced

to four kings, and where, of course, no oversight is to be expected. It is obvious that here the victory can be decided

(the players being at all equal) only by some recherché movement, the result of some strong exertion of the intellect.

Deprived of ordinary resources, the analyst throws himself into the spirit of his opponent, identifies himself therewith,

and not unfrequently sees thus, at a glance, the sole methods (sometime indeed absurdly simple ones) by which he may

seduce into error or hurry into miscalculation.

Whist has long been noted for its influence upon what is termed the calculating power; and men of the highest order

of intellect have been known to take an apparently unaccountable delight in it, while eschewing chess as frivolous.

Beyond doubt there is nothing of a similar nature so greatly tasking the faculty of analysis. The best chess-player in

Christendom may be little more than the best player of chess; but proficiency in whist implies capacity for success in

all those more important undertakings where mind struggles with mind. When I say proficiency, I mean that perfection

in the game which includes a comprehension of all the sources whence legitimate advantage may be derived. These are

not only manifold but multiform, and lie frequently among recesses of thought altogether inaccessible to the ordinary
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understanding. To observe attentively is to remember distinctly; and, so far, the concentrative chess-player will do

very well at whist; while the rules of Hoyle (themselves based upon the mere mechanism of the game) are sufficiently

and generally comprehensible. Thus to have a retentive memory, and to proceed by “the book,” are points commonly

regarded as the sum total of good playing. But it is in matters beyond the limits of mere rule that the skill of the analyst is

evinced. He makes, in silence, a host of observations and inferences. So, perhaps, do his companions; and the difference

in the extent of the information obtained, lies not so much in the validity of the inference as in the quality of the

observation. The necessary knowledge is that of what to observe. Our player confines himself not at all; nor, because

the game is the object, does he reject deductions from things external to the game. He examines the countenance of

his partner, comparing it carefully with that of each of his opponents. He considers the mode of assorting the cards

in each hand; often counting trump by trump, and honor by honor, through the glances bestowed by their holders

upon each. He notes every variation of face as the play progresses, gathering a fund of thought from the differences in

the expression of certainty, of surprise, of triumph, or of chagrin. From the manner of gathering up a trick he judges

whether the person taking it can make another in the suit. He recognises what is played through feint, by the air with

which it is thrown upon the table. A casual or inadvertent word; the accidental dropping or turning of a card, with the

accompanying anxiety or carelessness in regard to its concealment; the counting of the tricks, with the order of their

arrangement; embarrassment, hesitation, eagerness or trepidation—all afford, to his apparently intuitive perception,

indications of the true state of affairs. The first two or three rounds having been played, he is in full possession of the

contents of each hand, and thenceforward puts down his cards with as absolute a precision of purpose as if the rest of

the party had turned outward the faces of their own.

The analytical power should not be confounded with ample ingenuity; for while the analyst is necessarily ingenious,

the ingenious man is often remarkably incapable of analysis. The constructive or combining power, by which ingenuity

is usually manifested, and to which the phrenologists (I believe erroneously) have assigned a separate organ, supposing

it a primitive faculty, has been so frequently seen in those whose intellect bordered otherwise upon idiocy, as to

have attracted general observation among writers on morals. Between ingenuity and the analytic ability there exists

a difference far greater, indeed, than that between the fancy and the imagination, but of a character very strictly

analogous. It will be found, in fact, that the ingenious are always fanciful, and the truly imaginative never otherwise than

analytic.

The narrative which follows will appear to the reader somewhat in the light of a commentary upon the propositions

just advanced.

Residing in Paris during the spring and part of the summer of 18—, I there became acquainted with a Monsieur C.

Auguste Dupin. This young gentleman was of an excellent—indeed of an illustrious family, but, by a variety of untoward

events, had been reduced to such poverty that the energy of his character succumbed beneath it, and he ceased to

bestir himself in the world, or to care for the retrieval of his fortunes. By courtesy of his creditors, there still remained

in his possession a small remnant of his patrimony; and, upon the income arising from this, he managed, by means of

a rigorous economy, to procure the necessaries of life, without troubling himself about its superfluities. Books, indeed,

were his sole luxuries, and in Paris these are easily obtained.

Our first meeting was at an obscure library in the Rue Montmartre, where the accident of our both being in search

of the same very rare and very remarkable volume, brought us into closer communion. We saw each other again and

again. I was deeply interested in the little family history which he detailed to me with all that candor which a Frenchman

indulges whenever mere self is his theme. I was astonished, too, at the vast extent of his reading; and, above all, I felt my

soul enkindled within me by the wild fervor, and the vivid freshness of his imagination. Seeking in Paris the objects I then

sought, I felt that the society of such a man would be to me a treasure beyond price; and this feeling I frankly confided to

him. It was at length arranged that we should live together during my stay in the city; and as my worldly circumstances

were somewhat less embarrassed than his own, I was permitted to be at the expense of renting, and furnishing in a style

which suited the rather fantastic gloom of our common temper, a time-eaten and grotesque mansion, long deserted

through superstitions into which we did not inquire, and tottering to its fall in a retired and desolate portion of the

Faubourg St. Germain.

Had the routine of our life at this place been known to the world, we should have been regarded as madmen—although,
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perhaps, as madmen of a harmless nature. Our seclusion was perfect. We admitted no visitors. Indeed the locality of our

retirement had been carefully kept a secret from my own former associates; and it had been many years since Dupin

had ceased to know or be known in Paris. We existed within ourselves alone.

It was a freak of fancy in my friend (for what else shall I call it?) to be enamored of the Night for her own sake; and

into this bizarrerie, as into all his others, I quietly fell; giving myself up to his wild whims with a perfect abandon. The

sable divinity would not herself dwell with us always; but we could counterfeit her presence. At the first dawn of the

morning we closed all the messy shutters of our old building; lighting a couple of tapers which, strongly perfumed, threw

out only the ghastliest and feeblest of rays. By the aid of these we then busied our souls in dreams—reading, writing,

or conversing, until warned by the clock of the advent of the true Darkness. Then we sallied forth into the streets arm

in arm, continuing the topics of the day, or roaming far and wide until a late hour, seeking, amid the wild lights and

shadows of the populous city, that infinity of mental excitement which quiet observation can afford.

At such times I could not help remarking and admiring (although from his rich ideality I had been prepared to expect

it) a peculiar analytic ability in Dupin. He seemed, too, to take an eager delight in its exercise—if not exactly in its

display—and did not hesitate to confess the pleasure thus derived. He boasted to me, with a low chuckling laugh, that

most men, in respect to himself, wore windows in their bosoms, and was wont to follow up such assertions by direct

and very startling proofs of his intimate knowledge of my own. His manner at these moments was frigid and abstract;

his eyes were vacant in expression; while his voice, usually a rich tenor, rose into a treble which would have sounded

petulantly but for the deliberateness and entire distinctness of the enunciation. Observing him in these moods, I often

dwelt meditatively upon the old philosophy of the Bi-Part Soul, and amused myself with the fancy of a double Dupin—the

creative and the resolvent.

Let it not be supposed, from what I have just said, that I am detailing any mystery, or penning any romance. What I

have described in the Frenchman, was merely the result of an excited, or perhaps of a diseased intelligence. But of the

character of his remarks at the periods in question an example will best convey the idea.

We were strolling one night down a long dirty street in the vicinity of the Palais Royal. Being both, apparently, occupied

with thought, neither of us had spoken a syllable for fifteen minutes at least. All at once Dupin broke forth with these

words:

“He is a very little fellow, that’s true, and would do better for the Théâtre des Variétés.”

“There can be no doubt of that,” I replied unwittingly, and not at first observing (so much had I been absorbed in

reflection) the extraordinary manner in which the speaker had chimed in with my meditations. In an instant afterward I

recollected myself, and my astonishment was profound.

“Dupin,” said I, gravely, “this is beyond my comprehension. I do not hesitate to say that I am amazed, and can scarcely

credit my senses. How was it possible you should know I was thinking of ——-?” Here I paused, to ascertain beyond a

doubt whether he really knew of whom I thought.

—“of Chantilly,” said he, “why do you pause? You were remarking to yourself that his diminutive figure unfitted him for

tragedy.”

This was precisely what had formed the subject of my reflections. Chantilly was a quondam cobbler of the Rue St.

Denis, who, becoming stage-mad, had attempted the rôle of Xerxes, in Crébillon’s tragedy so called, and been notoriously

Pasquinaded for his pains.

“Tell me, for Heaven’s sake,” I exclaimed, “the method—if method there is—by which you have been enabled to fathom

my soul in this matter.” In fact I was even more startled than I would have been willing to express.

“It was the fruiterer,” replied my friend, “who brought you to the conclusion that the mender of soles was not of

sufficient height for Xerxes et id genus omne.”

“The fruiterer!—you astonish me—I know no fruiterer whomsoever.”

“The man who ran up against you as we entered the street—it may have been fifteen minutes ago.”

I now remembered that, in fact, a fruiterer, carrying upon his head a large basket of apples, had nearly thrown me

down, by accident, as we passed from the Rue C —— into the thoroughfare where we stood; but what this had to do with

Chantilly I could not possibly understand.

There was not a particle of charlatanerie about Dupin. “I will explain,” he said, “and that you may comprehend all
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clearly, we will first retrace the course of your meditations, from the moment in which I spoke to you until that of the

rencontre with the fruiterer in question. The larger links of the chain run thus—Chantilly, Orion, Dr. Nichols, Epicurus,

Stereotomy, the street stones, the fruiterer.”

There are few persons who have not, at some period of their lives, amused themselves in retracing the steps by

which particular conclusions of their own minds have been attained. The occupation is often full of interest and he who

attempts it for the first time is astonished by the apparently illimitable distance and incoherence between the starting-

point and the goal. What, then, must have been my amazement when I heard the Frenchman speak what he had just

spoken, and when I could not help acknowledging that he had spoken the truth. He continued:

“We had been talking of horses, if I remember aright, just before leaving the Rue C ——. This was the last subject we

discussed. As we crossed into this street, a fruiterer, with a large basket upon his head, brushing quickly past us, thrust

you upon a pile of paving stones collected at a spot where the causeway is undergoing repair. You stepped upon one of

the loose fragments, slipped, slightly strained your ankle, appeared vexed or sulky, muttered a few words, turned to look

at the pile, and then proceeded in silence. I was not particularly attentive to what you did; but observation has become

with me, of late, a species of necessity.

“You kept your eyes upon the ground—glancing, with a petulant expression, at the holes and ruts in the pavement, (so

that I saw you were still thinking of the stones,) until we reached the little alley called Lamartine, which has been paved,

by way of experiment, with the overlapping and riveted blocks. Here your countenance brightened up, and, perceiving

your lips move, I could not doubt that you murmured the word ‘stereotomy,’ a term very affectedly applied to this

species of pavement. I knew that you could not say to yourself ‘stereotomy’ without being brought to think of atomies,

and thus of the theories of Epicurus; and since, when we discussed this subject not very long ago, I mentioned to you

how singularly, yet with how little notice, the vague guesses of that noble Greek had met with confirmation in the late

nebular cosmogony, I felt that you could not avoid casting your eyes upward to the great nebula in Orion, and I certainly

expected that you would do so. You did look up; and I was now assured that I had correctly followed your steps. But in

that bitter tirade upon Chantilly, which appeared in yesterday’s ‘Musée,’ the satirist, making some disgraceful allusions

to the cobbler’s change of name upon assuming the buskin, quoted a Latin line about which we have often conversed. I

mean the line

Perdidit antiquum litera sonum.

“I had told you that this was in reference to Orion, formerly written Urion; and, from certain pungencies connected

with this explanation, I was aware that you could not have forgotten it. It was clear, therefore, that you would not fail

to combine the two ideas of Orion and Chantilly. That you did combine them I saw by the character of the smile which

passed over your lips. You thought of the poor cobbler’s immolation. So far, you had been stooping in your gait; but now

I saw you draw yourself up to your full height. I was then sure that you reflected upon the diminutive figure of Chantilly.

At this point I interrupted your meditations to remark that as, in fact, he was a very little fellow—that Chantilly—he would

do better at the Théâtre des Variétés.”

Not long after this, we were looking over an evening edition of the “Gazette des Tribunaux,” when the following

paragraphs arrested our attention.

“EXTRAORDINARY MURDERS.—This morning, about three o’clock, the inhabitants of the Quartier St. Roch were

aroused from sleep by a succession of terrific shrieks, issuing, apparently, from the fourth story of a house in the

Rue Morgue, known to be in the sole occupancy of one Madame L’Espanaye, and her daughter Mademoiselle Camille

L’Espanaye. After some delay, occasioned by a fruitless attempt to procure admission in the usual manner, the gateway

was broken in with a crowbar, and eight or ten of the neighbors entered accompanied by two gendarmes. By this time

the cries had ceased; but, as the party rushed up the first flight of stairs, two or more rough voices in angry contention

were distinguished and seemed to proceed from the upper part of the house. As the second landing was reached, these

sounds, also, had ceased and everything remained perfectly quiet. The party spread themselves and hurried from room

to room. Upon arriving at a large back chamber in the fourth story, (the door of which, being found locked, with the

key inside, was forced open,) a spectacle presented itself which struck every one present not less with horror than with

astonishment.

“The apartment was in the wildest disorder—the furniture broken and thrown about in all directions. There was only
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one bedstead; and from this the bed had been removed, and thrown into the middle of the floor. On a chair lay a razor,

besmeared with blood. On the hearth were two or three long and thick tresses of grey human hair, also dabbled in blood,

and seeming to have been pulled out by the roots. Upon the floor were found four Napoleons, an ear-ring of topaz,

three large silver spoons, three smaller of métal d’Alger, and two bags, containing nearly four thousand francs in gold.

The drawers of a bureau, which stood in one corner were open, and had been, apparently, rifled, although many articles

still remained in them. A small iron safe was discovered under the bed (not under the bedstead). It was open, with the

key still in the door. It had no contents beyond a few old letters, and other papers of little consequence.

“Of Madame L’Espanaye no traces were here seen; but an unusual quantity of soot being observed in the fire-place,

a search was made in the chimney, and (horrible to relate!) the corpse of the daughter, head downward, was dragged

therefrom; it having been thus forced up the narrow aperture for a considerable distance. The body was quite warm.

Upon examining it, many excoriations were perceived, no doubt occasioned by the violence with which it had been

thrust up and disengaged. Upon the face were many severe scratches, and, upon the throat, dark bruises, and deep

indentations of finger nails, as if the deceased had been throttled to death.

“After a thorough investigation of every portion of the house, without farther discovery, the party made its way into

a small paved yard in the rear of the building, where lay the corpse of the old lady, with her throat so entirely cut that,

upon an attempt to raise her, the head fell off. The body, as well as the head, was fearfully mutilated—the former so much

so as scarcely to retain any semblance of humanity.

“To this horrible mystery there is not as yet, we believe, the slightest clew.”

The next day’s paper had these additional particulars.

“The Tragedy in the Rue Morgue. Many individuals have been examined in relation to this most extraordinary and

frightful affair. [The word ‘affaire’ has not yet, in France, that levity of import which it conveys with us,] “but nothing

whatever has transpired to throw light upon it. We give below all the material testimony elicited.

“Pauline Dubourg, laundress, deposes that she has known both the deceased for three years, having washed for them

during that period. The old lady and her daughter seemed on good terms—very affectionate towards each other. They

were excellent pay. Could not speak in regard to their mode or means of living. Believed that Madame L. told fortunes

for a living. Was reputed to have money put by. Never met any persons in the house when she called for the clothes

or took them home. Was sure that they had no servant in employ. There appeared to be no furniture in any part of the

building except in the fourth story.

“Pierre Moreau, tobacconist, deposes that he has been in the habit of selling small quantities of tobacco and snuff to

Madame L’Espanaye for nearly four years. Was born in the neighborhood, and has always resided there. The deceased

and her daughter had occupied the house in which the corpses were found, for more than six years. It was formerly

occupied by a jeweller, who under-let the upper rooms to various persons. The house was the property of Madame

L. She became dissatisfied with the abuse of the premises by her tenant, and moved into them herself, refusing to let

any portion. The old lady was childish. Witness had seen the daughter some five or six times during the six years. The

two lived an exceedingly retired life—were reputed to have money. Had heard it said among the neighbors that Madame

L. told fortunes—did not believe it. Had never seen any person enter the door except the old lady and her daughter, a

porter once or twice, and a physician some eight or ten times.

“Many other persons, neighbors, gave evidence to the same effect. No one was spoken of as frequenting the house.

It was not known whether there were any living connexions of Madame L. and her daughter. The shutters of the front

windows were seldom opened. Those in the rear were always closed, with the exception of the large back room, fourth

story. The house was a good house—not very old.

“Isidore Muset, gendarme, deposes that he was called to the house about three o’clock in the morning, and found some

twenty or thirty persons at the gateway, endeavoring to gain admittance. Forced it open, at length, with a bayonet—not

with a crowbar. Had but little difficulty in getting it open, on account of its being a double or folding gate, and bolted

neither at bottom not top. The shrieks were continued until the gate was forced—and then suddenly ceased. They

seemed to be screams of some person (or persons) in great agony—were loud and drawn out, not short and quick.

Witness led the way up stairs. Upon reaching the first landing, heard two voices in loud and angry contention—the one

a gruff voice, the other much shriller—a very strange voice. Could distinguish some words of the former, which was that
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of a Frenchman. Was positive that it was not a woman’s voice. Could distinguish the words ‘sacré’ and ‘diable.’ The shrill

voice was that of a foreigner. Could not be sure whether it was the voice of a man or of a woman. Could not make out

what was said, but believed the language to be Spanish. The state of the room and of the bodies was described by this

witness as we described them yesterday.

“Henri Duval, a neighbor, and by trade a silver-smith, deposes that he was one of the party who first entered the

house. Corroborates the testimony of Muset in general. As soon as they forced an entrance, they reclosed the door, to

keep out the crowd, which collected very fast, notwithstanding the lateness of the hour. The shrill voice, this witness

thinks, was that of an Italian. Was certain it was not French. Could not be sure that it was a man’s voice. It might have

been a woman’s. Was not acquainted with the Italian language. Could not distinguish the words, but was convinced by

the intonation that the speaker was an Italian. Knew Madame L. and her daughter. Had conversed with both frequently.

Was sure that the shrill voice was not that of either of the deceased.

“—Odenheimer, restaurateur. This witness volunteered his testimony. Not speaking French, was examined through

an interpreter. Is a native of Amsterdam. Was passing the house at the time of the shrieks. They lasted for several

minutes—probably ten. They were long and loud—very awful and distressing. Was one of those who entered the building.

Corroborated the previous evidence in every respect but one. Was sure that the shrill voice was that of a man—of a

Frenchman. Could not distinguish the words uttered. They were loud and quick—unequal—spoken apparently in fear as

well as in anger. The voice was harsh—not so much shrill as harsh. Could not call it a shrill voice. The gruff voice said

repeatedly ‘sacré,’ ‘diable,’ and once ‘mon Dieu.’

“Jules Mignaud, banker, of the firm of Mignaud et Fils, Rue Deloraine. Is the elder Mignaud. Madame L’Espanaye had

some property. Had opened an account with his banking house in the spring of the year—(eight years previously). Made

frequent deposits in small sums. Had checked for nothing until the third day before her death, when she took out in

person the sum of 4000 francs. This sum was paid in gold, and a clerk went home with the money.

“Adolphe Le Bon, clerk to Mignaud et Fils, deposes that on the day in question, about noon, he accompanied Madame

L’Espanaye to her residence with the 4000 francs, put up in two bags. Upon the door being opened, Mademoiselle L.

appeared and took from his hands one of the bags, while the old lady relieved him of the other. He then bowed and

departed. Did not see any person in the street at the time. It is a bye-street—very lonely.

“William Bird, tailor deposes that he was one of the party who entered the house. Is an Englishman. Has lived in

Paris two years. Was one of the first to ascend the stairs. Heard the voices in contention. The gruff voice was that of a

Frenchman. Could make out several words, but cannot now remember all. Heard distinctly ‘sacré’ and ‘mon Dieu.’ There

was a sound at the moment as if of several persons struggling—a scraping and scuffling sound. The shrill voice was very

loud—louder than the gruff one. Is sure that it was not the voice of an Englishman. Appeared to be that of a German.

Might have been a woman’s voice. Does not understand German.

“Four of the above-named witnesses, being recalled, deposed that the door of the chamber in which was found the

body of Mademoiselle L. was locked on the inside when the party reached it. Every thing was perfectly silent—no groans

or noises of any kind. Upon forcing the door no person was seen. The windows, both of the back and front room, were

down and firmly fastened from within. A door between the two rooms was closed, but not locked. The door leading

from the front room into the passage was locked, with the key on the inside. A small room in the front of the house,

on the fourth story, at the head of the passage was open, the door being ajar. This room was crowded with old beds,

boxes, and so forth. These were carefully removed and searched. There was not an inch of any portion of the house

which was not carefully searched. Sweeps were sent up and down the chimneys. The house was a four story one, with

garrets (mansardes.) A trap-door on the roof was nailed down very securely—did not appear to have been opened for

years. The time elapsing between the hearing of the voices in contention and the breaking open of the room door, was

variously stated by the witnesses. Some made it as short as three minutes—some as long as five. The door was opened

with difficulty.

“Alfonzo Garcio, undertaker, deposes that he resides in the Rue Morgue. Is a native of Spain. Was one of the party who

entered the house. Did not proceed up stairs. Is nervous, and was apprehensive of the consequences of agitation. Heard

the voices in contention. The gruff voice was that of a Frenchman. Could not distinguish what was said. The shrill voice

was that of an Englishman—is sure of this. Does not understand the English language, but judges by the intonation.
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“Alberto Montani, confectioner, deposes that he was among the first to ascend the stairs. Heard the voices in question.

The gruff voice was that of a Frenchman. Distinguished several words. The speaker appeared to be expostulating. Could

not make out the words of the shrill voice. Spoke quick and unevenly. Thinks it the voice of a Russian. Corroborates the

general testimony. Is an Italian. Never conversed with a native of Russia.

“Several witnesses, recalled, here testified that the chimneys of all the rooms on the fourth story were too narrow

to admit the passage of a human being. By ‘sweeps’ were meant cylindrical sweeping brushes, such as are employed by

those who clean chimneys. These brushes were passed up and down every flue in the house. There is no back passage

by which any one could have descended while the party proceeded up stairs. The body of Mademoiselle L’Espanaye was

so firmly wedged in the chimney that it could not be got down until four or five of the party united their strength.

“Paul Dumas, physician, deposes that he was called to view the bodies about day-break. They were both then lying

on the sacking of the bedstead in the chamber where Mademoiselle L. was found. The corpse of the young lady was

much bruised and excoriated. The fact that it had been thrust up the chimney would sufficiently account for these

appearances. The throat was greatly chafed. There were several deep scratches just below the chin, together with a

series of livid spots which were evidently the impression of fingers. The face was fearfully discolored, and the eye-balls

protruded. The tongue had been partially bitten through. A large bruise was discovered upon the pit of the stomach,

produced, apparently, by the pressure of a knee. In the opinion of M. Dumas, Mademoiselle L’Espanaye had been

throttled to death by some person or persons unknown. The corpse of the mother was horribly mutilated. All the bones

of the right leg and arm were more or less shattered. The left tibia much splintered, as well as all the ribs of the left side.

Whole body dreadfully bruised and discolored. It was not possible to say how the injuries had been inflicted. A heavy

club of wood, or a broad bar of iron—a chair—any large, heavy, and obtuse weapon would have produced such results, if

wielded by the hands of a very powerful man. No woman could have inflicted the blows with any weapon. The head of

the deceased, when seen by witness, was entirely separated from the body, and was also greatly shattered. The throat

had evidently been cut with some very sharp instrument—probably with a razor.

“Alexandre Etienne, surgeon, was called with M. Dumas to view the bodies. Corroborated the testimony, and the

opinions of M. Dumas.

“Nothing farther of importance was elicited, although several other persons were examined. A murder so mysterious,

and so perplexing in all its particulars, was never before committed in Paris—if indeed a murder has been committed at

all. The police are entirely at fault—an unusual occurrence in affairs of this nature. There is not, however, the shadow of

a clew apparent.”

The evening edition of the paper stated that the greatest excitement still continued in the Quartier St. Roch—that

the premises in question had been carefully re-searched, and fresh examinations of witnesses instituted, but all to no

purpose. A postscript, however, mentioned that Adolphe Le Bon had been arrested and imprisoned—although nothing

appeared to criminate him, beyond the facts already detailed.

Dupin seemed singularly interested in the progress of this affair—at least so I judged from his manner, for he made

no comments. It was only after the announcement that Le Bon had been imprisoned, that he asked me my opinion

respecting the murders.

I could merely agree with all Paris in considering them an insoluble mystery. I saw no means by which it would be

possible to trace the murderer.

“We must not judge of the means,” said Dupin, “by this shell of an examination. The Parisian police, so much extolled

for acumen, are cunning, but no more. There is no method in their proceedings, beyond the method of the moment.

They make a vast parade of measures; but, not unfrequently, these are so ill adapted to the objects proposed, as to put

us in mind of Monsieur Jourdain’s calling for his robe-de-chambre—pour mieux entendre la musique. The results attained

by them are not unfrequently surprising, but, for the most part, are brought about by simple diligence and activity.

When these qualities are unavailing, their schemes fail. Vidocq, for example, was a good guesser and a persevering man.

But, without educated thought, he erred continually by the very intensity of his investigations. He impaired his vision

by holding the object too close. He might see, perhaps, one or two points with unusual clearness, but in so doing he,

necessarily, lost sight of the matter as a whole. Thus there is such a thing as being too profound. Truth is not always in

a well. In fact, as regards the more important knowledge, I do believe that she is invariably superficial. The depth lies
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in the valleys where we seek her, and not upon the mountain-tops where she is found. The modes and sources of this

kind of error are well typified in the contemplation of the heavenly bodies. To look at a star by glances—to view it in a

side-long way, by turning toward it the exterior portions of the retina (more susceptible of feeble impressions of light

than the interior), is to behold the star distinctly—is to have the best appreciation of its lustre—a lustre which grows dim

just in proportion as we turn our vision fully upon it. A greater number of rays actually fall upon the eye in the latter

case, but, in the former, there is the more refined capacity for comprehension. By undue profundity we perplex and

enfeeble thought; and it is possible to make even Venus herself vanish from the firmament by a scrutiny too sustained,

too concentrated, or too direct.

“As for these murders, let us enter into some examinations for ourselves, before we make up an opinion respecting

them. An inquiry will afford us amusement,” [I thought this an odd term, so applied, but said nothing] “and, besides, Le

Bon once rendered me a service for which I am not ungrateful. We will go and see the premises with our own eyes. I

know G——, the Prefect of Police, and shall have no difficulty in obtaining the necessary permission.”

The permission was obtained, and we proceeded at once to the Rue Morgue. This is one of those miserable

thoroughfares which intervene between the Rue Richelieu and the Rue St. Roch. It was late in the afternoon when we

reached it; as this quarter is at a great distance from that in which we resided. The house was readily found; for there

were still many persons gazing up at the closed shutters, with an objectless curiosity, from the opposite side of the way.

It was an ordinary Parisian house, with a gateway, on one side of which was a glazed watch-box, with a sliding panel

in the window, indicating a loge de concierge. Before going in we walked up the street, turned down an alley, and then,

again turning, passed in the rear of the building—Dupin, meanwhile examining the whole neighborhood, as well as the

house, with a minuteness of attention for which I could see no possible object.

Retracing our steps, we came again to the front of the dwelling, rang, and, having shown our credentials, were

admitted by the agents in charge. We went up stairs—into the chamber where the body of Mademoiselle L’Espanaye had

been found, and where both the deceased still lay. The disorders of the room had, as usual, been suffered to exist. I saw

nothing beyond what had been stated in the “Gazette des Tribunaux.” Dupin scrutinized every thing—not excepting the

bodies of the victims. We then went into the other rooms, and into the yard; a gendarme accompanying us throughout.

The examination occupied us until dark, when we took our departure. On our way home my companion stepped in for a

moment at the office of one of the daily papers.

I have said that the whims of my friend were manifold, and that Je les ménageais:—for this phrase there is no English

equivalent. It was his humor, now, to decline all conversation on the subject of the murder, until about noon the next

day. He then asked me, suddenly, if I had observed any thing peculiar at the scene of the atrocity.

There was something in his manner of emphasizing the word “peculiar,” which caused me to shudder, without knowing

why.

“No, nothing peculiar,” I said; “nothing more, at least, than we both saw stated in the paper.”

“The ‘Gazette,’” he replied, “has not entered, I fear, into the unusual horror of the thing. But dismiss the idle opinions

of this print. It appears to me that this mystery is considered insoluble, for the very reason which should cause it to be

regarded as easy of solution—I mean for the outré character of its features. The police are confounded by the seeming

absence of motive—not for the murder itself—but for the atrocity of the murder. They are puzzled, too, by the seeming

impossibility of reconciling the voices heard in contention, with the facts that no one was discovered up stairs but

the assassinated Mademoiselle L’Espanaye, and that there were no means of egress without the notice of the party

ascending. The wild disorder of the room; the corpse thrust, with the head downward, up the chimney; the frightful

mutilation of the body of the old lady; these considerations, with those just mentioned, and others which I need not

mention, have sufficed to paralyze the powers, by putting completely at fault the boasted acumen, of the government

agents. They have fallen into the gross but common error of confounding the unusual with the abstruse. But it is by these

deviations from the plane of the ordinary, that reason feels its way, if at all, in its search for the true. In investigations

such as we are now pursuing, it should not be so much asked ‘what has occurred,’ as ‘what has occurred that has never

occurred before.’ In fact, the facility with which I shall arrive, or have arrived, at the solution of this mystery, is in the

direct ratio of its apparent insolubility in the eyes of the police.”

I stared at the speaker in mute astonishment.
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“I am now awaiting,” continued he, looking toward the door of our apartment—“I am now awaiting a person who,

although perhaps not the perpetrator of these butcheries, must have been in some measure implicated in their

perpetration. Of the worst portion of the crimes committed, it is probable that he is innocent. I hope that I am right

in this supposition; for upon it I build my expectation of reading the entire riddle. I look for the man here—in this

room—every moment. It is true that he may not arrive; but the probability is that he will. Should he come, it will be

necessary to detain him. Here are pistols; and we both know how to use them when occasion demands their use.”

I took the pistols, scarcely knowing what I did, or believing what I heard, while Dupin went on, very much as if in a

soliloquy. I have already spoken of his abstract manner at such times. His discourse was addressed to myself; but his

voice, although by no means loud, had that intonation which is commonly employed in speaking to some one at a great

distance. His eyes, vacant in expression, regarded only the wall.

“That the voices heard in contention,” he said, “by the party upon the stairs, were not the voices of the women

themselves, was fully proved by the evidence. This relieves us of all doubt upon the question whether the old lady could

have first destroyed the daughter and afterward have committed suicide. I speak of this point chiefly for the sake of

method; for the strength of Madame L’Espanaye would have been utterly unequal to the task of thrusting her daughter’s

corpse up the chimney as it was found; and the nature of the wounds upon her own person entirely preclude the idea of

self-destruction. Murder, then, has been committed by some third party; and the voices of this third party were those

heard in contention. Let me now advert—not to the whole testimony respecting these voices—but to what was peculiar

in that testimony. Did you observe any thing peculiar about it?”

I remarked that, while all the witnesses agreed in supposing the gruff voice to be that of a Frenchman, there was much

disagreement in regard to the shrill, or, as one individual termed it, the harsh voice.

“That was the evidence itself,” said Dupin, “but it was not the peculiarity of the evidence. You have observed nothing

distinctive. Yet there was something to be observed. The witnesses, as you remark, agreed about the gruff voice; they

were here unanimous. But in regard to the shrill voice, the peculiarity is—not that they disagreed—but that, while an

Italian, an Englishman, a Spaniard, a Hollander, and a Frenchman attempted to describe it, each one spoke of it as that

of a foreigner. Each is sure that it was not the voice of one of his own countrymen. Each likens it—not to the voice of

an individual of any nation with whose language he is conversant—but the converse. The Frenchman supposes it the

voice of a Spaniard, and ‘might have distinguished some words had he been acquainted with the Spanish.’ The Dutchman

maintains it to have been that of a Frenchman; but we find it stated that ‘not understanding French this witness was

examined through an interpreter.’ The Englishman thinks it the voice of a German, and ‘does not understand German.’

The Spaniard ‘is sure’ that it was that of an Englishman, but ‘judges by the intonation’ altogether, ‘as he has no knowledge

of the English.’ The Italian believes it the voice of a Russian, but ‘has never conversed with a native of Russia.’ A second

Frenchman differs, moreover, with the first, and is positive that the voice was that of an Italian; but, not being cognizant

of that tongue, is, like the Spaniard, ‘convinced by the intonation.’ Now, how strangely unusual must that voice have really

been, about which such testimony as this could have been elicited!—in whose tones, even, denizens of the five great

divisions of Europe could recognise nothing familiar! You will say that it might have been the voice of an Asiatic—of

an African. Neither Asiatics nor Africans abound in Paris; but, without denying the inference, I will now merely call

your attention to three points. The voice is termed by one witness ‘harsh rather than shrill.’ It is represented by two

others to have been ‘quick and unequal.’ No words—no sounds resembling words—were by any witness mentioned as

distinguishable.

“I know not,” continued Dupin, “what impression I may have made, so far, upon your own understanding; but I do not

hesitate to say that legitimate deductions even from this portion of the testimony—the portion respecting the gruff and

shrill voices—are in themselves sufficient to engender a suspicion which should give direction to all farther progress in

the investigation of the mystery. I said ‘legitimate deductions;’ but my meaning is not thus fully expressed. I designed

to imply that the deductions are the sole proper ones, and that the suspicion arises inevitably from them as the single

result. What the suspicion is, however, I will not say just yet. I merely wish you to bear in mind that, with myself, it was

sufficiently forcible to give a definite form—a certain tendency—to my inquiries in the chamber.

“Let us now transport ourselves, in fancy, to this chamber. What shall we first seek here? The means of egress

employed by the murderers. It is not too much to say that neither of us believe in præternatural events. Madame and
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Mademoiselle L’Espanaye were not destroyed by spirits. The doers of the deed were material, and escaped materially.

Then how? Fortunately, there is but one mode of reasoning upon the point, and that mode must lead us to a definite

decision.—Let us examine, each by each, the possible means of egress. It is clear that the assassins were in the room

where Mademoiselle L’Espanaye was found, or at least in the room adjoining, when the party ascended the stairs. It is

then only from these two apartments that we have to seek issues. The police have laid bare the floors, the ceilings, and

the masonry of the walls, in every direction. No secret issues could have escaped their vigilance. But, not trusting to their

eyes, I examined with my own. There were, then, no secret issues. Both doors leading from the rooms into the passage

were securely locked, with the keys inside. Let us turn to the chimneys. These, although of ordinary width for some eight

or ten feet above the hearths, will not admit, throughout their extent, the body of a large cat. The impossibility of egress,

by means already stated, being thus absolute, we are reduced to the windows. Through those of the front room no one

could have escaped without notice from the crowd in the street. The murderers must have passed, then, through those

of the back room. Now, brought to this conclusion in so unequivocal a manner as we are, it is not our part, as reasoners,

to reject it on account of apparent impossibilities. It is only left for us to prove that these apparent ‘impossibilities’ are,

in reality, not such.

“There are two windows in the chamber. One of them is unobstructed by furniture, and is wholly visible. The lower

portion of the other is hidden from view by the head of the unwieldy bedstead which is thrust close up against it. The

former was found securely fastened from within. It resisted the utmost force of those who endeavored to raise it. A large

gimlet-hole had been pierced in its frame to the left, and a very stout nail was found fitted therein, nearly to the head.

Upon examining the other window, a similar nail was seen similarly fitted in it; and a vigorous attempt to raise this sash,

failed also. The police were now entirely satisfied that egress had not been in these directions. And, therefore, it was

thought a matter of supererogation to withdraw the nails and open the windows.

“My own examination was somewhat more particular, and was so for the reason I have just given—because here it was,

I knew, that all apparent impossibilities must be proved to be not such in reality.

“I proceeded to think thus—a posteriori. The murderers did escape from one of these windows. This being so, they

could not have refastened the sashes from the inside, as they were found fastened;—the consideration which put a stop,

through its obviousness, to the scrutiny of the police in this quarter. Yet the sashes were fastened. They must, then, have

the power of fastening themselves. There was no escape from this conclusion. I stepped to the unobstructed casement,

withdrew the nail with some difficulty and attempted to raise the sash. It resisted all my efforts, as I had anticipated.

A concealed spring must, I now know, exist; and this corroboration of my idea convinced me that my premises at least,

were correct, however mysterious still appeared the circumstances attending the nails. A careful search soon brought

to light the hidden spring. I pressed it, and, satisfied with the discovery, forbore to upraise the sash.

“I now replaced the nail and regarded it attentively. A person passing out through this window might have reclosed

it, and the spring would have caught—but the nail could not have been replaced. The conclusion was plain, and again

narrowed in the field of my investigations. The assassins must have escaped through the other window. Supposing, then,

the springs upon each sash to be the same, as was probable, there must be found a difference between the nails, or

at least between the modes of their fixture. Getting upon the sacking of the bedstead, I looked over the head-board

minutely at the second casement. Passing my hand down behind the board, I readily discovered and pressed the spring,

which was, as I had supposed, identical in character with its neighbor. I now looked at the nail. It was as stout as the

other, and apparently fitted in the same manner—driven in nearly up to the head.

“You will say that I was puzzled; but, if you think so, you must have misunderstood the nature of the inductions. To use

a sporting phrase, I had not been once ‘at fault.’ The scent had never for an instant been lost. There was no flaw in any

link of the chain. I had traced the secret to its ultimate result,—and that result was the nail. It had, I say, in every respect,

the appearance of its fellow in the other window; but this fact was an absolute nullity (conclusive us it might seem to be)

when compared with the consideration that here, at this point, terminated the clew. ‘There must be something wrong,’ I

said, ‘about the nail.’ I touched it; and the head, with about a quarter of an inch of the shank, came off in my fingers. The

rest of the shank was in the gimlet-hole where it had been broken off. The fracture was an old one (for its edges were

incrusted with rust), and had apparently been accomplished by the blow of a hammer, which had partially imbedded, in

the top of the bottom sash, the head portion of the nail. I now carefully replaced this head portion in the indentation

The Murders in the Rue Morgue by Edgar Allen Poe (1841) | 43



whence I had taken it, and the resemblance to a perfect nail was complete—the fissure was invisible. Pressing the spring,

I gently raised the sash for a few inches; the head went up with it, remaining firm in its bed. I closed the window, and

the semblance of the whole nail was again perfect.

“The riddle, so far, was now unriddled. The assassin had escaped through the window which looked upon the bed.

Dropping of its own accord upon his exit (or perhaps purposely closed), it had become fastened by the spring; and it

was the retention of this spring which had been mistaken by the police for that of the nail,—farther inquiry being thus

considered unnecessary.

“The next question is that of the mode of descent. Upon this point I had been satisfied in my walk with you around

the building. About five feet and a half from the casement in question there runs a lightning-rod. From this rod it would

have been impossible for any one to reach the window itself, to say nothing of entering it. I observed, however, that the

shutters of the fourth story were of the peculiar kind called by Parisian carpenters ferrades—a kind rarely employed at

the present day, but frequently seen upon very old mansions at Lyons and Bordeaux. They are in the form of an ordinary

door, (a single, not a folding door) except that the lower half is latticed or worked in open trellis—thus affording an

excellent hold for the hands. In the present instance these shutters are fully three feet and a half broad. When we saw

them from the rear of the house, they were both about half open—that is to say, they stood off at right angles from the

wall. It is probable that the police, as well as myself, examined the back of the tenement; but, if so, in looking at these

ferrades in the line of their breadth (as they must have done), they did not perceive this great breadth itself, or, at all

events, failed to take it into due consideration. In fact, having once satisfied themselves that no egress could have been

made in this quarter, they would naturally bestow here a very cursory examination. It was clear to me, however, that the

shutter belonging to the window at the head of the bed, would, if swung fully back to the wall, reach to within two feet

of the lightning-rod. It was also evident that, by exertion of a very unusual degree of activity and courage, an entrance

into the window, from the rod, might have been thus effected.—By reaching to the distance of two feet and a half (we

now suppose the shutter open to its whole extent) a robber might have taken a firm grasp upon the trellis-work. Letting

go, then, his hold upon the rod, placing his feet securely against the wall, and springing boldly from it, he might have

swung the shutter so as to close it, and, if we imagine the window open at the time, might even have swung himself into

the room.

“I wish you to bear especially in mind that I have spoken of a very unusual degree of activity as requisite to success

in so hazardous and so difficult a feat. It is my design to show you, first, that the thing might possibly have been

accomplished:—but, secondly and chiefly, I wish to impress upon your understanding the very extraordinary—the almost

præternatural character of that agility which could have accomplished it.

“You will say, no doubt, using the language of the law, that ‘to make out my case,’ I should rather undervalue, than

insist upon a full estimation of the activity required in this matter. This may be the practice in law, but it is not the

usage of reason. My ultimate object is only the truth. My immediate purpose is to lead you to place in juxtaposition, that

very unusual activity of which I have just spoken with that very peculiar shrill (or harsh) and unequal voice, about whose

nationality no two persons could be found to agree, and in whose utterance no syllabification could be detected.”

At these words a vague and half-formed conception of the meaning of Dupin flitted over my mind. I seemed to be

upon the verge of comprehension without power to comprehend—men, at times, find themselves upon the brink of

remembrance without being able, in the end, to remember. My friend went on with his discourse.

“You will see,” he said, “that I have shifted the question from the mode of egress to that of ingress. It was my design

to convey the idea that both were effected in the same manner, at the same point. Let us now revert to the interior

of the room. Let us survey the appearances here. The drawers of the bureau, it is said, had been rifled, although many

articles of apparel still remained within them. The conclusion here is absurd. It is a mere guess—a very silly one—and no

more. How are we to know that the articles found in the drawers were not all these drawers had originally contained?

Madame L’Espanaye and her daughter lived an exceedingly retired life—saw no company—seldom went out—had little use

for numerous changes of habiliment. Those found were at least of as good quality as any likely to be possessed by these

ladies. If a thief had taken any, why did he not take the best—why did he not take all? In a word, why did he abandon four

thousand francs in gold to encumber himself with a bundle of linen? The gold was abandoned. Nearly the whole sum

mentioned by Monsieur Mignaud, the banker, was discovered, in bags, upon the floor. I wish you, therefore, to discard
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from your thoughts the blundering idea of motive, engendered in the brains of the police by that portion of the evidence

which speaks of money delivered at the door of the house. Coincidences ten times as remarkable as this (the delivery

of the money, and murder committed within three days upon the party receiving it), happen to all of us every hour of

our lives, without attracting even momentary notice. Coincidences, in general, are great stumbling-blocks in the way of

that class of thinkers who have been educated to know nothing of the theory of probabilities—that theory to which the

most glorious objects of human research are indebted for the most glorious of illustration. In the present instance, had

the gold been gone, the fact of its delivery three days before would have formed something more than a coincidence. It

would have been corroborative of this idea of motive. But, under the real circumstances of the case, if we are to suppose

gold the motive of this outrage, we must also imagine the perpetrator so vacillating an idiot as to have abandoned his

gold and his motive together.

“Keeping now steadily in mind the points to which I have drawn your attention—that peculiar voice, that unusual

agility, and that startling absence of motive in a murder so singularly atrocious as this—let us glance at the butchery

itself. Here is a woman strangled to death by manual strength, and thrust up a chimney, head downward. Ordinary

assassins employ no such modes of murder as this. Least of all, do they thus dispose of the murdered. In the manner of

thrusting the corpse up the chimney, you will admit that there was something excessively outré—something altogether

irreconcilable with our common notions of human action, even when we suppose the actors the most depraved of men.

Think, too, how great must have been that strength which could have thrust the body up such an aperture so forcibly

that the united vigor of several persons was found barely sufficient to drag it down!

“Turn, now, to other indications of the employment of a vigor most marvellous. On the hearth were thick tresses—very

thick tresses—of grey human hair. These had been torn out by the roots. You are aware of the great force necessary in

tearing thus from the head even twenty or thirty hairs together. You saw the locks in question as well as myself. Their

roots (a hideous sight!) were clotted with fragments of the flesh of the scalp—sure token of the prodigious power which

had been exerted in uprooting perhaps half a million of hairs at a time. The throat of the old lady was not merely cut,

but the head absolutely severed from the body: the instrument was a mere razor. I wish you also to look at the brutal

ferocity of these deeds. Of the bruises upon the body of Madame L’Espanaye I do not speak. Monsieur Dumas, and his

worthy coadjutor Monsieur Etienne, have pronounced that they were inflicted by some obtuse instrument; and so far

these gentlemen are very correct. The obtuse instrument was clearly the stone pavement in the yard, upon which the

victim had fallen from the window which looked in upon the bed. This idea, however simple it may now seem, escaped

the police for the same reason that the breadth of the shutters escaped them—because, by the affair of the nails, their

perceptions had been hermetically sealed against the possibility of the windows having ever been opened at all.

“If now, in addition to all these things, you have properly reflected upon the odd disorder of the chamber, we have

gone so far as to combine the ideas of an agility astounding, a strength superhuman, a ferocity brutal, a butchery without

motive, a grotesquerie in horror absolutely alien from humanity, and a voice foreign in tone to the ears of men of many

nations, and devoid of all distinct or intelligible syllabification. What result, then, has ensued? What impression have I

made upon your fancy?”

I felt a creeping of the flesh as Dupin asked me the question. “A madman,” I said, “has done this deed—some raving

maniac, escaped from a neighboring Maison de Santé.”

“In some respects,” he replied, “your idea is not irrelevant. But the voices of madmen, even in their wildest paroxysms,

are never found to tally with that peculiar voice heard upon the stairs. Madmen are of some nation, and their language,

however incoherent in its words, has always the coherence of syllabification. Besides, the hair of a madman is not such

as I now hold in my hand. I disentangled this little tuft from the rigidly clutched fingers of Madame L’Espanaye. Tell me

what you can make of it.”

“Dupin!” I said, completely unnerved; “this hair is most unusual—this is no human hair.”

“I have not asserted that it is,” said he; “but, before we decide this point, I wish you to glance at the little sketch I

have here traced upon this paper. It is a fac-simile drawing of what has been described in one portion of the testimony

as ‘dark bruises, and deep indentations of finger nails,’ upon the throat of Mademoiselle L’Espanaye, and in another, (by

Messrs. Dumas and Etienne,) as a ‘series of livid spots, evidently the impression of fingers.’

“You will perceive,” continued my friend, spreading out the paper upon the table before us, “that this drawing gives
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the idea of a firm and fixed hold. There is no slipping apparent. Each finger has retained—possibly until the death of the

victim—the fearful grasp by which it originally imbedded itself. Attempt, now, to place all your fingers, at the same time,

in the respective impressions as you see them.”

I made the attempt in vain.

“We are possibly not giving this matter a fair trial,” he said. “The paper is spread out upon a plane surface; but the

human throat is cylindrical. Here is a billet of wood, the circumference of which is about that of the throat. Wrap the

drawing around it, and try the experiment again.”

I did so; but the difficulty was even more obvious than before. “This,” I said, “is the mark of no human hand.”

“Read now,” replied Dupin, “this passage from Cuvier.”

It was a minute anatomical and generally descriptive account of the large fulvous Ourang-Outang of the East Indian

Islands. The gigantic stature, the prodigious strength and activity, the wild ferocity, and the imitative propensities of

these mammalia are sufficiently well known to all. I understood the full horrors of the murder at once.

“The description of the digits,” said I, as I made an end of reading, “is in exact accordance with this drawing. I see that

no animal but an Ourang-Outang, of the species here mentioned, could have impressed the indentations as you have

traced them. This tuft of tawny hair, too, is identical in character with that of the beast of Cuvier. But I cannot possibly

comprehend the particulars of this frightful mystery. Besides, there were two voices heard in contention, and one of

them was unquestionably the voice of a Frenchman.”

“True; and you will remember an expression attributed almost unanimously, by the evidence, to this voice,—the

expression, ‘mon Dieu!’ This, under the circumstances, has been justly characterized by one of the witnesses (Montani,

the confectioner,) as an expression of remonstrance or expostulation. Upon these two words, therefore, I have mainly

built my hopes of a full solution of the riddle. A Frenchman was cognizant of the murder. It is possible—indeed it is far

more than probable—that he was innocent of all participation in the bloody transactions which took place. The Ourang-

Outang may have escaped from him. He may have traced it to the chamber; but, under the agitating circumstances

which ensued, he could never have re-captured it. It is still at large. I will not pursue these guesses—for I have no right

to call them more—since the shades of reflection upon which they are based are scarcely of sufficient depth to be

appreciable by my own intellect, and since I could not pretend to make them intelligible to the understanding of another.

We will call them guesses then, and speak of them as such. If the Frenchman in question is indeed, as I suppose, innocent

of this atrocity, this advertisement which I left last night, upon our return home, at the office of ‘Le Monde,’ (a paper

devoted to the shipping interest, and much sought by sailors,) will bring him to our residence.”

He handed me a paper, and I read thus:

CAUGHT—In the Bois de Boulogne, early in the morning of the—inst., (the morning of the murder,) a very large, tawny

Ourang-Outang of the Bornese species. The owner, (who is ascertained to be a sailor, belonging to a Maltese vessel,) may

have the animal again, upon identifying it satisfactorily, and paying a few charges arising from its capture and keeping.

Call at No. ——, Rue ——, Faubourg St. Germain—au troisième.

“How was it possible,” I asked, “that you should know the man to be a sailor, and belonging to a Maltese vessel?”

“I do not know it,” said Dupin. “I am not sure of it. Here, however, is a small piece of ribbon, which from its form, and

from its greasy appearance, has evidently been used in tying the hair in one of those long queues of which sailors are

so fond. Moreover, this knot is one which few besides sailors can tie, and is peculiar to the Maltese. I picked the ribbon

up at the foot of the lightning-rod. It could not have belonged to either of the deceased. Now if, after all, I am wrong

in my induction from this ribbon, that the Frenchman was a sailor belonging to a Maltese vessel, still I can have done

no harm in saying what I did in the advertisement. If I am in error, he will merely suppose that I have been misled by

some circumstance into which he will not take the trouble to inquire. But if I am right, a great point is gained. Cognizant

although innocent of the murder, the Frenchman will naturally hesitate about replying to the advertisement—about

demanding the Ourang-Outang. He will reason thus:—‘I am innocent; I am poor; my Ourang-Outang is of great value—to

one in my circumstances a fortune of itself—why should I lose it through idle apprehensions of danger? Here it is, within

my grasp. It was found in the Bois de Boulogne—at a vast distance from the scene of that butchery. How can it ever be

suspected that a brute beast should have done the deed? The police are at fault—they have failed to procure the slightest

clew. Should they even trace the animal, it would be impossible to prove me cognizant of the murder, or to implicate me
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in guilt on account of that cognizance. Above all, I am known. The advertiser designates me as the possessor of the beast.

I am not sure to what limit his knowledge may extend. Should I avoid claiming a property of so great value, which it is

known that I possess, I will render the animal at least, liable to suspicion. It is not my policy to attract attention either to

myself or to the beast. I will answer the advertisement, get the Ourang-Outang, and keep it close until this matter has

blown over.’”

At this moment we heard a step upon the stairs.

“Be ready,” said Dupin, “with your pistols, but neither use them nor show them until at a signal from myself.”

The front door of the house had been left open, and the visitor had entered, without ringing, and advanced several

steps upon the staircase. Now, however, he seemed to hesitate. Presently we heard him descending. Dupin was moving

quickly to the door, when we again heard him coming up. He did not turn back a second time, but stepped up with

decision, and rapped at the door of our chamber.

“Come in,” said Dupin, in a cheerful and hearty tone.

A man entered. He was a sailor, evidently,—a tall, stout, and muscular-looking person, with a certain dare-devil

expression of countenance, not altogether unprepossessing. His face, greatly sunburnt, was more than half hidden

by whisker and mustachio. He had with him a huge oaken cudgel, but appeared to be otherwise unarmed. He bowed

awkwardly, and bade us “good evening,” in French accents, which, although somewhat Neufchatelish, were still

sufficiently indicative of a Parisian origin.

“Sit down, my friend,” said Dupin. “I suppose you have called about the Ourang-Outang. Upon my word, I almost envy

you the possession of him; a remarkably fine, and no doubt a very valuable animal. How old do you suppose him to be?”

The sailor drew a long breath, with the air of a man relieved of some intolerable burden, and then replied, in an assured

tone:

“I have no way of telling—but he can’t be more than four or five years old. Have you got him here?”

“Oh no, we had no conveniences for keeping him here. He is at a livery stable in the Rue Dubourg, just by. You can get

him in the morning. Of course you are prepared to identify the property?”

“To be sure I am, sir.”

“I shall be sorry to part with him,” said Dupin.

“I don’t mean that you should be at all this trouble for nothing, sir,” said the man. “Couldn’t expect it. Am very willing

to pay a reward for the finding of the animal—that is to say, any thing in reason.”

“Well,” replied my friend, “that is all very fair, to be sure. Let me think!—what should I have? Oh! I will tell you. My

reward shall be this. You shall give me all the information in your power about these murders in the Rue Morgue.”

Dupin said the last words in a very low tone, and very quietly. Just as quietly, too, he walked toward the door, locked

it and put the key in his pocket. He then drew a pistol from his bosom and placed it, without the least flurry, upon the

table.

The sailor’s face flushed up as if he were struggling with suffocation. He started to his feet and grasped his cudgel, but

the next moment he fell back into his seat, trembling violently, and with the countenance of death itself. He spoke not a

word. I pitied him from the bottom of my heart.

“My friend,” said Dupin, in a kind tone, “you are alarming yourself unnecessarily—you are indeed. We mean you no

harm whatever. I pledge you the honor of a gentleman, and of a Frenchman, that we intend you no injury. I perfectly well

know that you are innocent of the atrocities in the Rue Morgue. It will not do, however, to deny that you are in some

measure implicated in them. From what I have already said, you must know that I have had means of information about

this matter—means of which you could never have dreamed. Now the thing stands thus. You have done nothing which

you could have avoided—nothing, certainly, which renders you culpable. You were not even guilty of robbery, when you

might have robbed with impunity. You have nothing to conceal. You have no reason for concealment. On the other hand,

you are bound by every principle of honor to confess all you know. An innocent man is now imprisoned, charged with

that crime of which you can point out the perpetrator.”

The sailor had recovered his presence of mind, in a great measure, while Dupin uttered these words; but his original

boldness of bearing was all gone.
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“So help me God,” said he, after a brief pause, “I will tell you all I know about this affair;—but I do not expect you to

believe one half I say—I would be a fool indeed if I did. Still, I am innocent, and I will make a clean breast if I die for it.”

What he stated was, in substance, this. He had lately made a voyage to the Indian Archipelago. A party, of which

he formed one, landed at Borneo, and passed into the interior on an excursion of pleasure. Himself and a companion

had captured the Ourang-Outang. This companion dying, the animal fell into his own exclusive possession. After great

trouble, occasioned by the intractable ferocity of his captive during the home voyage, he at length succeeded in lodging

it safely at his own residence in Paris, where, not to attract toward himself the unpleasant curiosity of his neighbors,

he kept it carefully secluded, until such time as it should recover from a wound in the foot, received from a splinter on

board ship. His ultimate design was to sell it.

Returning home from some sailors’ frolic the night, or rather in the morning of the murder, he found the beast

occupying his own bed-room, into which it had broken from a closet adjoining, where it had been, as was thought,

securely confined. Razor in hand, and fully lathered, it was sitting before a looking-glass, attempting the operation of

shaving, in which it had no doubt previously watched its master through the key-hole of the closet. Terrified at the sight

of so dangerous a weapon in the possession of an animal so ferocious, and so well able to use it, the man, for some

moments, was at a loss what to do. He had been accustomed, however, to quiet the creature, even in its fiercest moods,

by the use of a whip, and to this he now resorted. Upon sight of it, the Ourang-Outang sprang at once through the door

of the chamber, down the stairs, and thence, through a window, unfortunately open, into the street.

The Frenchman followed in despair; the ape, razor still in hand, occasionally stopping to look back and gesticulate

at its pursuer, until the latter had nearly come up with it. It then again made off. In this manner the chase continued

for a long time. The streets were profoundly quiet, as it was nearly three o’clock in the morning. In passing down an

alley in the rear of the Rue Morgue, the fugitive’s attention was arrested by a light gleaming from the open window of

Madame L’Espanaye’s chamber, in the fourth story of her house. Rushing to the building, it perceived the lightning rod,

clambered up with inconceivable agility, grasped the shutter, which was thrown fully back against the wall, and, by its

means, swung itself directly upon the headboard of the bed. The whole feat did not occupy a minute. The shutter was

kicked open again by the Ourang-Outang as it entered the room.

The sailor, in the meantime, was both rejoiced and perplexed. He had strong hopes of now recapturing the brute, as

it could scarcely escape from the trap into which it had ventured, except by the rod, where it might be intercepted as

it came down. On the other hand, there was much cause for anxiety as to what it might do in the house. This latter

reflection urged the man still to follow the fugitive. A lightning rod is ascended without difficulty, especially by a sailor;

but, when he had arrived as high as the window, which lay far to his left, his career was stopped; the most that he

could accomplish was to reach over so as to obtain a glimpse of the interior of the room. At this glimpse he nearly fell

from his hold through excess of horror. Now it was that those hideous shrieks arose upon the night, which had startled

from slumber the inmates of the Rue Morgue. Madame L’Espanaye and her daughter, habited in their night clothes, had

apparently been occupied in arranging some papers in the iron chest already mentioned, which had been wheeled into

the middle of the room. It was open, and its contents lay beside it on the floor. The victims must have been sitting with

their backs toward the window; and, from the time elapsing between the ingress of the beast and the screams, it seems

probable that it was not immediately perceived. The flapping-to of the shutter would naturally have been attributed to

the wind.

As the sailor looked in, the gigantic animal had seized Madame L’Espanaye by the hair, (which was loose, as she had

been combing it,) and was flourishing the razor about her face, in imitation of the motions of a barber. The daughter

lay prostrate and motionless; she had swooned. The screams and struggles of the old lady (during which the hair was

torn from her head) had the effect of changing the probably pacific purposes of the Ourang-Outang into those of wrath.

With one determined sweep of its muscular arm it nearly severed her head from her body. The sight of blood inflamed

its anger into phrenzy. Gnashing its teeth, and flashing fire from its eyes, it flew upon the body of the girl, and imbedded

its fearful talons in her throat, retaining its grasp until she expired. Its wandering and wild glances fell at this moment

upon the head of the bed, over which the face of its master, rigid with horror, was just discernible. The fury of the

beast, who no doubt bore still in mind the dreaded whip, was instantly converted into fear. Conscious of having deserved

punishment, it seemed desirous of concealing its bloody deeds, and skipped about the chamber in an agony of nervous
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agitation; throwing down and breaking the furniture as it moved, and dragging the bed from the bedstead. In conclusion,

it seized first the corpse of the daughter, and thrust it up the chimney, as it was found; then that of the old lady, which

it immediately hurled through the window headlong.

As the ape approached the casement with its mutilated burden, the sailor shrank aghast to the rod, and, rather gliding

than clambering down it, hurried at once home—dreading the consequences of the butchery, and gladly abandoning, in

his terror, all solicitude about the fate of the Ourang-Outang. The words heard by the party upon the staircase were the

Frenchman’s exclamations of horror and affright, commingled with the fiendish jabberings of the brute.

I have scarcely anything to add. The Ourang-Outang must have escaped from the chamber, by the rod, just before

the break of the door. It must have closed the window as it passed through it. It was subsequently caught by the owner

himself, who obtained for it a very large sum at the Jardin des Plantes. Le Don was instantly released, upon our narration

of the circumstances (with some comments from Dupin) at the bureau of the Prefect of Police. This functionary, however

well disposed to my friend, could not altogether conceal his chagrin at the turn which affairs had taken, and was fain to

indulge in a sarcasm or two, about the propriety of every person minding his own business.

“Let him talk,” said Dupin, who had not thought it necessary to reply. “Let him discourse; it will ease his conscience,

I am satisfied with having defeated him in his own castle. Nevertheless, that he failed in the solution of this mystery, is

by no means that matter for wonder which he supposes it; for, in truth, our friend the Prefect is somewhat too cunning

to be profound. In his wisdom is no stamen. It is all head and no body, like the pictures of the Goddess Laverna,—or, at

best, all head and shoulders, like a codfish. But he is a good creature after all. I like him especially for one master stroke

of cant, by which he has attained his reputation for ingenuity. I mean the way he has ‘de nier ce qui est, et d’expliquer ce

qui n’est pas.’”

Discussion Questions

1. What qualities make Dupin a superior investigator?

2. Did the author provide enough foreshadowing or clues to allow the reader to guess the ending?

3. What could Poe be suggesting about society in this story?

4. What is the purpose of introducing the story by describing games?

Text Attributions

• “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” by Edgar Allan Poe is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada and the

United States.
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5. Tell Tale Heart by Edgar Allan Poe (1843)

“Science has not yet taught us if madness is or is not the sublimity of the intelligence.”

— Edgar Allan Poe

TRUE!—nervous—very, very dreadfully nervous I had been and am; but why will you say that I am mad? The disease had

sharpened my senses—not destroyed—not dulled them. Above all was the sense of hearing acute. I heard all things in the

heaven and in the earth. I heard many things in hell. How, then, am I mad? Hearken! and observe how healthily—how

calmly I can tell you the whole story.

It is impossible to say how first the idea entered my brain; but once conceived, it haunted me day and night. Object

there was none. Passion there was none. I loved the old man. He had never wronged me. He had never given me insult.

For his gold I had no desire. I think it was his eye! yes, it was this! He had the eye of a vulture—a pale blue eye, with a film

over it. Whenever it fell upon me, my blood ran cold; and so by degrees—very gradually—I made up my mind to take the

life of the old man, and thus rid myself of the eye forever.

Now this is the point. You fancy me mad. Madmen know nothing. But you should have seen me. You should have seen

how wisely I proceeded—with what caution—with what foresight—with what dissimulation I went to work! I was never

kinder to the old man than during the whole week before I killed him. And every night, about midnight, I turned the

latch of his door and opened it—oh so gently! And then, when I had made an opening sufficient for my head, I put in a

dark lantern, all closed, closed, that no light shone out, and then I thrust in my head. Oh, you would have laughed to see

how cunningly I thrust it in! I moved it slowly—very, very slowly, so that I might not disturb the old man’s sleep. It took

me an hour to place my whole head within the opening so far that I could see him as he lay upon his bed. Ha! would a

madman have been so wise as this? And then, when my head was well in the room, I undid the lantern cautiously—oh,

so cautiously—cautiously (for the hinges creaked)—I undid it just so much that a single thin ray fell upon the vulture

eye. And this I did for seven long nights—every night just at midnight—but I found the eye always closed; and so it was

impossible to do the work; for it was not the old man who vexed me, but his Evil Eye. And every morning, when the

day broke, I went boldly into the chamber, and spoke courageously to him, calling him by name in a hearty tone, and

inquiring how he has passed the night. So you see he would have been a very profound old man, indeed, to suspect that

every night, just at twelve, I looked in upon him while he slept.

Upon the eighth night I was more than usually cautious in opening the door. A watch’s minute hand moves more

quickly than did mine. Never before that night had I felt the extent of my own powers—of my sagacity. I could scarcely

contain my feelings of triumph. To think that there I was, opening the door, little by little, and he not even to dream of

my secret deeds or thoughts. I fairly chuckled at the idea; and perhaps he heard me; for he moved on the bed suddenly,

as if startled. Now you may think that I drew back—but no. His room was as black as pitch with the thick darkness, (for

the shutters were close fastened, through fear of robbers,) and so I knew that he could not see the opening of the door,

and I kept pushing it on steadily, steadily.

I had my head in, and was about to open the lantern, when my thumb slipped upon the tin fastening, and the old man

sprang up in bed, crying out—“Who’s there?”

I kept quite still and said nothing. For a whole hour I did not move a muscle, and in the meantime I did not hear him lie

down. He was still sitting up in the bed listening;—just as I have done, night after night, hearkening to the death watches

in the wall.

Presently I heard a slight groan, and I knew it was the groan of mortal terror. It was not a groan of pain or of grief—oh,

no!—it was the low stifled sound that arises from the bottom of the soul when overcharged with awe. I knew the sound

well. Many a night, just at midnight, when all the world slept, it has welled up from my own bosom, deepening, with its

dreadful echo, the terrors that distracted me. I say I knew it well. I knew what the old man felt, and pitied him, although
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I chuckled at heart. I knew that he had been lying awake ever since the first slight noise, when he had turned in the bed.

His fears had been ever since growing upon him. He had been trying to fancy them causeless, but could not. He had

been saying to himself—“It is nothing but the wind in the chimney—it is only a mouse crossing the floor,” or “It is merely

a cricket which has made a single chirp.” Yes, he had been trying to comfort himself with these suppositions: but he

had found all in vain. All in vain; because Death, in approaching him had stalked with his black shadow before him, and

enveloped the victim. And it was the mournful influence of the unperceived shadow that caused him to feel—although

he neither saw nor heard—to feel the presence of my head within the room.

When I had waited a long time, very patiently, without hearing him lie down, I resolved to open a little—a very, very

little crevice in the lantern. So I opened it—you cannot imagine how stealthily, stealthily—until, at length a simple dim

ray, like the thread of the spider, shot from out the crevice and fell full upon the vulture eye.

It was open—wide, wide open—and I grew furious as I gazed upon it. I saw it with perfect distinctness—all a dull blue,

with a hideous veil over it that chilled the very marrow in my bones; but I could see nothing else of the old man’s face or

person: for I had directed the ray as if by instinct, precisely upon the damned spot.

And have I not told you that what you mistake for madness is but over-acuteness of the sense?—now, I say, there came

to my ears a low, dull, quick sound, such as a watch makes when enveloped in cotton. I knew that sound well, too. It was

the beating of the old man’s heart. It increased my fury, as the beating of a drum stimulates the soldier into courage.

But even yet I refrained and kept still. I scarcely breathed. I held the lantern motionless. I tried how steadily I could

maintain the ray upon the eve. Meantime the hellish tattoo of the heart increased. It grew quicker and quicker, and

louder and louder every instant. The old man’s terror must have been extreme! It grew louder, I say, louder every

moment!—do you mark me well I have told you that I am nervous: so I am. And now at the dead hour of the night,

amid the dreadful silence of that old house, so strange a noise as this excited me to uncontrollable terror. Yet, for some

minutes longer I refrained and stood still. But the beating grew louder, louder! I thought the heart must burst. And now

a new anxiety seized me—the sound would be heard by a neighbour! The old man’s hour had come! With a loud yell, I

threw open the lantern and leaped into the room. He shrieked once—once only. In an instant I dragged him to the floor,

and pulled the heavy bed over him. I then smiled gaily, to find the deed so far done. But, for many minutes, the heart

beat on with a muffled sound. This, however, did not vex me; it would not be heard through the wall. At length it ceased.

The old man was dead. I removed the bed and examined the corpse. Yes, he was stone, stone dead. I placed my hand

upon the heart and held it there many minutes. There was no pulsation. He was stone dead. His eye would trouble me

no more.

If still you think me mad, you will think so no longer when I describe the wise precautions I took for the concealment

of the body. The night waned, and I worked hastily, but in silence. First of all I dismembered the corpse. I cut off the

head and the arms and the legs.

I then took up three planks from the flooring of the chamber, and deposited all between the scantlings. I then replaced

the boards so cleverly, so cunningly, that no human eye—not even his—could have detected any thing wrong. There was

nothing to wash out—no stain of any kind—no blood-spot whatever. I had been too wary for that. A tub had caught all—ha!

ha!

When I had made an end of these labors, it was four o’clock—still dark as midnight. As the bell sounded the hour,

there came a knocking at the street door. I went down to open it with a light heart,—for what had I now to fear? There

entered three men, who introduced themselves, with perfect suavity, as officers of the police. A shriek had been heard

by a neighbour during the night; suspicion of foul play had been aroused; information had been lodged at the police

office, and they (the officers) had been deputed to search the premises.

I smiled,—for what had I to fear? I bade the gentlemen welcome. The shriek, I said, was my own in a dream. The old

man, I mentioned, was absent in the country. I took my visitors all over the house. I bade them search—search well. I led

them, at length, to his chamber. I showed them his treasures, secure, undisturbed. In the enthusiasm of my confidence,

I brought chairs into the room, and desired them here to rest from their fatigues, while I myself, in the wild audacity of

my perfect triumph, placed my own seat upon the very spot beneath which reposed the corpse of the victim.

The officers were satisfied. My manner had convinced them. I was singularly at ease. They sat, and while I answered

cheerily, they chatted of familiar things. But, ere long, I felt myself getting pale and wished them gone. My head ached,
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and I fancied a ringing in my ears: but still they sat and still chatted. The ringing became more distinct:—It continued

and became more distinct: I talked more freely to get rid of the feeling: but it continued and gained definiteness—until,

at length, I found that the noise was not within my ears.

No doubt I now grew very pale;—but I talked more fluently, and with a heightened voice. Yet the sound increased—and

what could I do? It was a low, dull, quick sound—much such a sound as a watch makes when enveloped in cotton. I

gasped for breath—and yet the officers heard it not. I talked more quickly—more vehemently; but the noise steadily

increased. I arose and argued about trifles, in a high key and with violent gesticulations; but the noise steadily increased.

Why would they not be gone? I paced the floor to and fro with heavy strides, as if excited to fury by the observations

of the men—but the noise steadily increased. Oh God! what could I do? I foamed—I raved—I swore! I swung the chair

upon which I had been sitting, and grated it upon the boards, but the noise arose over all and continually increased. It

grew louder—louder—louder! And still the men chatted pleasantly, and smiled. Was it possible they heard not? Almighty

God!—no, no! They heard!—they suspected!—they knew!—they were making a mockery of my horror!-this I thought, and

this I think. But anything was better than this agony! Anything was more tolerable than this derision! I could bear those

hypocritical smiles no longer! I felt that I must scream or die! and now—again!—hark! louder! louder! louder! louder!

“Villains!” I shrieked, “dissemble no more! I admit the deed!—tear up the planks! here, here!—It is the beating of his

hideous heart!”

Discussion Questions

1. The narrator attempts to persuade the readers that he is not mad. Do his attempts work? Why or why

not?

2. Does the narrator exhibit a high level of intelligence? Explain your answer.

3. How does Poe use style to engage the reader?

4. What is the theme of the story? How does Poe use the characters to develop the theme?

Text Attributions

• “Tell Tale Heart” by Edgar Allan Poe is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada and the United States.
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6. The Lottery Ticket by Anton Chekov (1886)

“The task of a writer is not to solve the problem but to state the problem correctly.”

— Anton Chekov

IVAN DMITRITCH, a middle-class man who lived with his family on an income of twelve hundred a year and was very

well satisfied with his lot, sat down on the sofa after supper and began reading the newspaper.

“I forgot to look at the newspaper today,” his wife said to him as she cleared the table. “Look and see whether the list

of drawings is there.”

“Yes, it is,” said Ivan Dmitritch; “but hasn’t your ticket lapsed?”

“No; I took the interest on Tuesday.”

“What is the number?”

“Series 9,499, number 26.”

“All right… we will look… 9,499 and 26.”

Ivan Dmitritch had no faith in lottery luck, and would not, as a rule, have consented to look at the lists of winning

numbers, but now, as he had nothing else to do and as the newspaper was before his eyes, he passed his finger

downwards along the column of numbers. And immediately, as though in mockery of his scepticism, no further than

the second line from the top, his eye was caught by the figure 9,499! Unable to believe his eyes, he hurriedly dropped

the paper on his knees without looking to see the number of the ticket, and, just as though some one had given him a

douche of cold water, he felt an agreeable chill in the pit of the stomach; tingling and terrible and sweet!

“Masha, 9,499 is there!” he said in a hollow voice.

His wife looked at his astonished and panic-stricken face, and realized that he was not joking.

“9,499?” she asked, turning pale and dropping the folded tablecloth on the table.

“Yes, yes… it really is there!”

“And the number of the ticket?”

“Oh, yes! There’s the number of the ticket too. But stay… wait! No, I say! Anyway, the number of our series is there!

Anyway, you understand….”

Looking at his wife, Ivan Dmitritch gave a broad, senseless smile, like a baby when a bright object is shown it. His wife

smiled too; it was as pleasant to her as to him that he only mentioned the series, and did not try to find out the number

of the winning ticket. To torment and tantalize oneself with hopes of possible fortune is so sweet, so thrilling!

“It is our series,” said Ivan Dmitritch, after a long silence. “So there is a probability that we have won. It’s only a

probability, but there it is!”

“Well, now look!”

“Wait a little. We have plenty of time to be disappointed. It’s on the second line from the top, so the prize is seventy-

five thousand. That’s not money, but power, capital! And in a minute I shall look at the list, and there—26! Eh? I say, what

if we really have won?”

The husband and wife began laughing and staring at one another in silence. The possibility of winning bewildered

them; they could not have said, could not have dreamed, what they both needed that seventy-five thousand for, what

they would buy, where they would go. They thought only of the figures 9,499 and 75,000 and pictured them in their

imagination, while somehow they could not think of the happiness itself which was so possible.

Ivan Dmitritch, holding the paper in his hand, walked several times from corner to corner, and only when he had

recovered from the first impression began dreaming a little.

“And if we have won,” he said—“why, it will be a new life, it will be a transformation! The ticket is yours, but if it were

mine I should, first of all, of course, spend twenty-five thousand on real property in the shape of an estate; ten thousand
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on immediate expenses, new furnishing… travelling… paying debts, and so on…. The other forty thousand I would put in

the bank and get interest on it.”

“Yes, an estate, that would be nice,” said his wife, sitting down and dropping her hands in her lap.

“Somewhere in the Tula or Oryol provinces…. In the first place we shouldn’t need a summer villa, and besides, it would

always bring in an income.”

And pictures came crowding on his imagination, each more gracious and poetical than the last. And in all these

pictures he saw himself well-fed, serene, healthy, felt warm, even hot! Here, after eating a summer soup, cold as ice, he

lay on his back on the burning sand close to a stream or in the garden under a lime-tree…. It is hot…. His little boy and

girl are crawling about near him, digging in the sand or catching ladybirds in the grass. He dozes sweetly, thinking of

nothing, and feeling all over that he need not go to the office today, tomorrow, or the day after. Or, tired of lying still,

he goes to the hayfield, or to the forest for mushrooms, or watches the peasants catching fish with a net. When the sun

sets he takes a towel and soap and saunters to the bathing-shed, where he undresses at his leisure, slowly rubs his bare

chest with his hands, and goes into the water. And in the water, near the opaque soapy circles, little fish flit to and fro

and green water-weeds nod their heads. After bathing there is tea with cream and milk rolls…. In the evening a walk or

vint with the neighbours.

“Yes, it would be nice to buy an estate,” said his wife, also dreaming, and from her face it was evident that she was

enchanted by her thoughts.

Ivan Dmitritch pictured to himself autumn with its rains, its cold evenings, and its St. Martin’s summer. At that season

he would have to take longer walks about the garden and beside the river, so as to get thoroughly chilled, and then drink

a big glass of vodka and eat a salted mushroom or a soused cucumber, and then—drink another…. The children would

come running from the kitchen-garden, bringing a carrot and a radish smelling of fresh earth…. And then, he would lie

stretched full length on the sofa, and in leisurely fashion turn over the pages of some illustrated magazine, or, covering

his face with it and unbuttoning his waistcoat, give himself up to slumber.

The St. Martin’s summer is followed by cloudy, gloomy weather. It rains day and night, the bare trees weep, the wind

is damp and cold. The dogs, the horses, the fowls—all are wet, depressed, downcast. There is nowhere to walk; one can’t

go out for days together; one has to pace up and down the room, looking despondently at the grey window. It is dreary!

Ivan Dmitritch stopped and looked at his wife.

“I should go abroad, you know, Masha,” he said.

And he began thinking how nice it would be in late autumn to go abroad somewhere to the South of France… to Italy….

to India!

“I should certainly go abroad too,” his wife said. “But look at the number of the ticket!”

“Wait, wait!…”

He walked about the room and went on thinking. It occurred to him: what if his wife really did go abroad? It is pleasant

to travel alone, or in the society of light, careless women who live in the present, and not such as think and talk all the

journey about nothing but their children, sigh, and tremble with dismay over every farthing. Ivan Dmitritch imagined his

wife in the train with a multitude of parcels, baskets, and bags; she would be sighing over something, complaining that

the train made her head ache, that she had spent so much money…. At the stations he would continually be having to

run for boiling water, bread and butter…. She wouldn’t have dinner because of its being too dear….

“She would begrudge me every farthing,” he thought, with a glance at his wife. “The lottery ticket is hers, not mine!

Besides, what is the use of her going abroad? What does she want there? She would shut herself up in the hotel, and not

let me out of her sight…. I know!”

And for the first time in his life his mind dwelt on the fact that his wife had grown elderly and plain, and that she was

saturated through and through with the smell of cooking, while he was still young, fresh, and healthy, and might well

have got married again.

“Of course, all that is silly nonsense,” he thought; “but… why should she go abroad? What would she make of it? And

yet she would go, of course…. I can fancy… In reality it is all one to her, whether it is Naples or Klin. She would only be in

my way. I should be dependent upon her. I can fancy how, like a regular woman, she will lock the money up as soon as

she gets it…. She will hide it from me…. She will look after her relations and grudge me every farthing.”
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Ivan Dmitritch thought of her relations. All those wretched brothers and sisters and aunts and uncles would come

crawling about as soon as they heard of the winning ticket, would begin whining like beggars, and fawning upon them

with oily, hypocritical smiles. Wretched, detestable people! If they were given anything, they would ask for more; while

if they were refused, they would swear at them, slander them, and wish them every kind of misfortune.

Ivan Dmitritch remembered his own relations, and their faces, at which he had looked impartially in the past, struck

him now as repulsive and hateful.

“They are such reptiles!” he thought.

And his wife’s face, too, struck him as repulsive and hateful. Anger surged up in his heart against her, and he thought

malignantly:

“She knows nothing about money, and so she is stingy. If she won it she would give me a hundred roubles, and put the

rest away under lock and key.”

And he looked at his wife, not with a smile now, but with hatred. She glanced at him too, and also with hatred

and anger. She had her own daydreams, her own plans, her own reflections; she understood perfectly well what her

husband’s dreams were. She knew who would be the first to try and grab her winnings.

“It’s very nice making daydreams at other people’s expense!” is what her eyes expressed. “No, don’t you dare!”

Her husband understood her look; hatred began stirring again in his breast, and in order to annoy his wife he glanced

quickly, to spite her at the fourth page on the newspaper and read out triumphantly:

“Series 9,499, number 46! Not 26!”

Hatred and hope both disappeared at once, and it began immediately to seem to Ivan Dmitritch and his wife that their

rooms were dark and small and low-pitched, that the supper they had been eating was not doing them good, but lying

heavy on their stomachs, that the evenings were long and wearisome….

“What the devil’s the meaning of it?” said Ivan Dmitritch, beginning to be ill-humoured.

“Wherever one steps there are bits of paper under one’s feet, crumbs, husks. The rooms are never swept! One is simply

forced to go out. Damnation take my soul entirely! I shall go and hang myself on the first aspen-tree!”

Discussion Questions

1. Dmitrich’s personality seems to change the more he thinks about his wife winning the lottery. What is his

true character?

2. Do Dmitrich’s thoughts seem realistic?

3. What could Dmitrich’s wife be thinking throughout the story?

Text Attributions

• “The Lottery Ticket” by Anton Checkov is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada and the United States.
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7. The Red-Headed League by Arthur Conan Doyle
(1891)

“When the impossible has been eliminated, all that remains no matter how improbable is possible.”

— Arthur Conan Doyle

I had called upon my friend, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, one day in the autumn of last year and found him in deep conversation

with a very stout, florid-faced, elderly gentleman with fiery red hair. With an apology for my intrusion, I was about to

withdraw when Holmes pulled me abruptly into the room and closed the door behind me.

“You could not possibly have come at a better time, my dear Watson,” he said cordially.

“I was afraid that you were engaged.”

“So I am. Very much so.”

“Then I can wait in the next room.”

“Not at all. This gentleman, Mr. Wilson, has been my partner and helper in many of my most successful cases, and I

have no doubt that he will be of the utmost use to me in yours also.”

The stout gentleman half rose from his chair and gave a bob of greeting, with a quick little questioning glance from his

small fat-encircled eyes.

“Try the settee,” said Holmes, relapsing into his armchair and putting his fingertips together, as was his custom when

in judicial moods. “I know, my dear Watson, that you share my love of all that is bizarre and outside the conventions

and humdrum routine of everyday life. You have shown your relish for it by the enthusiasm which has prompted you to

chronicle, and, if you will excuse my saying so, somewhat to embellish so many of my own little adventures.”

“Your cases have indeed been of the greatest interest to me,” I observed.

“You will remember that I remarked the other day, just before we went into the very simple problem presented by

Miss Mary Sutherland, that for strange effects and extraordinary combinations we must go to life itself, which is always

far more daring than any effort of the imagination.”

“A proposition which I took the liberty of doubting.”

“You did, Doctor, but none the less you must come round to my view, for otherwise I shall keep on piling fact upon

fact on you until your reason breaks down under them and acknowledges me to be right. Now, Mr. Jabez Wilson here

has been good enough to call upon me this morning, and to begin a narrative which promises to be one of the most

singular which I have listened to for some time. You have heard me remark that the strangest and most unique things

are very often connected not with the larger but with the smaller crimes, and occasionally, indeed, where there is room

for doubt whether any positive crime has been committed. As far as I have heard, it is impossible for me to say whether

the present case is an instance of crime or not, but the course of events is certainly among the most singular that I have

ever listened to. Perhaps, Mr. Wilson, you would have the great kindness to recommence your narrative. I ask you not

merely because my friend Dr. Watson has not heard the opening part but also because the peculiar nature of the story

makes me anxious to have every possible detail from your lips. As a rule, when I have heard some slight indication of the

course of events, I am able to guide myself by the thousands of other similar cases which occur to my memory. In the

present instance I am forced to admit that the facts are, to the best of my belief, unique.”

The portly client puffed out his chest with an appearance of some little pride and pulled a dirty and wrinkled

newspaper from the inside pocket of his greatcoat. As he glanced down the advertisement column, with his head thrust

forward and the paper flattened out upon his knee, I took a good look at the man and endeavoured, after the fashion of

my companion, to read the indications which might be presented by his dress or appearance.

I did not gain very much, however, by my inspection. Our visitor bore every mark of being an average commonplace
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British tradesman, obese, pompous, and slow. He wore rather baggy grey shepherd’s check trousers, a not over-clean

black frock-coat, unbuttoned in the front, and a drab waistcoat with a heavy brassy Albert chain, and a square pierced

bit of metal dangling down as an ornament. A frayed top-hat and a faded brown overcoat with a wrinkled velvet collar

lay upon a chair beside him. Altogether, look as I would, there was nothing remarkable about the man save his blazing

red head, and the expression of extreme chagrin and discontent upon his features.

Sherlock Holmes’ quick eye took in my occupation, and he shook his head with a smile as he noticed my questioning

glances. “Beyond the obvious facts that he has at some time done manual labour, that he takes snuff, that he is a

Freemason, that he has been in China, and that he has done a considerable amount of writing lately, I can deduce nothing

else.”

Mr. Jabez Wilson started up in his chair, with his forefinger upon the paper, but his eyes upon my companion.

“How, in the name of good-fortune, did you know all that, Mr. Holmes?” he asked. “How did you know, for example,

that I did manual labour. It’s as true as gospel, for I began as a ship’s carpenter.”

“Your hands, my dear sir. Your right hand is quite a size larger than your left. You have worked with it, and the muscles

are more developed.”

“Well, the snuff, then, and the Freemasonry?”

“I won’t insult your intelligence by telling you how I read that, especially as, rather against the strict rules of your

order, you use an arc-and-compass breastpin.”

“Ah, of course, I forgot that. But the writing?”

“What else can be indicated by that right cuff so very shiny for five inches, and the left one with the smooth patch

near the elbow where you rest it upon the desk?”

“Well, but China?”

“The fish that you have tattooed immediately above your right wrist could only have been done in China. I have made

a small study of tattoo marks and have even contributed to the literature of the subject. That trick of staining the fishes’

scales of a delicate pink is quite peculiar to China. When, in addition, I see a Chinese coin hanging from your watch-

chain, the matter becomes even more simple.”

Mr. Jabez Wilson laughed heavily. “Well, I never!” said he. “I thought at first that you had done something clever, but I

see that there was nothing in it after all.”

“I begin to think, Watson,” said Holmes, “that I make a mistake in explaining. ‘Omne ignotum pro magnifico,’ you know,

and my poor little reputation, such as it is, will suffer shipwreck if I am so candid. Can you not find the advertisement,

Mr. Wilson?”

“Yes, I have got it now,” he answered with his thick red finger planted halfway down the column. “Here it is. This is

what began it all. You just read it for yourself, sir.”

I took the paper from him and read as follows:

“TO THE RED-HEADED LEAGUE: On account of the bequest of the late Ezekiah Hopkins, of Lebanon, Pennsylvania,

U. S. A., there is now another vacancy open which entitles a member of the League to a salary of £4 a week for purely

nominal services. All red-headed men who are sound in body and mind and above the age of twenty-one years, are

eligible. Apply in person on Monday, at eleven o’clock, to Duncan Ross, at the offices of the League, 7 Pope’s Court, Fleet

Street.”

“What on earth does this mean?” I ejaculated after I had twice read over the extraordinary announcement.

Holmes chuckled and wriggled in his chair, as was his habit when in high spirits. “It is a little off the beaten track, isn’t

it?” said he. “And now, Mr. Wilson, off you go at scratch and tell us all about yourself, your household, and the effect

which this advertisement had upon your fortunes. You will first make a note, Doctor, of the paper and the date.”

“It is The Morning Chronicle of April 27, 1890. Just two months ago.”

“Very good. Now, Mr. Wilson?”

“Well, it is just as I have been telling you, Mr. Sherlock Holmes,” said Jabez Wilson, mopping his forehead; “I have a

small pawnbroker’s business at Coburg Square, near the City. It’s not a very large affair, and of late years it has not done

more than just give me a living. I used to be able to keep two assistants, but now I only keep one; and I would have a job

to pay him but that he is willing to come for half wages so as to learn the business.”
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“What is the name of this obliging youth?” asked Sherlock Holmes.

“His name is Vincent Spaulding, and he’s not such a youth, either. It’s hard to say his age. I should not wish a smarter

assistant, Mr. Holmes; and I know very well that he could better himself and earn twice what I am able to give him. But,

after all, if he is satisfied, why should I put ideas in his head?”

“Why, indeed? You seem most fortunate in having an employé who comes under the full market price. It is not

a common experience among employers in this age. I don’t know that your assistant is not as remarkable as your

advertisement.”

“Oh, he has his faults, too,” said Mr. Wilson. “Never was such a fellow for photography. Snapping away with a camera

when he ought to be improving his mind, and then diving down into the cellar like a rabbit into its hole to develop his

pictures. That is his main fault, but on the whole he’s a good worker. There’s no vice in him.”

“He is still with you, I presume?”

“Yes, sir. He and a girl of fourteen, who does a bit of simple cooking and keeps the place clean—that’s all I have in the

house, for I am a widower and never had any family. We live very quietly, sir, the three of us; and we keep a roof over our

heads and pay our debts, if we do nothing more.

“The first thing that put us out was that advertisement. Spaulding, he came down into the office just this day eight

weeks, with this very paper in his hand, and he says:

“ ‘I wish to the Lord, Mr. Wilson, that I was a red-headed man.’

“ ‘Why that?’ I asks.

“ ‘Why,’ says he, ‘here’s another vacancy on the League of the Red-headed Men. It’s worth quite a little fortune to any

man who gets it, and I understand that there are more vacancies than there are men, so that the trustees are at their

wits’ end what to do with the money. If my hair would only change colour, here’s a nice little crib all ready for me to step

into.’

“ ‘Why, what is it, then?’ I asked. You see, Mr. Holmes, I am a very stay-at-home man, and as my business came to me

instead of my having to go to it, I was often weeks on end without putting my foot over the door-mat. In that way I didn’t

know much of what was going on outside, and I was always glad of a bit of news.

“ ‘Have you never heard of the League of the Red-headed Men?’ he asked with his eyes open.

“ ‘Never.’

“ ‘Why, I wonder at that, for you are eligible yourself for one of the vacancies.’

“ ‘And what are they worth?’ I asked.

“ ‘Oh, merely a couple of hundred a year, but the work is slight, and it need not interfere very much with one’s other

occupations.’

“Well, you can easily think that that made me prick up my ears, for the business has not been over good for some

years, and an extra couple of hundred would have been very handy.

“ ‘Tell me all about it,’ said I.

“ ‘Well,’ said he, showing me the advertisement, ‘you can see for yourself that the League has a vacancy, and there is

the address where you should apply for particulars. As far as I can make out, the League was founded by an American

millionaire, Ezekiah Hopkins, who was very peculiar in his ways. He was himself red-headed, and he had a great

sympathy for all red-headed men; so, when he died, it was found that he had left his enormous fortune in the hands of

trustees, with instructions to apply the interest to the providing of easy berths to men whose hair is of that colour. From

all I hear it is splendid pay and very little to do.’

“ ‘But,’ said I, ‘there would be millions of red-headed men who would apply.’

“ ‘Not so many as you might think,’ he answered. ‘You see it is really confined to Londoners, and to grown men. This

American had started from London when he was young, and he wanted to do the old town a good turn. Then, again, I

have heard it is no use your applying if your hair is light red, or dark red, or anything but real bright, blazing, fiery red.

Now, if you cared to apply, Mr. Wilson, you would just walk in; but perhaps it would hardly be worth your while to put

yourself out of the way for the sake of a few hundred pounds.’

“Now, it is a fact, gentlemen, as you may see for yourselves, that my hair is of a very full and rich tint, so that it seemed

to me that if there was to be any competition in the matter I stood as good a chance as any man that I had ever met.
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Vincent Spaulding seemed to know so much about it that I thought he might prove useful, so I just ordered him to put up

the shutters for the day and to come right away with me. He was very willing to have a holiday, so we shut the business

up and started off for the address that was given us in the advertisement.

“I never hope to see such a sight as that again, Mr. Holmes. From north, south, east, and west every man who had a

shade of red in his hair had tramped into the city to answer the advertisement. Fleet Street was choked with red-headed

folk, and Pope’s Court looked like a coster’s orange barrow. I should not have thought there were so many in the whole

country as were brought together by that single advertisement. Every shade of colour they were—straw, lemon, orange,

brick, Irish-setter, liver, clay; but, as Spaulding said, there were not many who had the real vivid flame-coloured tint.

When I saw how many were waiting, I would have given it up in despair; but Spaulding would not hear of it. How he

did it I could not imagine, but he pushed and pulled and butted until he got me through the crowd, and right up to the

steps which led to the office. There was a double stream upon the stair, some going up in hope, and some coming back

dejected; but we wedged in as well as we could and soon found ourselves in the office.”

“Your experience has been a most entertaining one,” remarked Holmes as his client paused and refreshed his memory

with a huge pinch of snuff. “Pray continue your very interesting statement.”

“There was nothing in the office but a couple of wooden chairs and a deal table, behind which sat a small man with a

head that was even redder than mine. He said a few words to each candidate as he came up, and then he always managed

to find some fault in them which would disqualify them. Getting a vacancy did not seem to be such a very easy matter,

after all. However, when our turn came the little man was much more favourable to me than to any of the others, and he

closed the door as we entered, so that he might have a private word with us.

“ ‘This is Mr. Jabez Wilson,’ said my assistant, ‘and he is willing to fill a vacancy in the League.’

“ ‘And he is admirably suited for it,’ the other answered. ‘He has every requirement. I cannot recall when I have seen

anything so fine.’ He took a step backward, cocked his head on one side, and gazed at my hair until I felt quite bashful.

Then suddenly he plunged forward, wrung my hand, and congratulated me warmly on my success.

“ ‘It would be injustice to hesitate,’ said he. ‘You will, however, I am sure, excuse me for taking an obvious precaution.’

With that he seized my hair in both his hands, and tugged until I yelled with the pain. ‘There is water in your eyes,’ said

he as he released me. ‘I perceive that all is as it should be. But we have to be careful, for we have twice been deceived by

wigs and once by paint. I could tell you tales of cobbler’s wax which would disgust you with human nature.’ He stepped

over to the window and shouted through it at the top of his voice that the vacancy was filled. A groan of disappointment

came up from below, and the folk all trooped away in different directions until there was not a red-head to be seen

except my own and that of the manager.

“ ‘My name,’ said he, ‘is Mr. Duncan Ross, and I am myself one of the pensioners upon the fund left by our noble

benefactor. Are you a married man, Mr. Wilson? Have you a family?’

“I answered that I had not.

“His face fell immediately.

“ ‘Dear me!’ he said gravely, ‘that is very serious indeed! I am sorry to hear you say that. The fund was, of course, for

the propagation and spread of the red-heads as well as for their maintenance. It is exceedingly unfortunate that you

should be a bachelor.’

“My face lengthened at this, Mr. Holmes, for I thought that I was not to have the vacancy after all; but after thinking it

over for a few minutes he said that it would be all right.

“ ‘In the case of another,’ said he, ‘the objection might be fatal, but we must stretch a point in favour of a man with

such a head of hair as yours. When shall you be able to enter upon your new duties?’

“ ‘Well, it is a little awkward, for I have a business already,’ said I.

“ ‘Oh, never mind about that, Mr. Wilson!’ said Vincent Spaulding. ‘I should be able to look after that for you.’

“ ‘What would be the hours?’ I asked.

“ ‘Ten to two.’

“Now a pawnbroker’s business is mostly done of an evening, Mr. Holmes, especially Thursday and Friday evening,

which is just before pay-day; so it would suit me very well to earn a little in the mornings. Besides, I knew that my

assistant was a good man, and that he would see to anything that turned up.
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“ ‘That would suit me very well,’ said I. ‘And the pay?’

“ ‘Is £4 a week.’

“ ‘And the work?’

“ ‘Is purely nominal.’

“ ‘What do you call purely nominal?’

“ ‘Well, you have to be in the office, or at least in the building, the whole time. If you leave, you forfeit your whole

position forever. The will is very clear upon that point. You don’t comply with the conditions if you budge from the office

during that time.’

“ ‘It’s only four hours a day, and I should not think of leaving,’ said I.

“ ‘No excuse will avail,’ said Mr. Duncan Ross; ‘neither sickness nor business nor anything else. There you must stay, or

you lose your billet.’

“ ‘And the work?’

“ ‘Is to copy out the Encyclopaedia Britannica. There is the first volume of it in that press. You must find your own ink,

pens, and blotting-paper, but we provide this table and chair. Will you be ready to-morrow?’

“ ‘Certainly,’ I answered.

“ ‘Then, good-bye, Mr. Jabez Wilson, and let me congratulate you once more on the important position which you have

been fortunate enough to gain.’ He bowed me out of the room and I went home with my assistant, hardly knowing what

to say or do, I was so pleased at my own good fortune.

“Well, I thought over the matter all day, and by evening I was in low spirits again; for I had quite persuaded myself

that the whole affair must be some great hoax or fraud, though what its object might be I could not imagine. It seemed

altogether past belief that anyone could make such a will, or that they would pay such a sum for doing anything so simple

as copying out the Encyclopaedia Britannica. Vincent Spaulding did what he could to cheer me up, but by bedtime I had

reasoned myself out of the whole thing. However, in the morning I determined to have a look at it anyhow, so I bought a

penny bottle of ink, and with a quill-pen, and seven sheets of foolscap paper, I started off for Pope’s Court.

“Well, to my surprise and delight, everything was as right as possible. The table was set out ready for me, and Mr.

Duncan Ross was there to see that I got fairly to work. He started me off upon the letter A, and then he left me; but he

would drop in from time to time to see that all was right with me. At two o’clock he bade me good-day, complimented

me upon the amount that I had written, and locked the door of the office after me.

“This went on day after day, Mr. Holmes, and on Saturday the manager came in and planked down four golden

sovereigns for my week’s work. It was the same next week, and the same the week after. Every morning I was there at

ten, and every afternoon I left at two. By degrees Mr. Duncan Ross took to coming in only once of a morning, and then,

after a time, he did not come in at all. Still, of course, I never dared to leave the room for an instant, for I was not sure

when he might come, and the billet was such a good one, and suited me so well, that I would not risk the loss of it.

“Eight weeks passed away like this, and I had written about Abbots and Archery and Armour and Architecture and

Attica, and hoped with diligence that I might get on to the B’s before very long. It cost me something in foolscap, and I

had pretty nearly filled a shelf with my writings. And then suddenly the whole business came to an end.”

“To an end?”

“Yes, sir. And no later than this morning. I went to my work as usual at ten o’clock, but the door was shut and locked,

with a little square of cardboard hammered on to the middle of the panel with a tack. Here it is, and you can read for

yourself.”

He held up a piece of white cardboard about the size of a sheet of note-paper. It read in this fashion:

THE RED-HEADED LEAGUE

IS

DISSOLVED.

October 9, 1890.

Sherlock Holmes and I surveyed this curt announcement and the rueful face behind it, until the comical side of the

affair so completely overtopped every other consideration that we both burst out into a roar of laughter.
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“I cannot see that there is anything very funny,” cried our client, flushing up to the roots of his flaming head. “If you

can do nothing better than laugh at me, I can go elsewhere.”

“No, no,” cried Holmes, shoving him back into the chair from which he had half risen. “I really wouldn’t miss your case

for the world. It is most refreshingly unusual. But there is, if you will excuse my saying so, something just a little funny

about it. Pray what steps did you take when you found the card upon the door?”

“I was staggered, sir. I did not know what to do. Then I called at the offices round, but none of them seemed to know

anything about it. Finally, I went to the landlord, who is an accountant living on the ground floor, and I asked him if he

could tell me what had become of the Red-headed League. He said that he had never heard of any such body. Then I

asked him who Mr. Duncan Ross was. He answered that the name was new to him.

“ ‘Well,’ said I, ‘the gentleman at No. 4.’

“ ‘What, the red-headed man?’

“ ‘Yes.’

“ ‘Oh,’ said he, ‘his name was William Morris. He was a solicitor and was using my room as a temporary convenience

until his new premises were ready. He moved out yesterday.’

“ ‘Where could I find him?’

“ ‘Oh, at his new offices. He did tell me the address. Yes, 17 King Edward Street, near St. Paul’s.’

“I started off, Mr. Holmes, but when I got to that address it was a manufactory of artificial knee-caps, and no one in it

had ever heard of either Mr. William Morris or Mr. Duncan Ross.”

“And what did you do then?” asked Holmes.

“I went home to Saxe-Coburg Square, and I took the advice of my assistant. But he could not help me in any way. He

could only say that if I waited I should hear by post. But that was not quite good enough, Mr. Holmes. I did not wish to

lose such a place without a struggle, so, as I had heard that you were good enough to give advice to poor folk who were

in need of it, I came right away to you.”

“And you did very wisely,” said Holmes. “Your case is an exceedingly remarkable one, and I shall be happy to look into

it. From what you have told me I think that it is possible that graver issues hang from it than might at first sight appear.”

“Grave enough!” said Mr. Jabez Wilson. “Why, I have lost four pound a week.”

“As far as you are personally concerned,” remarked Holmes, “I do not see that you have any grievance against this

extraordinary league. On the contrary, you are, as I understand, richer by some £30, to say nothing of the minute

knowledge which you have gained on every subject which comes under the letter A. You have lost nothing by them.”

“No, sir. But I want to find out about them, and who they are, and what their object was in playing this prank—if it was

a prank—upon me. It was a pretty expensive joke for them, for it cost them two and thirty pounds.”

“We shall endeavour to clear up these points for you. And, first, one or two questions, Mr. Wilson. This assistant of

yours who first called your attention to the advertisement—how long had he been with you?”

“About a month then.”

“How did he come?”

“In answer to an advertisement.”

“Was he the only applicant?”

“No, I had a dozen.”

“Why did you pick him?”

“Because he was handy and would come cheap.”

“At half wages, in fact.”

“Yes.”

“What is he like, this Vincent Spaulding?”

“Small, stout-built, very quick in his ways, no hair on his face, though he’s not short of thirty. Has a white splash of

acid upon his forehead.”

Holmes sat up in his chair in considerable excitement. “I thought as much,” said he. “Have you ever observed that his

ears are pierced for earrings?”

“Yes, sir. He told me that a gipsy had done it for him when he was a lad.”
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“Hum!” said Holmes, sinking back in deep thought. “He is still with you?”

“Oh, yes, sir; I have only just left him.”

“And has your business been attended to in your absence?”

“Nothing to complain of, sir. There’s never very much to do of a morning.”

“That will do, Mr. Wilson. I shall be happy to give you an opinion upon the subject in the course of a day or two. To-day

is Saturday, and I hope that by Monday we may come to a conclusion.”

“Well, Watson,” said Holmes when our visitor had left us, “what do you make of it all?”

“I make nothing of it,” I answered frankly. “It is a most mysterious business.”

“As a rule,” said Holmes, “the more bizarre a thing is the less mysterious it proves to be. It is your commonplace,

featureless crimes which are really puzzling, just as a commonplace face is the most difficult to identify. But I must be

prompt over this matter.”

“What are you going to do, then?” I asked.

“To smoke,” he answered. “It is quite a three pipe problem, and I beg that you won’t speak to me for fifty minutes.” He

curled himself up in his chair, with his thin knees drawn up to his hawk-like nose, and there he sat with his eyes closed

and his black clay pipe thrusting out like the bill of some strange bird. I had come to the conclusion that he had dropped

asleep, and indeed was nodding myself, when he suddenly sprang out of his chair with the gesture of a man who has

made up his mind and put his pipe down upon the mantelpiece.

“Sarasate plays at the St. James’s Hall this afternoon,” he remarked. “What do you think, Watson? Could your patients

spare you for a few hours?”

“I have nothing to do to-day. My practice is never very absorbing.”

“Then put on your hat and come. I am going through the City first, and we can have some lunch on the way. I observe

that there is a good deal of German music on the programme, which is rather more to my taste than Italian or French. It

is introspective, and I want to introspect. Come along!”

We travelled by the Underground as far as Aldersgate; and a short walk took us to Saxe-Coburg Square, the scene of

the singular story which we had listened to in the morning. It was a poky, little, shabby-genteel place, where four lines

of dingy two-storied brick houses looked out into a small railed-in enclosure, where a lawn of weedy grass and a few

clumps of faded laurel bushes made a hard fight against a smoke-laden and uncongenial atmosphere. Three gilt balls

and a brown board with “JABEZ WILSON” in white letters, upon a corner house, announced the place where our red-

headed client carried on his business. Sherlock Holmes stopped in front of it with his head on one side and looked it all

over, with his eyes shining brightly between puckered lids. Then he walked slowly up the street, and then down again to

the corner, still looking keenly at the houses. Finally he returned to the pawnbroker’s, and, having thumped vigorously

upon the pavement with his stick two or three times, he went up to the door and knocked. It was instantly opened by a

bright-looking, clean-shaven young fellow, who asked him to step in.

“Thank you,” said Holmes, “I only wished to ask you how you would go from here to the Strand.”

“Third right, fourth left,” answered the assistant promptly, closing the door.

“Smart fellow, that,” observed Holmes as we walked away. “He is, in my judgment, the fourth smartest man in London,

and for daring I am not sure that he has not a claim to be third. I have known something of him before.”

“Evidently,” said I, “Mr. Wilson’s assistant counts for a good deal in this mystery of the Red-headed League. I am sure

that you inquired your way merely in order that you might see him.”

“Not him.”

“What then?”

“The knees of his trousers.”

“And what did you see?”

“What I expected to see.”

“Why did you beat the pavement?”

“My dear doctor, this is a time for observation, not for talk. We are spies in an enemy’s country. We know something

of Saxe-Coburg Square. Let us now explore the parts which lie behind it.”

The road in which we found ourselves as we turned round the corner from the retired Saxe-Coburg Square presented
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as great a contrast to it as the front of a picture does to the back. It was one of the main arteries which conveyed the

traffic of the City to the north and west. The roadway was blocked with the immense stream of commerce flowing in a

double tide inward and outward, while the footpaths were black with the hurrying swarm of pedestrians. It was difficult

to realise as we looked at the line of fine shops and stately business premises that they really abutted on the other side

upon the faded and stagnant square which we had just quitted.

“Let me see,” said Holmes, standing at the corner and glancing along the line, “I should like just to remember the order

of the houses here. It is a hobby of mine to have an exact knowledge of London. There is Mortimer’s, the tobacconist, the

little newspaper shop, the Coburg branch of the City and Suburban Bank, the Vegetarian Restaurant, and McFarlane’s

carriage-building depot. That carries us right on to the other block. And now, Doctor, we’ve done our work, so it’s time

we had some play. A sandwich and a cup of coffee, and then off to violin-land, where all is sweetness and delicacy and

harmony, and there are no red-headed clients to vex us with their conundrums.”

My friend was an enthusiastic musician, being himself not only a very capable performer but a composer of no

ordinary merit. All the afternoon he sat in the stalls wrapped in the most perfect happiness, gently waving his long, thin

fingers in time to the music, while his gently smiling face and his languid, dreamy eyes were as unlike those of Holmes

the sleuth-hound, Holmes the relentless, keen-witted, ready-handed criminal agent, as it was possible to conceive. In

his singular character the dual nature alternately asserted itself, and his extreme exactness and astuteness represented,

as I have often thought, the reaction against the poetic and contemplative mood which occasionally predominated in

him. The swing of his nature took him from extreme languor to devouring energy; and, as I knew well, he was never so

truly formidable as when, for days on end, he had been lounging in his armchair amid his improvisations and his black-

letter editions. Then it was that the lust of the chase would suddenly come upon him, and that his brilliant reasoning

power would rise to the level of intuition, until those who were unacquainted with his methods would look askance at

him as on a man whose knowledge was not that of other mortals. When I saw him that afternoon so enwrapped in the

music at St. James’s Hall I felt that an evil time might be coming upon those whom he had set himself to hunt down.

“You want to go home, no doubt, Doctor,” he remarked as we emerged.

“Yes, it would be as well.”

“And I have some business to do which will take some hours. This business at Coburg Square is serious.”

“Why serious?”

“A considerable crime is in contemplation. I have every reason to believe that we shall be in time to stop it. But to-day

being Saturday rather complicates matters. I shall want your help to-night.”

“At what time?”

“Ten will be early enough.”

“I shall be at Baker Street at ten.”

“Very well. And, I say, Doctor, there may be some little danger, so kindly put your army revolver in your pocket.” He

waved his hand, turned on his heel, and disappeared in an instant among the crowd.

I trust that I am not more dense than my neighbours, but I was always oppressed with a sense of my own stupidity

in my dealings with Sherlock Holmes. Here I had heard what he had heard, I had seen what he had seen, and yet from

his words it was evident that he saw clearly not only what had happened but what was about to happen, while to me

the whole business was still confused and grotesque. As I drove home to my house in Kensington I thought over it all,

from the extraordinary story of the red-headed copier of the Encyclopaedia down to the visit to Saxe-Coburg Square,

and the ominous words with which he had parted from me. What was this nocturnal expedition, and why should I go

armed? Where were we going, and what were we to do? I had the hint from Holmes that this smooth-faced pawnbroker’s

assistant was a formidable man—a man who might play a deep game. I tried to puzzle it out, but gave it up in despair and

set the matter aside until night should bring an explanation.

It was a quarter-past nine when I started from home and made my way across the Park, and so through Oxford Street

to Baker Street. Two hansoms were standing at the door, and as I entered the passage I heard the sound of voices from

above. On entering his room, I found Holmes in animated conversation with two men, one of whom I recognised as Peter

Jones, the official police agent, while the other was a long, thin, sad-faced man, with a very shiny hat and oppressively

respectable frock-coat.
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“Ha! Our party is complete,” said Holmes, buttoning up his pea-jacket and taking his heavy hunting crop from the rack.

“Watson, I think you know Mr. Jones, of Scotland Yard? Let me introduce you to Mr. Merryweather, who is to be our

companion in to-night’s adventure.”

“We’re hunting in couples again, Doctor, you see,” said Jones in his consequential way. “Our friend here is a wonderful

man for starting a chase. All he wants is an old dog to help him to do the running down.”

“I hope a wild goose may not prove to be the end of our chase,” observed Mr. Merryweather gloomily.

“You may place considerable confidence in Mr. Holmes, sir,” said the police agent loftily. “He has his own little

methods, which are, if he won’t mind my saying so, just a little too theoretical and fantastic, but he has the makings of

a detective in him. It is not too much to say that once or twice, as in that business of the Sholto murder and the Agra

treasure, he has been more nearly correct than the official force.”

“Oh, if you say so, Mr. Jones, it is all right,” said the stranger with deference. “Still, I confess that I miss my rubber. It is

the first Saturday night for seven-and-twenty years that I have not had my rubber.”

“I think you will find,” said Sherlock Holmes, “that you will play for a higher stake to-night than you have ever done yet,

and that the play will be more exciting. For you, Mr. Merryweather, the stake will be some £30,000; and for you, Jones,

it will be the man upon whom you wish to lay your hands.”

“John Clay, the murderer, thief, smasher, and forger. He’s a young man, Mr. Merryweather, but he is at the head of

his profession, and I would rather have my bracelets on him than on any criminal in London. He’s a remarkable man, is

young John Clay. His grandfather was a royal duke, and he himself has been to Eton and Oxford. His brain is as cunning

as his fingers, and though we meet signs of him at every turn, we never know where to find the man himself. He’ll crack

a crib in Scotland one week, and be raising money to build an orphanage in Cornwall the next. I’ve been on his track for

years and have never set eyes on him yet.”

“I hope that I may have the pleasure of introducing you to-night. I’ve had one or two little turns also with Mr. John

Clay, and I agree with you that he is at the head of his profession. It is past ten, however, and quite time that we started.

If you two will take the first hansom, Watson and I will follow in the second.”

Sherlock Holmes was not very communicative during the long drive and lay back in the cab humming the tunes

which he had heard in the afternoon. We rattled through an endless labyrinth of gas-lit streets until we emerged into

Farrington Street.

“We are close there now,” my friend remarked. “This fellow Merryweather is a bank director, and personally interested

in the matter. I thought it as well to have Jones with us also. He is not a bad fellow, though an absolute imbecile in his

profession. He has one positive virtue. He is as brave as a bulldog and as tenacious as a lobster if he gets his claws upon

anyone. Here we are, and they are waiting for us.”

We had reached the same crowded thoroughfare in which we had found ourselves in the morning. Our cabs were

dismissed, and, following the guidance of Mr. Merryweather, we passed down a narrow passage and through a side

door, which he opened for us. Within there was a small corridor, which ended in a very massive iron gate. This also was

opened, and led down a flight of winding stone steps, which terminated at another formidable gate. Mr. Merryweather

stopped to light a lantern, and then conducted us down a dark, earth-smelling passage, and so, after opening a third

door, into a huge vault or cellar, which was piled all round with crates and massive boxes.

“You are not very vulnerable from above,” Holmes remarked as he held up the lantern and gazed about him.

“Nor from below,” said Mr. Merryweather, striking his stick upon the flags which lined the floor. “Why, dear me, it

sounds quite hollow!” he remarked, looking up in surprise.

“I must really ask you to be a little more quiet!” said Holmes severely. “You have already imperilled the whole success of

our expedition. Might I beg that you would have the goodness to sit down upon one of those boxes, and not to interfere?”

The solemn Mr. Merryweather perched himself upon a crate, with a very injured expression upon his face, while

Holmes fell upon his knees upon the floor and, with the lantern and a magnifying lens, began to examine minutely the

cracks between the stones. A few seconds sufficed to satisfy him, for he sprang to his feet again and put his glass in his

pocket.

“We have at least an hour before us,” he remarked, “for they can hardly take any steps until the good pawnbroker is

safely in bed. Then they will not lose a minute, for the sooner they do their work the longer time they will have for their
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escape. We are at present, Doctor—as no doubt you have divined—in the cellar of the City branch of one of the principal

London banks. Mr. Merryweather is the chairman of directors, and he will explain to you that there are reasons why the

more daring criminals of London should take a considerable interest in this cellar at present.”

“It is our French gold,” whispered the director. “We have had several warnings that an attempt might be made upon it.”

“Your French gold?”

“Yes. We had occasion some months ago to strengthen our resources and borrowed for that purpose 30,000

napoleons from the Bank of France. It has become known that we have never had occasion to unpack the money, and

that it is still lying in our cellar. The crate upon which I sit contains 2,000 napoleons packed between layers of lead foil.

Our reserve of bullion is much larger at present than is usually kept in a single branch office, and the directors have had

misgivings upon the subject.”

“Which were very well justified,” observed Holmes. “And now it is time that we arranged our little plans. I expect that

within an hour matters will come to a head. In the meantime Mr. Merryweather, we must put the screen over that dark

lantern.”

“And sit in the dark?”

“I am afraid so. I had brought a pack of cards in my pocket, and I thought that, as we were a partie carrée, you might

have your rubber after all. But I see that the enemy’s preparations have gone so far that we cannot risk the presence

of a light. And, first of all, we must choose our positions. These are daring men, and though we shall take them at a

disadvantage, they may do us some harm unless we are careful. I shall stand behind this crate, and do you conceal

yourselves behind those. Then, when I flash a light upon them, close in swiftly. If they fire, Watson, have no compunction

about shooting them down.”

I placed my revolver, cocked, upon the top of the wooden case behind which I crouched. Holmes shot the slide across

the front of his lantern and left us in pitch darkness—such an absolute darkness as I have never before experienced. The

smell of hot metal remained to assure us that the light was still there, ready to flash out at a moment’s notice. To me,

with my nerves worked up to a pitch of expectancy, there was something depressing and subduing in the sudden gloom,

and in the cold dank air of the vault.

“They have but one retreat,” whispered Holmes. “That is back through the house into Saxe-Coburg Square. I hope that

you have done what I asked you, Jones?”

“I have an inspector and two officers waiting at the front door.”

“Then we have stopped all the holes. And now we must be silent and wait.”

What a time it seemed! From comparing notes afterwards it was but an hour and a quarter, yet it appeared to me that

the night must have almost gone, and the dawn be breaking above us. My limbs were weary and stiff, for I feared to

change my position; yet my nerves were worked up to the highest pitch of tension, and my hearing was so acute that I

could not only hear the gentle breathing of my companions, but I could distinguish the deeper, heavier in-breath of the

bulky Jones from the thin, sighing note of the bank director. From my position I could look over the case in the direction

of the floor. Suddenly my eyes caught the glint of a light.

At first it was but a lurid spark upon the stone pavement. Then it lengthened out until it became a yellow line, and

then, without any warning or sound, a gash seemed to open and a hand appeared, a white, almost womanly hand, which

felt about in the centre of the little area of light. For a minute or more the hand, with its writhing fingers, protruded out

of the floor. Then it was withdrawn as suddenly as it appeared, and all was dark again save the single lurid spark which

marked a chink between the stones.

Its disappearance, however, was but momentary. With a rending, tearing sound, one of the broad, white stones turned

over upon its side and left a square, gaping hole, through which streamed the light of a lantern. Over the edge there

peeped a clean-cut, boyish face, which looked keenly about it, and then, with a hand on either side of the aperture, drew

itself shoulder-high and waist-high, until one knee rested upon the edge. In another instant he stood at the side of the

hole and was hauling after him a companion, lithe and small like himself, with a pale face and a shock of very red hair.

“It’s all clear,” he whispered. “Have you the chisel and the bags? Great Scott! Jump, Archie, jump, and I’ll swing for it!”

Sherlock Holmes had sprung out and seized the intruder by the collar. The other dived down the hole, and I heard
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the sound of rending cloth as Jones clutched at his skirts. The light flashed upon the barrel of a revolver, but Holmes’

hunting crop came down on the man’s wrist, and the pistol clinked upon the stone floor.

“It’s no use, John Clay,” said Holmes blandly. “You have no chance at all.”

“So I see,” the other answered with the utmost coolness. “I fancy that my pal is all right, though I see you have got his

coat-tails.”

“There are three men waiting for him at the door,” said Holmes.

“Oh, indeed! You seem to have done the thing very completely. I must compliment you.”

“And I you,” Holmes answered. “Your red-headed idea was very new and effective.”

“You’ll see your pal again presently,” said Jones. “He’s quicker at climbing down holes than I am. Just hold out while I

fix the derbies.”

“I beg that you will not touch me with your filthy hands,” remarked our prisoner as the handcuffs clattered upon his

wrists. “You may not be aware that I have royal blood in my veins. Have the goodness, also, when you address me always

to say ‘sir’ and ‘please.’ ”

“All right,” said Jones with a stare and a snigger. “Well, would you please, sir, march upstairs, where we can get a cab

to carry your Highness to the police-station?”

“That is better,” said John Clay serenely. He made a sweeping bow to the three of us and walked quietly off in the

custody of the detective.

“Really, Mr. Holmes,” said Mr. Merryweather as we followed them from the cellar, “I do not know how the bank can

thank you or repay you. There is no doubt that you have detected and defeated in the most complete manner one of the

most determined attempts at bank robbery that have ever come within my experience.”

“I have had one or two little scores of my own to settle with Mr. John Clay,” said Holmes. “I have been at some small

expense over this matter, which I shall expect the bank to refund, but beyond that I am amply repaid by having had an

experience which is in many ways unique, and by hearing the very remarkable narrative of the Red-headed League.”

“You see, Watson,” he explained in the early hours of the morning as we sat over a glass of whisky and soda in Baker

Street, “it was perfectly obvious from the first that the only possible object of this rather fantastic business of the

advertisement of the League, and the copying of the Encyclopaedia, must be to get this not over-bright pawnbroker

out of the way for a number of hours every day. It was a curious way of managing it, but, really, it would be difficult to

suggest a better. The method was no doubt suggested to Clay’s ingenious mind by the colour of his accomplice’s hair.

The £4 a week was a lure which must draw him, and what was it to them, who were playing for thousands? They put

in the advertisement, one rogue has the temporary office, the other rogue incites the man to apply for it, and together

they manage to secure his absence every morning in the week. From the time that I heard of the assistant having come

for half wages, it was obvious to me that he had some strong motive for securing the situation.”

“But how could you guess what the motive was?”

“Had there been women in the house, I should have suspected a mere vulgar intrigue. That, however, was out of

the question. The man’s business was a small one, and there was nothing in his house which could account for such

elaborate preparations, and such an expenditure as they were at. It must, then, be something out of the house. What

could it be? I thought of the assistant’s fondness for photography, and his trick of vanishing into the cellar. The cellar!

There was the end of this tangled clue. Then I made inquiries as to this mysterious assistant and found that I had to

deal with one of the coolest and most daring criminals in London. He was doing something in the cellar—something

which took many hours a day for months on end. What could it be, once more? I could think of nothing save that he was

running a tunnel to some other building.

“So far I had got when we went to visit the scene of action. I surprised you by beating upon the pavement with my

stick. I was ascertaining whether the cellar stretched out in front or behind. It was not in front. Then I rang the bell,

and, as I hoped, the assistant answered it. We have had some skirmishes, but we had never set eyes upon each other

before. I hardly looked at his face. His knees were what I wished to see. You must yourself have remarked how worn,

wrinkled, and stained they were. They spoke of those hours of burrowing. The only remaining point was what they were

burrowing for. I walked round the corner, saw the City and Suburban Bank abutted on our friend’s premises, and felt that
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I had solved my problem. When you drove home after the concert I called upon Scotland Yard and upon the chairman

of the bank directors, with the result that you have seen.”

“And how could you tell that they would make their attempt to-night?” I asked.

“Well, when they closed their League offices that was a sign that they cared no longer about Mr. Jabez Wilson’s

presence—in other words, that they had completed their tunnel. But it was essential that they should use it soon, as it

might be discovered, or the bullion might be removed. Saturday would suit them better than any other day, as it would

give them two days for their escape. For all these reasons I expected them to come to-night.”

“You reasoned it out beautifully,” I exclaimed in unfeigned admiration. “It is so long a chain, and yet every link rings

true.”

“It saved me from ennui,” he answered, yawning. “Alas! I already feel it closing in upon me. My life is spent in one long

effort to escape from the commonplaces of existence. These little problems help me to do so.”

“And you are a benefactor of the race,” said I.

He shrugged his shoulders. “Well, perhaps, after all, it is of some little use,” he remarked. “ ‘L’homme c’est rien—l’oeuvre

c’est tout,’ as Gustave Flaubert wrote to George Sand.”

Discussion Questions

1. Is Watson a reliable narrator? Explain your reasoning.

2. Could an investigator like Sherlock exist in life today? Why or why not?

3. Explain how Doyle blends the ordinary with the bizarre in the story.

4. Is he reader privy to all the clues in order to solve the case?

Text Attributions

• “The Red-Handed League” by Arthur Conan Doyle is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada and the United

States.
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8. The Adventure of the Speckled Band by Arthur
Conan Doyle (1892)

“Life is infinitely stranger than anything which the mind of man could invent.”

— Arthur Conan Doyle

On glancing over my notes of the seventy odd cases in which I have during the last eight years studied the methods of

my friend Sherlock Holmes, I find many tragic, some comic, a large number merely strange, but none commonplace; for,

working as he did rather for the love of his art than for the acquirement of wealth, he refused to associate himself with

any investigation which did not tend towards the unusual, and even the fantastic. Of all these varied cases, however, I

cannot recall any which presented more singular features than that which was associated with the well-known Surrey

family of the Roylotts of Stoke Moran. The events in question occurred in the early days of my association with Holmes,

when we were sharing rooms as bachelors in Baker Street. It is possible that I might have placed them upon record

before, but a promise of secrecy was made at the time, from which I have only been freed during the last month by the

untimely death of the lady to whom the pledge was given. It is perhaps as well that the facts should now come to light,

for I have reasons to know that there are widespread rumours as to the death of Dr. Grimesby Roylott which tend to

make the matter even more terrible than the truth.

It was early in April in the year ’83 that I woke one morning to find Sherlock Holmes standing, fully dressed, by the side

of my bed. He was a late riser, as a rule, and as the clock on the mantelpiece showed me that it was only a quarter-past

seven, I blinked up at him in some surprise, and perhaps just a little resentment, for I was myself regular in my habits.

“Very sorry to knock you up, Watson,” said he, “but it’s the common lot this morning. Mrs. Hudson has been knocked

up, she retorted upon me, and I on you.”

“What is it, then—a fire?”

“No; a client. It seems that a young lady has arrived in a considerable state of excitement, who insists upon seeing

me. She is waiting now in the sitting-room. Now, when young ladies wander about the metropolis at this hour of the

morning, and knock sleepy people up out of their beds, I presume that it is something very pressing which they have

to communicate. Should it prove to be an interesting case, you would, I am sure, wish to follow it from the outset. I

thought, at any rate, that I should call you and give you the chance.”

“My dear fellow, I would not miss it for anything.”

I had no keener pleasure than in following Holmes in his professional investigations, and in admiring the rapid

deductions, as swift as intuitions, and yet always founded on a logical basis with which he unravelled the problems which

were submitted to him. I rapidly threw on my clothes and was ready in a few minutes to accompany my friend down to

the sitting-room. A lady dressed in black and heavily veiled, who had been sitting in the window, rose as we entered.

“Good-morning, madam,” said Holmes cheerily. “My name is Sherlock Holmes. This is my intimate friend and associate,

Dr. Watson, before whom you can speak as freely as before myself. Ha! I am glad to see that Mrs. Hudson has had the

good sense to light the fire. Pray draw up to it, and I shall order you a cup of hot coffee, for I observe that you are

shivering.”

“It is not cold which makes me shiver,” said the woman in a low voice, changing her seat as requested.

“What, then?”

“It is fear, Mr. Holmes. It is terror.” She raised her veil as she spoke, and we could see that she was indeed in a pitiable

state of agitation, her face all drawn and grey, with restless frightened eyes, like those of some hunted animal. Her

features and figure were those of a woman of thirty, but her hair was shot with premature grey, and her expression was

weary and haggard. Sherlock Holmes ran her over with one of his quick, all-comprehensive glances.
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“You must not fear,” said he soothingly, bending forward and patting her forearm. “We shall soon set matters right, I

have no doubt. You have come in by train this morning, I see.”

“You know me, then?”

“No, but I observe the second half of a return ticket in the palm of your left glove. You must have started early, and yet

you had a good drive in a dog-cart, along heavy roads, before you reached the station.”

The lady gave a violent start and stared in bewilderment at my companion.

“There is no mystery, my dear madam,” said he, smiling. “The left arm of your jacket is spattered with mud in no less

than seven places. The marks are perfectly fresh. There is no vehicle save a dog-cart which throws up mud in that way,

and then only when you sit on the left-hand side of the driver.”

“Whatever your reasons may be, you are perfectly correct,” said she. “I started from home before six, reached

Leatherhead at twenty past, and came in by the first train to Waterloo. Sir, I can stand this strain no longer; I shall go

mad if it continues. I have no one to turn to—none, save only one, who cares for me, and he, poor fellow, can be of little

aid. I have heard of you, Mr. Holmes; I have heard of you from Mrs. Farintosh, whom you helped in the hour of her sore

need. It was from her that I had your address. Oh, sir, do you not think that you could help me, too, and at least throw

a little light through the dense darkness which surrounds me? At present it is out of my power to reward you for your

services, but in a month or six weeks I shall be married, with the control of my own income, and then at least you shall

not find me ungrateful.”

Holmes turned to his desk and, unlocking it, drew out a small case-book, which he consulted.

“Farintosh,” said he. “Ah yes, I recall the case; it was concerned with an opal tiara. I think it was before your time,

Watson. I can only say, madam, that I shall be happy to devote the same care to your case as I did to that of your friend.

As to reward, my profession is its own reward; but you are at liberty to defray whatever expenses I may be put to, at the

time which suits you best. And now I beg that you will lay before us everything that may help us in forming an opinion

upon the matter.”

“Alas!” replied our visitor, “the very horror of my situation lies in the fact that my fears are so vague, and my suspicions

depend so entirely upon small points, which might seem trivial to another, that even he to whom of all others I have a

right to look for help and advice looks upon all that I tell him about it as the fancies of a nervous woman. He does not say

so, but I can read it from his soothing answers and averted eyes. But I have heard, Mr. Holmes, that you can see deeply

into the manifold wickedness of the human heart. You may advise me how to walk amid the dangers which encompass

me.”

“I am all attention, madam.”

“My name is Helen Stoner, and I am living with my stepfather, who is the last survivor of one of the oldest Saxon

families in England, the Roylotts of Stoke Moran, on the western border of Surrey.”

Holmes nodded his head. “The name is familiar to me,” said he.

“The family was at one time among the richest in England, and the estates extended over the borders into Berkshire in

the north, and Hampshire in the west. In the last century, however, four successive heirs were of a dissolute and wasteful

disposition, and the family ruin was eventually completed by a gambler in the days of the Regency. Nothing was left save

a few acres of ground, and the two-hundred-year-old house, which is itself crushed under a heavy mortgage. The last

squire dragged out his existence there, living the horrible life of an aristocratic pauper; but his only son, my stepfather,

seeing that he must adapt himself to the new conditions, obtained an advance from a relative, which enabled him to take

a medical degree and went out to Calcutta, where, by his professional skill and his force of character, he established a

large practice. In a fit of anger, however, caused by some robberies which had been perpetrated in the house, he beat

his native butler to death and narrowly escaped a capital sentence. As it was, he suffered a long term of imprisonment

and afterwards returned to England a morose and disappointed man.

“When Dr. Roylott was in India he married my mother, Mrs. Stoner, the young widow of Major-General Stoner, of the

Bengal Artillery. My sister Julia and I were twins, and we were only two years old at the time of my mother’s re-marriage.

She had a considerable sum of money—not less than £1000 a year—and this she bequeathed to Dr. Roylott entirely while

we resided with him, with a provision that a certain annual sum should be allowed to each of us in the event of our

marriage. Shortly after our return to England my mother died—she was killed eight years ago in a railway accident near
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Crewe. Dr. Roylott then abandoned his attempts to establish himself in practice in London and took us to live with him

in the old ancestral house at Stoke Moran. The money which my mother had left was enough for all our wants, and there

seemed to be no obstacle to our happiness.

“But a terrible change came over our stepfather about this time. Instead of making friends and exchanging visits with

our neighbours, who had at first been overjoyed to see a Roylott of Stoke Moran back in the old family seat, he shut

himself up in his house and seldom came out save to indulge in ferocious quarrels with whoever might cross his path.

Violence of temper approaching to mania has been hereditary in the men of the family, and in my stepfather’s case it had,

I believe, been intensified by his long residence in the tropics. A series of disgraceful brawls took place, two of which

ended in the police-court, until at last he became the terror of the village, and the folks would fly at his approach, for he

is a man of immense strength, and absolutely uncontrollable in his anger.

“Last week he hurled the local blacksmith over a parapet into a stream, and it was only by paying over all the money

which I could gather together that I was able to avert another public exposure. He had no friends at all save the

wandering gipsies, and he would give these vagabonds leave to encamp upon the few acres of bramble-covered land

which represent the family estate, and would accept in return the hospitality of their tents, wandering away with them

sometimes for weeks on end. He has a passion also for Indian animals, which are sent over to him by a correspondent,

and he has at this moment a cheetah and a baboon, which wander freely over his grounds and are feared by the villagers

almost as much as their master.

“You can imagine from what I say that my poor sister Julia and I had no great pleasure in our lives. No servant would

stay with us, and for a long time we did all the work of the house. She was but thirty at the time of her death, and yet her

hair had already begun to whiten, even as mine has.”

“Your sister is dead, then?”

“She died just two years ago, and it is of her death that I wish to speak to you. You can understand that, living the life

which I have described, we were little likely to see anyone of our own age and position. We had, however, an aunt, my

mother’s maiden sister, Miss Honoria Westphail, who lives near Harrow, and we were occasionally allowed to pay short

visits at this lady’s house. Julia went there at Christmas two years ago, and met there a half-pay major of marines, to

whom she became engaged. My stepfather learned of the engagement when my sister returned and offered no objection

to the marriage; but within a fortnight of the day which had been fixed for the wedding, the terrible event occurred

which has deprived me of my only companion.”

Sherlock Holmes had been leaning back in his chair with his eyes closed and his head sunk in a cushion, but he half

opened his lids now and glanced across at his visitor.

“Pray be precise as to details,” said he.

“It is easy for me to be so, for every event of that dreadful time is seared into my memory. The manor-house is, as

I have already said, very old, and only one wing is now inhabited. The bedrooms in this wing are on the ground floor,

the sitting-rooms being in the central block of the buildings. Of these bedrooms the first is Dr. Roylott’s, the second my

sister’s, and the third my own. There is no communication between them, but they all open out into the same corridor.

Do I make myself plain?”

“Perfectly so.”

“The windows of the three rooms open out upon the lawn. That fatal night Dr. Roylott had gone to his room early,

though we knew that he had not retired to rest, for my sister was troubled by the smell of the strong Indian cigars which

it was his custom to smoke. She left her room, therefore, and came into mine, where she sat for some time, chatting

about her approaching wedding. At eleven o’clock she rose to leave me, but she paused at the door and looked back.

“ ‘Tell me, Helen,’ said she, ‘have you ever heard anyone whistle in the dead of the night?’

“ ‘Never,’ said I.

“ ‘I suppose that you could not possibly whistle, yourself, in your sleep?’

“ ‘Certainly not. But why?’

“ ‘Because during the last few nights I have always, about three in the morning, heard a low, clear whistle. I am a light

sleeper, and it has awakened me. I cannot tell where it came from—perhaps from the next room, perhaps from the lawn.

I thought that I would just ask you whether you had heard it.’
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“ ‘No, I have not. It must be those wretched gipsies in the plantation.’

“ ‘Very likely. And yet if it were on the lawn, I wonder that you did not hear it also.’

“ ‘Ah, but I sleep more heavily than you.’

“ ‘Well, it is of no great consequence, at any rate.’ She smiled back at me, closed my door, and a few moments later I

heard her key turn in the lock.”

“Indeed,” said Holmes. “Was it your custom always to lock yourselves in at night?”

“Always.”

“And why?”

“I think that I mentioned to you that the doctor kept a cheetah and a baboon. We had no feeling of security unless our

doors were locked.”

“Quite so. Pray proceed with your statement.”

“I could not sleep that night. A vague feeling of impending misfortune impressed me. My sister and I, you will recollect,

were twins, and you know how subtle are the links which bind two souls which are so closely allied. It was a wild night.

The wind was howling outside, and the rain was beating and splashing against the windows. Suddenly, amid all the

hubbub of the gale, there burst forth the wild scream of a terrified woman. I knew that it was my sister’s voice. I sprang

from my bed, wrapped a shawl round me, and rushed into the corridor. As I opened my door I seemed to hear a low

whistle, such as my sister described, and a few moments later a clanging sound, as if a mass of metal had fallen. As I

ran down the passage, my sister’s door was unlocked, and revolved slowly upon its hinges. I stared at it horror-stricken,

not knowing what was about to issue from it. By the light of the corridor-lamp I saw my sister appear at the opening,

her face blanched with terror, her hands groping for help, her whole figure swaying to and fro like that of a drunkard. I

ran to her and threw my arms round her, but at that moment her knees seemed to give way and she fell to the ground.

She writhed as one who is in terrible pain, and her limbs were dreadfully convulsed. At first I thought that she had not

recognised me, but as I bent over her she suddenly shrieked out in a voice which I shall never forget, ‘Oh, my God! Helen!

It was the band! The speckled band!’ There was something else which she would fain have said, and she stabbed with

her finger into the air in the direction of the doctor’s room, but a fresh convulsion seized her and choked her words.

I rushed out, calling loudly for my stepfather, and I met him hastening from his room in his dressing-gown. When he

reached my sister’s side she was unconscious, and though he poured brandy down her throat and sent for medical aid

from the village, all efforts were in vain, for she slowly sank and died without having recovered her consciousness. Such

was the dreadful end of my beloved sister.”

“One moment,” said Holmes, “are you sure about this whistle and metallic sound? Could you swear to it?”

“That was what the county coroner asked me at the inquiry. It is my strong impression that I heard it, and yet, among

the crash of the gale and the creaking of an old house, I may possibly have been deceived.”

“Was your sister dressed?”

“No, she was in her night-dress. In her right hand was found the charred stump of a match, and in her left a match-

box.”

“Showing that she had struck a light and looked about her when the alarm took place. That is important. And what

conclusions did the coroner come to?”

“He investigated the case with great care, for Dr. Roylott’s conduct had long been notorious in the county, but he was

unable to find any satisfactory cause of death. My evidence showed that the door had been fastened upon the inner

side, and the windows were blocked by old-fashioned shutters with broad iron bars, which were secured every night.

The walls were carefully sounded, and were shown to be quite solid all round, and the flooring was also thoroughly

examined, with the same result. The chimney is wide, but is barred up by four large staples. It is certain, therefore, that

my sister was quite alone when she met her end. Besides, there were no marks of any violence upon her.”

“How about poison?”

“The doctors examined her for it, but without success.”

“What do you think that this unfortunate lady died of, then?”

“It is my belief that she died of pure fear and nervous shock, though what it was that frightened her I cannot imagine.”

“Were there gipsies in the plantation at the time?”
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“Yes, there are nearly always some there.”

“Ah, and what did you gather from this allusion to a band—a speckled band?”

“Sometimes I have thought that it was merely the wild talk of delirium, sometimes that it may have referred to some

band of people, perhaps to these very gipsies in the plantation. I do not know whether the spotted handkerchiefs which

so many of them wear over their heads might have suggested the strange adjective which she used.”

Holmes shook his head like a man who is far from being satisfied.

“These are very deep waters,” said he; “pray go on with your narrative.”

“Two years have passed since then, and my life has been until lately lonelier than ever. A month ago, however, a

dear friend, whom I have known for many years, has done me the honour to ask my hand in marriage. His name is

Armitage—Percy Armitage—the second son of Mr. Armitage, of Crane Water, near Reading. My stepfather has offered no

opposition to the match, and we are to be married in the course of the spring. Two days ago some repairs were started

in the west wing of the building, and my bedroom wall has been pierced, so that I have had to move into the chamber in

which my sister died, and to sleep in the very bed in which she slept. Imagine, then, my thrill of terror when last night,

as I lay awake, thinking over her terrible fate, I suddenly heard in the silence of the night the low whistle which had been

the herald of her own death. I sprang up and lit the lamp, but nothing was to be seen in the room. I was too shaken to

go to bed again, however, so I dressed, and as soon as it was daylight I slipped down, got a dog-cart at the Crown Inn,

which is opposite, and drove to Leatherhead, from whence I have come on this morning with the one object of seeing

you and asking your advice.”

“You have done wisely,” said my friend. “But have you told me all?”

“Yes, all.”

“Miss Roylott, you have not. You are screening your stepfather.”

“Why, what do you mean?”

For answer Holmes pushed back the frill of black lace which fringed the hand that lay upon our visitor’s knee. Five

little livid spots, the marks of four fingers and a thumb, were printed upon the white wrist.

“You have been cruelly used,” said Holmes.

The lady coloured deeply and covered over her injured wrist. “He is a hard man,” she said, “and perhaps he hardly

knows his own strength.”

There was a long silence, during which Holmes leaned his chin upon his hands and stared into the crackling fire.

“This is a very deep business,” he said at last. “There are a thousand details which I should desire to know before I

decide upon our course of action. Yet we have not a moment to lose. If we were to come to Stoke Moran to-day, would

it be possible for us to see over these rooms without the knowledge of your stepfather?”

“As it happens, he spoke of coming into town to-day upon some most important business. It is probable that he will

be away all day, and that there would be nothing to disturb you. We have a housekeeper now, but she is old and foolish,

and I could easily get her out of the way.”

“Excellent. You are not averse to this trip, Watson?”

“By no means.”

“Then we shall both come. What are you going to do yourself?”

“I have one or two things which I would wish to do now that I am in town. But I shall return by the twelve o’clock train,

so as to be there in time for your coming.”

“And you may expect us early in the afternoon. I have myself some small business matters to attend to. Will you not

wait and breakfast?”

“No, I must go. My heart is lightened already since I have confided my trouble to you. I shall look forward to seeing

you again this afternoon.” She dropped her thick black veil over her face and glided from the room.

“And what do you think of it all, Watson?” asked Sherlock Holmes, leaning back in his chair.

“It seems to me to be a most dark and sinister business.”

“Dark enough and sinister enough.”

“Yet if the lady is correct in saying that the flooring and walls are sound, and that the door, window, and chimney are

impassable, then her sister must have been undoubtedly alone when she met her mysterious end.”
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“What becomes, then, of these nocturnal whistles, and what of the very peculiar words of the dying woman?”

“I cannot think.”

“When you combine the ideas of whistles at night, the presence of a band of gipsies who are on intimate terms

with this old doctor, the fact that we have every reason to believe that the doctor has an interest in preventing his

stepdaughter’s marriage, the dying allusion to a band, and, finally, the fact that Miss Helen Stoner heard a metallic clang,

which might have been caused by one of those metal bars that secured the shutters falling back into its place, I think

that there is good ground to think that the mystery may be cleared along those lines.”

“But what, then, did the gipsies do?”

“I cannot imagine.”

“I see many objections to any such theory.”

“And so do I. It is precisely for that reason that we are going to Stoke Moran this day. I want to see whether the

objections are fatal, or if they may be explained away. But what in the name of the devil!”

The ejaculation had been drawn from my companion by the fact that our door had been suddenly dashed open, and

that a huge man had framed himself in the aperture. His costume was a peculiar mixture of the professional and of the

agricultural, having a black top-hat, a long frock-coat, and a pair of high gaiters, with a hunting-crop swinging in his

hand. So tall was he that his hat actually brushed the cross bar of the doorway, and his breadth seemed to span it across

from side to side. A large face, seared with a thousand wrinkles, burned yellow with the sun, and marked with every evil

passion, was turned from one to the other of us, while his deep-set, bile-shot eyes, and his high, thin, fleshless nose,

gave him somewhat the resemblance to a fierce old bird of prey.

“Which of you is Holmes?” asked this apparition.

“My name, sir; but you have the advantage of me,” said my companion quietly.

“I am Dr. Grimesby Roylott, of Stoke Moran.”

“Indeed, Doctor,” said Holmes blandly. “Pray take a seat.”

“I will do nothing of the kind. My stepdaughter has been here. I have traced her. What has she been saying to you?”

“It is a little cold for the time of the year,” said Holmes.

“What has she been saying to you?” screamed the old man furiously.

“But I have heard that the crocuses promise well,” continued my companion imperturbably.

“Ha! You put me off, do you?” said our new visitor, taking a step forward and shaking his hunting-crop. “I know you,

you scoundrel! I have heard of you before. You are Holmes, the meddler.”

My friend smiled.

“Holmes, the busybody!”

His smile broadened.

“Holmes, the Scotland Yard Jack-in-office!”

Holmes chuckled heartily. “Your conversation is most entertaining,” said he. “When you go out close the door, for

there is a decided draught.”

“I will go when I have said my say. Don’t you dare to meddle with my affairs. I know that Miss Stoner has been here. I

traced her! I am a dangerous man to fall foul of! See here.” He stepped swiftly forward, seized the poker, and bent it into

a curve with his huge brown hands.

“See that you keep yourself out of my grip,” he snarled, and hurling the twisted poker into the fireplace he strode out

of the room.

“He seems a very amiable person,” said Holmes, laughing. “I am not quite so bulky, but if he had remained I might have

shown him that my grip was not much more feeble than his own.” As he spoke he picked up the steel poker and, with a

sudden effort, straightened it out again.

“Fancy his having the insolence to confound me with the official detective force! This incident gives zest to our

investigation, however, and I only trust that our little friend will not suffer from her imprudence in allowing this brute

to trace her. And now, Watson, we shall order breakfast, and afterwards I shall walk down to Doctors’ Commons, where

I hope to get some data which may help us in this matter.”
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It was nearly one o’clock when Sherlock Holmes returned from his excursion. He held in his hand a sheet of blue paper,

scrawled over with notes and figures.

“I have seen the will of the deceased wife,” said he. “To determine its exact meaning I have been obliged to work out

the present prices of the investments with which it is concerned. The total income, which at the time of the wife’s death

was little short of £1100, is now, through the fall in agricultural prices, not more than £750. Each daughter can claim an

income of £250, in case of marriage. It is evident, therefore, that if both girls had married, this beauty would have had

a mere pittance, while even one of them would cripple him to a very serious extent. My morning’s work has not been

wasted, since it has proved that he has the very strongest motives for standing in the way of anything of the sort. And

now, Watson, this is too serious for dawdling, especially as the old man is aware that we are interesting ourselves in his

affairs; so if you are ready, we shall call a cab and drive to Waterloo. I should be very much obliged if you would slip your

revolver into your pocket. An Eley’s No. 2 is an excellent argument with gentlemen who can twist steel pokers into knots.

That and a tooth-brush are, I think, all that we need.”

At Waterloo we were fortunate in catching a train for Leatherhead, where we hired a trap at the station inn and drove

for four or five miles through the lovely Surrey lanes. It was a perfect day, with a bright sun and a few fleecy clouds in

the heavens. The trees and wayside hedges were just throwing out their first green shoots, and the air was full of the

pleasant smell of the moist earth. To me at least there was a strange contrast between the sweet promise of the spring

and this sinister quest upon which we were engaged. My companion sat in the front of the trap, his arms folded, his

hat pulled down over his eyes, and his chin sunk upon his breast, buried in the deepest thought. Suddenly, however, he

started, tapped me on the shoulder, and pointed over the meadows.

“Look there!” said he.

A heavily timbered park stretched up in a gentle slope, thickening into a grove at the highest point. From amid the

branches there jutted out the grey gables and high roof-tree of a very old mansion.

“Stoke Moran?” said he.

“Yes, sir, that be the house of Dr. Grimesby Roylott,” remarked the driver.

“There is some building going on there,” said Holmes; “that is where we are going.”

“There’s the village,” said the driver, pointing to a cluster of roofs some distance to the left; “but if you want to get to

the house, you’ll find it shorter to get over this stile, and so by the foot-path over the fields. There it is, where the lady

is walking.”

“And the lady, I fancy, is Miss Stoner,” observed Holmes, shading his eyes. “Yes, I think we had better do as you suggest.”

We got off, paid our fare, and the trap rattled back on its way to Leatherhead.

“I thought it as well,” said Holmes as we climbed the stile, “that this fellow should think we had come here as architects,

or on some definite business. It may stop his gossip. Good-afternoon, Miss Stoner. You see that we have been as good

as our word.”

Our client of the morning had hurried forward to meet us with a face which spoke her joy. “I have been waiting so

eagerly for you,” she cried, shaking hands with us warmly. “All has turned out splendidly. Dr. Roylott has gone to town,

and it is unlikely that he will be back before evening.”

“We have had the pleasure of making the doctor’s acquaintance,” said Holmes, and in a few words he sketched out

what had occurred. Miss Stoner turned white to the lips as she listened.

“Good heavens!” she cried, “he has followed me, then.”

“So it appears.”

“He is so cunning that I never know when I am safe from him. What will he say when he returns?”

“He must guard himself, for he may find that there is someone more cunning than himself upon his track. You must

lock yourself up from him to-night. If he is violent, we shall take you away to your aunt’s at Harrow. Now, we must make

the best use of our time, so kindly take us at once to the rooms which we are to examine.”

The building was of grey, lichen-blotched stone, with a high central portion and two curving wings, like the claws of a

crab, thrown out on each side. In one of these wings the windows were broken and blocked with wooden boards, while

the roof was partly caved in, a picture of ruin. The central portion was in little better repair, but the right-hand block

was comparatively modern, and the blinds in the windows, with the blue smoke curling up from the chimneys, showed

74 | Perspectives of Uncertainty



that this was where the family resided. Some scaffolding had been erected against the end wall, and the stone-work had

been broken into, but there were no signs of any workmen at the moment of our visit. Holmes walked slowly up and

down the ill-trimmed lawn and examined with deep attention the outsides of the windows.

“This, I take it, belongs to the room in which you used to sleep, the centre one to your sister’s, and the one next to the

main building to Dr. Roylott’s chamber?”

“Exactly so. But I am now sleeping in the middle one.”

“Pending the alterations, as I understand. By the way, there does not seem to be any very pressing need for repairs at

that end wall.”

“There were none. I believe that it was an excuse to move me from my room.”

“Ah! that is suggestive. Now, on the other side of this narrow wing runs the corridor from which these three rooms

open. There are windows in it, of course?”

“Yes, but very small ones. Too narrow for anyone to pass through.”

“As you both locked your doors at night, your rooms were unapproachable from that side. Now, would you have the

kindness to go into your room and bar your shutters?”

Miss Stoner did so, and Holmes, after a careful examination through the open window, endeavoured in every way to

force the shutter open, but without success. There was no slit through which a knife could be passed to raise the bar.

Then with his lens he tested the hinges, but they were of solid iron, built firmly into the massive masonry. “Hum!” said he,

scratching his chin in some perplexity, “my theory certainly presents some difficulties. No one could pass these shutters

if they were bolted. Well, we shall see if the inside throws any light upon the matter.”

A small side door led into the whitewashed corridor from which the three bedrooms opened. Holmes refused to

examine the third chamber, so we passed at once to the second, that in which Miss Stoner was now sleeping, and in

which her sister had met with her fate. It was a homely little room, with a low ceiling and a gaping fireplace, after the

fashion of old country-houses. A brown chest of drawers stood in one corner, a narrow white-counterpaned bed in

another, and a dressing-table on the left-hand side of the window. These articles, with two small wicker-work chairs,

made up all the furniture in the room save for a square of Wilton carpet in the centre. The boards round and the

panelling of the walls were of brown, worm-eaten oak, so old and discoloured that it may have dated from the original

building of the house. Holmes drew one of the chairs into a corner and sat silent, while his eyes travelled round and

round and up and down, taking in every detail of the apartment.

“Where does that bell communicate with?” he asked at last pointing to a thick bell-rope which hung down beside the

bed, the tassel actually lying upon the pillow.

“It goes to the housekeeper’s room.”

“It looks newer than the other things?”

“Yes, it was only put there a couple of years ago.”

“Your sister asked for it, I suppose?”

“No, I never heard of her using it. We used always to get what we wanted for ourselves.”

“Indeed, it seemed unnecessary to put so nice a bell-pull there. You will excuse me for a few minutes while I satisfy

myself as to this floor.” He threw himself down upon his face with his lens in his hand and crawled swiftly backward and

forward, examining minutely the cracks between the boards. Then he did the same with the wood-work with which the

chamber was panelled. Finally he walked over to the bed and spent some time in staring at it and in running his eye up

and down the wall. Finally he took the bell-rope in his hand and gave it a brisk tug.

“Why, it’s a dummy,” said he.

“Won’t it ring?”

“No, it is not even attached to a wire. This is very interesting. You can see now that it is fastened to a hook just above

where the little opening for the ventilator is.”

“How very absurd! I never noticed that before.”

“Very strange!” muttered Holmes, pulling at the rope. “There are one or two very singular points about this room. For

example, what a fool a builder must be to open a ventilator into another room, when, with the same trouble, he might

have communicated with the outside air!”
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“That is also quite modern,” said the lady.

“Done about the same time as the bell-rope?” remarked Holmes.

“Yes, there were several little changes carried out about that time.”

“They seem to have been of a most interesting character—dummy bell-ropes, and ventilators which do not ventilate.

With your permission, Miss Stoner, we shall now carry our researches into the inner apartment.”

Dr. Grimesby Roylott’s chamber was larger than that of his step-daughter, but was as plainly furnished. A camp-bed,

a small wooden shelf full of books, mostly of a technical character, an armchair beside the bed, a plain wooden chair

against the wall, a round table, and a large iron safe were the principal things which met the eye. Holmes walked slowly

round and examined each and all of them with the keenest interest.

“What’s in here?” he asked, tapping the safe.

“My stepfather’s business papers.”

“Oh! you have seen inside, then?”

“Only once, some years ago. I remember that it was full of papers.”

“There isn’t a cat in it, for example?”

“No. What a strange idea!”

“Well, look at this!” He took up a small saucer of milk which stood on the top of it.

“No; we don’t keep a cat. But there is a cheetah and a baboon.”

“Ah, yes, of course! Well, a cheetah is just a big cat, and yet a saucer of milk does not go very far in satisfying its wants,

I daresay. There is one point which I should wish to determine.” He squatted down in front of the wooden chair and

examined the seat of it with the greatest attention.

“Thank you. That is quite settled,” said he, rising and putting his lens in his pocket. “Hullo! Here is something

interesting!”

The object which had caught his eye was a small dog lash hung on one corner of the bed. The lash, however, was

curled upon itself and tied so as to make a loop of whipcord.

“What do you make of that, Watson?”

“It’s a common enough lash. But I don’t know why it should be tied.”

“That is not quite so common, is it? Ah, me! it’s a wicked world, and when a clever man turns his brains to crime it is

the worst of all. I think that I have seen enough now, Miss Stoner, and with your permission we shall walk out upon the

lawn.”

I had never seen my friend’s face so grim or his brow so dark as it was when we turned from the scene of this

investigation. We had walked several times up and down the lawn, neither Miss Stoner nor myself liking to break in upon

his thoughts before he roused himself from his reverie.

“It is very essential, Miss Stoner,” said he, “that you should absolutely follow my advice in every respect.”

“I shall most certainly do so.”

“The matter is too serious for any hesitation. Your life may depend upon your compliance.”

“I assure you that I am in your hands.”

“In the first place, both my friend and I must spend the night in your room.”

Both Miss Stoner and I gazed at him in astonishment.

“Yes, it must be so. Let me explain. I believe that that is the village inn over there?”

“Yes, that is the Crown.”

“Very good. Your windows would be visible from there?”

“Certainly.”

“You must confine yourself to your room, on pretence of a headache, when your stepfather comes back. Then when

you hear him retire for the night, you must open the shutters of your window, undo the hasp, put your lamp there as a

signal to us, and then withdraw quietly with everything which you are likely to want into the room which you used to

occupy. I have no doubt that, in spite of the repairs, you could manage there for one night.”

“Oh, yes, easily.”

“The rest you will leave in our hands.”
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“But what will you do?”

“We shall spend the night in your room, and we shall investigate the cause of this noise which has disturbed you.”

“I believe, Mr. Holmes, that you have already made up your mind,” said Miss Stoner, laying her hand upon my

companion’s sleeve.

“Perhaps I have.”

“Then, for pity’s sake, tell me what was the cause of my sister’s death.”

“I should prefer to have clearer proofs before I speak.”

“You can at least tell me whether my own thought is correct, and if she died from some sudden fright.”

“No, I do not think so. I think that there was probably some more tangible cause. And now, Miss Stoner, we must leave

you for if Dr. Roylott returned and saw us our journey would be in vain. Good-bye, and be brave, for if you will do what I

have told you, you may rest assured that we shall soon drive away the dangers that threaten you.”

Sherlock Holmes and I had no difficulty in engaging a bedroom and sitting-room at the Crown Inn. They were on the

upper floor, and from our window we could command a view of the avenue gate, and of the inhabited wing of Stoke

Moran Manor House. At dusk we saw Dr. Grimesby Roylott drive past, his huge form looming up beside the little figure

of the lad who drove him. The boy had some slight difficulty in undoing the heavy iron gates, and we heard the hoarse

roar of the doctor’s voice and saw the fury with which he shook his clinched fists at him. The trap drove on, and a few

minutes later we saw a sudden light spring up among the trees as the lamp was lit in one of the sitting-rooms.

“Do you know, Watson,” said Holmes as we sat together in the gathering darkness, “I have really some scruples as to

taking you to-night. There is a distinct element of danger.”

“Can I be of assistance?”

“Your presence might be invaluable.”

“Then I shall certainly come.”

“It is very kind of you.”

“You speak of danger. You have evidently seen more in these rooms than was visible to me.”

“No, but I fancy that I may have deduced a little more. I imagine that you saw all that I did.”

“I saw nothing remarkable save the bell-rope, and what purpose that could answer I confess is more than I can

imagine.”

“You saw the ventilator, too?”

“Yes, but I do not think that it is such a very unusual thing to have a small opening between two rooms. It was so small

that a rat could hardly pass through.”

“I knew that we should find a ventilator before ever we came to Stoke Moran.”

“My dear Holmes!”

“Oh, yes, I did. You remember in her statement she said that her sister could smell Dr. Roylott’s cigar. Now, of course

that suggested at once that there must be a communication between the two rooms. It could only be a small one, or it

would have been remarked upon at the coroner’s inquiry. I deduced a ventilator.”

“But what harm can there be in that?”

“Well, there is at least a curious coincidence of dates. A ventilator is made, a cord is hung, and a lady who sleeps in the

bed dies. Does not that strike you?”

“I cannot as yet see any connection.”

“Did you observe anything very peculiar about that bed?”

“No.”

“It was clamped to the floor. Did you ever see a bed fastened like that before?”

“I cannot say that I have.”

“The lady could not move her bed. It must always be in the same relative position to the ventilator and to the rope—or

so we may call it, since it was clearly never meant for a bell-pull.”

“Holmes,” I cried, “I seem to see dimly what you are hinting at. We are only just in time to prevent some subtle and

horrible crime.”

“Subtle enough and horrible enough. When a doctor does go wrong he is the first of criminals. He has nerve and he
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has knowledge. Palmer and Pritchard were among the heads of their profession. This man strikes even deeper, but I

think, Watson, that we shall be able to strike deeper still. But we shall have horrors enough before the night is over; for

goodness’ sake let us have a quiet pipe and turn our minds for a few hours to something more cheerful.”

About nine o’clock the light among the trees was extinguished, and all was dark in the direction of the Manor House.

Two hours passed slowly away, and then, suddenly, just at the stroke of eleven, a single bright light shone out right in

front of us.

“That is our signal,” said Holmes, springing to his feet; “it comes from the middle window.”

As we passed out he exchanged a few words with the landlord, explaining that we were going on a late visit to an

acquaintance, and that it was possible that we might spend the night there. A moment later we were out on the dark

road, a chill wind blowing in our faces, and one yellow light twinkling in front of us through the gloom to guide us on

our sombre errand.

There was little difficulty in entering the grounds, for unrepaired breaches gaped in the old park wall. Making our way

among the trees, we reached the lawn, crossed it, and were about to enter through the window when out from a clump

of laurel bushes there darted what seemed to be a hideous and distorted child, who threw itself upon the grass with

writhing limbs and then ran swiftly across the lawn into the darkness.

“My God!” I whispered; “did you see it?”

Holmes was for the moment as startled as I. His hand closed like a vice upon my wrist in his agitation. Then he broke

into a low laugh and put his lips to my ear.

“It is a nice household,” he murmured. “That is the baboon.”

I had forgotten the strange pets which the doctor affected. There was a cheetah, too; perhaps we might find it upon

our shoulders at any moment. I confess that I felt easier in my mind when, after following Holmes’ example and slipping

off my shoes, I found myself inside the bedroom. My companion noiselessly closed the shutters, moved the lamp onto

the table, and cast his eyes round the room. All was as we had seen it in the daytime. Then creeping up to me and making

a trumpet of his hand, he whispered into my ear again so gently that it was all that I could do to distinguish the words:

“The least sound would be fatal to our plans.”

I nodded to show that I had heard.

“We must sit without light. He would see it through the ventilator.”

I nodded again.

“Do not go asleep; your very life may depend upon it. Have your pistol ready in case we should need it. I will sit on the

side of the bed, and you in that chair.”

I took out my revolver and laid it on the corner of the table.

Holmes had brought up a long thin cane, and this he placed upon the bed beside him. By it he laid the box of matches

and the stump of a candle. Then he turned down the lamp, and we were left in darkness.

How shall I ever forget that dreadful vigil? I could not hear a sound, not even the drawing of a breath, and yet I knew

that my companion sat open-eyed, within a few feet of me, in the same state of nervous tension in which I was myself.

The shutters cut off the least ray of light, and we waited in absolute darkness.

From outside came the occasional cry of a night-bird, and once at our very window a long drawn catlike whine, which

told us that the cheetah was indeed at liberty. Far away we could hear the deep tones of the parish clock, which boomed

out every quarter of an hour. How long they seemed, those quarters! Twelve struck, and one and two and three, and still

we sat waiting silently for whatever might befall.

Suddenly there was the momentary gleam of a light up in the direction of the ventilator, which vanished immediately,

but was succeeded by a strong smell of burning oil and heated metal. Someone in the next room had lit a dark-lantern.

I heard a gentle sound of movement, and then all was silent once more, though the smell grew stronger. For half an

hour I sat with straining ears. Then suddenly another sound became audible—a very gentle, soothing sound, like that of

a small jet of steam escaping continually from a kettle. The instant that we heard it, Holmes sprang from the bed, struck

a match, and lashed furiously with his cane at the bell-pull.

“You see it, Watson?” he yelled. “You see it?”

But I saw nothing. At the moment when Holmes struck the light I heard a low, clear whistle, but the sudden glare
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flashing into my weary eyes made it impossible for me to tell what it was at which my friend lashed so savagely. I could,

however, see that his face was deadly pale and filled with horror and loathing. He had ceased to strike and was gazing

up at the ventilator when suddenly there broke from the silence of the night the most horrible cry to which I have ever

listened. It swelled up louder and louder, a hoarse yell of pain and fear and anger all mingled in the one dreadful shriek.

They say that away down in the village, and even in the distant parsonage, that cry raised the sleepers from their beds.

It struck cold to our hearts, and I stood gazing at Holmes, and he at me, until the last echoes of it had died away into the

silence from which it rose.

“What can it mean?” I gasped.

“It means that it is all over,” Holmes answered. “And perhaps, after all, it is for the best. Take your pistol, and we will

enter Dr. Roylott’s room.”

With a grave face he lit the lamp and led the way down the corridor. Twice he struck at the chamber door without any

reply from within. Then he turned the handle and entered, I at his heels, with the cocked pistol in my hand.

It was a singular sight which met our eyes. On the table stood a dark-lantern with the shutter half open, throwing

a brilliant beam of light upon the iron safe, the door of which was ajar. Beside this table, on the wooden chair, sat Dr.

Grimesby Roylott clad in a long grey dressing-gown, his bare ankles protruding beneath, and his feet thrust into red

heelless Turkish slippers. Across his lap lay the short stock with the long lash which we had noticed during the day. His

chin was cocked upward and his eyes were fixed in a dreadful, rigid stare at the corner of the ceiling. Round his brow he

had a peculiar yellow band, with brownish speckles, which seemed to be bound tightly round his head. As we entered he

made neither sound nor motion.

“The band! the speckled band!” whispered Holmes.

I took a step forward. In an instant his strange headgear began to move, and there reared itself from among his hair

the squat diamond-shaped head and puffed neck of a loathsome serpent.

“It is a swamp adder!” cried Holmes; “the deadliest snake in India. He has died within ten seconds of being bitten.

Violence does, in truth, recoil upon the violent, and the schemer falls into the pit which he digs for another. Let us thrust

this creature back into its den, and we can then remove Miss Stoner to some place of shelter and let the county police

know what has happened.”

As he spoke he drew the dog-whip swiftly from the dead man’s lap, and throwing the noose round the reptile’s neck

he drew it from its horrid perch and, carrying it at arm’s length, threw it into the iron safe, which he closed upon it.

Such are the true facts of the death of Dr. Grimesby Roylott, of Stoke Moran. It is not necessary that I should prolong

a narrative which has already run to too great a length by telling how we broke the sad news to the terrified girl, how

we conveyed her by the morning train to the care of her good aunt at Harrow, of how the slow process of official inquiry

came to the conclusion that the doctor met his fate while indiscreetly playing with a dangerous pet. The little which I

had yet to learn of the case was told me by Sherlock Holmes as we travelled back next day.

“I had,” said he, “come to an entirely erroneous conclusion which shows, my dear Watson, how dangerous it always

is to reason from insufficient data. The presence of the gipsies, and the use of the word ‘band,’ which was used by the

poor girl, no doubt, to explain the appearance which she had caught a hurried glimpse of by the light of her match, were

sufficient to put me upon an entirely wrong scent. I can only claim the merit that I instantly reconsidered my position

when, however, it became clear to me that whatever danger threatened an occupant of the room could not come either

from the window or the door. My attention was speedily drawn, as I have already remarked to you, to this ventilator,

and to the bell-rope which hung down to the bed. The discovery that this was a dummy, and that the bed was clamped

to the floor, instantly gave rise to the suspicion that the rope was there as a bridge for something passing through the

hole and coming to the bed. The idea of a snake instantly occurred to me, and when I coupled it with my knowledge that

the doctor was furnished with a supply of creatures from India, I felt that I was probably on the right track. The idea of

using a form of poison which could not possibly be discovered by any chemical test was just such a one as would occur

to a clever and ruthless man who had had an Eastern training. The rapidity with which such a poison would take effect

would also, from his point of view, be an advantage. It would be a sharp-eyed coroner, indeed, who could distinguish the

two little dark punctures which would show where the poison fangs had done their work. Then I thought of the whistle.

Of course he must recall the snake before the morning light revealed it to the victim. He had trained it, probably by the
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use of the milk which we saw, to return to him when summoned. He would put it through this ventilator at the hour that

he thought best, with the certainty that it would crawl down the rope and land on the bed. It might or might not bite the

occupant, perhaps she might escape every night for a week, but sooner or later she must fall a victim.

“I had come to these conclusions before ever I had entered his room. An inspection of his chair showed me that he

had been in the habit of standing on it, which of course would be necessary in order that he should reach the ventilator.

The sight of the safe, the saucer of milk, and the loop of whipcord were enough to finally dispel any doubts which may

have remained. The metallic clang heard by Miss Stoner was obviously caused by her stepfather hastily closing the door

of his safe upon its terrible occupant. Having once made up my mind, you know the steps which I took in order to put

the matter to the proof. I heard the creature hiss as I have no doubt that you did also, and I instantly lit the light and

attacked it.”

“With the result of driving it through the ventilator.”

“And also with the result of causing it to turn upon its master at the other side. Some of the blows of my cane came

home and roused its snakish temper, so that it flew upon the first person it saw. In this way I am no doubt indirectly

responsible for Dr. Grimesby Roylott’s death, and I cannot say that it is likely to weigh very heavily upon my conscience.”

Discussion Questions

1. How are Sherlock and Dubois, from Murders in the Rue Morgue similar? How do they differ?

2. What is the mood when Watson and Sherlock wait in Julia’s room? What techniques does Doyle use to

make the reader feel this?

3. What is the most important clue to help the reader predict the ending? Why is this the most important?

Text Attributions

• “The Adventure of the Speckled Band” by Arthur Conan Doyle is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada

and the United States.
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9. The Yellow Wallpaper by Charlotte Perkins (1892)

“To swallow and follow, whether old doctrine or new propaganda, is a weakness still dominating the human

mind.”

— Charlotte Perkins Gilman

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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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!
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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!

Discussion Questions

1. What are the conflicts in The Yellow Wallpaper?

2. How does Perkins utilize the gothic genre in the story? How is this different from a male’s perspective?

3. What does the wallpaper represent? Could the wallpaper be any colour or design?

Text Attributions

• “The Yellow Wallpaper” by Charlotte Perkins is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada and the United

States.
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10. The Open Boat by Stephen Crane (1897)

“Truth … Is a breath, a wind, A shadow, a phantom; Long have I pursued it, But never have I touched The hem of

its garment.”

— Stephen Crane

Originally published as, “Stephen Crane’s Own Story.”

A Tale intended to be after the Fact. Being the Experience of Four Men from the Sunk Steamer ‘Commodore’

I

None of them knew the colour of the sky. Their eyes glanced level, and were fastened upon the waves that swept

toward them. These waves were of the hue of slate, save for the tops, which were of foaming white, and all of the men

knew the colours of the sea. The horizon narrowed and widened, and dipped and rose, and at all times its edge was

jagged with waves that seemed thrust up in points like rocks.

Many a man ought to have a bath-tub larger than the boat which here rode upon the sea. These waves were most

wrongfully and barbarously abrupt and tall, and each froth-top was a problem in small boat navigation.

The cook squatted in the bottom and looked with both eyes at the six inches of gunwale which separated him from

the ocean. His sleeves were rolled over his fat forearms, and the two flaps of his unbuttoned vest dangled as he bent to

bail out the boat. Often he said: “Gawd! That was a narrow clip.” As he remarked it he invariably gazed eastward over the

broken sea.

The oiler, steering with one of the two oars in the boat, sometimes raised himself suddenly to keep clear of water that

swirled in over the stern. It was a thin little oar and it seemed often ready to snap.

The correspondent, pulling at the other oar, watched the waves and wondered why he was there.

The injured captain, lying in the bow, was at this time buried in that profound dejection and indifference which comes,

temporarily at least, to even the bravest and most enduring when, willy nilly, the firm fails, the army loses, the ship

goes down. The mind of the master of a vessel is rooted deep in the timbers of her, though he commanded for a day

or a decade, and this captain had on him the stern impression of a scene in the greys of dawn of seven turned faces,

and later a stump of a top-mast with a white ball on it that slashed to and fro at the waves, went low and lower, and

down. Thereafter there was something strange in his voice. Although steady, it was deep with mourning, and of a quality

beyond oration or tears.

“Keep ‘er a little more south, Billie,” said he.

“‘A little more south,’ sir,” said the oiler in the stern.

A seat in this boat was not unlike a seat upon a bucking broncho, and, by the same token, a broncho is not much

smaller. The craft pranced and reared, and plunged like an animal. As each wave came, and she rose for it, she seemed

like a horse making at a fence outrageously high. The manner of her scramble over these walls of water is a mystic thing,

and, moreover, at the top of them were ordinarily these problems in white water, the foam racing down from the summit

of each wave, requiring a new leap, and a leap from the air. Then, after scornfully bumping a crest, she would slide, and

race, and splash down a long incline, and arrive bobbing and nodding in front of the next menace.

A singular disadvantage of the sea lies in the fact that after successfully surmounting one wave you discover that there

is another behind it just as important and just as nervously anxious to do something effective in the way of swamping

boats. In a ten-foot dingey one can get an idea of the resources of the sea in the line of waves that is not probable to
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the average experience which is never at sea in a dingey. As each slaty wall of water approached, it shut all else from the

view of the men in the boat, and it was not difficult to imagine that this particular wave was the final outburst of the

ocean, the last effort of the grim water. There was a terrible grace in the move of the waves, and they came in silence,

save for the snarling of the crests.

In the wan light, the faces of the men must have been grey. Their eyes must have glinted in strange ways as they gazed

steadily astern. Viewed from a balcony, the whole thing would doubtlessly have been weirdly picturesque. But the men

in the boat had no time to see it, and if they had had leisure there were other things to occupy their minds. The sun

swung steadily up the sky, and they knew it was broad day because the colour of the sea changed from slate to emerald-

green, streaked with amber lights, and the foam was like tumbling snow. The process of the breaking day was unknown

to them. They were aware only of this effect upon the colour of the waves that rolled toward them.

In disjointed sentences the cook and the correspondent argued as to the difference between a life-saving station and

a house of refuge. The cook had said: “There’s a house of refuge just north of the Mosquito Inlet Light, and as soon as

they see us, they’ll come off in their boat and pick us up.”

“As soon as who see us?” said the correspondent.

“The crew,” said the cook.

“Houses of refuge don’t have crews,” said the correspondent. “As I understand them, they are only places where

clothes and grub are stored for the benefit of shipwrecked people. They don’t carry crews.”

“Oh, yes, they do,” said the cook.

“No, they don’t,” said the correspondent.

“Well, we’re not there yet, anyhow,” said the oiler, in the stern.

“Well,” said the cook, “perhaps it’s not a house of refuge that I’m thinking of as being near Mosquito Inlet Light. Perhaps

it’s a life-saving station.”

“We’re not there yet,” said the oiler, in the stern.

II

As the boat bounced from the top of each wave, the wind tore through the hair of the hatless men, and as the craft

plopped her stern down again the spray slashed past them. The crest of each of these waves was a hill, from the top of

which the men surveyed, for a moment, a broad tumultuous expanse, shining and wind-riven. It was probably splendid.

It was probably glorious, this play of the free sea, wild with lights of emerald and white and amber.

“Bully good thing it’s an on-shore wind,” said the cook. “If not, where would we be? Wouldn’t have a show.”

“That’s right,” said the correspondent.

The busy oiler nodded his assent.

Then the captain, in the bow, chuckled in a way that expressed humour, contempt, tragedy, all in one. “Do you think

we’ve got much of a show now, boys?” said he.

Whereupon the three were silent, save for a trifle of hemming and hawing. To express any particular optimism at this

time they felt to be childish and stupid, but they all doubtless possessed this sense of the situation in their mind. A young

man thinks doggedly at such times. On the other hand, the ethics of their condition was decidedly against any open

suggestion of hopelessness. So they were silent.

“Oh, well,” said the captain, soothing his children, “we’ll get ashore all right.”

But there was that in his tone which made them think, so the oiler quoth: “Yes! If this wind holds!”

The cook was bailing: “Yes! If we don’t catch hell in the surf.”

Canton flannel gulls flew near and far. Sometimes they sat down on the sea, near patches of brown sea-weed that

rolled over the waves with a movement like carpets on a line in a gale. The birds sat comfortably in groups, and they were

envied by some in the dingey, for the wrath of the sea was no more to them than it was to a covey of prairie chickens a

thousand miles inland. Often they came very close and stared at the men with black bead-like eyes. At these times they

were uncanny and sinister in their unblinking scrutiny, and the men hooted angrily at them, telling them to be gone.

One came, and evidently decided to alight on the top of the captain’s head. The bird flew parallel to the boat and did

not circle, but made short sidelong jumps in the air in chicken-fashion. His black eyes were wistfully fixed upon the

captain’s head. “Ugly brute,” said the oiler to the bird. “You look as if you were made with a jack-knife.” The cook and the
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correspondent swore darkly at the creature. The captain naturally wished to knock it away with the end of the heavy

painter; but he did not dare do it, because anything resembling an emphatic gesture would have capsized this freighted

boat, and so with his open hand, the captain gently and carefully waved the gull away. After it had been discouraged

from the pursuit the captain breathed easier on account of his hair, and others breathed easier because the bird struck

their minds at this time as being somehow grewsome and ominous.

In the meantime the oiler and the correspondent rowed. And also they rowed.

They sat together in the same seat, and each rowed an oar. Then the oiler took both oars; then the correspondent took

both oars; then the oiler; then the correspondent. They rowed and they rowed. The very ticklish part of the business

was when the time came for the reclining one in the stern to take his turn at the oars. By the very last star of truth, it is

easier to steal eggs from under a hen than it was to change seats in the dingey. First the man in the stern slid his hand

along the thwart and moved with care, as if he were of Sèvres. Then the man in the rowing seat slid his hand along the

other thwart. It was all done with the most extraordinary care. As the two sidled past each other, the whole party kept

watchful eyes on the coming wave, and the captain cried: “Look out now! Steady there!”

The brown mats of sea-weed that appeared from time to time were like islands, bits of earth. They were travelling,

apparently, neither one way nor the other. They were, to all intents, stationary. They informed the men in the boat that

it was making progress slowly toward the land.

The captain, rearing cautiously in the bow, after the dingey soared on a great swell, said that he had seen the

lighthouse at Mosquito Inlet. Presently the cook remarked that he had seen it. The correspondent was at the oars then,

and for some reason he too wished to look at the lighthouse, but his back was toward the far shore and the waves were

important, and for some time he could not seize an opportunity to turn his head. But at last there came a wave more

gentle than the others, and when at the crest of it he swiftly scoured the western horizon.

“See it?” said the captain.

“No,” said the correspondent slowly, “I didn’t see anything.”

“Look again,” said the captain. He pointed. “It’s exactly in that direction.”

At the top of another wave, the correspondent did as he was bid, and this time his eyes chanced on a small still thing

on the edge of the swaying horizon. It was precisely like the point of a pin. It took an anxious eye to find a lighthouse so

tiny.

“Think we’ll make it, captain?”

“If this wind holds and the boat don’t swamp, we can’t do much else,” said the captain.

The little boat, lifted by each towering sea, and splashed viciously by the crests, made progress that in the absence of

sea-weed was not apparent to those in her. She seemed just a wee thing wallowing, miraculously top-up, at the mercy

of five oceans. Occasionally, a great spread of water, like white flames, swarmed into her.

“Bail her, cook,” said the captain serenely.

“All right, captain,” said the cheerful cook.

III

It would be difficult to describe the subtle brotherhood of men that was here established on the seas. No one said

that it was so. No one mentioned it. But it dwelt in the boat, and each man felt it warm him. They were a captain, an

oiler, a cook, and a correspondent, and they were friends, friends in a more curiously iron-bound degree than may be

common. The hurt captain, lying against the water-jar in the bow, spoke always in a low voice and calmly, but he could

never command a more ready and swiftly obedient crew than the motley three of the dingey. It was more than a mere

recognition of what was best for the common safety. There was surely in it a quality that was personal and heartfelt. And

after this devotion to the commander of the boat there was this comradeship that the correspondent, for instance, who

had been taught to be cynical of men, knew even at the time was the best experience of his life. But no one said that it

was so. No one mentioned it.

“I wish we had a sail,” remarked the captain. “We might try my overcoat on the end of an oar and give you two boys a

chance to rest.” So the cook and the correspondent held the mast and spread wide the overcoat. The oiler steered, and

the little boat made good way with her new rig. Sometimes the oiler had to scull sharply to keep a sea from breaking into

the boat, but otherwise sailing was a success.
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Meanwhile the lighthouse had been growing slowly larger. It had now almost assumed colour, and appeared like a

little grey shadow on the sky. The man at the oars could not be prevented from turning his head rather often to try for

a glimpse of this little grey shadow.

At last, from the top of each wave the men in the tossing boat could see land. Even as the lighthouse was an upright

shadow on the sky, this land seemed but a long black shadow on the sea. It certainly was thinner than paper. “We must

be about opposite New Smyrna,” said the cook, who had coasted this shore often in schooners. “Captain, by the way, I

believe they abandoned that life-saving station there about a year ago.”

“Did they?” said the captain.

The wind slowly died away. The cook and the correspondent were not now obliged to slave in order to hold high

the oar. But the waves continued their old impetuous swooping at the dingey, and the little craft, no longer under way,

struggled woundily over them. The oiler or the correspondent took the oars again.

Shipwrecks are à propos of nothing. If men could only train for them and have them occur when the men had reached

pink condition, there would be less drowning at sea. Of the four in the dingey none had slept any time worth mentioning

for two days and two nights previous to embarking in the dingey, and in the excitement of clambering about the deck of

a foundering ship they had also forgotten to eat heartily.

For these reasons, and for others, neither the oiler nor the correspondent was fond of rowing at this time. The

correspondent wondered ingenuously how in the name of all that was sane could there be people who thought it

amusing to row a boat. It was not an amusement; it was a diabolical punishment, and even a genius of mental aberrations

could never conclude that it was anything but a horror to the muscles and a crime against the back. He mentioned to the

boat in general how the amusement of rowing struck him, and the weary-faced oiler smiled in full sympathy. Previously

to the foundering, by the way, the oiler had worked double-watch in the engine-room of the ship.

“Take her easy, now, boys,” said the captain. “Don’t spend yourselves. If we have to run a surf you’ll need all your

strength, because we’ll sure have to swim for it. Take your time.”

Slowly the land arose from the sea. From a black line it became a line of black and a line of white, trees and sand.

Finally, the captain said that he could make out a house on the shore. “That’s the house of refuge, sure,” said the cook.

“They’ll see us before long, and come out after us.”

The distant lighthouse reared high. “The keeper ought to be able to make us out now, if he’s looking through a glass,”

said the captain. “He’ll notify the life-saving people.”

“None of those other boats could have got ashore to give word of the wreck,” said the oiler, in a low voice. “Else the

life-boat would be out hunting us.”

Slowly and beautifully the land loomed out of the sea. The wind came again. It had veered from the north-east to the

south-east. Finally, a new sound struck the ears of the men in the boat. It was the low thunder of the surf on the shore.

“We’ll never be able to make the lighthouse now,” said the captain. “Swing her head a little more north, Billie,” said he.

“‘A little more north,’ sir,” said the oiler.

Whereupon the little boat turned her nose once more down the wind, and all but the oarsman watched the shore

grow. Under the influence of this expansion doubt and direful apprehension was leaving the minds of the men. The

management of the boat was still most absorbing, but it could not prevent a quiet cheerfulness. In an hour, perhaps,

they would be ashore.

Their backbones had become thoroughly used to balancing in the boat, and they now rode this wild colt of a dingey

like circus men. The correspondent thought that he had been drenched to the skin, but happening to feel in the

top pocket of his coat, he found therein eight cigars. Four of them were soaked with sea-water; four were perfectly

scatheless. After a search, somebody produced three dry matches, and thereupon the four waifs rode impudently in

their little boat, and with an assurance of an impending rescue shining in their eyes, puffed at the big cigars and judged

well and ill of all men. Everybody took a drink of water.

IV

“Cook,” remarked the captain, “there don’t seem to be any signs of life about your house of refuge.”

“No,” replied the cook. “Funny they don’t see us!”

A broad stretch of lowly coast lay before the eyes of the men. It was of dunes topped with dark vegetation. The roar
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of the surf was plain, and sometimes they could see the white lip of a wave as it spun up the beach. A tiny house was

blocked out black upon the sky. Southward, the slim lighthouse lifted its little grey length.

Tide, wind, and waves were swinging the dingey northward. “Funny they don’t see us,” said the men.

The surf’s roar was here dulled, but its tone was, nevertheless, thunderous and mighty. As the boat swam over the

great rollers, the men sat listening to this roar. “We’ll swamp sure,” said everybody.

It is fair to say here that there was not a life-saving station within twenty miles in either direction, but the men did not

know this fact, and in consequence they made dark and opprobrious remarks concerning the eyesight of the nation’s

life-savers. Four scowling men sat in the dingey and surpassed records in the invention of epithets.

“Funny they don’t see us.”

The light-heartedness of a former time had completely faded. To their sharpened minds it was easy to conjure

pictures of all kinds of incompetency and blindness and, indeed, cowardice. There was the shore of the populous land,

and it was bitter and bitter to them that from it came no sign.

“Well,” said the captain, ultimately, “I suppose we’ll have to make a try for ourselves. If we stay out here too long, we’ll

none of us have strength left to swim after the boat swamps.”

And so the oiler, who was at the oars, turned the boat straight for the shore. There was a sudden tightening of muscles.

There was some thinking.

“If we don’t all get ashore—” said the captain. “If we don’t all get ashore, I suppose you fellows know where to send

news of my finish?”

They then briefly exchanged some addresses and admonitions. As for the reflections of the men, there was a great deal

of rage in them. Perchance they might be formulated thus: “If I am going to be drowned—if I am going to be drowned—if

I am going to be drowned, why, in the name of the seven mad gods who rule the sea, was I allowed to come thus far

and contemplate sand and trees? Was I brought here merely to have my nose dragged away as I was about to nibble

the sacred cheese of life? It is preposterous. If this old ninny-woman, Fate, cannot do better than this, she should be

deprived of the management of men’s fortunes. She is an old hen who knows not her intention. If she has decided to

drown me, why did she not do it in the beginning and save me all this trouble? The whole affair is absurd…. But no, she

cannot mean to drown me. She dare not drown me. She cannot drown me. Not after all this work.” Afterward the man

might have had an impulse to shake his fist at the clouds: “Just you drown me, now, and then hear what I call you!”

The billows that came at this time were more formidable. They seemed always just about to break and roll over the

little boat in a turmoil of foam. There was a preparatory and long growl in the speech of them. No mind unused to the

sea would have concluded that the dingey could ascend these sheer heights in time. The shore was still afar. The oiler

was a wily surfman. “Boys,” he said swiftly, “she won’t live three minutes more, and we’re too far out to swim. Shall I take

her to sea again, captain?”

“Yes! Go ahead!” said the captain.

This oiler, by a series of quick miracles, and fast and steady oarsmanship, turned the boat in the middle of the surf and

took her safely to sea again.

There was a considerable silence as the boat bumped over the furrowed sea to deeper water. Then somebody in gloom

spoke. “Well, anyhow, they must have seen us from the shore by now.”

The gulls went in slanting flight up the wind toward the grey desolate east. A squall, marked by dingy clouds, and

clouds brick-red, like smoke from a burning building, appeared from the south-east.

“What do you think of those life-saving people? Ain’t they peaches?”

“Funny they haven’t seen us.”

“Maybe they think we’re out here for sport! Maybe they think we’re fishin’. Maybe they think we’re damned fools.”

It was a long afternoon. A changed tide tried to force them southward, but wind and wave said northward. Far ahead,

where coast-line, sea, and sky formed their mighty angle, there were little dots which seemed to indicate a city on the

shore.

“St. Augustine?”

The captain shook his head. “Too near Mosquito Inlet.”

And the oiler rowed, and then the correspondent rowed. Then the oiler rowed. It was a weary business. The human
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back can become the seat of more aches and pains than are registered in books for the composite anatomy of a

regiment. It is a limited area, but it can become the theatre of innumerable muscular conflicts, tangles, wrenches, knots,

and other comforts.

“Did you ever like to row, Billie?” asked the correspondent.

“No,” said the oiler. “Hang it.”

When one exchanged the rowing-seat for a place in the bottom of the boat, he suffered a bodily depression that

caused him to be careless of everything save an obligation to wiggle one finger. There was cold sea-water swashing to

and fro in the boat, and he lay in it. His head, pillowed on a thwart, was within an inch of the swirl of a wave crest,

and sometimes a particularly obstreperous sea came in-board and drenched him once more. But these matters did not

annoy him. It is almost certain that if the boat had capsized he would have tumbled comfortably out upon the ocean as

if he felt sure that it was a great soft mattress.

“Look! There’s a man on the shore!”

“Where?”

“There! See ‘im? See ‘im?”

“Yes, sure! He’s walking along.”

“Now he’s stopped. Look! He’s facing us!”

“He’s waving at us!”

“So he is! By thunder!”

“Ah, now we’re all right! Now we’re all right! There’ll be a boat out here for us in half-an-hour.”

“He’s going on. He’s running. He’s going up to that house there.”

The remote beach seemed lower than the sea, and it required a searching glance to discern the little black figure. The

captain saw a floating stick and they rowed to it. A bath-towel was by some weird chance in the boat, and, tying this on

the stick, the captain waved it. The oarsman did not dare turn his head, so he was obliged to ask questions.

“What’s he doing now?”

“He’s standing still again. He’s looking, I think…. There he goes again. Towards the house…. Now he’s stopped again.”

“Is he waving at us?”

“No, not now! he was, though.”

“Look! There comes another man!”

“He’s running.”

“Look at him go, would you.”

“Why, he’s on a bicycle. Now he’s met the other man. They’re both waving at us. Look!”

“There comes something up the beach.”

“What the devil is that thing?”

“Why, it looks like a boat.”

“Why, certainly it’s a boat.”

“No, it’s on wheels.”

“Yes, so it is. Well, that must be the life-boat. They drag them along shore on a wagon.”

“That’s the life-boat, sure.”

“No, by ——, it’s—it’s an omnibus.”

“I tell you it’s a life-boat.”

“It is not! It’s an omnibus. I can see it plain. See? One of these big hotel omnibuses.”

“By thunder, you’re right. It’s an omnibus, sure as fate. What do you suppose they are doing with an omnibus? Maybe

they are going around collecting the life-crew, hey?”

“That’s it, likely. Look! There’s a fellow waving a little black flag. He’s standing on the steps of the omnibus. There come

those other two fellows. Now they’re all talking together. Look at the fellow with the flag. Maybe he ain’t waving it.”

“That ain’t a flag, is it? That’s his coat. Why certainly, that’s his coat.”

“So it is. It’s his coat. He’s taken it off and is waving it around his head. But would you look at him swing it.”
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“Oh, say, there isn’t any life-saving station there. That’s just a winter resort hotel omnibus that has brought over some

of the boarders to see us drown.”

“What’s that idiot with the coat mean? What’s he signaling, anyhow?”

“It looks as if he were trying to tell us to go north. There must be a life-saving station up there.”

“No! He thinks we’re fishing. Just giving us a merry hand. See? Ah, there, Willie.”

“Well, I wish I could make something out of those signals. What do you suppose he means?”

“He don’t mean anything. He’s just playing.”

“Well, if he’d just signal us to try the surf again, or to go to sea and wait, or go north, or go south, or go to hell—there

would be some reason in it. But look at him. He just stands there and keeps his coat revolving like a wheel. The ass!”

“There come more people.”

“Now there’s quite a mob. Look! Isn’t that a boat?”

“Where? Oh, I see where you mean. No, that’s no boat.”

“That fellow is still waving his coat.”

“He must think we like to see him do that. Why don’t he quit it? It don’t mean anything.”

“I don’t know. I think he is trying to make us go north. It must be that there’s a life-saving station there somewhere.”

“Say, he ain’t tired yet. Look at ‘im wave.”

“Wonder how long he can keep that up. He’s been revolving his coat ever since he caught sight of us. He’s an idiot.

Why aren’t they getting men to bring a boat out? A fishing boat—one of those big yawls—could come out here all right.

Why don’t he do something?”

“Oh, it’s all right, now.”

“They’ll have a boat out here for us in less than no time, now that they’ve seen us.”

A faint yellow tone came into the sky over the low land. The shadows on the sea slowly deepened. The wind bore

coldness with it, and the men began to shiver.

“Holy smoke!” said one, allowing his voice to express his impious mood, “if we keep on monkeying out here! If we’ve

got to flounder out here all night!”

“Oh, we’ll never have to stay here all night! Don’t you worry. They’ve seen us now, and it won’t be long before they’ll

come chasing out after us.”

The shore grew dusky. The man waving a coat blended gradually into this gloom, and it swallowed in the same manner

the omnibus and the group of people. The spray, when it dashed uproariously over the side, made the voyagers shrink

and swear like men who were being branded.

“I’d like to catch the chump who waved the coat. I feel like soaking him one, just for luck.”

“Why? What did he do?”

“Oh, nothing, but then he seemed so damned cheerful.”

In the meantime the oiler rowed, and then the correspondent rowed, and then the oiler rowed. Grey-faced and bowed

forward, they mechanically, turn by turn, plied the leaden oars. The form of the lighthouse had vanished from the

southern horizon, but finally a pale star appeared, just lifting from the sea. The streaked saffron in the west passed

before the all-merging darkness, and the sea to the east was black. The land had vanished, and was expressed only by

the low and drear thunder of the surf.

“If I am going to be drowned—if I am going to be drowned—if I am going to be drowned, why, in the name of the seven

mad gods who rule the sea, was I allowed to come thus far and contemplate sand and trees? Was I brought here merely

to have my nose dragged away as I was about to nibble the sacred cheese of life?”

The patient captain, drooped over the water-jar, was sometimes obliged to speak to the oarsman.

“Keep her head up! Keep her head up!”

“‘Keep her head up,’ sir.” The voices were weary and low.

This was surely a quiet evening. All save the oarsman lay heavily and listlessly in the boat’s bottom. As for him, his

eyes were just capable of noting the tall black waves that swept forward in a most sinister silence, save for an occasional

subdued growl of a crest.
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The cook’s head was on a thwart, and he looked without interest at the water under his nose. He was deep in other

scenes. Finally he spoke. “Billie,” he murmured, dreamfully, “what kind of pie do you like best?”

V

“Pie,” said the oiler and the correspondent, agitatedly. “Don’t talk about those things, blast you!”

“Well,” said the cook, “I was just thinking about ham sandwiches, and——”

A night on the sea in an open boat is a long night. As darkness settled finally, the shine of the light, lifting from the sea

in the south, changed to full gold. On the northern horizon a new light appeared, a small bluish gleam on the edge of the

waters. These two lights were the furniture of the world. Otherwise there was nothing but waves.

Two men huddled in the stern, and distances were so magnificent in the dingey that the rower was enabled to keep

his feet partly warmed by thrusting them under his companions. Their legs indeed extended far under the rowing-seat

until they touched the feet of the captain forward. Sometimes, despite the efforts of the tired oarsman, a wave came

piling into the boat, an icy wave of the night, and the chilling water soaked them anew. They would twist their bodies for

a moment and groan, and sleep the dead sleep once more, while the water in the boat gurgled about them as the craft

rocked.

The plan of the oiler and the correspondent was for one to row until he lost the ability, and then arouse the other from

his sea-water couch in the bottom of the boat.

The oiler plied the oars until his head drooped forward, and the overpowering sleep blinded him. And he rowed yet

afterward. Then he touched a man in the bottom of the boat, and called his name. “Will you spell me for a little while?”

he said, meekly.

“Sure, Billie,” said the correspondent, awakening and dragging himself to a sitting position. They exchanged places

carefully, and the oiler, cuddling down in the sea-water at the cook’s side, seemed to go to sleep instantly.

The particular violence of the sea had ceased. The waves came without snarling. The obligation of the man at the oars

was to keep the boat headed so that the tilt of the rollers would not capsize her, and to preserve her from filling when

the crests rushed past. The black waves were silent and hard to be seen in the darkness. Often one was almost upon the

boat before the oarsman was aware.

In a low voice the correspondent addressed the captain. He was not sure that the captain was awake, although this

iron man seemed to be always awake. “Captain, shall I keep her making for that light north, sir?”

The same steady voice answered him. “Yes. Keep it about two points off the port bow.”

The cook had tied a life-belt around himself in order to get even the warmth which this clumsy cork contrivance could

donate, and he seemed almost stove-like when a rower, whose teeth invariably chattered wildly as soon as he ceased his

labour, dropped down to sleep.

The correspondent, as he rowed, looked down at the two men sleeping under-foot. The cook’s arm was around the

oiler’s shoulders, and, with their fragmentary clothing and haggard faces, they were the babes of the sea, a grotesque

rendering of the old babes in the wood.

Later he must have grown stupid at his work, for suddenly there was a growling of water, and a crest came with a roar

and a swash into the boat, and it was a wonder that it did not set the cook afloat in his life-belt. The cook continued to

sleep, but the oiler sat up, blinking his eyes and shaking with the new cold.

“Oh, I’m awful sorry, Billie,” said the correspondent contritely.

“That’s all right, old boy,” said the oiler, and lay down again and was asleep.

Presently it seemed that even the captain dozed, and the correspondent thought that he was the one man afloat on

all the oceans. The wind had a voice as it came over the waves, and it was sadder than the end.

There was a long, loud swishing astern of the boat, and a gleaming trail of phosphorescence, like blue flame, was

furrowed on the black waters. It might have been made by a monstrous knife.

Then there came a stillness, while the correspondent breathed with the open mouth and looked at the sea.

Suddenly there was another swish and another long flash of bluish light, and this time it was alongside the boat, and

might almost have been reached with an oar. The correspondent saw an enormous fin speed like a shadow through the

water, hurling the crystalline spray and leaving the long glowing trail.

The correspondent looked over his shoulder at the captain. His face was hidden, and he seemed to be asleep. He

The Open Boat by Stephen Crane (1897) | 97



looked at the babes of the sea. They certainly were asleep. So, being bereft of sympathy, he leaned a little way to one

side and swore softly into the sea.

But the thing did not then leave the vicinity of the boat. Ahead or astern, on one side or the other, at intervals long or

short, fled the long sparkling streak, and there was to be heard the whiroo of the dark fin. The speed and power of the

thing was greatly to be admired. It cut the water like a gigantic and keen projectile.

The presence of this biding thing did not affect the man with the same horror that it would if he had been a picnicker.

He simply looked at the sea dully and swore in an undertone.

Nevertheless, it is true that he did not wish to be alone. He wished one of his companions to awaken by chance and

keep him company with it. But the captain hung motionless over the water-jar, and the oiler and the cook in the bottom

of the boat were plunged in slumber.

VI

“If I am going to be drowned—if I am going to be drowned—if I am going to be drowned, why, in the name of the seven

mad gods who rule the sea, was I allowed to come thus far and contemplate sand and trees?”

During this dismal night, it may be remarked that a man would conclude that it was really the intention of the seven

mad gods to drown him, despite the abominable injustice of it. For it was certainly an abominable injustice to drown a

man who had worked so hard, so hard. The man felt it would be a crime most unnatural. Other people had drowned at

sea since galleys swarmed with painted sails, but still——

When it occurs to a man that nature does not regard him as important, and that she feels she would not maim the

universe by disposing of him, he at first wishes to throw bricks at the temple, and he hates deeply the fact that there are

no bricks and no temples. Any visible expression of nature would surely be pelleted with his jeers.

Then, if there be no tangible thing to hoot he feels, perhaps, the desire to confront a personification and indulge in

pleas, bowed to one knee, and with hands supplicant, saying: “Yes, but I love myself.”

A high cold star on a winter’s night is the word he feels that she says to him. Thereafter he knows the pathos of his

situation.

The men in the dingey had not discussed these matters, but each had, no doubt, reflected upon them in silence and

according to his mind. There was seldom any expression upon their faces save the general one of complete weariness.

Speech was devoted to the business of the boat.

To chime the notes of his emotion, a verse mysteriously entered the correspondent’s head. He had even forgotten that

he had forgotten this verse, but it suddenly was in his mind.

“A soldier of the Legion lay dying in Algiers,

There was lack of woman’s nursing, there was dearth of woman’s tears;

But a comrade stood beside him, and he took that comrade’s hand,

And he said: ‘I shall never see my own, my native land.'”

In his childhood, the correspondent had been made acquainted with the fact that a soldier of the Legion lay dying in

Algiers, but he had never regarded the fact as important. Myriads of his school-fellows had informed him of the soldier’s

plight, but the dinning had naturally ended by making him perfectly indifferent. He had never considered it his affair

that a soldier of the Legion lay dying in Algiers, nor had it appeared to him as a matter for sorrow. It was less to him than

the breaking of a pencil’s point.

Now, however, it quaintly came to him as a human, living thing. It was no longer merely a picture of a few throes in the

breast of a poet, meanwhile drinking tea and warming his feet at the grate; it was an actuality—stern, mournful, and fine.

The correspondent plainly saw the soldier. He lay on the sand with his feet out straight and still. While his pale left

hand was upon his chest in an attempt to thwart the going of his life, the blood came between his fingers. In the

far Algerian distance, a city of low square forms was set against a sky that was faint with the last sunset hues. The

correspondent, plying the oars and dreaming of the slow and slower movements of the lips of the soldier, was moved by

a profound and perfectly impersonal comprehension. He was sorry for the soldier of the Legion who lay dying in Algiers.

The thing which had followed the boat and waited, had evidently grown bored at the delay. There was no longer to

be heard the slash of the cut-water, and there was no longer the flame of the long trail. The light in the north still

glimmered, but it was apparently no nearer to the boat. Sometimes the boom of the surf rang in the correspondent’s
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ears, and he turned the craft seaward then and rowed harder. Southward, some one had evidently built a watch-fire on

the beach. It was too low and too far to be seen, but it made a shimmering, roseate reflection upon the bluff back of it,

and this could be discerned from the boat. The wind came stronger, and sometimes a wave suddenly raged out like a

mountain-cat, and there was to be seen the sheen and sparkle of a broken crest.

The captain, in the bow, moved on his water-jar and sat erect. “Pretty long night,” he observed to the correspondent.

He looked at the shore. “Those life-saving people take their time.”

“Did you see that shark playing around?”

“Yes, I saw him. He was a big fellow, all right.”

“Wish I had known you were awake.”

Later the correspondent spoke into the bottom of the boat.

“Billie!” There was a slow and gradual disentanglement. “Billie, will you spell me?”

“Sure,” said the oiler.

As soon as the correspondent touched the cold comfortable sea-water in the bottom of the boat, and had huddled

close to the cook’s life-belt he was deep in sleep, despite the fact that his teeth played all the popular airs. This sleep

was so good to him that it was but a moment before he heard a voice call his name in a tone that demonstrated the last

stages of exhaustion. “Will you spell me?”

“Sure, Billie.”

The light in the north had mysteriously vanished, but the correspondent took his course from the wide-awake captain.

Later in the night they took the boat farther out to sea, and the captain directed the cook to take one oar at the stern

and keep the boat facing the seas. He was to call out if he should hear the thunder of the surf. This plan enabled the oiler

and the correspondent to get respite together. “We’ll give those boys a chance to get into shape again,” said the captain.

They curled down and, after a few preliminary chatterings and trembles, slept once more the dead sleep. Neither knew

they had bequeathed to the cook the company of another shark, or perhaps the same shark.

As the boat caroused on the waves, spray occasionally bumped over the side and gave them a fresh soaking, but this

had no power to break their repose. The ominous slash of the wind and the water affected them as it would have affected

mummies.

“Boys,” said the cook, with the notes of every reluctance in his voice, “she’s drifted in pretty close. I guess one of you

had better take her to sea again.” The correspondent, aroused, heard the crash of the toppled crests.

As he was rowing, the captain gave him some whisky-and-water, and this steadied the chills out of him. “If I ever get

ashore and anybody shows me even a photograph of an oar——”

At last there was a short conversation.

“Billie…. Billie, will you spell me?”

“Sure,” said the oiler.

VII

When the correspondent again opened his eyes, the sea and the sky were each of the grey hue of the dawning. Later,

carmine and gold was painted upon the waters. The morning appeared finally, in its splendour, with a sky of pure blue,

and the sunlight flamed on the tips of the waves.

On the distant dunes were set many little black cottages, and a tall white windmill reared above them. No man, nor

dog, nor bicycle appeared on the beach. The cottages might have formed a deserted village.

The voyagers scanned the shore. A conference was held in the boat. “Well,” said the captain, “if no help is coming we

might better try a run through the surf right away. If we stay out here much longer we will be too weak to do anything for

ourselves at all.” The others silently acquiesced in this reasoning. The boat was headed for the beach. The correspondent

wondered if none ever ascended the tall wind-tower, and if then they never looked seaward. This tower was a giant,

standing with its back to the plight of the ants. It represented in a degree, to the correspondent, the serenity of nature

amid the struggles of the individual—nature in the wind, and nature in the vision of men. She did not seem cruel to

him then, nor beneficent, nor treacherous, nor wise. But she was indifferent, flatly indifferent. It is, perhaps, plausible

that a man in this situation, impressed with the unconcern of the universe, should see the innumerable flaws of his life,

and have them taste wickedly in his mind and wish for another chance. A distinction between right and wrong seems
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absurdly clear to him, then, in this new ignorance of the grave-edge, and he understands that if he were given another

opportunity he would mend his conduct and his words, and be better and brighter during an introduction or at a tea.

“Now, boys,” said the captain, “she is going to swamp, sure. All we can do is to work her in as far as possible, and then

when she swamps, pile out and scramble for the beach. Keep cool now, and don’t jump until she swamps sure.”

The oiler took the oars. Over his shoulders he scanned the surf. “Captain,” he said, “I think I’d better bring her about,

and keep her head-on to the seas and back her in.”

“All right, Billie,” said the captain. “Back her in.” The oiler swung the boat then and, seated in the stern, the cook and

the correspondent were obliged to look over their shoulders to contemplate the lonely and indifferent shore.

The monstrous in-shore rollers heaved the boat high until the men were again enabled to see the white sheets of

water scudding up the slanted beach. “We won’t get in very close,” said the captain. Each time a man could wrest

his attention from the rollers, he turned his glance toward the shore, and in the expression of the eyes during this

contemplation there was a singular quality. The correspondent, observing the others, knew that they were not afraid,

but the full meaning of their glances was shrouded.

As for himself, he was too tired to grapple fundamentally with the fact. He tried to coerce his mind into thinking of it,

but the mind was dominated at this time by the muscles, and the muscles said they did not care. It merely occurred to

him that if he should drown it would be a shame.

There were no hurried words, no pallor, no plain agitation. The men simply looked at the shore. “Now, remember to

get well clear of the boat when you jump,” said the captain.

Seaward the crest of a roller suddenly fell with a thunderous crash, and the long white comber came roaring down

upon the boat.

“Steady now,” said the captain. The men were silent. They turned their eyes from the shore to the comber and waited.

The boat slid up the incline, leaped at the furious top, bounced over it, and swung down the long back of the wave. Some

water had been shipped and the cook bailed it out.

But the next crest crashed also. The tumbling boiling flood of white water caught the boat and whirled it almost

perpendicular. Water swarmed in from all sides. The correspondent had his hands on the gunwale at this time, and when

the water entered at that place he swiftly withdrew his fingers, as if he objected to wetting them.

The little boat, drunken with this weight of water, reeled and snuggled deeper into the sea.

“Bail her out, cook! Bail her out,” said the captain.

“All right, captain,” said the cook.

“Now, boys, the next one will do for us, sure,” said the oiler. “Mind to jump clear of the boat.”

The third wave moved forward, huge, furious, implacable. It fairly swallowed the dingey, and almost simultaneously

the men tumbled into the sea. A piece of life-belt had lain in the bottom of the boat, and as the correspondent went

overboard he held this to his chest with his left hand.

The January water was icy, and he reflected immediately that it was colder than he had expected to find it off the

coast of Florida. This appeared to his dazed mind as a fact important enough to be noted at the time. The coldness of

the water was sad; it was tragic. This fact was somehow so mixed and confused with his opinion of his own situation

that it seemed almost a proper reason for tears. The water was cold.

When he came to the surface he was conscious of little but the noisy water. Afterward he saw his companions in the

sea. The oiler was ahead in the race. He was swimming strongly and rapidly. Off to the correspondent’s left, the cook’s

great white and corked back bulged out of the water, and in the rear the captain was hanging with his one good hand to

the keel of the overturned dingey.

There is a certain immovable quality to a shore, and the correspondent wondered at it amid the confusion of the sea.

It seemed also very attractive, but the correspondent knew that it was a long journey, and he paddled leisurely. The

piece of life-preserver lay under him, and sometimes he whirled down the incline of a wave as if he were on a hand-sled.

But finally he arrived at a place in the sea where travel was beset with difficulty. He did not pause swimming to inquire

what manner of current had caught him, but there his progress ceased. The shore was set before him like a bit of scenery

on a stage, and he looked at it and understood with his eyes each detail of it.
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As the cook passed, much farther to the left, the captain was calling to him, “Turn over on your back, cook! Turn over

on your back and use the oar.”

“All right, sir.” The cook turned on his back, and, paddling with an oar, went ahead as if he were a canoe.

Presently the boat also passed to the left of the correspondent with the captain clinging with one hand to the keel. He

would have appeared like a man raising himself to look over a board fence, if it were not for the extraordinary gymnastics

of the boat. The correspondent marvelled that the captain could still hold to it.

They passed on, nearer to shore—the oiler, the cook, the captain—and following them went the water-jar, bouncing

gaily over the seas.

The correspondent remained in the grip of this strange new enemy—a current. The shore, with its white slope of sand

and its green bluff, topped with little silent cottages, was spread like a picture before him. It was very near to him then,

but he was impressed as one who in a gallery looks at a scene from Brittany or Holland.

He thought: “I am going to drown? Can it be possible? Can it be possible? Can it be possible?” Perhaps an individual

must consider his own death to be the final phenomenon of nature.

But later a wave perhaps whirled him out of this small deadly current, for he found suddenly that he could again make

progress toward the shore. Later still, he was aware that the captain, clinging with one hand to the keel of the dingey,

had his face turned away from the shore and toward him, and was calling his name. “Come to the boat! Come to the

boat!”

In his struggle to reach the captain and the boat, he reflected that when one gets properly wearied, drowning must

really be a comfortable arrangement, a cessation of hostilities accompanied by a large degree of relief, and he was glad

of it, for the main thing in his mind for some moments had been horror of the temporary agony. He did not wish to be

hurt.

Presently he saw a man running along the shore. He was undressing with most remarkable speed. Coat, trousers, shirt,

everything flew magically off him.

“Come to the boat,” called the captain.

“All right, captain.” As the correspondent paddled, he saw the captain let himself down to bottom and leave the boat.

Then the correspondent performed his one little marvel of the voyage. A large wave caught him and flung him with ease

and supreme speed completely over the boat and far beyond it. It struck him even then as an event in gymnastics, and a

true miracle of the sea. An overturned boat in the surf is not a plaything to a swimming man.

The correspondent arrived in water that reached only to his waist, but his condition did not enable him to stand for

more than a moment. Each wave knocked him into a heap, and the under-tow pulled at him.

Then he saw the man who had been running and undressing, and undressing and running, come bounding into the

water. He dragged ashore the cook, and then waded towards the captain, but the captain waved him away, and sent him

to the correspondent. He was naked, naked as a tree in winter, but a halo was about his head, and he shone like a saint.

He gave a strong pull, and a long drag, and a bully heave at the correspondent’s hand. The correspondent, schooled in

the minor formulæ, said: “Thanks, old man.” But suddenly the man cried: “What’s that?” He pointed a swift finger. The

correspondent said: “Go.”

In the shallows, face downward, lay the oiler. His forehead touched sand that was periodically, between each wave,

clear of the sea.

The correspondent did not know all that transpired afterward. When he achieved safe ground he fell, striking the sand

with each particular part of his body. It was as if he had dropped from a roof, but the thud was grateful to him.

It seems that instantly the beach was populated with men with blankets, clothes, and flasks, and women with coffee-

pots and all the remedies sacred to their minds. The welcome of the land to the men from the sea was warm and

generous, but a still and dripping shape was carried slowly up the beach, and the land’s welcome for it could only be the

different and sinister hospitality of the grave.

When it came night, the white waves paced to and fro in the moonlight, and the wind brought the sound of the great

sea’s voice to the men on shore, and they felt that they could then be interpreters.
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Discussion Questions

1. Research the author. How do the author’s life experiences connect with the story?

2. How does setting affect character development?

3. What is the main conflict in the story?

Text Attributions

• “The Open Boat” by Stephen Crane is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada and the United States.
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11. To Build a Fire by Jack London (1902)

“The most beautiful stories always start with wreckage.”

— Jack London

Day had broken cold and grey, exceedingly cold and grey, when the man turned aside from the main Yukon trail and

climbed the high earth- bank, where a dim and little-travelled trail led eastward through the fat spruce timberland. It

was a steep bank, and he paused for breath at the top, excusing the act to himself by looking at his watch. It was nine

o’clock. There was no sun nor hint of sun, though there was not a cloud in the sky. It was a clear day, and yet there

seemed an intangible pall over the face of things, a subtle gloom that made the day dark, and that was due to the absence

of sun. This fact did not worry the man. He was used to the lack of sun. It had been days since he had seen the sun, and

he knew that a few more days must pass before that cheerful orb, due south, would just peep above the sky- line and

dip immediately from view.

The man flung a look back along the way he had come. The Yukon lay a mile wide and hidden under three feet of ice.

On top of this ice were as many feet of snow. It was all pure white, rolling in gentle undulations where the ice-jams of

the freeze-up had formed. North and south, as far as his eye could see, it was unbroken white, save for a dark hair-line

that curved and twisted from around the spruce- covered island to the south, and that curved and twisted away into the

north, where it disappeared behind another spruce-covered island. This dark hair-line was the trail–the main trail–that

led south five hundred miles to the Chilcoot Pass, Dyea, and salt water; and that led north seventy miles to Dawson, and

still on to the north a thousand miles to Nulato, and finally to St. Michael on Bering Sea, a thousand miles and half a

thousand more.

But all this–the mysterious, far-reaching hairline trail, the absence of sun from the sky, the tremendous cold, and

the strangeness and weirdness of it all–made no impression on the man. It was not because he was long used to it. He

was a new-comer in the land, a chechaquo, and this was his first winter. The trouble with him was that he was without

imagination. He was quick and alert in the things of life, but only in the things, and not in the significances. Fifty degrees

below zero meant eighty odd degrees of frost. Such fact impressed him as being cold and uncomfortable, and that was

all. It did not lead him to meditate upon his frailty as a creature of temperature, and upon man’s frailty in general, able

only to live within certain narrow limits of heat and cold; and from there on it did not lead him to the conjectural field

of immortality and man’s place in the universe. Fifty degrees below zero stood for a bite of frost that hurt and that must

be guarded against by the use of mittens, ear-flaps, warm moccasins, and thick socks. Fifty degrees below zero was to

him just precisely fifty degrees below zero. That there should be anything more to it than that was a thought that never

entered his head.

As he turned to go on, he spat speculatively. There was a sharp, explosive crackle that startled him. He spat again.

And again, in the air, before it could fall to the snow, the spittle crackled. He knew that at fifty below spittle crackled

on the snow, but this spittle had crackled in the air. Undoubtedly it was colder than fifty below–how much colder he

did not know. But the temperature did not matter. He was bound for the old claim on the left fork of Henderson Creek,

where the boys were already. They had come over across the divide from the Indian Creek country, while he had come

the roundabout way to take a look at the possibilities of getting out logs in the spring from the islands in the Yukon. He

would be in to camp by six o’clock; a bit after dark, it was true, but the boys would be there, a fire would be going, and a

hot supper would be ready. As for lunch, he pressed his hand against the protruding bundle under his jacket. It was also

under his shirt, wrapped up in a handkerchief and lying against the naked skin. It was the only way to keep the biscuits

from freezing. He smiled agreeably to himself as he thought of those biscuits, each cut open and sopped in bacon grease,

and each enclosing a generous slice of fried bacon.

He plunged in among the big spruce trees. The trail was faint. A foot of snow had fallen since the last sled had passed
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over, and he was glad he was without a sled, travelling light. In fact, he carried nothing but the lunch wrapped in the

handkerchief. He was surprised, however, at the cold. It certainly was cold, he concluded, as he rubbed his numbed nose

and cheek-bones with his mittened hand. He was a warm-whiskered man, but the hair on his face did not protect the

high cheek-bones and the eager nose that thrust itself aggressively into the frosty air.

At the man’s heels trotted a dog, a big native husky, the proper wolf-dog, grey-coated and without any visible or

temperamental difference from its brother, the wild wolf. The animal was depressed by the tremendous cold. It knew

that it was no time for travelling. Its instinct told it a truer tale than was told to the man by the man’s judgment. In reality,

it was not merely colder than fifty below zero; it was colder than sixty below, than seventy below. It was seventy-five

below zero. Since the freezing-point is thirty-two above zero, it meant that one hundred and seven degrees of frost

obtained. The dog did not know anything about thermometers. Possibly in its brain there was no sharp consciousness

of a condition of very cold such as was in the man’s brain. But the brute had its instinct. It experienced a vague but

menacing apprehension that subdued it and made it slink along at the man’s heels, and that made it question eagerly

every unwonted movement of the man as if expecting him to go into camp or to seek shelter somewhere and build a fire.

The dog had learned fire, and it wanted fire, or else to burrow under the snow and cuddle its warmth away from the air.

The frozen moisture of its breathing had settled on its fur in a fine powder of frost, and especially were its jowls,

muzzle, and eyelashes whitened by its crystalled breath. The man’s red beard and moustache were likewise frosted, but

more solidly, the deposit taking the form of ice and increasing with every warm, moist breath he exhaled. Also, the man

was chewing tobacco, and the muzzle of ice held his lips so rigidly that he was unable to clear his chin when he expelled

the juice. The result was that a crystal beard of the colour and solidity of amber was increasing its length on his chin.

If he fell down it would shatter itself, like glass, into brittle fragments. But he did not mind the appendage. It was the

penalty all tobacco- chewers paid in that country, and he had been out before in two cold snaps. They had not been so

cold as this, he knew, but by the spirit thermometer at Sixty Mile he knew they had been registered at fifty below and at

fifty-five.

He held on through the level stretch of woods for several miles, crossed a wide flat of nigger-heads, and dropped

down a bank to the frozen bed of a small stream. This was Henderson Creek, and he knew he was ten miles from the

forks. He looked at his watch. It was ten o’clock. He was making four miles an hour, and he calculated that he would

arrive at the forks at half-past twelve. He decided to celebrate that event by eating his lunch there.

The dog dropped in again at his heels, with a tail drooping discouragement, as the man swung along the creek-bed.

The furrow of the old sled-trail was plainly visible, but a dozen inches of snow covered the marks of the last runners. In a

month no man had come up or down that silent creek. The man held steadily on. He was not much given to thinking, and

just then particularly he had nothing to think about save that he would eat lunch at the forks and that at six o’clock he

would be in camp with the boys. There was nobody to talk to and, had there been, speech would have been impossible

because of the ice-muzzle on his mouth. So he continued monotonously to chew tobacco and to increase the length of

his amber beard.

Once in a while the thought reiterated itself that it was very cold and that he had never experienced such cold. As he

walked along he rubbed his cheek-bones and nose with the back of his mittened hand. He did this automatically, now

and again changing hands. But rub as he would, the instant he stopped his cheek-bones went numb, and the following

instant the end of his nose went numb. He was sure to frost his cheeks; he knew that, and experienced a pang of regret

that he had not devised a nose-strap of the sort Bud wore in cold snaps. Such a strap passed across the cheeks, as well,

and saved them. But it didn’t matter much, after all. What were frosted cheeks? A bit painful, that was all; they were

never serious.

Empty as the man’s mind was of thoughts, he was keenly observant, and he noticed the changes in the creek, the

curves and bends and timber- jams, and always he sharply noted where he placed his feet. Once, coming around a bend,

he shied abruptly, like a startled horse, curved away from the place where he had been walking, and retreated several

paces back along the trail. The creek he knew was frozen clear to the bottom–no creek could contain water in that arctic

winter–but he knew also that there were springs that bubbled out from the hillsides and ran along under the snow and

on top the ice of the creek. He knew that the coldest snaps never froze these springs, and he knew likewise their danger.

They were traps. They hid pools of water under the snow that might be three inches deep, or three feet. Sometimes a
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skin of ice half an inch thick covered them, and in turn was covered by the snow. Sometimes there were alternate layers

of water and ice-skin, so that when one broke through he kept on breaking through for a while, sometimes wetting

himself to the waist.

That was why he had shied in such panic. He had felt the give under his feet and heard the crackle of a snow-hidden

ice-skin. And to get his feet wet in such a temperature meant trouble and danger. At the very least it meant delay, for he

would be forced to stop and build a fire, and under its protection to bare his feet while he dried his socks and moccasins.

He stood and studied the creek-bed and its banks, and decided that the flow of water came from the right. He reflected

awhile, rubbing his nose and cheeks, then skirted to the left, stepping gingerly and testing the footing for each step.

Once clear of the danger, he took a fresh chew of tobacco and swung along at his four-mile gait.

In the course of the next two hours he came upon several similar traps. Usually the snow above the hidden pools had a

sunken, candied appearance that advertised the danger. Once again, however, he had a close call; and once, suspecting

danger, he compelled the dog to go on in front. The dog did not want to go. It hung back until the man shoved it forward,

and then it went quickly across the white, unbroken surface. Suddenly it broke through, floundered to one side, and got

away to firmer footing. It had wet its forefeet and legs, and almost immediately the water that clung to it turned to ice.

It made quick efforts to lick the ice off its legs, then dropped down in the snow and began to bite out the ice that had

formed between the toes. This was a matter of instinct. To permit the ice to remain would mean sore feet. It did not

know this. It merely obeyed the mysterious prompting that arose from the deep crypts of its being. But the man knew,

having achieved a judgment on the subject, and he removed the mitten from his right hand and helped tear out the ice-

particles. He did not expose his fingers more than a minute, and was astonished at the swift numbness that smote them.

It certainly was cold. He pulled on the mitten hastily, and beat the hand savagely across his chest.

At twelve o’clock the day was at its brightest. Yet the sun was too far south on its winter journey to clear the horizon.

The bulge of the earth intervened between it and Henderson Creek, where the man walked under a clear sky at noon and

cast no shadow. At half-past twelve, to the minute, he arrived at the forks of the creek. He was pleased at the speed he

had made. If he kept it up, he would certainly be with the boys by six. He unbuttoned his jacket and shirt and drew forth

his lunch. The action consumed no more than a quarter of a minute, yet in that brief moment the numbness laid hold of

the exposed fingers. He did not put the mitten on, but, instead, struck the fingers a dozen sharp smashes against his leg.

Then he sat down on a snow-covered log to eat. The sting that followed upon the striking of his fingers against his leg

ceased so quickly that he was startled, he had had no chance to take a bite of biscuit. He struck the fingers repeatedly

and returned them to the mitten, baring the other hand for the purpose of eating. He tried to take a mouthful, but the

ice-muzzle prevented. He had forgotten to build a fire and thaw out. He chuckled at his foolishness, and as he chuckled

he noted the numbness creeping into the exposed fingers. Also, he noted that the stinging which had first come to his

toes when he sat down was already passing away. He wondered whether the toes were warm or numbed. He moved

them inside the moccasins and decided that they were numbed.

He pulled the mitten on hurriedly and stood up. He was a bit frightened. He stamped up and down until the stinging

returned into the feet. It certainly was cold, was his thought. That man from Sulphur Creek had spoken the truth when

telling how cold it sometimes got in the country. And he had laughed at him at the time! That showed one must not be

too sure of things. There was no mistake about it, it was cold. He strode up and down, stamping his feet and threshing

his arms, until reassured by the returning warmth. Then he got out matches and proceeded to make a fire. From the

undergrowth, where high water of the previous spring had lodged a supply of seasoned twigs, he got his firewood.

Working carefully from a small beginning, he soon had a roaring fire, over which he thawed the ice from his face and in

the protection of which he ate his biscuits. For the moment the cold of space was outwitted. The dog took satisfaction

in the fire, stretching out close enough for warmth and far enough away to escape being singed.

When the man had finished, he filled his pipe and took his comfortable time over a smoke. Then he pulled on his

mittens, settled the ear-flaps of his cap firmly about his ears, and took the creek trail up the left fork. The dog was

disappointed and yearned back toward the fire. This man did not know cold. Possibly all the generations of his ancestry

had been ignorant of cold, of real cold, of cold one hundred and seven degrees below freezing-point. But the dog knew;

all its ancestry knew, and it had inherited the knowledge. And it knew that it was not good to walk abroad in such fearful

cold. It was the time to lie snug in a hole in the snow and wait for a curtain of cloud to be drawn across the face of

To Build a Fire by Jack London (1902) | 105



outer space whence this cold came. On the other hand, there was keen intimacy between the dog and the man. The

one was the toil-slave of the other, and the only caresses it had ever received were the caresses of the whip- lash and

of harsh and menacing throat-sounds that threatened the whip-lash. So the dog made no effort to communicate its

apprehension to the man. It was not concerned in the welfare of the man; it was for its own sake that it yearned back

toward the fire. But the man whistled, and spoke to it with the sound of whip-lashes, and the dog swung in at the man’s

heels and followed after.

The man took a chew of tobacco and proceeded to start a new amber beard. Also, his moist breath quickly powdered

with white his moustache, eyebrows, and lashes. There did not seem to be so many springs on the left fork of the

Henderson, and for half an hour the man saw no signs of any. And then it happened. At a place where there were no

signs, where the soft, unbroken snow seemed to advertise solidity beneath, the man broke through. It was not deep. He

wetted himself half-way to the knees before he floundered out to the firm crust.

He was angry, and cursed his luck aloud. He had hoped to get into camp with the boys at six o’clock, and this

would delay him an hour, for he would have to build a fire and dry out his foot-gear. This was imperative at that low

temperature–he knew that much; and he turned aside to the bank, which he climbed. On top, tangled in the underbrush

about the trunks of several small spruce trees, was a high-water deposit of dry firewood–sticks and twigs principally, but

also larger portions of seasoned branches and fine, dry, last-year’s grasses. He threw down several large pieces on top

of the snow. This served for a foundation and prevented the young flame from drowning itself in the snow it otherwise

would melt. The flame he got by touching a match to a small shred of birch-bark that he took from his pocket. This

burned even more readily than paper. Placing it on the foundation, he fed the young flame with wisps of dry grass and

with the tiniest dry twigs.

He worked slowly and carefully, keenly aware of his danger. Gradually, as the flame grew stronger, he increased the

size of the twigs with which he fed it. He squatted in the snow, pulling the twigs out from their entanglement in the

brush and feeding directly to the flame. He knew there must be no failure. When it is seventy- five below zero, a man

must not fail in his first attempt to build a fire–that is, if his feet are wet. If his feet are dry, and he fails, he can run along

the trail for half a mile and restore his circulation. But the circulation of wet and freezing feet cannot be restored by

running when it is seventy-five below. No matter how fast he runs, the wet feet will freeze the harder.

All this the man knew. The old-timer on Sulphur Creek had told him about it the previous fall, and now he was

appreciating the advice. Already all sensation had gone out of his feet. To build the fire he had been forced to remove his

mittens, and the fingers had quickly gone numb. His pace of four miles an hour had kept his heart pumping blood to the

surface of his body and to all the extremities. But the instant he stopped, the action of the pump eased down. The cold

of space smote the unprotected tip of the planet, and he, being on that unprotected tip, received the full force of the

blow. The blood of his body recoiled before it. The blood was alive, like the dog, and like the dog it wanted to hide away

and cover itself up from the fearful cold. So long as he walked four miles an hour, he pumped that blood, willy-nilly, to

the surface; but now it ebbed away and sank down into the recesses of his body. The extremities were the first to feel

its absence. His wet feet froze the faster, and his exposed fingers numbed the faster, though they had not yet begun to

freeze. Nose and cheeks were already freezing, while the skin of all his body chilled as it lost its blood.

But he was safe. Toes and nose and cheeks would be only touched by the frost, for the fire was beginning to burn with

strength. He was feeding it with twigs the size of his finger. In another minute he would be able to feed it with branches

the size of his wrist, and then he could remove his wet foot-gear, and, while it dried, he could keep his naked feet warm

by the fire, rubbing them at first, of course, with snow. The fire was a success. He was safe. He remembered the advice

of the old-timer on Sulphur Creek, and smiled. The old-timer had been very serious in laying down the law that no man

must travel alone in the Klondike after fifty below. Well, here he was; he had had the accident; he was alone; and he had

saved himself. Those old-timers were rather womanish, some of them, he thought. All a man had to do was to keep his

head, and he was all right. Any man who was a man could travel alone. But it was surprising, the rapidity with which

his cheeks and nose were freezing. And he had not thought his fingers could go lifeless in so short a time. Lifeless they

were, for he could scarcely make them move together to grip a twig, and they seemed remote from his body and from

him. When he touched a twig, he had to look and see whether or not he had hold of it. The wires were pretty well down

between him and his finger-ends.
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All of which counted for little. There was the fire, snapping and crackling and promising life with every dancing flame.

He started to untie his moccasins. They were coated with ice; the thick German socks were like sheaths of iron half-way

to the knees; and the mocassin strings were like rods of steel all twisted and knotted as by some conflagration. For a

moment he tugged with his numbed fingers, then, realizing the folly of it, he drew his sheath-knife.

But before he could cut the strings, it happened. It was his own fault or, rather, his mistake. He should not have built

the fire under the spruce tree. He should have built it in the open. But it had been easier to pull the twigs from the brush

and drop them directly on the fire. Now the tree under which he had done this carried a weight of snow on its boughs.

No wind had blown for weeks, and each bough was fully freighted. Each time he had pulled a twig he had communicated

a slight agitation to the tree–an imperceptible agitation, so far as he was concerned, but an agitation sufficient to bring

about the disaster. High up in the tree one bough capsized its load of snow. This fell on the boughs beneath, capsizing

them. This process continued, spreading out and involving the whole tree. It grew like an avalanche, and it descended

without warning upon the man and the fire, and the fire was blotted out! Where it had burned was a mantle of fresh and

disordered snow.

The man was shocked. It was as though he had just heard his own sentence of death. For a moment he sat and stared

at the spot where the fire had been. Then he grew very calm. Perhaps the old-timer on Sulphur Creek was right. If he

had only had a trail-mate he would have been in no danger now. The trail-mate could have built the fire. Well, it was up

to him to build the fire over again, and this second time there must be no failure. Even if he succeeded, he would most

likely lose some toes. His feet must be badly frozen by now, and there would be some time before the second fire was

ready.

Such were his thoughts, but he did not sit and think them. He was busy all the time they were passing through his

mind, he made a new foundation for a fire, this time in the open; where no treacherous tree could blot it out. Next, he

gathered dry grasses and tiny twigs from the high-water flotsam. He could not bring his fingers together to pull them

out, but he was able to gather them by the handful. In this way he got many rotten twigs and bits of green moss that were

undesirable, but it was the best he could do. He worked methodically, even collecting an armful of the larger branches

to be used later when the fire gathered strength. And all the while the dog sat and watched him, a certain yearning

wistfulness in its eyes, for it looked upon him as the fire-provider, and the fire was slow in coming.

When all was ready, the man reached in his pocket for a second piece of birch-bark. He knew the bark was there,

and, though he could not feel it with his fingers, he could hear its crisp rustling as he fumbled for it. Try as he would,

he could not clutch hold of it. And all the time, in his consciousness, was the knowledge that each instant his feet were

freezing. This thought tended to put him in a panic, but he fought against it and kept calm. He pulled on his mittens

with his teeth, and threshed his arms back and forth, beating his hands with all his might against his sides. He did this

sitting down, and he stood up to do it; and all the while the dog sat in the snow, its wolf-brush of a tail curled around

warmly over its forefeet, its sharp wolf-ears pricked forward intently as it watched the man. And the man as he beat and

threshed with his arms and hands, felt a great surge of envy as he regarded the creature that was warm and secure in its

natural covering.

After a time he was aware of the first far-away signals of sensation in his beaten fingers. The faint tingling grew

stronger till it evolved into a stinging ache that was excruciating, but which the man hailed with satisfaction. He stripped

the mitten from his right hand and fetched forth the birch-bark. The exposed fingers were quickly going numb again.

Next he brought out his bunch of sulphur matches. But the tremendous cold had already driven the life out of his fingers.

In his effort to separate one match from the others, the whole bunch fell in the snow. He tried to pick it out of the snow,

but failed. The dead fingers could neither touch nor clutch. He was very careful. He drove the thought of his freezing

feet; and nose, and cheeks, out of his mind, devoting his whole soul to the matches. He watched, using the sense of

vision in place of that of touch, and when he saw his fingers on each side the bunch, he closed them–that is, he willed

to close them, for the wires were drawn, and the fingers did not obey. He pulled the mitten on the right hand, and beat

it fiercely against his knee. Then, with both mittened hands, he scooped the bunch of matches, along with much snow,

into his lap. Yet he was no better off.

After some manipulation he managed to get the bunch between the heels of his mittened hands. In this fashion he

carried it to his mouth. The ice crackled and snapped when by a violent effort he opened his mouth. He drew the lower
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jaw in, curled the upper lip out of the way, and scraped the bunch with his upper teeth in order to separate a match. He

succeeded in getting one, which he dropped on his lap. He was no better off. He could not pick it up. Then he devised a

way. He picked it up in his teeth and scratched it on his leg. Twenty times he scratched before he succeeded in lighting

it. As it flamed he held it with his teeth to the birch-bark. But the burning brimstone went up his nostrils and into his

lungs, causing him to cough spasmodically. The match fell into the snow and went out.

The old-timer on Sulphur Creek was right, he thought in the moment of controlled despair that ensued: after fifty

below, a man should travel with a partner. He beat his hands, but failed in exciting any sensation. Suddenly he bared both

hands, removing the mittens with his teeth. He caught the whole bunch between the heels of his hands. His arm-muscles

not being frozen enabled him to press the hand-heels tightly against the matches. Then he scratched the bunch along

his leg. It flared into flame, seventy sulphur matches at once! There was no wind to blow them out. He kept his head

to one side to escape the strangling fumes, and held the blazing bunch to the birch-bark. As he so held it, he became

aware of sensation in his hand. His flesh was burning. He could smell it. Deep down below the surface he could feel it.

The sensation developed into pain that grew acute. And still he endured it, holding the flame of the matches clumsily to

the bark that would not light readily because his own burning hands were in the way, absorbing most of the flame.

At last, when he could endure no more, he jerked his hands apart. The blazing matches fell sizzling into the snow, but

the birch-bark was alight. He began laying dry grasses and the tiniest twigs on the flame. He could not pick and choose,

for he had to lift the fuel between the heels of his hands. Small pieces of rotten wood and green moss clung to the twigs,

and he bit them off as well as he could with his teeth. He cherished the flame carefully and awkwardly. It meant life, and

it must not perish. The withdrawal of blood from the surface of his body now made him begin to shiver, and he grew

more awkward. A large piece of green moss fell squarely on the little fire. He tried to poke it out with his fingers, but

his shivering frame made him poke too far, and he disrupted the nucleus of the little fire, the burning grasses and tiny

twigs separating and scattering. He tried to poke them together again, but in spite of the tenseness of the effort, his

shivering got away with him, and the twigs were hopelessly scattered. Each twig gushed a puff of smoke and went out.

The fire-provider had failed. As he looked apathetically about him, his eyes chanced on the dog, sitting across the ruins

of the fire from him, in the snow, making restless, hunching movements, slightly lifting one forefoot and then the other,

shifting its weight back and forth on them with wistful eagerness.

The sight of the dog put a wild idea into his head. He remembered the tale of the man, caught in a blizzard, who killed

a steer and crawled inside the carcass, and so was saved. He would kill the dog and bury his hands in the warm body

until the numbness went out of them. Then he could build another fire. He spoke to the dog, calling it to him; but in

his voice was a strange note of fear that frightened the animal, who had never known the man to speak in such way

before. Something was the matter, and its suspicious nature sensed danger,–it knew not what danger but somewhere,

somehow, in its brain arose an apprehension of the man. It flattened its ears down at the sound of the man’s voice, and

its restless, hunching movements and the liftings and shiftings of its forefeet became more pronounced but it would

not come to the man. He got on his hands and knees and crawled toward the dog. This unusual posture again excited

suspicion, and the animal sidled mincingly away.

The man sat up in the snow for a moment and struggled for calmness. Then he pulled on his mittens, by means of

his teeth, and got upon his feet. He glanced down at first in order to assure himself that he was really standing up, for

the absence of sensation in his feet left him unrelated to the earth. His erect position in itself started to drive the webs

of suspicion from the dog’s mind; and when he spoke peremptorily, with the sound of whip-lashes in his voice, the dog

rendered its customary allegiance and came to him. As it came within reaching distance, the man lost his control. His

arms flashed out to the dog, and he experienced genuine surprise when he discovered that his hands could not clutch,

that there was neither bend nor feeling in the lingers. He had forgotten for the moment that they were frozen and that

they were freezing more and more. All this happened quickly, and before the animal could get away, he encircled its body

with his arms. He sat down in the snow, and in this fashion held the dog, while it snarled and whined and struggled.

But it was all he could do, hold its body encircled in his arms and sit there. He realized that he could not kill the dog.

There was no way to do it. With his helpless hands he could neither draw nor hold his sheath-knife nor throttle the

animal. He released it, and it plunged wildly away, with tail between its legs, and still snarling. It halted forty feet away

and surveyed him curiously, with ears sharply pricked forward. The man looked down at his hands in order to locate
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them, and found them hanging on the ends of his arms. It struck him as curious that one should have to use his eyes in

order to find out where his hands were. He began threshing his arms back and forth, beating the mittened hands against

his sides. He did this for five minutes, violently, and his heart pumped enough blood up to the surface to put a stop to

his shivering. But no sensation was aroused in the hands. He had an impression that they hung like weights on the ends

of his arms, but when he tried to run the impression down, he could not find it.

A certain fear of death, dull and oppressive, came to him. This fear quickly became poignant as he realized that it was

no longer a mere matter of freezing his fingers and toes, or of losing his hands and feet, but that it was a matter of life

and death with the chances against him. This threw him into a panic, and he turned and ran up the creek-bed along

the old, dim trail. The dog joined in behind and kept up with him. He ran blindly, without intention, in fear such as he

had never known in his life. Slowly, as he ploughed and floundered through the snow, he began to see things again–the

banks of the creek, the old timber-jams, the leafless aspens, and the sky. The running made him feel better. He did not

shiver. Maybe, if he ran on, his feet would thaw out; and, anyway, if he ran far enough, he would reach camp and the

boys. Without doubt he would lose some fingers and toes and some of his face; but the boys would take care of him, and

save the rest of him when he got there. And at the same time there was another thought in his mind that said he would

never get to the camp and the boys; that it was too many miles away, that the freezing had too great a start on him,

and that he would soon be stiff and dead. This thought he kept in the background and refused to consider. Sometimes it

pushed itself forward and demanded to be heard, but he thrust it back and strove to think of other things.

It struck him as curious that he could run at all on feet so frozen that he could not feel them when they struck the

earth and took the weight of his body. He seemed to himself to skim along above the surface and to have no connection

with the earth. Somewhere he had once seen a winged Mercury, and he wondered if Mercury felt as he felt when

skimming over the earth.

His theory of running until he reached camp and the boys had one flaw in it: he lacked the endurance. Several times

he stumbled, and finally he tottered, crumpled up, and fell. When he tried to rise, he failed. He must sit and rest, he

decided, and next time he would merely walk and keep on going. As he sat and regained his breath, he noted that he

was feeling quite warm and comfortable. He was not shivering, and it even seemed that a warm glow had come to his

chest and trunk. And yet, when he touched his nose or cheeks, there was no sensation. Running would not thaw them

out. Nor would it thaw out his hands and feet. Then the thought came to him that the frozen portions of his body must

be extending. He tried to keep this thought down, to forget it, to think of something else; he was aware of the panicky

feeling that it caused, and he was afraid of the panic. But the thought asserted itself, and persisted, until it produced a

vision of his body totally frozen. This was too much, and he made another wild run along the trail. Once he slowed down

to a walk, but the thought of the freezing extending itself made him run again.

And all the time the dog ran with him, at his heels. When he fell down a second time, it curled its tail over its forefeet

and sat in front of him facing him curiously eager and intent. The warmth and security of the animal angered him, and

he cursed it till it flattened down its ears appeasingly. This time the shivering came more quickly upon the man. He

was losing in his battle with the frost. It was creeping into his body from all sides. The thought of it drove him on,

but he ran no more than a hundred feet, when he staggered and pitched headlong. It was his last panic. When he had

recovered his breath and control, he sat up and entertained in his mind the conception of meeting death with dignity.

However, the conception did not come to him in such terms. His idea of it was that he had been making a fool of himself,

running around like a chicken with its head cut off–such was the simile that occurred to him. Well, he was bound to

freeze anyway, and he might as well take it decently. With this new-found peace of mind came the first glimmerings of

drowsiness. A good idea, he thought, to sleep off to death. It was like taking an anaesthetic. Freezing was not so bad as

people thought. There were lots worse ways to die.

He pictured the boys finding his body next day. Suddenly he found himself with them, coming along the trail and

looking for himself. And, still with them, he came around a turn in the trail and found himself lying in the snow. He did

not belong with himself any more, for even then he was out of himself, standing with the boys and looking at himself in

the snow. It certainly was cold, was his thought. When he got back to the States he could tell the folks what real cold

was. He drifted on from this to a vision of the old-timer on Sulphur Creek. He could see him quite clearly, warm and

comfortable, and smoking a pipe.
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“You were right, old hoss; you were right,” the man mumbled to the old-timer of Sulphur Creek.

Then the man drowsed off into what seemed to him the most comfortable and satisfying sleep he had ever known.

The dog sat facing him and waiting. The brief day drew to a close in a long, slow twilight. There were no signs of a fire to

be made, and, besides, never in the dog’s experience had it known a man to sit like that in the snow and make no fire. As

the twilight drew on, its eager yearning for the fire mastered it, and with a great lifting and shifting of forefeet, it whined

softly, then flattened its ears down in anticipation of being chidden by the man. But the man remained silent. Later, the

dog whined loudly. And still later it crept close to the man and caught the scent of death. This made the animal bristle

and back away. A little longer it delayed, howling under the stars that leaped and danced and shone brightly in the cold

sky. Then it turned and trotted up the trail in the direction of the camp it knew, where were the other food-providers

and fire-providers.

Discussion Questions

1. How does the author create empathy for the man? What devices are used?

2. How is symbolism used in the story?

3. How does setting promote conflict in the story?

4. How is irony used in the story?

Text Attributions

• “To Build a Fire” by Jack London is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada and the United States.
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12. The Monkey’s Paw by W. W. Jacobs (1902)

“Be careful what you wish for, you may receive it.”

— W.W Jacobs

I.

Without, the night was cold and wet, but in the small parlour of Laburnam Villa the blinds were drawn and the

fire burned brightly. Father and son were at chess, the former, who possessed ideas about the game involving radical

changes, putting his king into such sharp and unnecessary perils that it even provoked comment from the white-haired

old lady knitting placidly by the fire.

“Hark at the wind,” said Mr. White, who, having seen a fatal mistake after it was too late, was amiably desirous of

preventing his son from seeing it.

“I’m listening,” said the latter, grimly surveying the board as he stretched out his hand. “Check.”

“I should hardly think that he’d come to-night,” said his father, with his hand poised over the board.

“Mate,” replied the son.

“That’s the worst of living so far out,” bawled Mr. White, with sudden and unlooked-for violence; “of all the beastly,

slushy, out-of-the-way places to live in, this is the worst. Pathway’s a bog, and the road’s a torrent. I don’t know what

people are thinking about. I suppose because only two houses in the road are let, they think it doesn’t matter.”

“Never mind, dear,” said his wife, soothingly; “perhaps you’ll win the next one.”

Mr. White looked up sharply, just in time to intercept a knowing glance between mother and son. The words died away

on his lips, and he hid a guilty grin in his thin grey beard.

“There he is,” said Herbert White, as the gate banged to loudly and heavy footsteps came toward the door.

The old man rose with hospitable haste, and opening the door, was heard condoling with the new arrival. The new

arrival also condoled with himself, so that Mrs. White said, “Tut, tut!” and coughed gently as her husband entered the

room, followed by a tall, burly man, beady of eye and rubicund of visage.

“Sergeant-Major Morris,” he said, introducing him.

The sergeant-major shook hands, and taking the proffered seat by the fire, watched contentedly while his host got

out whiskey and tumblers and stood a small copper kettle on the fire.

At the third glass his eyes got brighter, and he began to talk, the little family circle regarding with eager interest this

visitor from distant parts, as he squared his broad shoulders in the chair and spoke of wild scenes and doughty deeds;

of wars and plagues and strange peoples.

“Twenty-one years of it,” said Mr. White, nodding at his wife and son. “When he went away he was a slip of a youth in

the warehouse. Now look at him.”

“He don’t look to have taken much harm,” said Mrs. White, politely.

“I’d like to go to India myself,” said the old man, “just to look round a bit, you know.”

“Better where you are,” said the sergeant-major, shaking his head. He put down the empty glass, and sighing softly,

shook it again.

“I should like to see those old temples and fakirs and jugglers,” said the old man. “What was that you started telling me

the other day about a monkey’s paw or something, Morris?”

“Nothing,” said the soldier, hastily. “Leastways nothing worth hearing.”

“Monkey’s paw?” said Mrs. White, curiously.

“Well, it’s just a bit of what you might call magic, perhaps,” said the sergeant-major, offhandedly.

His three listeners leaned forward eagerly. The visitor absent-mindedly put his empty glass to his lips and then set it

down again. His host filled it for him.
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“To look at,” said the sergeant-major, fumbling in his pocket, “it’s just an ordinary little paw, dried to a mummy.”

He took something out of his pocket and proffered it. Mrs. White drew back with a grimace, but her son, taking it,

examined it curiously.

“And what is there special about it?” inquired Mr. White as he took it from his son, and having examined it, placed it

upon the table.

“It had a spell put on it by an old fakir,” said the sergeant-major, “a very holy man. He wanted to show that fate ruled

people’s lives, and that those who interfered with it did so to their sorrow. He put a spell on it so that three separate men

could each have three wishes from it.”

His manner was so impressive that his hearers were conscious that their light laughter jarred somewhat.

“Well, why don’t you have three, sir?” said Herbert White, cleverly.

The soldier regarded him in the way that middle age is wont to regard presumptuous youth. “I have,” he said, quietly,

and his blotchy face whitened.

“And did you really have the three wishes granted?” asked Mrs. White.

“I did,” said the sergeant-major, and his glass tapped against his strong teeth.

“And has anybody else wished?” persisted the old lady.

“The first man had his three wishes. Yes,” was the reply; “I don’t know what the first two were, but the third was for

death. That’s how I got the paw.”

His tones were so grave that a hush fell upon the group.

“If you’ve had your three wishes, it’s no good to you now, then, Morris,” said the old man at last. “What do you keep it

for?”

The soldier shook his head. “Fancy, I suppose,” he said, slowly. “I did have some idea of selling it, but I don’t think I will.

It has caused enough mischief already. Besides, people won’t buy. They think it’s a fairy tale; some of them, and those

who do think anything of it want to try it first and pay me afterward.”

“If you could have another three wishes,” said the old man, eyeing him keenly, “would you have them?”

“I don’t know,” said the other. “I don’t know.”

He took the paw, and dangling it between his forefinger and thumb, suddenly threw it upon the fire. White, with a

slight cry, stooped down and snatched it off.

“Better let it burn,” said the soldier, solemnly.

“If you don’t want it, Morris,” said the other, “give it to me.”

“I won’t,” said his friend, doggedly. “I threw it on the fire. If you keep it, don’t blame me for what happens. Pitch it on

the fire again like a sensible man.”

The other shook his head and examined his new possession closely. “How do you do it?” he inquired.

“Hold it up in your right hand and wish aloud,” said the sergeant-major, “but I warn you of the consequences.”

“Sounds like the Arabian Nights,” said Mrs. White, as she rose and began to set the supper. “Don’t you think you might

wish for four pairs of hands for me?”

Her husband drew the talisman from pocket, and then all three burst into laughter as the sergeant-major, with a look

of alarm on his face, caught him by the arm.

“If you must wish,” he said, gruffly, “wish for something sensible.”

Mr. White dropped it back in his pocket, and placing chairs, motioned his friend to the table. In the business of supper

the talisman was partly forgotten, and afterward the three sat listening in an enthralled fashion to a second instalment

of the soldier’s adventures in India.

“If the tale about the monkey’s paw is not more truthful than those he has been telling us,” said Herbert, as the door

closed behind their guest, just in time for him to catch the last train, “we sha’nt make much out of it.”

“Did you give him anything for it, father?” inquired Mrs. White, regarding her husband closely.

“A trifle,” said he, colouring slightly. “He didn’t want it, but I made him take it. And he pressed me again to throw it

away.”

“Likely,” said Herbert, with pretended horror. “Why, we’re going to be rich, and famous and happy. Wish to be an

emperor, father, to begin with; then you can’t be henpecked.”
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He darted round the table, pursued by the maligned Mrs. White armed with an antimacassar.

Mr. White took the paw from his pocket and eyed it dubiously. “I don’t know what to wish for, and that’s a fact,” he

said, slowly. “It seems to me I’ve got all I want.”

“If you only cleared the house, you’d be quite happy, wouldn’t you?” said Herbert, with his hand on his shoulder. “Well,

wish for two hundred pounds, then; that ‘ll just do it.”

His father, smiling shamefacedly at his own credulity, held up the talisman, as his son, with a solemn face, somewhat

marred by a wink at his mother, sat down at the piano and struck a few impressive chords.

“I wish for two hundred pounds,” said the old man distinctly.

A fine crash from the piano greeted the words, interrupted by a shuddering cry from the old man. His wife and son

ran toward him.

“It moved,” he cried, with a glance of disgust at the object as it lay on the floor.

“As I wished, it twisted in my hand like a snake.”

“Well, I don’t see the money,” said his son as he picked it up and placed it on the table, “and I bet I never shall.”

“It must have been your fancy, father,” said his wife, regarding him anxiously.

He shook his head. “Never mind, though; there’s no harm done, but it gave me a shock all the same.”

They sat down by the fire again while the two men finished their pipes. Outside, the wind was higher than ever, and

the old man started nervously at the sound of a door banging upstairs. A silence unusual and depressing settled upon all

three, which lasted until the old couple rose to retire for the night.

“I expect you’ll find the cash tied up in a big bag in the middle of your bed,” said Herbert, as he bade them good-night,

“and something horrible squatting up on top of the wardrobe watching you as you pocket your ill-gotten gains.”

He sat alone in the darkness, gazing at the dying fire, and seeing faces in it. The last face was so horrible and so simian

that he gazed at it in amazement. It got so vivid that, with a little uneasy laugh, he felt on the table for a glass containing

a little water to throw over it. His hand grasped the monkey’s paw, and with a little shiver he wiped his hand on his coat

and went up to bed.

II.

In the brightness of the wintry sun next morning as it streamed over the breakfast table he laughed at his fears. There

was an air of prosaic wholesomeness about the room which it had lacked on the previous night, and the dirty, shrivelled

little paw was pitched on the sideboard with a carelessness which betokened no great belief in its virtues.

“I suppose all old soldiers are the same,” said Mrs. White. “The idea of our listening to such nonsense! How could

wishes be granted in these days? And if they could, how could two hundred pounds hurt you, father?”

“Might drop on his head from the sky,” said the frivolous Herbert.

“Morris said the things happened so naturally,” said his father, “that you might if you so wished attribute it to

coincidence.”

“Well, don’t break into the money before I come back,” said Herbert as he rose from the table. “I’m afraid it’ll turn you

into a mean, avaricious man, and we shall have to disown you.”

His mother laughed, and following him to the door, watched him down the road; and returning to the breakfast table,

was very happy at the expense of her husband’s credulity. All of which did not prevent her from scurrying to the door

at the postman’s knock, nor prevent her from referring somewhat shortly to retired sergeant-majors of bibulous habits

when she found that the post brought a tailor’s bill.

“Herbert will have some more of his funny remarks, I expect, when he comes home,” she said, as they sat at dinner.

“I dare say,” said Mr. White, pouring himself out some beer; “but for all that, the thing moved in my hand; that I’ll swear

to.”

“You thought it did,” said the old lady soothingly.

“I say it did,” replied the other. “There was no thought about it; I had just—- What’s the matter?”

His wife made no reply. She was watching the mysterious movements of a man outside, who, peering in an undecided

fashion at the house, appeared to be trying to make up his mind to enter. In mental connection with the two hundred

pounds, she noticed that the stranger was well dressed, and wore a silk hat of glossy newness. Three times he paused

at the gate, and then walked on again. The fourth time he stood with his hand upon it, and then with sudden resolution
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flung it open and walked up the path. Mrs. White at the same moment placed her hands behind her, and hurriedly

unfastening the strings of her apron, put that useful article of apparel beneath the cushion of her chair.

She brought the stranger, who seemed ill at ease, into the room. He gazed at her furtively, and listened in a

preoccupied fashion as the old lady apologized for the appearance of the room, and her husband’s coat, a garment which

he usually reserved for the garden. She then waited as patiently as her sex would permit, for him to broach his business,

but he was at first strangely silent.

“I—was asked to call,” he said at last, and stooped and picked a piece of cotton from his trousers. “I come from ‘Maw

and Meggins.'”

The old lady started. “Is anything the matter?” she asked, breathlessly. “Has anything happened to Herbert? What is

it? What is it?”

Her husband interposed. “There, there, mother,” he said, hastily. “Sit down, and don’t jump to conclusions. You’ve not

brought bad news, I’m sure, sir;” and he eyed the other wistfully.

“I’m sorry—” began the visitor.

“Is he hurt?” demanded the mother, wildly.

The visitor bowed in assent. “Badly hurt,” he said, quietly, “but he is not in any pain.”

“Oh, thank God!” said the old woman, clasping her hands. “Thank God for that! Thank—”

She broke off suddenly as the sinister meaning of the assurance dawned upon her and she saw the awful confirmation

of her fears in the other’s averted face. She caught her breath, and turning to her slower-witted husband, laid her

trembling old hand upon his. There was a long silence.

“He was caught in the machinery,” said the visitor at length in a low voice.

“Caught in the machinery,” repeated Mr. White, in a dazed fashion, “yes.”

He sat staring blankly out at the window, and taking his wife’s hand between his own, pressed it as he had been wont

to do in their old courting-days nearly forty years before.

“He was the only one left to us,” he said, turning gently to the visitor. “It is hard.”

The other coughed, and rising, walked slowly to the window. “The firm wished me to convey their sincere sympathy

with you in your great loss,” he said, without looking round. “I beg that you will understand I am only their servant and

merely obeying orders.”

There was no reply; the old woman’s face was white, her eyes staring, and her breath inaudible; on the husband’s face

was a look such as his friend the sergeant might have carried into his first action.

“I was to say that ‘Maw and Meggins’ disclaim all responsibility,” continued the other. “They admit no liability at all, but

in consideration of your son’s services, they wish to present you with a certain sum as compensation.”

Mr. White dropped his wife’s hand, and rising to his feet, gazed with a look of horror at his visitor. His dry lips shaped

the words, “How much?”

“Two hundred pounds,” was the answer.

Unconscious of his wife’s shriek, the old man smiled faintly, put out his hands like a sightless man, and dropped, a

senseless heap, to the floor.

III.

In the huge new cemetery, some two miles distant, the old people buried their dead, and came back to a house steeped

in shadow and silence. It was all over so quickly that at first they could hardly realize it, and remained in a state of

expectation as though of something else to happen —something else which was to lighten this load, too heavy for old

hearts to bear.

But the days passed, and expectation gave place to resignation—the hopeless resignation of the old, sometimes

miscalled, apathy. Sometimes they hardly exchanged a word, for now they had nothing to talk about, and their days were

long to weariness.

It was about a week after that the old man, waking suddenly in the night, stretched out his hand and found himself

alone. The room was in darkness, and the sound of subdued weeping came from the window. He raised himself in bed

and listened.

“Come back,” he said, tenderly. “You will be cold.”
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“It is colder for my son,” said the old woman, and wept afresh.

The sound of her sobs died away on his ears. The bed was warm, and his eyes heavy with sleep. He dozed fitfully, and

then slept until a sudden wild cry from his wife awoke him with a start.

“The paw!” she cried wildly. “The monkey’s paw!”

He started up in alarm. “Where? Where is it? What’s the matter?”

She came stumbling across the room toward him. “I want it,” she said, quietly. “You’ve not destroyed it?”

“It’s in the parlour, on the bracket,” he replied, marvelling. “Why?”

She cried and laughed together, and bending over, kissed his cheek.

“I only just thought of it,” she said, hysterically. “Why didn’t I think of it before? Why didn’t you think of it?”

“Think of what?” he questioned.

“The other two wishes,” she replied, rapidly. “We’ve only had one.”

“Was not that enough?” he demanded, fiercely.

“No,” she cried, triumphantly; “we’ll have one more. Go down and get it quickly, and wish our boy alive again.”

The man sat up in bed and flung the bedclothes from his quaking limbs. “Good God, you are mad!” he cried, aghast.

“Get it,” she panted; “get it quickly, and wish—Oh, my boy, my boy!”

Her husband struck a match and lit the candle. “Get back to bed,” he said, unsteadily. “You don’t know what you are

saying.”

“We had the first wish granted,” said the old woman, feverishly; “why not the second?”

“A coincidence,” stammered the old man.

“Go and get it and wish,” cried his wife, quivering with excitement.

The old man turned and regarded her, and his voice shook. “He has been dead ten days, and besides he—I would not

tell you else, but—I could only recognize him by his clothing. If he was too terrible for you to see then, how now?”

“Bring him back,” cried the old woman, and dragged him toward the door. “Do you think I fear the child I have nursed?”

He went down in the darkness, and felt his way to the parlour, and then to the mantelpiece. The talisman was in its

place, and a horrible fear that the unspoken wish might bring his mutilated son before him ere he could escape from the

room seized upon him, and he caught his breath as he found that he had lost the direction of the door. His brow cold

with sweat, he felt his way round the table, and groped along the wall until he found himself in the small passage with

the unwholesome thing in his hand.

Even his wife’s face seemed changed as he entered the room. It was white and expectant, and to his fears seemed to

have an unnatural look upon it. He was afraid of her.

“Wish!” she cried, in a strong voice.

“It is foolish and wicked,” he faltered.

“Wish!” repeated his wife.

He raised his hand. “I wish my son alive again.”

The talisman fell to the floor, and he regarded it fearfully. Then he sank trembling into a chair as the old woman, with

burning eyes, walked to the window and raised the blind.

He sat until he was chilled with the cold, glancing occasionally at the figure of the old woman peering through the

window. The candle-end, which had burned below the rim of the china candlestick, was throwing pulsating shadows on

the ceiling and walls, until, with a flicker larger than the rest, it expired. The old man, with an unspeakable sense of relief

at the failure of the talisman, crept back to his bed, and a minute or two afterward the old woman came silently and

apathetically beside him.

Neither spoke, but lay silently listening to the ticking of the clock. A stair creaked, and a squeaky mouse scurried

noisily through the wall. The darkness was oppressive, and after lying for some time screwing up his courage, he took

the box of matches, and striking one, went downstairs for a candle.

At the foot of the stairs the match went out, and he paused to strike another; and at the same moment a knock, so

quiet and stealthy as to be scarcely audible, sounded on the front door.

The matches fell from his hand and spilled in the passage. He stood motionless, his breath suspended until the knock
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was repeated. Then he turned and fled swiftly back to his room, and closed the door behind him. A third knock sounded

through the house.

“What’s that?” cried the old woman, starting up.

“A rat,” said the old man in shaking tones—”a rat. It passed me on the stairs.”

His wife sat up in bed listening. A loud knock resounded through the house.

“It’s Herbert!” she screamed. “It’s Herbert!”

She ran to the door, but her husband was before her, and catching her by the arm, held her tightly.

“What are you going to do?” he whispered hoarsely.

“It’s my boy; it’s Herbert!” she cried, struggling mechanically. “I forgot it was two miles away. What are you holding me

for? Let go. I must open the door.”

“For God’s sake don’t let it in,” cried the old man, trembling.

“You’re afraid of your own son,” she cried, struggling. “Let me go. I’m coming, Herbert; I’m coming.”

There was another knock, and another. The old woman with a sudden wrench broke free and ran from the room. Her

husband followed to the landing, and called after her appealingly as she hurried downstairs. He heard the chain rattle

back and the bottom bolt drawn slowly and stiffly from the socket. Then the old woman’s voice, strained and panting.

“The bolt,” she cried, loudly. “Come down. I can’t reach it.”

But her husband was on his hands and knees groping wildly on the floor in search of the paw. If he could only find it

before the thing outside got in. A perfect fusillade of knocks reverberated through the house, and he heard the scraping

of a chair as his wife put it down in the passage against the door. He heard the creaking of the bolt as it came slowly

back, and at the same moment he found the monkey’s paw, and frantically breathed his third and last wish.

The knocking ceased suddenly, although the echoes of it were still in the house. He heard the chair drawn back, and

the door opened. A cold wind rushed up the staircase, and a long loud wail of disappointment and misery from his wife

gave him courage to run down to her side, and then to the gate beyond. The street lamp flickering opposite shone on a

quiet and deserted road.

Discussion Questions

1. What is the theme of the story?

2. Does symbolism play an important role in the story? Why?

3. Why is the third wish not explicitly mentioned?

4. How does Jacobs use style to increase suspense?

Text Attributions

• “The Monkey’s Paw” by W. W. Jacobs is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada and the United States.

116 | Perspectives of Uncertainty



13. The Valley of the Spiders by H. G. Wells (1903)

“We live in a world of unused and misapplied knowledge and skill.”

— H.G. Wells

Towards mid-day the three pursuers came abruptly round a bend in the torrent bed upon the sight of a very broad

and spacious valley. The difficult and winding trench of pebbles along which they had tracked the fugitives for so long

expanded to a broad slope, and with a common impulse the three men left the trail, and rode to a little eminence set

with olive-dun trees, and there halted, the two others, as became them, a little behind the man with the silver-studded

bridle.

For a space they scanned the great expanse below them with eager eyes. It spread remoter and remoter, with only

a few clusters of sere thorn bushes here and there, and the dim suggestions of some now waterless ravine to break its

desolation of yellow grass. Its purple distances melted at last into the bluish slopes of the further hills—hills it might be

of a greener kind—and above them, invisibly supported, and seeming indeed to hang in the blue, were the snow-clad

summits of mountains—that grew larger and bolder to the northwestward as the sides of the valley drew together. And

westward the valley opened until a distant darkness under the sky told where the forests began. But the three men

looked neither east nor west, but only steadfastly across the valley.

The gaunt man with the scarred lip was the first to speak. “Nowhere,” he said, with a sigh of disappointment in his

voice. “But, after all, they had a full day’s start.”

“They don’t know we are after them,” said the little man on the white horse.

“She would know,” said the leader bitterly, as if speaking to himself.

“Even then they can’t go fast. They’ve got no beast but the mule, and all to-day the girl’s foot has been bleeding——”

The man with the silver bridle flashed a quick intensity of rage on him. “Do you think I haven’t seen that?” he snarled.

“It helps, anyhow,” whispered the little man to himself.

The gaunt man with the scarred lip stared impassively. “They can’t be over the valley,” he said. “If we ride hard——”

He glanced at the white horse and paused.

“Curse all white horses!” said the man with the silver bridle, and turned to scan the beast his curse included.

The little man looked down between the melancholy ears of his steed.

“I did my best,” he said.

The two others stared again across the valley for a space. The gaunt man passed the back of his hand across the

scarred lip.

“Come up!” said the man who owned the silver bridle, suddenly. The little man started and jerked his rein, and the

horse hoofs of the three made a multitudinous faint pattering upon the withered grass as they turned back towards the

trail…

They rode cautiously down the long slope before them, and so came through a waste of prickly twisted bushes and

strange dry shapes of thorny branches that grew amongst the rocks, into the levels below. And there the trail grew

faint, for the soil was scanty, and the only herbage was this scorched dead straw that lay upon the ground. Still, by hard

scanning, by leaning beside the horses’ necks and pausing ever and again, even these white men could contrive to follow

after their prey.

There were trodden places, bent and broken blades of the coarse grass, and ever and again the sufficient intimation of

a footmark. And once the leader saw a brown smear of blood where the half-caste girl may have trod. And at that under

his breath he cursed her for a fool.

The gaunt man checked his leader’s tracking, and the little man on the white horse rode behind, a man lost in a dream.

They rode one after another, the man with the silver bridle led the way, and they spoke never a word. After a time it
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came to the little man on the white horse that the world was very still. He started out of his dream. Besides the little

noises of their horses and equipment, the whole great valley kept the brooding quiet of a painted scene.

Before him went his master and his fellow, each intently leaning forward to the left, each impassively moving with the

paces of his horse; their shadows went before them—still, noiseless, tapering attendants; and nearer a crouched cool

shape was his own. He looked about him. What was it had gone? Then he remembered the reverberation from the banks

of the gorge and the perpetual accompaniment of shifting, jostling pebbles. And, moreover——? There was no breeze.

That was it! What a vast, still place it was, a monotonous afternoon slumber! And the sky open and blank except for a

sombre veil of haze that had gathered in the upper valley.

He straightened his back, fretted with his bridle, puckered his lips to whistle, and simply sighed. He turned in his

saddle for a time, and stared at the throat of the mountain gorge out of which they had come. Blank! Blank slopes on

either side, with never a sign of a decent beast or tree— much less a man. What a land it was! What a wilderness! He

dropped again into his former pose.

It filled him with a momentary pleasure to see a wry stick of purple black flash out into the form of a snake, and vanish

amidst the brown. After all, the infernal valley was alive. And then, to rejoice him still more, came a little breath across

his face, a whisper that came and went, the faintest inclination of a stiff black-antlered bush upon a little crest, the first

intimations of a possible breeze. Idly he wetted his finger, and held it up.

He pulled up sharply to avoid a collision with the gaunt man, who had stopped at fault upon the trail. Just at that guilty

moment he caught his master’s eye looking towards him.

For a time he forced an interest in the tracking. Then, as they rode on again, he studied his master’s shadow and hat

and shoulder, appearing and disappearing behind the gaunt man’s nearer contours. They had ridden four days out of

the very limits of the world into this desolate place, short of water, with nothing but a strip of dried meat under their

saddles, over rocks and mountains, where surely none but these fugitives had ever been before—for that!

And all this was for a girl, a mere wilful child! And the man had whole cityfuls of people to do his basest bidding—girls,

women! Why in the name of passionate folly this one in particular? asked the little man, and scowled at the world, and

licked his parched lips with a blackened tongue. It was the way of the master, and that was all he knew. Just because she

sought to evade him…

His eye caught a whole row of high-plumed canes bending in unison, and then the tails of silk that hung before his

neck flapped and fell. The breeze was growing stronger. Somehow it took the stiff stillness out of things—and that was

well.

“Hullo!” said the gaunt man.

All three stopped abruptly.

“What?” asked the master. “What?”

“Over there,” said the gaunt man, pointing up the valley.

“What?”

“Something coming towards us.”

And as he spoke a yellow animal crested a rise and came bearing down upon them. It was a big wild dog, coming before

the wind, tongue out, at a steady pace, and running with such an intensity of purpose that he did not seem to see the

horsemen he approached. He ran with his nose up, following, it was plain, neither scent nor quarry. As he drew nearer

the little man felt for his sword. “He’s mad,” said the gaunt rider.

“Shout!” said the little man, and shouted.

The dog came on. Then when the little man’s blade was already out, it swerved aside and went panting by them and

passed. The eyes of the little man followed its flight. “There was no foam,” he said. For a space the man with the silver-

studded bridle stared up the valley. “Oh, come on!” he cried at last. “What does it matter?” and jerked his horse into

movement again.

The little man left the insoluble mystery of a dog that fled from nothing but the wind, and lapsed into profound

musings on human character. “Come on!” he whispered to himself. “Why should it be given to one man to say ‘Come

on!’ with that stupendous violence of effect? Always, all his life, the man with the silver bridle has been saying that. If I

said it—!” thought the little man. But people marvelled when the master was disobeyed even in the wildest things. This
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half-caste girl seemed to him, seemed to every one, mad—blasphemous almost. The little man, by way of comparison,

reflected on the gaunt rider with the scarred lip, as stalwart as his master, as brave and, indeed, perhaps braver, and yet

for him there was obedience, nothing but to give obedience duly and stoutly…

Certain sensations of the hands and knees called the little man back to more immediate things. He became aware of

something. He rode up beside his gaunt fellow. “Do you notice the horses?” he said in an undertone.

The gaunt face looked interrogation.

“They don’t like this wind,” said the little man, and dropped behind as the man with the silver bridle turned upon him.

“It’s all right,” said the gaunt-faced man.

They rode on again for a space in silence. The foremost two rode downcast upon the trail, the hindmost man watched

the haze that crept down the vastness of the valley, nearer and nearer, and noted how the wind grew in strength moment

by moment. Far away on the left he saw a line of dark bulks—wild hog, perhaps, galloping down the valley, but of that he

said nothing, nor did he remark again upon the uneasiness of the horses.

And then he saw first one and then a second great white ball, a great shining white ball like a gigantic head of

thistledown, that drove before the wind athwart the path. These balls soared high in the air, and dropped and rose again

and caught for a moment, and hurried on and passed, but at the sight of them the restlessness of the horses increased.

Then presently he saw that more of these drifting globes—and then soon very many more—were hurrying towards him

down the valley.

They became aware of a squealing. Athwart the path a huge boar rushed, turning his head but for one instant to glance

at them, and then hurling on down the valley again. And at that all three stopped and sat in their saddles, staring into

the thickening haze that was coming upon them.

“If it were not for this thistle-down—” began the leader.

But now a big globe came drifting past within a score of yards of them. It was really not an even sphere at all, but a

vast, soft, ragged, filmy thing, a sheet gathered by the corners, an aerial jelly-fish, as it were, but rolling over and over as

it advanced, and trailing long cobwebby threads and streamers that floated in its wake.

“It isn’t thistle-down,” said the little man.

“I don’t like the stuff,” said the gaunt man.

And they looked at one another.

“Curse it!” cried the leader. “The air’s full of lit up there. If it keeps on at this pace long, it will stop us altogether.”

An instinctive feeling, such as lines out a herd of deer at the approach of some ambiguous thing, prompted them to

turn their horses to the wind, ride forward for a few paces, and stare at that advancing multitude of floating masses.

They came on before the wind with a sort of smooth swiftness, rising and falling noiselessly, sinking to earth, rebounding

high, soaring—all with a perfect unanimity, with a still, deliberate assurance.

Right and left of the horsemen the pioneers of this strange army passed. At one that rolled along the ground, breaking

shapelessly and trailing out reluctantly into long grappling ribbons and bands, all three horses began to shy and dance.

The master was seized with a sudden, unreasonable impatience. He cursed the drifting globes roundly. “Get on!” he

cried; “get on! What do these things matter? How can they matter? Back to the trail!” He fell swearing at his horse and

sawed the bit across its mouth.

He shouted aloud with rage. “I will follow that trail, I tell you,” he cried. “Where is the trail?”

He gripped the bridle of his prancing horse and searched amidst the grass. A long and clinging thread fell across his

face, a grey streamer dropped about his bridle arm, some big, active thing with many legs ran down the back of his head.

He looked up to discover one of those grey masses anchored as it were above him by these things and flapping out ends

as a sail flaps when a boat comes about—but noiselessly.

He had an impression of many eyes, of a dense crew of squat bodies, of long, many-jointed limbs hauling at their

mooring ropes to bring the thing down upon him. For a space he stared up, reining in his prancing horse with the

instinct born of years of horsemanship. Then the flat of a sword smote his back, and a blade flashed overhead and cut

the drifting balloon of spider-web free, and the whole mass lifted softly and drove clear and away.

“Spiders!” cried the voice of the gaunt man. “The things are full of big spiders! Look, my lord!”

The man with the silver bridle still followed the mass that drove away.
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“Look, my lord!”

The master found himself staring down at a red smashed thing on the ground that, in spite of partial obliteration,

could still wriggle unavailing legs. Then, when the gaunt man pointed to another mass that bore down upon them, he

drew his sword hastily. Up the valley now it was like a fog bank torn to rags. He tried to grasp the situation.

“Ride for it!” the little man was shouting. “Ride for it down the valley.”

What happened then was like the confusion of a battle. The man with the silver bridle saw the little man go past him,

slashing furiously at imaginary cobwebs, saw him cannon into the horse of the gaunt man and hurl it and its rider to

earth. His own horse went a dozen paces before he could rein it in. Then he looked up to avoid imaginary dangers, and

then back again to see a horse rolling on the ground, the gaunt man standing and slashing over it at a rent and fluttering

mass of grey that streamed and wrapped about them both. And thick and fast as thistle-down on waste land on a windy

day in July the cobweb masses were coming on.

The little man had dismounted, but he dared not release his horse. He was endeavouring to lug the struggling brute

back with the strength of one arm, while with the other he slashed aimlessly. The tentacles of a second grey mass had

entangled themselves with the struggle, and this second grey mass came to its moorings, and slowly sank.

The master set his teeth, gripped his bridle, lowered his head, and spurred his horse forward. The horse on the

ground rolled over, there was blood and moving shapes upon the flanks, and the gaunt man suddenly leaving it, ran

forward towards his master, perhaps ten paces. His legs were swathed and encumbered with grey; he made ineffectual

movements with his sword. Grey streamers waved from him; there was a thin veil of grey across his face. With his left

hand he beat at something on his body, and suddenly he stumbled and fell. He struggled to rise, and fell again, and

suddenly, horribly, began to howl, “Oh—ohoo, ohooh!”

The master could see the great spiders upon him, and others upon the ground.

As he strove to force his horse nearer to this gesticulating, screaming grey object that struggled up and down, there

came a clatter of hoofs, and the little man, in act of mounting, swordless, balanced on his belly athwart the white horse,

and clutching its mane, whirled past. And again a clinging thread of grey gossamer swept across the master’s face. All

about him, and over him, it seemed this drifting, noiseless cobweb circled and drew nearer him…

To the day of his death he never knew just how the event of that moment happened. Did he, indeed, turn his horse, or

did it really of its own accord stampede after its fellow? Suffice it that in another second he was galloping full tilt down

the valley with his sword whirling furiously overhead. And all about him on the quickening breeze, the spiders’ air-ships,

their air bundles and air sheets, seemed to him to hurry in a conscious pursuit.

Clatter, clatter, thud, thud,—the man with the silver bridle rode, heedless of his direction, with his fearful face looking

up now right, now left, and his sword arm ready to slash. And a few hundred yards ahead of him, with a tail of torn

cobweb trailing behind him, rode the little man on the white horse, still but imperfectly in the saddle. The reeds bent

before them, the wind blew fresh and strong, over his shoulder the master could see the webs hurrying to overtake…

He was so intent to escape the spiders’ webs that only as his horse gathered together for a leap did he realise the

ravine ahead. And then he realised it only to misunderstand and interfere. He was leaning forward on his horse’s neck

and sat up and back all too late.

But if in his excitement he had failed to leap, at any rate he had not forgotten how to fall. He was horseman again in

mid-air. He came off clear with a mere bruise upon his shoulder, and his horse rolled, kicking spasmodic legs, and lay

still. But the master’s sword drove its point into the hard soil, and snapped clean across, as though Chance refused him

any longer as her Knight, and the splintered end missed his face by an inch or so.

He was on his feet in a moment, breathlessly scanning the on-rushing spider-webs. For a moment he was minded to

run, and then thought of the ravine, and turned back. He ran aside once to dodge one drifting terror, and then he was

swiftly clambering down the precipitous sides, and out of the touch of the gale.

There, under the lee of the dry torrent’s steeper banks, he might crouch and watch these strange, grey masses pass

and pass in safety till the wind fell, and it became possible to escape. And there for a long time he crouched, watching

the strange, grey, ragged masses trail their streamers across his narrowed sky.

Once a stray spider fell into the ravine close beside him—a full foot it measured from leg to leg and its body was half

a man’s hand—and after he had watched its monstrous alacrity of search and escape for a little while and tempted it to
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bite his broken sword, he lifted up his iron-heeled boot and smashed it into a pulp. He swore as he did so, and for a time

sought up and down for another.

Then presently, when he was surer these spider swarms could not drop into the ravine, he found a place where he

could sit down, and sat and fell into deep thought and began, after his manner, to gnaw his knuckles and bite his nails.

And from this he was moved by the coming of the man with the white horse.

He heard him long before he saw him, as a clattering of hoofs, stumbling footsteps, and a reassuring voice. Then the

little man appeared, a rueful figure, still with a tail of white cobweb trailing behind him. They approached each other

without speaking, without a salutation. The little man was fatigued and shamed to the pitch of hopeless bitterness, and

came to a stop at last, face to face with his seated master. The latter winced a little under his dependent’s eye. “Well?”

he said at last, with no pretence of authority.

“You left him?”

“My horse bolted.”

“I know. So did mine.”

He laughed at his master mirthlessly.

“I say my horse bolted,” said the man who once had a silver-studded bridle.

“Cowards both,” said the little man.

The other gnawed his knuckle through some meditative moments, with his eye on his inferior.

“Don’t call me a coward,” he said at length.

“You are a coward, like myself.”

“A coward possibly. There is a limit beyond which every man must fear. That I have learnt at last. But not like yourself.

That is where the difference comes in.”

“I never could have dreamt you would have left him. He saved your life two minutes before… Why are you our lord?”

The master gnawed his knuckles again, and his countenance was dark.

“No man calls me a coward,” he said. “No … A broken sword is better than none … One spavined white horse cannot

be expected to carry two men a four days’ journey. I hate white horses, but this time it cannot be helped. You begin to

understand me? I perceive that you are minded, on the strength of what you have seen and fancy, to taint my reputation.

It is men of your sort who unmake kings. Besides which—I never liked you.”

“My lord!” said the little man.

“No,” said the master. “No!“

He stood up sharply as the little man moved. For a minute perhaps they faced one another. Overhead the spiders’ balls

went driving. There was a quick movement among the pebbles; a running of feet, a cry of despair, a gasp and a blow…

Towards nightfall the wind fell. The sun set in a calm serenity, and the man who had once possessed the silver bridle

came at last very cautiously and by an easy slope out of the ravine again; but now he led the white horse that once

belonged to the little man. He would have gone back to his horse to get his silver-mounted bridle again, but he feared

night and a quickening breeze might still find him in the valley, and besides, he disliked greatly to think he might discover

his horse all swathed in cobwebs and perhaps unpleasantly eaten.

And as he thought of those cobwebs, and of all the dangers he had been through, and the manner in which he had

been preserved that day, his hand sought a little reliquary that hung about his neck, and he clasped it for a moment with

heartfelt gratitude. As he did so his eyes went across the valley.

“I was hot with passion,” he said, “and now she has met her reward. They also, no doubt—”

And behold! far away out of the wooded slopes across the valley, but in the clearness of the sunset, distinct and

unmistakable, he saw a little spire of smoke.

At that his expression of serene resignation changed to an amazed anger. Smoke? He turned the head of the white

horse about, and hesitated. And as he did so a little rustle of air went through the grass about him. Far away upon some

reeds swayed a tattered sheet of grey. He looked at the cobwebs; he looked at the smoke.

“Perhaps, after all, it is not them,” he said at last.

But he knew better.

After he had stared at the smoke for some time, he mounted the white horse.
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As he rode, he picked his way amidst stranded masses of web. For some reason there were many dead spiders on the

ground, and those that lived feasted guiltily on their fellows. At the sound of his horse’s hoofs they fled.

Their time had passed. From the ground, without either a wind to carry them or a winding-sheet ready, these things,

for all their poison, could do him little evil.

He flicked with his belt at those he fancied came too near. Once, where a number ran together over a bare place, he

was minded to dismount and trample them with his boots, but this impulse he overcame. Ever and again he turned in

his saddle, and looked back at the smoke.

“Spiders,” he muttered over and over again. “Spiders. Well, well… The next time I must spin a web.”

Discussion Questions

1. What kind of setting is used in the story?

2. Does Wells use foreshadowing? How?

3. Why would he author use spiders and not another insect or animal?

Text Attributions

• “The Valley of the Spiders” by H. G. Wells is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada and the United States.
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14. Magic Shop by H. G. Wells (1903)

“We all have our time machines, don’t we. Those that take us back are memories…And those that carry us

forward, are dreams.”

— H. G. Wells

I had seen the Magic Shop from afar several times; I had passed it once or twice, a shop window of alluring little objects,

magic balls, magic hens, wonderful cones, ventriloquist dolls, the material of the basket trick, packs of cards that looked

all right, and all that sort of thing, but never had I thought of going in until one day, almost without warning, Gip hauled

me by my finger right up to the window, and so conducted himself that there was nothing for it but to take him in. I had

not thought the place was there, to tell the truth—a modest-sized frontage in Regent Street, between the picture shop

and the place where the chicks run about just out of patent incubators,—but there it was sure enough. I had fancied it

was down nearer the Circus, or round the corner in Oxford Street, or even in Holborn; always over the way and a little

inaccessible it had been, with something of the mirage in its position; but here it was now quite indisputably, and the fat

end of Gip’s pointing finger made a noise upon the glass.

“If I was rich,” said Gip, dabbing a finger at the Disappearing Egg, “I’d buy myself that. And that”—which was The Crying

Baby, Very Human—”and that,” which was a mystery, and called, so a neat card asserted, “Buy One and Astonish Your

Friends.”

“Anything,” said Gip, “will disappear under one of those cones. I have read about it in a book.

“And there, dadda, is the Vanishing Halfpenny—only they’ve put it this way up so’s we can’t see how it’s done.”

Gip, dear boy, inherits his mother’s breeding, and he did not propose to enter the shop or worry in any way; only, you

know, quite unconsciously, he lugged my finger doorward, and he made his interest clear.

“That,” he said, and pointed to the Magic Bottle.

“If you had that?” I said; at which promising inquiry he looked up with a sudden radiance.

“I could show it to Jessie,” he said, thoughtful as ever of others.

“It’s less than a hundred days to your birthday, Gibbles,” I said, and laid my hand on the door-handle.

Gip made no answer, but his grip tightened on my finger, and so we came into the shop.

It was no common shop this; it was a magic shop, and all the prancing precedence Gip would have taken in the matter

of mere toys was wanting. He left the burthen of the conversation to me.

It was a little, narrow shop, not very well lit, and the door-bell pinged again with a plaintive note as we closed it behind

us. For a moment or so we were alone and could glance about us. There was a tiger in papier-machi on the glass case

that covered, the low counter—a grave, kind-eyed tiger that waggled his head in a methodical manner; there were several

crystal spheres, a china hand holding magic cards, a stock of magic fish-bowls in various sizes, and an immodest magic

hat that shamelessly displayed its springs. On the floor were magic mirrors; one to draw you out long and thin, one to

swell your head and vanish your legs, and one to make you short and fat like a draught; and while, we were laughing at

these the shopman, as I suppose, came in.

At any rate, there he was behind the counter—a curious, sallow, dark man, with one ear larger than the other and a

chin like the toe-cap of a boot.

“What can we have the pleasure?” he said, spreading his long magic fingers on the glass case; and so with a start we

were aware of him.

“I want,” I said, “to buy my little boy a few simple tricks.”

“Legerdemain?” he asked. “Mechanical? Domestic?”

“Anything amusing?” said I. — “Um!” said the shopman, and scratched his head for a moment as if thinking. Then, quite

distinctly, he drew from his head a glass ball. “Something in this way?” he said, and held it out.
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The action was unexpected. I had seen the trick done at entertainments endless times before—it’s part of the common

stock of conjurers—but I had not expected it here. “That’s good,” I said, with a laugh.

“Isn’t it?” said the shopman.

Gip stretched out his disengaged hand to take this object and found merely a blank palm.

“It’s in your pocket,” said the shopman, and there it was!

“How much will that be?” I asked.

“We make no charge for glass balls,” said the shopman politely. “We get them”—he picked one out of his elbow as he

spoke—”free.” He produced another from the back of his neck, and laid it beside its predecessor on the counter. Gip

regarded his glass ball sagely, then directed a look of inquiry at the two on the counter, and finally brought his round-

eyed scrutiny to the shopman, who smiled. “You may have those two,” said the shopman, “and, if you don’t mind one

from my mouth. So!“

Gip counselled me mutely for a moment, and then in a profound silence put away the four balls, resumed my

reassuring finger, and nerved himself for the next event.

“We get all our smaller tricks in that way,” the shopman remarked.

I laughed in the manner of one who subscribes to a jest. “Instead of going to the wholesale shop,” I said. “Of course,

it’s cheaper.”

“In a way,” the shopman said. “Though we pay in the end. But not so heavily—as people suppose… Our larger tricks,

and our daily provisions and all the other things we want, we get out of that hat… And you know, sir, if you’ll excuse my

saying it, there isn’t a wholesale shop, not for Genuine Magic goods, sir. I don’t know if you noticed our inscription—the

Genuine Magic Shop.” He drew a business card from his cheek and handed it to me. “Genuine,” he said, with his finger

on the word, and added, “There is absolutely no deception, sir.”

He seemed to be carrying out the joke pretty thoroughly, I thought.

He turned to Gip with a smile of remarkable affability. “You, you know, are the Right Sort of Boy.”

I was surprised at his knowing that, because, in the interests of discipline, we keep it rather a secret even at home; but

Gip received it in unflinching silence, keeping a steadfast eye on him.

“It’s only the Right Sort of Boy gets through that doorway.”

And, as if by way of illustration, there came a rattling at the door, and a squeaking little voice could be faintly heard.

“Nyar! I warn ‘a go in there, dadda, I WARN ‘a go in there. Ny-a-a-ah!” and then the accents of a downtrodden parent,

urging consolations and propitiations. “It’s locked, Edward,” he said.

“But it isn’t,” said I. — “It is, sir,” said the shopman, “always—for that sort of child,” and as he spoke we had a glimpse of

the other youngster, a little, white face, pallid from sweet-eating and over-sapid food, and distorted by evil passions, a

ruthless little egotist, pawing at the enchanted pane. “It’s no good, sir,” said the shopman, as I moved, with my natural

helpfulness, doorward, and presently the spoilt child was carried off howling.

“How do you manage that?” I said, breathing a little more freely.

“Magic!” said the shopman, with a careless wave of the hand, and behold! sparks of coloured fire flew out of his fingers

and vanished into the shadows of the shop.

“You were saying,” he said, addressing himself to Gip, “before you came in, that you would like one of our ‘Buy One and

Astonish your Friends’ boxes?”

Gip, after a gallant effort, said “Yes.”

“It’s in your pocket.”

And leaning over the counter—he really had an extraordinary long body— this amazing person produced the article in

the customary conjurer’s manner. “Paper,” he said, and took a sheet out of the empty hat with the springs; “string,” and

behold his mouth was a string box, from which he drew an unending thread, which when he had tied his parcel he bit

off— and, it seemed to me, swallowed the ball of string. And then he lit a candle at the nose of one of the ventriloquist’s

dummies, stuck one of his fingers (which had become sealing-wax red) into the flame, and so sealed the parcel. “Then

there was the Disappearing Egg,” he remarked, and produced one from within my coat-breast and packed it, and also

The Crying Baby, Very Human. I handed each parcel to Gip as it was ready, and he clasped them to his chest.
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He said very little, but his eyes were eloquent; the clutch of his arms was eloquent. He was the playground of

unspeakable emotions. These, you know, were real Magics.

Then, with a start, I discovered something moving about in my hat— something soft and jumpy. I whipped it off, and

a ruffled pigeon—no doubt a confederate—dropped out and ran on the counter, and went, I fancy, into a cardboard box

behind the papier-machi tiger.

“Tut, tut!” said the shopman, dexterously relieving, me of my headdress; “careless bird, and—as I live—nesting!”

He shook my hat, and shook out into his extended hand, two or three eggs, a large marble, a watch, about half a dozen

of the inevitable glass balls, and then crumpled, crinkled paper, more and more and more, talking all the time of the

way in which people neglect to brush their hats inside as well as out—politely, of course, but with a certain personal

application. “All sorts of things accumulate, sir… Not you, of course, in particular… Nearly every customer… Astonishing

what they carry about with them…” The crumpled paper rose and billowed on the counter more and more and more,

until he was nearly hidden from us, until he was altogether hidden, and still his voice went on and on. “We none of us

know what the fair semblance of a human being may conceal, Sir. Are we all then no better than brushed exteriors,

whited sepulchres——-“

His voice stopped—exactly like when you hit a neighbour’s gramophone with a well-aimed brick, the same instant

silence—and the rustle of the paper stopped, and everything was still…

“Have you done with my hat?” I said, after an interval.

There was no answer.

I stared at Gip, and Gip stared at me, and there were our distortions in the magic mirrors, looking very rum, and grave,

and quiet…

“I think we’ll go now,” I said. “Will you tell me how much all this comes to?…

“I say,” I said, on a rather louder note, “I want the bill; and my hat, please.”

It might have been a sniff from behind the paper pile…

“Let’s look behind the counter, Gip,” I said. “He’s making fun of us.”

I led Gip round the head-wagging tiger, and what do you think there was behind the counter? No one at all! Only my

hat on the floor, and a common conjurer’s lop-eared white rabbit lost in meditation, and looking as stupid and crumpled

as only a conjurer’s rabbit can do. I resumed my hat, and the rabbit lolloped a lollop or so out of my way.

“Dadda!” said Gip, in a guilty whisper.

“What is it, Gip?” said I. — “I do like this shop, dadda.”

“So should I,” I said to myself, “if the counter wouldn’t suddenly extend itself to shut one off from the door.” But I didn’t

call Gip’s attention to that. “Pussy!” he said, with a hand out to the rabbit as it came lolloping past us; “Pussy, do Gip a

magic!” and his eyes followed it as it squeezed through a door I had certainly not remarked a moment before. Then this

door opened wider, and the man with one ear larger than the other appeared again. He was smiling still, but his eye met

mine with something between amusement and defiance. “You’d like to see our showroom, sir,” he said, with an innocent

suavity. Gip tugged my finger forward. I glanced at the counter and met the shopman’s eye again. I was beginning to

think the magic just a little too genuine. “We haven’t very much time,” I said. But somehow we were inside the showroom

before I could finish that.

“All goods of the same quality,” said the shopman, rubbing his flexible hands together, “and that is the Best. Nothing in

the place that isn’t genuine Magic, and warranted thoroughly rum. Excuse me, sir!”

I felt him pull at something that clung to my coat-sleeve, and then I saw he held a little, wriggling red demon by the

tail—the little creature bit and fought and tried to get at his hand—and in a moment he tossed it carelessly behind a

counter. No doubt the thing was only an image of twisted indiarubber, but for the moment—! And his gesture was exactly

that of a man who handles some petty biting bit of vermin. I glanced at Gip, but Gip was looking at a magic rocking-

horse. I was glad he hadn’t seen the thing. “I say,” I said, in an undertone, and indicating Gip and the red demon with my

eyes, “you haven’t many things like that about, have you?”

“None of ours! Probably brought it with you,” said the shopman—also in an undertone, and with a more dazzling smile

than ever. “Astonishing what people will, carry about with them unawares!” And then to Gip, “Do you see anything you

fancy here?”
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There were many things that Gip fancied there.

He turned to this astonishing tradesman with mingled confidence and respect. “Is that a Magic Sword?” he said.

“A Magic Toy Sword. It neither bends, breaks, nor cuts the fingers. It renders the bearer invincible in battle against

any one under eighteen. Half a crown to seven and sixpence, according to size. These panoplies on cards are for juvenile

knights-errant and very useful—shield of safety, sandals of swiftness, helmet of invisibility.”

“Oh, dadda!” gasped Gip.

I tried to find out what they cost, but the shopman did not heed me. He had got Gip now; he had got him away from my

finger; he had embarked upon the exposition of all his confounded stock, and nothing was going to stop him. Presently

I saw with a qualm of distrust and something very like jealousy that Gip had hold of this person’s finger as usually he has

hold of mine. No doubt the fellow was interesting, I thought, and had an interestingly faked lot of stuff, really good faked

stuff, still——

I wandered after them, saying very little, but keeping an eye on this prestidigital fellow. After all, Gip was enjoying it.

And no doubt when the time came to go we should be able to go quite easily.

It was a long, rambling place, that showroom, a gallery broken up by stands and stalls and pillars, with archways

leading off to other departments, in which the queerest-looking assistants loafed and stared at one, and with perplexing

mirrors and curtains. So perplexing, indeed, were these that I was presently unable to make out the door by which we

had come.

The shopman showed Gip magic trains that ran without steam or clockwork, just as you set the signals, and then

some very, very valuable boxes of soldiers that all came alive directly you took off the lid and said——I myself haven’t a

very quick ear, and it was a tongue-twisting sound, but Gip—he has his mother’s ear—got it in no time. “Bravo!” said the

shopman, putting the men back into the box unceremoniously and handing it to Gip. “Now,” said the shopman, and in a

moment Gip had made them all alive again.

“You’ll take that box?” asked the shopman.

“We’ll take that box,” said I, “unless you charge its full value. In which case it would need a Trust Magnate——”

“Dear heart! No!” and the shopman swept the little men back again, shut the lid, waved the box in the air, and there it

was, in brown paper, tied up and—with Gip’s full name and address on the paper!

The shopman laughed at my amazement.

“This is the genuine magic,” he said. “The real thing.”

“It’s a little too genuine for my taste,” I said again.

After that he fell to showing Gip tricks, odd tricks, and still odder the way they were done. He explained them, he

turned them inside out, and there was the dear little chap nodding his busy bit of a head in the sagest manner.

I did not attend as well as I might. “Hey, presto!” said the Magic Shopman, and then would come the clear, small “Hey,

presto!” of the boy. But I was distracted by other things. It was being borne in upon me just how tremendously rum this

place was; it was, so to speak, inundated by a sense of rumness. There was something a little rum about the fixtures

even, about the ceiling, about the floor, about the casually distributed chairs. I had a queer feeling that whenever I wasn’t

looking at them straight they went askew, and moved about, and played a noiseless puss-in-the-corner behind my back.

And the cornice had a serpentine design with masks—masks altogether too expressive for proper plaster.

Then abruptly my attention was caught by one of the odd-looking assistants. He was some way off and evidently

unaware of my presence—I saw a sort of three-quarter length of him over a pile of toys and through an arch—and, you

know, he was leaning against a pillar in an idle sort of way doing the most horrid things with his features! The particular

horrid thing he did was with his nose. He did it just as though he was idle and wanted to amuse himself. First of all it

was a short, blobby nose, and then suddenly he shot it out like a telescope, and then out it flew and became thinner and

thinner until it was like a long, red flexible whip. Like a thing in a nightmare it was! He flourished it about and flung it

forth as a fly-fisher flings his line.

My instant thought was that Gip mustn’t see him. I turned about, and there was Gip quite preoccupied with the

shopman, and thinking no evil. They were whispering together and looking at me. Gip was standing on a little stool, and

the shopman was holding a sort of big drum in his hand.

“Hide and seek, dadda!” cried Gip. “You’re He!”
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And before I could do anything to prevent it, the shopman had clapped the big drum over him.

I saw what was up directly. “Take that off,” I cried, “this instant! You’ll frighten the boy. Take it off!”

The shopman with the unequal ears did so without a word, and held the big cylinder towards me to show its

emptiness. And the little stool was vacant! In that instant my boy had utterly disappeared!…

You know, perhaps, that sinister something that comes like a hand out of the unseen and grips your heart about. You

know it takes your common self away and leaves you tense and deliberate, neither slow nor hasty, neither angry nor

afraid. So it was with me.

I came up to this grinning shopman and kicked his stool aside.

“Stop this folly!” I said. “Where is my boy?”

“You see,” he said, still displaying the drum’s interior, “there is no deception——”

I put out my hand to grip him, and he eluded me by a dexterous movement. I snatched again, and he turned from me

and pushed open a door to escape. “Stop!” I said, and he laughed, receding. I leapt after him—into utter darkness.

Thud!

“Lor’ bless my ‘eart! I didn’t see you coming, sir!”

I was in Regent Street, and I had collided with a decent-looking working man; and a yard away, perhaps, and looking a

little perplexed with himself, was Gip. There was some sort of apology, and then Gip had turned and come to me with a

bright little smile, as though for a moment he had missed me.

And he was carrying four parcels in his arm!

He secured immediate possession of my finger.

For the second I was rather at a loss. I stared round to see the door of the Magic Shop, and, behold, it was not there!

There was no door, no shop, nothing, only the common pilaster between the shop where they sell pictures and the

window with the chicks! …

I did the only thing possible in that mental tumult; I walked straight to the kerbstone and held up my umbrella for a

cab.

“‘Ansoms,” said Gip, in a note of culminating exultation.

I helped him in, recalled my address with an effort, and got in also. Something unusual proclaimed itself in my tail-

coat pocket, and I felt and discovered a glass ball. With a petulant expression I flung it into the street.

Gip said nothing.

For a space neither of us spoke.

“Dadda!” said Gip, at last, “that was a proper shop!”

I came round with that to the problem of just how the whole thing had seemed to him. He looked completely

undamaged—so far, good; he was neither scared nor unhinged, he was simply tremendously satisfied with the

afternoon’s entertainment, and there in his arms were the four parcels.

Confound it! what could be in them?

“Um!” I said. “Little boys can’t go to shops like that every day.”

He received this with his usual stoicism, and for a moment I was sorry I was his father and not his mother, and so

couldn’t suddenly there, coram publico, in our hansom, kiss him. After all, I thought, the thing wasn’t so very bad.

But it was only when we opened the parcels that I really began to be reassured. Three of them contained boxes of

soldiers, quite ordinary lead soldiers, but of so good a quality as to make Gip altogether forget that originally these

parcels had been Magic Tricks of the only genuine sort, and the fourth contained a kitten, a little living white kitten, in

excellent health and appetite and temper.

I saw this unpacking with a sort of provisional relief. I hung about in the nursery for quite an unconscionable time…

That happened six months ago. And now I am beginning to believe it is all right. The kitten had only the magic natural

to all kittens, and the soldiers seemed as steady a company as any colonel could desire. And Gip——?

The intelligent parent will understand that I have to go cautiously with Gip.

But I went so far as this one day. I said, “How would you like your soldiers to come alive, Gip, and march about by

themselves?”

“Mine do,” said Gip. “I just have to say a word I know before I open the lid.”
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“Then they march about alone?”

“Oh, quite, dadda. I shouldn’t like them if they didn’t do that.”

I displayed no unbecoming surprise, and since then I have taken occasion to drop in upon him once or twice,

unannounced, when the soldiers were about, but so far I have never discovered them performing in anything like a

magical manner…

It’s so difficult to tell.

There’s also a question of finance. I have an incurable habit of paying bills. I have been up and down Regent Street

several times looking for that shop. I am inclined to think, indeed, that in that matter honour is satisfied, and that, since

Gip’s name and address are known to them, I may very well leave it to these people, whoever they may be, to send in

their bill in their own time.

Discussion Questions

1. How does the narrator contrast with his son?

2. When shopman says, “Though we pay in the end,” what does he mean?

3. What is the theme of the story?

Text Attributions

• “Magic Shop” by H. G. Wells is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada and the United States.
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15. The Gift of the Magi by O. Henry (1906)

“We can’t buy one minute of time with cash; if we could, rich people would live longer.”

— O. Henry

ONE dollar and eighty-seven cents. That was all. And sixty cents of it was in pennies. Pennies saved one and two at a time

by bulldozing the grocer and the vegetable man and the butcher until one’s cheeks burned with the silent imputation

of parsimony that such close dealing implied. Three times Della counted it. One dollar and eighty-seven cents. And the

next day would be Christmas.

There was clearly nothing to do but flop down on the shabby little couch and howl. So Della did it. Which instigates

the moral reflection that life is made up of sobs, sniffles, and smiles, with sniffles predominating.

While the mistress of the home is gradually subsiding from the first stage to the second, take a look at the home. A

furnished flat at $8 per week. It did not exactly beggar description, but it certainly had that word on the lookout for the

mendicancy squad.

In the vestibule below was a letter-box into which no letter would go, and an electric button from which no mortal

finger could coax a ring. Also appertaining thereunto was a card bearing the name “Mr. James Dillingham Young.”

The “Dillingham” had been flung to the breeze during a former period of prosperity when its possessor was being

paid $30 per week. Now, when the income was shrunk to $20, though, they were thinking seriously of contracting to a

modest and unassuming D. But whenever Mr. James Dillingham Young came home and reached his flat above he was

called “Jim” and greatly hugged by Mrs. James Dillingham Young, already introduced to you as Della. Which is all very

good.

Della finished her cry and attended to her cheeks with the powder rag. She stood by the window and looked out dully

at a gray cat walking a gray fence in a gray backyard. Tomorrow would be Christmas Day, and she had only $1.87 with

which to buy Jim a present. She had been saving every penny she could for months, with this result. Twenty dollars a

week doesn’t go far. Expenses had been greater than she had calculated. They always are. Only $1.87 to buy a present

for Jim. Her Jim. Many a happy hour she had spent planning for something nice for him. Something fine and rare and

sterling—something just a little bit near to being worthy of the honor of being owned by Jim.

There was a pier glass between the windows of the room. Perhaps you have seen a pier glass in an $8 flat. A very thin

and very agile person may, by observing his reflection in a rapid sequence of longitudinal strips, obtain a fairly accurate

conception of his looks. Della, being slender, had mastered the art.

Suddenly she whirled from the window and stood before the glass. Her eyes were shining brilliantly, but her face had

lost its color within twenty seconds. Rapidly she pulled down her hair and let it fall to its full length.

Now, there were two possessions of the James Dillingham Youngs in which they both took a mighty pride. One was

Jim’s gold watch that had been his father’s and his grandfather’s. The other was Della’s hair. Had the queen of Sheba lived

in the flat across the airshaft, Della would have let her hair hang out the window some day to dry just to depreciate Her

Majesty’s jewels and gifts. Had King Solomon been the janitor, with all his treasures piled up in the basement, Jim would

have pulled out his watch every time he passed, just to see him pluck at his beard from envy.

So now Della’s beautiful hair fell about her rippling and shining like a cascade of brown waters. It reached below her

knee and made itself almost a garment for her. And then she did it up again nervously and quickly. Once she faltered for

a minute and stood still while a tear or two splashed on the worn red carpet.

On went her old brown jacket; on went her old brown hat. With a whirl of skirts and with the brilliant sparkle still in

her eyes, she fluttered out the door and down the stairs to the street.

Where she stopped the sign read: “Mme. Sofronie. Hair Goods of All Kinds.” One flight up Della ran, and collected

herself, panting. Madame, large, too white, chilly, hardly looked the “Sofronie.”
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“Will you buy my hair?” asked Della.

“I buy hair,” said Madame. “Take yer hat off and let’s have a sight at the looks of it.”

Down rippled the brown cascade.

“Twenty dollars,” said Madame, lifting the mass with a practised hand.

“Give it to me quick,” said Della.

Oh, and the next two hours tripped by on rosy wings. Forget the hashed metaphor. She was ransacking the stores for

Jim’s present.

She found it at last. It surely had been made for Jim and no one else. There was no other like it in any of the stores,

and she had turned all of them inside out. It was a platinum fob chain simple and chaste in design, properly proclaiming

its value by substance alone and not by meretricious ornamentation—as all good things should do. It was even worthy

of The Watch. As soon as she saw it she knew that it must be Jim’s. It was like him. Quietness and value—the description

applied to both. Twenty-one dollars they took from her for it, and she hurried home with the 87 cents. With that chain

on his watch Jim might be properly anxious about the time in any company. Grand as the watch was, he sometimes

looked at it on the sly on account of the old leather strap that he used in place of a chain.

When Della reached home her intoxication gave way a little to prudence and reason. She got out her curling irons and

lighted the gas and went to work repairing the ravages made by generosity added to love. Which is always a tremendous

task, dear friends—a mammoth task.

Within forty minutes her head was covered with tiny, close-lying curls that made her look wonderfully like a truant

schoolboy. She looked at her reflection in the mirror long, carefully, and critically.

“If Jim doesn’t kill me,” she said to herself, “before he takes a second look at me, he’ll say I look like a Coney Island

chorus girl. But what could I do—oh! what could I do with a dollar and eighty-seven cents?”

At 7 o’clock the coffee was made and the frying-pan was on the back of the stove hot and ready to cook the chops.

Jim was never late. Della doubled the fob chain in her hand and sat on the corner of the table near the door that

he always entered. Then she heard his step on the stair away down on the first flight, and she turned white for just

a moment. She had a habit of saying a little silent prayer about the simplest everyday things, and now she whispered:

“Please God, make him think I am still pretty.”

The door opened and Jim stepped in and closed it. He looked thin and very serious. Poor fellow, he was only twenty-

two—and to be burdened with a family! He needed a new overcoat and he was without gloves.

Jim stopped inside the door, as immovable as a setter at the scent of quail. His eyes were fixed upon Della, and there

was an expression in them that she could not read, and it terrified her. It was not anger, nor surprise, nor disapproval,

nor horror, nor any of the sentiments that she had been prepared for. He simply stared at her fixedly with that peculiar

expression on his face.

Della wriggled off the table and went for him.

“Jim, darling,” she cried, “don’t look at me that way. I had my hair cut off and sold because I couldn’t have lived through

Christmas without giving you a present. It’ll grow out again—you won’t mind, will you? I just had to do it. My hair grows

awfully fast. Say ‘Merry Christmas!’ Jim, and let’s be happy. You don’t know what a nice—what a beautiful, nice gift I’ve

got for you.”

“You’ve cut off your hair?” asked Jim, laboriously, as if he had not arrived at that patent fact yet even after the hardest

mental labor.

“Cut it off and sold it,” said Della. “Don’t you like me just as well, anyhow? I’m me without my hair, ain’t I?”

Jim looked about the room curiously.

“You say your hair is gone?” he said, with an air almost of idiocy.

“You needn’t look for it,” said Della. “It’s sold, I tell you—sold and gone, too. It’s Christmas Eve, boy. Be good to me, for

it went for you. Maybe the hairs of my head were numbered,” she went on with sudden serious sweetness, “but nobody

could ever count my love for you. Shall I put the chops on, Jim?”

Out of his trance Jim seemed quickly to wake. He enfolded his Della. For ten seconds let us regard with discreet

scrutiny some inconsequential object in the other direction. Eight dollars a week or a million a year—what is the
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difference? A mathematician or a wit would give you the wrong answer. The magi brought valuable gifts, but that was

not among them. This dark assertion will be illuminated later on.

Jim drew a package from his overcoat pocket and threw it upon the table.

“Don’t make any mistake, Dell,” he said, “about me. I don’t think there’s anything in the way of a haircut or a shave or a

shampoo that could make me like my girl any less. But if you’ll unwrap that package you may see why you had me going

a while at first.”

White fingers and nimble tore at the string and paper. And then an ecstatic scream of joy; and then, alas! a quick

feminine change to hysterical tears and wails, necessitating the immediate employment of all the comforting powers of

the lord of the flat.

For there lay The Combs—the set of combs, side and back, that Della had worshipped long in a Broadway window.

Beautiful combs, pure tortoise shell, with jewelled rims—just the shade to wear in the beautiful vanished hair. They

were expensive combs, she knew, and her heart had simply craved and yearned over them without the least hope of

possession. And now, they were hers, but the tresses that should have adorned the coveted adornments were gone.

But she hugged them to her bosom, and at length she was able to look up with dim eyes and a smile and say: “My hair

grows so fast, Jim!”

And then Della leaped up like a little singed cat and cried, “Oh, oh!”

Jim had not yet seen his beautiful present. She held it out to him eagerly upon her open palm. The dull precious metal

seemed to flash with a reflection of her bright and ardent spirit.

“Isn’t it a dandy, Jim? I hunted all over town to find it. You’ll have to look at the time a hundred times a day now. Give

me your watch. I want to see how it looks on it.”

Instead of obeying, Jim tumbled down on the couch and put his hands under the back of his head and smiled.

“Dell,” said he, “let’s put our Christmas presents away and keep ’em a while. They’re too nice to use just at present. I

sold the watch to get the money to buy your combs. And now suppose you put the chops on.”

The magi, as you know, were wise men—wonderfully wise men—who brought gifts to the Babe in the manger. They

invented the art of giving Christmas presents. Being wise, their gifts were no doubt wise ones, possibly bearing the

privilege of exchange in case of duplication. And here I have lamely related to you the uneventful chronicle of two foolish

children in a flat who most unwisely sacrificed for each other the greatest treasures of their house. But in a last word to

the wise of these days let it be said that of all who give gifts these two were the wisest. Of all who give and receive gifts,

such as they are wisest. Everywhere they are wisest. They are the magi.

Discussion Question

1. Are the characters’ sacrifices comparable?

2. What is a theme in the story? How does symbolism connect to the theme?

3. How does the author use characterization to describe Jim? What do readers know about him?

Text Attributions

• “The Gift of the Magi” by O. Henry is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada and the United States.

The Gift of the Magi by O. Henry (1906) | 131



16. Before the Law by Franz Kafka (1915)

“Start with what is right rather than what is acceptable.”

— Franz Kafka

In front of the law there is a doorkeeper. A man from the countryside comes up to the door and asks for entry. But the

doorkeeper says he can’t let him in to the law right now. The man thinks about this, and then he asks if he’ll be able

to go in later on. ‘That’s possible,’ says the doorkeeper, ‘but not now’. The gateway to the law is open as it always is,

and the doorkeeper has stepped to one side, so the man bends over to try and see in. When the doorkeeper notices

this he laughs and says, ‘If you’re tempted give it a try, try and go in even though I say you can’t. Careful though: I’m

powerful. And I’m only the lowliest of all the doormen. But there’s a doorkeeper for each of the rooms and each of them

is more powerful than the last. It’s more than I can stand just to look at the third one.’ The man from the country had not

expected difficulties like this, the law was supposed to be accessible for anyone at any time, he thinks, but now he looks

more closely at the doorkeeper in his fur coat, sees his big hooked nose, his long thin tartar-beard, and he decides it’s

better to wait until he has permission to enter. The doorkeeper gives him a stool and lets him sit down to one side of the

gate. He sits there for days and years. He tries to be allowed in time and again and tires the doorkeeper with his requests.

The doorkeeper often questions him, asking about where he’s from and many other things, but these are disinterested

questions such as great men ask, and he always ends up by telling him he still can’t let him in. The man had come well

equipped for his journey, and uses everything, however valuable, to bribe the doorkeeper. He accepts everything, but as

he does so he says, ‘I’ll only accept this so that you don’t think there’s anything you’ve failed to do’. Over many years, the

man watches the doorkeeper almost without a break. He forgets about the other doormen, and begins to think this one

is the only thing stopping him from gaining access to the law. Over the first few years he curses his unhappy condition

out loud, but later, as he becomes old, he just grumbles to himself. He becomes senile, and as he has come to know even

the fleas in the doorkeeper’s fur collar over the years that he has been studying him he even asks them to help him and

change the doorkeeper’s mind. Finally his eyes grow dim, and he no longer knows whether it’s really getting darker or

just his eyes that are deceiving him. But he seems now to see an inextinguishable light begin to shine from the darkness

behind the door. He doesn’t have long to live now. Just before he dies, he brings together all his experience from all this

time into one question which he has still never put to the doorkeeper. He beckons to him, as he’s no longer able to raise

his stiff body. The doorkeeper has to bend over deeply as the difference in their sizes has changed very much to the

disadvantage of the man. ‘What is it you want to know now?’ asks the doorkeeper, ‘You’re insatiable.’ ‘Everyone wants

access to the law,’ says the man, ‘how come, over all these years, no- one but me has asked to be let in?’ The doorkeeper

can see the man’s come to his end, his hearing has faded, and so, so that he can be heard, he shouts to him: ‘Nobody else

could have got in this way, as this entrance was meant only for you. Now I’ll go and close it’.”

Discussion Questions

1. Based on the story, what issue(s) might Kafka have had with the law?

2. Is the man being judged? If so, by whom and what are the criteria? If not, why does he not enter?

3. Did the man give up trying to enter? If not, why did he not give up? If yes, why did he give up?
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4. How does the setting affect the message of the story?

Text Attributions

• “Before the Law” by Franz Kafka is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada and the United States.
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17. The Statement of Randolph Carter by H. P.
Lovecraft (1919)

“The oldest and strongest emotion of mankind is fear, and the oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the

unknown”

— H.P. Lovecraft

I repeat to you, gentlemen, that your inquisition is fruitless. Detain me here forever if you will; confine or execute me

if you must have a victim to propitiate the illusion you call justice; but I can say no more than I have said already.

Everything that I can remember, I have told with perfect candour. Nothing has been distorted or concealed, and if

anything remains vague, it is only because of the dark cloud which has come over my mind—that cloud and the nebulous

nature of the horrors which brought it upon me.

Again I say, I do not know what has become of Harley Warren; though I think—almost hope—that he is in peaceful

oblivion, if there be anywhere so blessed a thing. It is true that I have for five years been his closest friend, and a partial

sharer of his terrible researches into the unknown. I will not deny, though my memory is uncertain and indistinct, that

this witness of yours may have seen us together as he says, on the Gainesville pike, walking toward Big Cypress Swamp,

at half past eleven on that awful night. That we bore electric lanterns, spades, and a curious coil of wire with attached

instruments, I will even affirm; for these things all played a part in the single hideous scene which remains burned into

my shaken recollection. But of what followed, and of the reason I was found alone and dazed on the edge of the swamp

next morning, I must insist that I know nothing save what I have told you over and over again. You say to me that there

is nothing in the swamp or near it which could form the setting of that frightful episode. I reply that I know nothing

beyond what I saw. Vision or nightmare it may have been—vision or nightmare I fervently hope it was—yet it is all that

my mind retains of what took place in those shocking hours after we left the sight of men. And why Harley Warren did

not return, he or his shade—or some nameless thing I cannot describe—alone can tell.

As I have said before, the weird studies of Harley Warren were well known to me, and to some extent shared by me.

Of his vast collection of strange, rare books on forbidden subjects I have read all that are written in the languages of

which I am master; but these are few as compared with those in languages I cannot understand. Most, I believe, are

in Arabic; and the fiend-inspired book which brought on the end—the book which he carried in his pocket out of the

world—was written in characters whose like I never saw elsewhere. Warren would never tell me just what was in that

book. As to the nature of our studies—must I say again that I no longer retain full comprehension? It seems to me rather

merciful that I do not, for they were terrible studies, which I pursued more through reluctant fascination than through

actual inclination. Warren always dominated me, and sometimes I feared him. I remember how I shuddered at his facial

expression on the night before the awful happening, when he talked so incessantly of his theory, why certain corpses

never decay, but rest firm and fat in their tombs for a thousand years. But I do not fear him now, for I suspect that he has

known horrors beyond my ken. Now I fear for him.

Once more I say that I have no clear idea of our object on that night. Certainly, it had much to do with something in

the book which Warren carried with him—that ancient book in undecipherable characters which had come to him from

India a month before—but I swear I do not know what it was that we expected to find. Your witness says he saw us at half

past eleven on the Gainesville pike, headed for Big Cypress Swamp. This is probably true, but I have no distinct memory

of it. The picture seared into my soul is of one scene only, and the hour must have been long after midnight; for a waning

crescent moon was high in the vaporous heavens.

The place was an ancient cemetery; so ancient that I trembled at the manifold signs of immemorial years. It was in a

deep, damp hollow, overgrown with rank grass, moss, and curious creeping weeds, and filled with a vague stench which
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my idle fancy associated absurdly with rotting stone. On every hand were the signs of neglect and decrepitude, and I

seemed haunted by the notion that Warren and I were the first living creatures to invade a lethal silence of centuries.

Over the valley’s rim a wan, waning crescent moon peered through the noisome vapours that seemed to emanate from

unheard-of catacombs, and by its feeble, wavering beams I could distinguish a repellent array of antique slabs, urns,

cenotaphs, and mausolean facades; all crumbling, moss-grown, and moisture-stained, and partly concealed by the gross

luxuriance of the unhealthy vegetation. My first vivid impression of my own presence in this terrible necropolis concerns

the act of pausing with Warren before a certain half-obliterated sepulchre, and of throwing down some burdens which

we seemed to have been carrying. I now observed that I had with me an electric lantern and two spades, whilst my

companion was supplied with a similar lantern and a portable telephone outfit. No word was uttered, for the spot and

the task seemed known to us; and without delay we seized our spades and commenced to clear away the grass, weeds,

and drifted earth from the flat, archaic mortuary. After uncovering the entire surface, which consisted of three immense

granite slabs, we stepped back some distance to survey the charnel scene; and Warren appeared to make some mental

calculations. Then he returned to the sepulchre, and using his spade as a lever, sought to pry up the slab lying nearest

to a stony ruin which may have been a monument in its day. He did not succeed, and motioned to me to come to his

assistance. Finally our combined strength loosened the stone, which we raised and tipped to one side.

The removal of the slab revealed a black aperture, from which rushed an effluence of miasmal gases so nauseous

that we started back in horror. After an interval, however, we approached the pit again, and found the exhalations less

unbearable. Our lanterns disclosed the top of a flight of stone steps, dripping with some detestable ichor of the inner

earth, and bordered by moist walls encrusted with nitre. And now for the first time my memory records verbal discourse,

Warren addressing me at length in his mellow tenor voice; a voice singularly unperturbed by our awesome surroundings.

“I’m sorry to have to ask you to stay on the surface,” he said, “but it would be a crime to let anyone with your frail

nerves go down there. You can’t imagine, even from what you have read and from what I’ve told you, the things I shall

have to see and do. It’s fiendish work, Carter, and I doubt if any man without ironclad sensibilities could ever see it

through and come up alive and sane. I don’t wish to offend you, and heaven knows I’d be glad enough to have you with

me; but the responsibility is in a certain sense mine, and I couldn’t drag a bundle of nerves like you down to probable

death or madness. I tell you, you can’t imagine what the thing is really like! But I promise to keep you informed over the

telephone of every move—you see I’ve enough wire here to reach to the centre of the earth and back!”

I can still hear, in memory, those coolly spoken words; and I can still remember my remonstrances. I seemed

desperately anxious to accompany my friend into those sepulchral depths, yet he proved inflexibly obdurate. At one time

he threatened to abandon the expedition if I remained insistent; a threat which proved effective, since he alone held the

key to the thing. All this I can still remember, though I no longer know what manner of thing we sought. After he had

secured my reluctant acquiescence in his design, Warren picked up the reel of wire and adjusted the instruments. At

his nod I took one of the latter and seated myself upon an aged, discoloured gravestone close by the newly uncovered

aperture. Then he shook my hand, shouldered the coil of wire, and disappeared within that indescribable ossuary. For a

moment I kept sight of the glow of his lantern, and heard the rustle of the wire as he laid it down after him; but the glow

soon disappeared abruptly, as if a turn in the stone staircase had been encountered, and the sound died away almost

as quickly. I was alone, yet bound to the unknown depths by those magic strands whose insulated surface lay green

beneath the struggling beams of that waning crescent moon.

In the lone silence of that hoary and deserted city of the dead, my mind conceived the most ghastly phantasies

and illusions; and the grotesque shrines and monoliths seemed to assume a hideous personality—a half-sentience.

Amorphous shadows seemed to lurk in the darker recesses of the weed-choked hollow and to flit as in some

blasphemous ceremonial procession past the portals of the mouldering tombs in the hillside; shadows which could not

have been cast by that pallid, peering crescent moon. I constantly consulted my watch by the light of my electric lantern,

and listened with feverish anxiety at the receiver of the telephone; but for more than a quarter of an hour heard nothing.

Then a faint clicking came from the instrument, and I called down to my friend in a tense voice. Apprehensive as I was,

I was nevertheless unprepared for the words which came up from that uncanny vault in accents more alarmed and

quivering than any I had heard before from Harley Warren. He who had so calmly left me a little while previously, now

called from below in a shaky whisper more portentous than the loudest shriek:
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“God! If you could see what I am seeing!”

I could not answer. Speechless, I could only wait. Then came the frenzied tones again:

“Carter, it’s terrible—monstrous—unbelievable!”

This time my voice did not fail me, and I poured into the transmitter a flood of excited questions. Terrified, I continued

to repeat, “Warren, what is it? What is it?”

Once more came the voice of my friend, still hoarse with fear, and now apparently tinged with despair:

“I can’t tell you, Carter! It’s too utterly beyond thought—I dare not tell you—no man could know it and live—Great God!

I never dreamed of THIS!” Stillness again, save for my now incoherent torrent of shuddering inquiry. Then the voice of

Warren in a pitch of wilder consternation:

“Carter! for the love of God, put back the slab and get out of this if you can! Quick!—leave everything else and make for the

outside—it’s your only chance! Do as I say, and don’t ask me to explain!”

I heard, yet was able only to repeat my frantic questions. Around me were the tombs and the darkness and the

shadows; below me, some peril beyond the radius of the human imagination. But my friend was in greater danger

than I, and through my fear I felt a vague resentment that he should deem me capable of deserting him under such

circumstances. More clicking, and after a pause a piteous cry from Warren:

“Beat it! For God’s sake, put back the slab and beat it, Carter!”

Something in the boyish slang of my evidently stricken companion unleashed my faculties. I formed and shouted a

resolution, “Warren, brace up! I’m coming down!” But at this offer the tone of my auditor changed to a scream of utter

despair:

“Don’t! You can’t understand! It’s too late—and my own fault. Put back the slab and run—there’s nothing else you or anyone

can do now!” The tone changed again, this time acquiring a softer quality, as of hopeless resignation. Yet it remained

tense through anxiety for me.

“Quick—before it’s too late!” I tried not to heed him; tried to break through the paralysis which held me, and to fulfil my

vow to rush down to his aid. But his next whisper found me still held inert in the chains of stark horror.

“Carter—hurry! It’s no use—you must go—better one than two—the slab—” A pause, more clicking, then the faint voice of

Warren:

“Nearly over now—don’t make it harder—cover up those damned steps and run for your life—you’re losing time— So long,

Carter—won’t see you again.” Here Warren’s whisper swelled into a cry; a cry that gradually rose to a shriek fraught with

all the horror of the ages—

“Curse these hellish things—legions— My God! Beat it! Beat it! Beat it!”

After that was silence. I know not how many interminable aeons I sat stupefied; whispering, muttering, calling,

screaming into that telephone. Over and over again through those aeons I whispered and muttered, called, shouted, and

screamed, “Warren! Warren! Answer me—are you there?”

And then there came to me the crowning horror of all—the unbelievable, unthinkable, almost unmentionable thing. I

have said that aeons seemed to elapse after Warren shrieked forth his last despairing warning, and that only my own

cries now broke the hideous silence. But after a while there was a further clicking in the receiver, and I strained my ears

to listen. Again I called down, “Warren, are you there?”, and in answer heard the thing which has brought this cloud over

my mind. I do not try, gentlemen, to account for that thing—that voice—nor can I venture to describe it in detail, since the

first words took away my consciousness and created a mental blank which reaches to the time of my awakening in the

hospital. Shall I say that the voice was deep; hollow; gelatinous; remote; unearthly; inhuman; disembodied? What shall I

say? It was the end of my experience, and is the end of my story. I heard it, and knew no more. Heard it as I sat petrified

in that unknown cemetery in the hollow, amidst the crumbling stones and the falling tombs, the rank vegetation and the

miasmal vapours. Heard it well up from the innermost depths of that damnable open sepulchre as I watched amorphous,

necrophagous shadows dance beneath an accursed waning moon. And this is what it said:

“YOU FOOL, WARREN IS DEAD!”
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Discussion Questions

1. Is the narrator trustworthy? Why or why not?

2. Should the narrator face any legal repercussions?

3. How does the setting influence the readers’ perception of events?

Text Attributions

• “The Statement of Randolph Carter” by H. P. Lovecraft is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada and the

United States.
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18. The Hunger Artist by Franz Kafka (1922)

“Youth is happy because it has the capacity to see beauty. Anyone who keeps the ability to see beauty never

grows old.”

— Franz Kafka

In the last decades interest in hunger artists has declined considerably. Whereas in earlier days there was good money to

be earned putting on major productions of this sort under one’s own management, nowadays that is totally impossible.

Those were different times. Back then the hunger artist captured the attention of the entire city. From day to day while

the fasting lasted, participation increased. Everyone wanted to see the hunger artist at least daily. During the final days

there were people with subscription tickets who sat all day in front of the small barred cage. And there were even

viewing hours at night, their impact heightened by torchlight. On fine days the cage was dragged out into the open

air, and then the hunger artist was put on display particularly for the children. While for grown-ups the hunger artist

was often merely a joke, something they participated in because it was fashionable, the children looked on amazed,

their mouths open, holding each other’s hands for safety, as he sat there on scattered straw—spurning a chair—in a

black tights, looking pale, with his ribs sticking out prominently, sometimes nodding politely, answering questions with

a forced smile, even sticking his arm out through the bars to let people feel how emaciated he was, but then completely

sinking back into himself, so that he paid no attention to anything, not even to what was so important to him, the striking

of the clock, which was the single furnishing in the cage, merely looking out in front of him with his eyes almost shut

and now and then sipping from a tiny glass of water to moisten his lips.

Apart from the changing groups of spectators there were also constant observers chosen by the public—strangely

enough they were usually butchers—who, always three at a time, were given the task of observing the hunger artist day

and night, so that he didn’t get something to eat in some secret manner. It was, however, merely a formality, introduced

to reassure the masses, for those who understood knew well enough that during the period of fasting the hunger artist

would never, under any circumstances, have eaten the slightest thing, not even if compelled by force. The honour of

his art forbade it. Naturally, none of the watchers understood that. Sometimes there were nightly groups of watchers

who carried out their vigil very laxly, deliberately sitting together in a distant corner and putting all their attention

into playing cards there, clearly intending to allow the hunger artist a small refreshment, which, according to their way

of thinking, he could get from some secret supplies. Nothing was more excruciating to the hunger artist than such

watchers. They depressed him. They made his fasting terribly difficult. Sometimes he overcame his weakness and sang

during the time they were observing, for as long as he could keep it up, to show people how unjust their suspicions about

him were. But that was little help. For then they just wondered among themselves about his skill at being able to eat

even while singing. He much preferred the observers who sat down right against the bars and, not satisfied with the dim

backlighting of the room, illuminated him with electric flashlights. The glaring light didn’t bother him in the slightest.

Generally he couldn’t sleep at all, and he could always doze under any lighting and at any hour, even in an overcrowded,

noisy auditorium. With such observers, he was very happily prepared to spend the entire night without sleeping. He was

very pleased to joke with them, to recount stories from his nomadic life and then, in turn, to listen their stories—doing

everything just to keep them awake, so that he could keep showing them once again that he had nothing to eat in his

cage and that he was fasting as none of them could.

He was happiest, however, when morning came and a lavish breakfast was brought for them at his own expense, on

which they hurled themselves with the appetite of healthy men after a hard night’s work without sleep. True, there were

still people who wanted to see in this breakfast an unfair means of influencing the observers, but that was going too

far, and if they were asked whether they wanted to undertake the observers’ night shift for its own sake, without the

breakfast, they excused themselves. But nonetheless they stood by their suspicions.
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However, it was, in general, part of fasting that these doubts were inextricably associated with it. For, in fact, no one

was in a position to spend time watching the hunger artist every day and night, so no one could know, on the basis of his

own observation, whether this was a case of truly uninterrupted, flawless fasting. The hunger artist himself was the only

one who could know that and, at the same time, the only spectator capable of being completely satisfied with his own

fasting. But the reason he was never satisfied was something different. Perhaps it was not fasting at all which made him

so very emaciated that many people, to their own regret, had to stay away from his performance, because they couldn’t

bear to look at him. For he was also so skeletal out of dissatisfaction with himself, because he alone knew something that

even initiates didn’t know—how easy it was to fast. It was the easiest thing in the world. About this he did not remain

silent, but people did not believe him. At best they thought he was being modest. Most of them, however, believed he

was a publicity seeker or a total swindler, for whom, at all events, fasting was easy, because he understood how to make

it easy, and then had the nerve to half admit it. He had to accept all that. Over the years he had become accustomed to it.

But this dissatisfaction kept gnawing at his insides all the time and never yet—and this one had to say to his credit—had

he left the cage of his own free will after any period of fasting.

The impresario had set the maximum length of time for the fast at forty days—he would never allow the fasting go on

beyond that point, not even in the cosmopolitan cities. And, in fact, he had a good reason. Experience had shown that for

about forty days one could increasingly whip up a city’s interest by gradually increasing advertising, but that then the

people turned away—one could demonstrate a significant decline in popularity. In this respect, there were, of course,

small differences among different towns and among different countries, but as a rule it was true that forty days was the

maximum length of time.

So then on the fortieth day the door of the cage—which was covered with flowers—was opened, an enthusiastic

audience filled the amphitheatre, a military band played, two doctors entered the cage, in order to take the necessary

measurements of the hunger artist, the results were announced to the auditorium through a megaphone, and finally

two young ladies arrived, happy about the fact that they were the ones who had just been selected by lot, seeking to

lead the hunger artist down a couple of steps out of the cage, where on a small table a carefully chosen hospital meal

was laid out. And at this moment the hunger artist always fought back. Of course, he still freely laid his bony arms in the

helpful outstretched hands of the ladies bending over him, but he did not want to stand up. Why stop right now after

forty days? He could have kept going for even longer, for an unlimited length of time. Why stop right now, when he was

in his best form, indeed, not yet even in his best fasting form? Why did people want to rob him of the fame of fasting

longer, not just so that he could become the greatest hunger artist of all time, which he probably was already, but also

so that he could surpass himself in some unimaginable way, for he felt there were no limits to his capacity for fasting.

Why did this crowd, which pretended to admire him so much, have so little patience with him? If he kept going and kept

fasting longer, why would they not tolerate it? Then, too, he was tired and felt good sitting in the straw. Now he was

supposed to stand up straight and tall and go to eat, something which, when he just imagined it, made him feel nauseous

right away. With great difficulty he repressed mentioning this only out of consideration for the women. And he looked

up into the eyes of these women, apparently so friendly but in reality so cruel, and shook his excessively heavy head on

his feeble neck.

But then happened what always happened. The impresario came and in silence—the music made talking

impossible—raised his arms over the hunger artist, as if inviting heaven to look upon its work here on the straw, this

unfortunate martyr, something the hunger artist certainly was, only in a completely different sense, then grabbed the

hunger artist around his thin waist, in the process wanting with his exaggerated caution to make people believe that here

he had to deal with something fragile, and handed him over—not without secretly shaking him a little, so that the hunger

artist’s legs and upper body swung back and forth uncontrollably—to the women, who had in the meantime turned as

pale as death. At this point, the hunger artist endured everything. His head lay on his chest—it was as if it had inexplicably

rolled around and just stopped there—his body was arched back, his legs, in an impulse of self-preservation, pressed

themselves together at the knees, but scraped the ground, as if they were not really on the floor but were looking for the

real ground, and the entire weight of his body, admittedly very small, lay against one of the women, who appealed for

help with flustered breath, for she had not imagined her post of honour would be like this, and then stretched her neck

as far as possible, to keep her face from the least contact with the hunger artist, but then, when she couldn’t manage
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this and her more fortunate companion didn’t come to her assistance but trembled and remained content to hold in

front of her the hunger artist’s hand, that small bundle of knuckles, she broke into tears, to the delighted laughter of

the auditorium, and had to be relieved by an attendant who had been standing ready for some time. Then came the

meal. The impresario put a little food into mouth of the hunger artist, now half unconscious, as if fainting, and kept up

a cheerful patter designed to divert attention away from the hunger artist’s condition. Then a toast was proposed to

the public, which was supposedly whispered to the impresario by the hunger artist, the orchestra confirmed everything

with a great fanfare, people dispersed, and no one had the right to be dissatisfied with the event, no one except the

hunger artist—he was always the only one.

He lived this way, taking small regular breaks, for many years, apparently in the spotlight, honoured by the world,

but for all that his mood was usually gloomy, and it kept growing gloomier all the time, because no one understood

how to take him seriously. But how was he to find consolation? What was there left for him to wish for? And if a good-

natured man who felt sorry for him ever wanted to explain to him that his sadness probably came from his fasting, then

it could happen that the hunger artist responded with an outburst of rage and began to shake the bars like an animal,

frightening everyone. But the impresario had a way of punishing moments like this, something he was happy to use. He

would make an apology for the hunger artist to the assembled public, conceding that the irritability had been provoked

only by his fasting, something quite intelligible to well-fed people and capable of excusing the behaviour of the hunger

artist without further explanation. From there he would move on to speak about the equally hard to understand claim

of the hunger artist that he could go on fasting for much longer than he was doing. He would praise the lofty striving,

the good will, and the great self-denial no doubt contained in this claim, but then would try to contradict it simply by

producing photographs, which were also on sale, for in the pictures one could see the hunger artist on the fortieth day

of his fast, in bed, almost dead from exhaustion. Although the hunger artist was very familiar with this perversion of

the truth, it always strained his nerves again and was too much for him. What was a result of the premature ending of

the fast people were now proposing as its cause! It was impossible to fight against this lack of understanding, against

this world of misunderstanding. In good faith he always listened eagerly to the impresario at the bars of his cage, but

each time, once the photographs came out, he would let go of the bars and, with a sigh, sink back into the straw, and a

reassured public could come up again and view him.

When those who had witnessed such scenes thought back on them a few years later, often they were unable to

understand themselves. For in the meantime that change mentioned above had set it. It happened almost immediately.

There may have been more profound reasons for it, but who bothered to discover what they were? At any rate, one day

the pampered hunger artist saw himself abandoned by the crowd of pleasure seekers, who preferred to stream to other

attractions. The impresario chased around half of Europe one more time with him, to see whether he could still re-

discover the old interest here and there. It was all futile. It was as if a secret agreement against the fasting performances

had developed everywhere. Naturally, it couldn’t really have happened all at once, and people later remembered some

things which in the days of intoxicating success they hadn’t paid sufficient attention to, some inadequately suppressed

indications, but now it was too late to do anything to counter them. Of course, it was certain that the popularity of

fasting would return once more someday, but for those now alive that was no consolation. What was the hunger artist

to do now? A man whom thousands of people had cheered on could not display himself in show booths at small fun fairs.

The hunger artist was not only too old to take up a different profession, but was fanatically devoted to fasting more than

anything else. So he said farewell to the impresario, an incomparable companion on his life’s road, and let himself be

hired by a large circus. In order to spare his own feelings, he didn’t even look at the terms of his contract at all.

A large circus with its huge number of men, animals, and gimmicks, which are constantly being let go and replenished,

can use anyone at any time, even a hunger artist, provided, of course, his demands are modest. Moreover, in this

particular case it was not only the hunger artist himself who was engaged, but also his old and famous name. In fact,

given the characteristic nature of his art, which was not diminished by his advancing age, one could never claim that a

worn out artist, who no longer stood at the pinnacle of his ability, wanted to escape to a quiet position in the circus. On

the contrary, the hunger artist declared that he could fast just as well as in earlier times—something that was entirely

credible. Indeed, he even affirmed that if people would let him do what he wanted—and he was promised this without
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further ado—he would really now legitimately amaze the world for the first time, an assertion which, however, given the

mood of the time, which the hunger artist in his enthusiasm easily overlooked, only brought smiles from the experts.

However, basically the hunger artist had not forgotten his sense of the way things really were, and he took it as self-

evident that people would not set him and his cage up as the star attraction somewhere in the middle of the arena,

but would move him outside in some other readily accessible spot near the animal stalls. Huge brightly painted signs

surrounded the cage and announced what there was to look at there. During the intervals in the main performance,

when the general public pushed out towards the menagerie in order to see the animals, they could hardly avoid moving

past the hunger artist and stopping there a moment. They would perhaps have remained with him longer, if those

pushing up behind them in the narrow passage way, who did not understand this pause on the way to the animal stalls

they wanted to see, had not made a longer peaceful observation impossible. This was also the reason why the hunger

artist began to tremble at these visiting hours, which he naturally used to long for as the main purpose of his life. In the

early days he could hardly wait for the pauses in the performances. He had looked forward with delight to the crowd

pouring around him, until he became convinced only too quickly—and even the most stubborn, almost deliberate self-

deception could not hold out against the experience—that, judging by their intentions, most of these people were, again

and again without exception, only visiting the menagerie. And this view from a distance still remained his most beautiful

moment. For when they had come right up to him, he immediately got an earful from the shouting of the two steadily

increasing groups, the ones who wanted to take their time looking at the hunger artist, not with any understanding but

on a whim or from mere defiance—for him these ones were soon the more painful—and a second group of people whose

only demand was to go straight to the animal stalls.

Once the large crowds had passed, the late comers would arrive, and although there was nothing preventing these

people any more from sticking around for as long as they wanted, they rushed past with long strides, almost without

a sideways glance, to get to the animals in time. And it was an all-too-rare stroke of luck when the father of a family

came by with his children, pointed his finger at the hunger artist, gave a detailed explanation about what was going on

here, and talked of earlier years, when he had been present at similar but incomparably more magnificent performances,

and then the children, because they had been inadequately prepared at school and in life, always stood around still

uncomprehendingly. What was fasting to them? But nonetheless the brightness of the look in their searching eyes

revealed something of new and more gracious times coming. Perhaps, the hunger artist said to himself sometimes,

everything would be a little better if his location were not quite so near the animal stalls. That way it would be easy for

people to make their choice, to say nothing of the fact that he was very upset and constantly depressed by the stink from

the stalls, the animals’ commotion at night, the pieces of raw meat dragged past him for the carnivorous beasts, and

the roars at feeding time. But he did not dare to approach the administration about it. In any case, he had the animals

to thank for the crowds of visitors among whom, here and there, there could be one destined for him. And who knew

where they would hide him if he wished to remind them of his existence and, along with that, of the fact that, strictly

speaking, he was only an obstacle on the way to the menagerie.

A small obstacle, at any rate, a constantly diminishing obstacle. People got used to the strange notion that in these

times they would want to pay attention to a hunger artist, and with this habitual awareness the judgment on him was

pronounced. He might fast as well as he could—and he did—but nothing could save him any more. People went straight

past him. Try to explain the art of fasting to anyone! If someone doesn’t feel it, then he cannot be made to understand it.

The beautiful signs became dirty and illegible. People tore them down, and no one thought of replacing them. The small

table with the number of days the fasting had lasted, which early on had been carefully renewed every day, remained

unchanged for a long time, for after the first weeks the staff grew tired of even this small task. And so the hunger artist

kept fasting on and on, as he once had dreamed about in earlier times, and he had no difficulty succeeding in achieving

what he had predicted back then, but no one was counting the days—no one, not even the hunger artist himself, knew

how great his achievement was by this point, and his heart grew heavy. And when once in a while a person strolling

past stood there making fun of the old number and talking of a swindle, that was in a sense the stupidest lie which

indifference and innate maliciousness could invent, for the hunger artist was not being deceptive—he was working

honestly—but the world was cheating him of his reward.

Many days went by once more, and this, too, came to an end. Finally the cage caught the attention of a supervisor,
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and he asked the attendant why they had left this perfectly useful cage standing here unused with rotting straw inside.

Nobody knew, until one man, with the help of the table with the number on it, remembered the hunger artist. They

pushed the straw around with a pole and found the hunger artist in there. “Are you still fasting?” the supervisor asked.

“When are you finally going to stop?” “Forgive me everything,” whispered the hunger artist. Only the supervisor, who

was pressing his ear up against the cage, understood him. “Certainly,” said the supervisor, tapping his forehead with his

finger in order to indicate to the spectators the state the hunger artist was in, “we forgive you.” “I always wanted you to

admire my fasting,” said the hunger artist. “But we do admire it,” said the supervisor obligingly. “But you shouldn’t admire

it,” said the hunger artist. “Well then, we don’t admire it,” said the supervisor, “but why shouldn’t we admire it?” “Because

I had to fast. I can’t do anything else,” said the hunger artist. “Just look at you,” said the supervisor, “why can’t you do

anything else?” “Because,” said the hunger artist, lifting his head a little and, with his lips pursed as if for a kiss, speaking

right into the supervisor’s ear so that he wouldn’t miss anything, “because I couldn’t find a food which I enjoyed. If had

found that, believe me, I would not have made a spectacle of myself and would have eaten to my heart’s content, like you

and everyone else.” Those were his last words, but in his failing eyes there was the firm, if no longer proud, conviction

that he was continuing to fast.

“All right, tidy this up now,” said the supervisor. And they buried the hunger artist along with the straw. But in his

cage they put a young panther. Even for a person with the dullest mind it was clearly refreshing to see this wild animal

throwing itself around in this cage, which had been dreary for such a long time. It lacked nothing. Without thinking

about it for any length of time, the guards brought the animal food. It enjoyed the taste and never seemed to miss its

freedom. This noble body, equipped with everything necessary, almost to the point of bursting, also appeared to carry

freedom around with it. That seem to be located somewhere or other in its teeth, and its joy in living came with such

strong passion from its throat that it was not easy for spectators to keep watching. But they controlled themselves, kept

pressing around the cage, and had no desire to move on.

Discussion Questions

1. What is the primary motivation of the Hunger artist?

2. How does the artist’s motivation differ from the impresario’s?

3. What symbol(s) did Kafka use in the story? What did they represent?

4. How does the hunger artist contrast with the audience?

Text Attributions

• “The Hunger Artist” by Franz Kafka is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada and the United Stats. This

translation is by Ian Johnston of Malaspina University-College, Nanaimo, B.C., Canada, is in the public domain and

may be used by anyone, in whole or part, without permission or charge, provided the source is acknowledged.
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19. The Most Dangerous Game by Richard Connell
(1924)

“There is no greater bore than perfection.”

— Richard Connell

“OFF THERE to the right–somewhere–is a large island,” said Whitney.” It’s rather a mystery–“

“What island is it?” Rainsford asked.

“The old charts call it `Ship-Trap Island,”‘ Whitney replied.” A suggestive name, isn’t it? Sailors have a curious dread of

the place. I don’t know why. Some superstition–“

“Can’t see it,” remarked Rainsford, trying to peer through the dank tropical night that was palpable as it pressed its

thick warm blackness in upon the yacht.

“You’ve good eyes,” said Whitney, with a laugh,” and I’ve seen you pick off a moose moving in the brown fall bush at

four hundred yards, but even you can’t see four miles or so through a moonless Caribbean night.”

“Nor four yards,” admitted Rainsford. “Ugh! It’s like moist black velvet.”

“It will be light enough in Rio,” promised Whitney. “We should make it in a few days. I hope the jaguar guns have come

from Purdey’s. We should have some good hunting up the Amazon. Great sport, hunting.”

“The best sport in the world,” agreed Rainsford.

“For the hunter,” amended Whitney. “Not for the jaguar.”

“Don’t talk rot, Whitney,” said Rainsford. “You’re a big-game hunter, not a philosopher. Who cares how a jaguar feels?”

“Perhaps the jaguar does,” observed Whitney.

“Bah! They’ve no understanding.”

“Even so, I rather think they understand one thing–fear. The fear of pain and the fear of death.”

“Nonsense,” laughed Rainsford. “This hot weather is making you soft, Whitney. Be a realist. The world is made up of

two classes–the hunters and the huntees. Luckily, you and I are hunters. Do you think we’ve passed that island yet?”

“I can’t tell in the dark. I hope so.”

“Why? ” asked Rainsford.

“The place has a reputation–a bad one.”

“Cannibals?” suggested Rainsford.

“Hardly. Even cannibals wouldn’t live in such a God-forsaken place. But it’s gotten into sailor lore, somehow. Didn’t

you notice that the crew’s nerves seemed a bit jumpy today?”

“They were a bit strange, now you mention it. Even Captain Nielsen–“

“Yes, even that tough-minded old Swede, who’d go up to the devil himself and ask him for a light. Those fishy blue

eyes held a look I never saw there before. All I could get out of him was `This place has an evil name among seafaring

men, sir.’ Then he said to me, very gravely, `Don’t you feel anything?’–as if the air about us was actually poisonous. Now,

you mustn’t laugh when I tell you this–I did feel something like a sudden chill.

“There was no breeze. The sea was as flat as a plate-glass window. We were drawing near the island then. What I felt

was a–a mental chill; a sort of sudden dread.”

“Pure imagination,” said Rainsford.

“One superstitious sailor can taint the whole ship’s company with his fear.”

“Maybe. But sometimes I think sailors have an extra sense that tells them when they are in danger. Sometimes I

think evil is a tangible thing–with wave lengths, just as sound and light have. An evil place can, so to speak, broadcast

vibrations of evil. Anyhow, I’m glad we’re getting out of this zone. Well, I think I’ll turn in now, Rainsford.”
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“I’m not sleepy,” said Rainsford. “I’m going to smoke another pipe up on the afterdeck.”

“Good night, then, Rainsford. See you at breakfast.”

“Right. Good night, Whitney.”

There was no sound in the night as Rainsford sat there but the muffled throb of the engine that drove the yacht swiftly

through the darkness, and the swish and ripple of the wash of the propeller.

Rainsford, reclining in a steamer chair, indolently puffed on his favorite brier. The sensuous drowsiness of the night

was on him.” It’s so dark,” he thought, “that I could sleep without closing my eyes; the night would be my eyelids–“

An abrupt sound startled him. Off to the right he heard it, and his ears, expert in such matters, could not be mistaken.

Again he heard the sound, and again. Somewhere, off in the blackness, someone had fired a gun three times.

Rainsford sprang up and moved quickly to the rail, mystified. He strained his eyes in the direction from which the

reports had come, but it was like trying to see through a blanket. He leaped upon the rail and balanced himself there, to

get greater elevation; his pipe, striking a rope, was knocked from his mouth. He lunged for it; a short, hoarse cry came

from his lips as he realized he had reached too far and had lost his balance. The cry was pinched off short as the blood-

warm waters of the Caribbean Sea dosed over his head.

He struggled up to the surface and tried to cry out, but the wash from the speeding yacht slapped him in the face

and the salt water in his open mouth made him gag and strangle. Desperately he struck out with strong strokes after

the receding lights of the yacht, but he stopped before he had swum fifty feet. A certain coolheadedness had come to

him; it was not the first time he had been in a tight place. There was a chance that his cries could be heard by someone

aboard the yacht, but that chance was slender and grew more slender as the yacht raced on. He wrestled himself out of

his clothes and shouted with all his power. The lights of the yacht became faint and ever-vanishing fireflies; then they

were blotted out entirely by the night.

Rainsford remembered the shots. They had come from the right, and doggedly he swam in that direction, swimming

with slow, deliberate strokes, conserving his strength. For a seemingly endless time he fought the sea. He began to count

his strokes; he could do possibly a hundred more and then–

Rainsford heard a sound. It came out of the darkness, a high screaming sound, the sound of an animal in an extremity

of anguish and terror.

He did not recognize the animal that made the sound; he did not try to; with fresh vitality he swam toward the sound.

He heard it again; then it was cut short by another noise, crisp, staccato.

“Pistol shot,” muttered Rainsford, swimming on.

Ten minutes of determined effort brought another sound to his ears–the most welcome he had ever heard–the

muttering and growling of the sea breaking on a rocky shore. He was almost on the rocks before he saw them; on a night

less calm he would have been shattered against them. With his remaining strength he dragged himself from the swirling

waters. Jagged crags appeared to jut up into the opaqueness; he forced himself upward, hand over hand. Gasping, his

hands raw, he reached a flat place at the top. Dense jungle came down to the very edge of the cliffs. What perils that

tangle of trees and underbrush might hold for him did not concern Rainsford just then. All he knew was that he was safe

from his enemy, the sea, and that utter weariness was on him. He flung himself down at the jungle edge and tumbled

headlong into the deepest sleep of his life.

When he opened his eyes he knew from the position of the sun that it was late in the afternoon. Sleep had given him

new vigor; a sharp hunger was picking at him. He looked about him, almost cheerfully.

“Where there are pistol shots, there are men. Where there are men, there is food,” he thought. But what kind of men,

he wondered, in so forbidding a place? An unbroken front of snarled and ragged jungle fringed the shore.

He saw no sign of a trail through the closely knit web of weeds and trees; it was easier to go along the shore, and

Rainsford floundered along by the water. Not far from where he landed, he stopped.

Some wounded thing–by the evidence, a large animal–had thrashed about in the underbrush; the jungle weeds were

crushed down and the moss was lacerated; one patch of weeds was stained crimson. A small, glittering object not far

away caught Rainsford’s eye and he picked it up. It was an empty cartridge.

“A twenty-two,” he remarked. “That’s odd. It must have been a fairly large animal too. The hunter had his nerve with
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him to tackle it with a light gun. It’s clear that the brute put up a fight. I suppose the first three shots I heard was when

the hunter flushed his quarry and wounded it. The last shot was when he trailed it here and finished it.”

He examined the ground closely and found what he had hoped to find–the print of hunting boots. They pointed along

the cliff in the direction he had been going. Eagerly he hurried along, now slipping on a rotten log or a loose stone, but

making headway; night was beginning to settle down on the island.

Bleak darkness was blacking out the sea and jungle when Rainsford sighted the lights. He came upon them as he

turned a crook in the coast line; and his first thought was that be had come upon a village, for there were many lights.

But as he forged along he saw to his great astonishment that all the lights were in one enormous building–a lofty

structure with pointed towers plunging upward into the gloom. His eyes made out the shadowy outlines of a palatial

chateau; it was set on a high bluff, and on three sides of it cliffs dived down to where the sea licked greedy lips in the

shadows.

“Mirage,” thought Rainsford. But it was no mirage, he found, when he opened the tall spiked iron gate. The stone steps

were real enough; the massive door with a leering gargoyle for a knocker was real enough; yet above it all hung an air of

unreality.

He lifted the knocker, and it creaked up stiffly, as if it had never before been used. He let it fall, and it startled him

with its booming loudness. He thought he heard steps within; the door remained closed. Again Rainsford lifted the heavy

knocker, and let it fall. The door opened then–opened as suddenly as if it were on a spring–and Rainsford stood blinking

in the river of glaring gold light that poured out. The first thing Rainsford’s eyes discerned was the largest man Rainsford

had ever seen–a gigantic creature, solidly made and black bearded to the waist. In his hand the man held a long-barreled

revolver, and he was pointing it straight at Rainsford’s heart.

Out of the snarl of beard two small eyes regarded Rainsford.

“Don’t be alarmed,” said Rainsford, with a smile which he hoped was disarming. “I’m no robber. I fell off a yacht. My

name is Sanger Rainsford of New York City.”

The menacing look in the eyes did not change. The revolver pointing as rigidly as if the giant were a statue. He gave no

sign that he understood Rainsford’s words, or that he had even heard them. He was dressed in uniform–a black uniform

trimmed with gray astrakhan.

“I’m Sanger Rainsford of New York,” Rainsford began again. “I fell off a yacht. I am hungry.”

The man’s only answer was to raise with his thumb the hammer of his revolver. Then Rainsford saw the man’s free

hand go to his forehead in a military salute, and he saw him click his heels together and stand at attention. Another man

was coming down the broad marble steps, an erect, slender man in evening clothes. He advanced to Rainsford and held

out his hand.

In a cultivated voice marked by a slight accent that gave it added precision and deliberateness, he said, “It is a very

great pleasure and honor to welcome Mr. Sanger Rainsford, the celebrated hunter, to my home.”

Automatically Rainsford shook the man’s hand.

“I’ve read your book about hunting snow leopards in Tibet, you see,” explained the man. “I am General Zaroff.”

Rainsford’s first impression was that the man was singularly handsome; his second was that there was an original,

almost bizarre quality about the general’s face. He was a tall man past middle age, for his hair was a vivid white; but his

thick eyebrows and pointed military mustache were as black as the night from which Rainsford had come. His eyes, too,

were black and very bright. He had high cheekbones, a sharpcut nose, a spare, dark face–the face of a man used to giving

orders, the face of an aristocrat. Turning to the giant in uniform, the general made a sign. The giant put away his pistol,

saluted, withdrew.

“Ivan is an incredibly strong fellow,” remarked the general, “but he has the misfortune to be deaf and dumb. A simple

fellow, but, I’m afraid, like all his race, a bit of a savage.”

“Is he Russian?”

“He is a Cossack,” said the general, and his smile showed red lips and pointed teeth. “So am I.”

“Come,” he said, “we shouldn’t be chatting here. We can talk later. Now you want clothes, food, rest. You shall have

them. This is a most-restful spot.”

Ivan had reappeared, and the general spoke to him with lips that moved but gave forth no sound.

The Most Dangerous Game by Richard Connell (1924) | 145



“Follow Ivan, if you please, Mr. Rainsford,” said the general. “I was about to have my dinner when you came. I’ll wait for

you. You’ll find that my clothes will fit you, I think.”

It was to a huge, beam-ceilinged bedroom with a canopied bed big enough for six men that Rainsford followed the

silent giant. Ivan laid out an evening suit, and Rainsford, as he put it on, noticed that it came from a London tailor who

ordinarily cut and sewed for none below the rank of duke.

The dining room to which Ivan conducted him was in many ways remarkable. There was a medieval magnificence

about it; it suggested a baronial hall of feudal times with its oaken panels, its high ceiling, its vast refectory tables

where twoscore men could sit down to eat. About the hall were mounted heads of many animals–lions, tigers, elephants,

moose, bears; larger or more perfect specimens Rainsford had never seen. At the great table the general was sitting,

alone.

“You’ll have a cocktail, Mr. Rainsford,” he suggested. The cocktail was surpassingly good; and, Rainsford noted, the

table apointments were of the finest–the linen, the crystal, the silver, the china.

They were eating borsch, the rich, red soup with whipped cream so dear to Russian palates. Half apologetically General

Zaroff said, “We do our best to preserve the amenities of civilization here. Please forgive any lapses. We are well off the

beaten track, you know. Do you think the champagne has suffered from its long ocean trip?”

“Not in the least,” declared Rainsford. He was finding the general a most thoughtful and affable host, a true

cosmopolite. But there was one small trait of .the general’s that made Rainsford uncomfortable. Whenever he looked up

from his plate he found the general studying him, appraising him narrowly.

“Perhaps,” said General Zaroff, “you were surprised that I recognized your name. You see, I read all books on hunting

published in English, French, and Russian. I have but one passion in my life, Mr. Rainsford, and it is the hunt.”

“You have some wonderful heads here,” said Rainsford as he ate a particularly well-cooked filet mignon. ” That Cape

buffalo is the largest I ever saw.”

“Oh, that fellow. Yes, he was a monster.”

“Did he charge you?”

“Hurled me against a tree,” said the general. “Fractured my skull. But I got the brute.”

“I’ve always thought,” said Rainsford, “that the Cape buffalo is the most dangerous of all big game.”

For a moment the general did not reply; he was smiling his curious red-lipped smile. Then he said slowly, “No. You

are wrong, sir. The Cape buffalo is not the most dangerous big game.” He sipped his wine. “Here in my preserve on this

island,” he said in the same slow tone, “I hunt more dangerous game.”

Rainsford expressed his surprise. “Is there big game on this island?”

The general nodded. “The biggest.”

“Really?”

“Oh, it isn’t here naturally, of course. I have to stock the island.”

“What have you imported, general?” Rainsford asked. “Tigers?”

The general smiled. “No,” he said. “Hunting tigers ceased to interest me some years ago. I exhausted their possibilities,

you see. No thrill left in tigers, no real danger. I live for danger, Mr. Rainsford.”

The general took from his pocket a gold cigarette case and offered his guest a long black cigarette with a silver tip; it

was perfumed and gave off a smell like incense.

“We will have some capital hunting, you and I,” said the general. “I shall be most glad to have your society.”

“But what game–” began Rainsford.

“I’ll tell you,” said the general. “You will be amused, I know. I think I may say, in all modesty, that I have done a rare

thing. I have invented a new sensation. May I pour you another glass of port?”

“Thank you, general.”

The general filled both glasses, and said, “God makes some men poets. Some He makes kings, some beggars. Me He

made a hunter. My hand was made for the trigger, my father said. He was a very rich man with a quarter of a million

acres in the Crimea, and he was an ardent sportsman. When I was only five years old he gave me a little gun, specially

made in Moscow for me, to shoot sparrows with. When I shot some of his prize turkeys with it, he did not punish me;

he complimented me on my marksmanship. I killed my first bear in the Caucasus when I was ten. My whole life has been
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one prolonged hunt. I went into the army–it was expected of noblemen’s sons–and for a time commanded a division of

Cossack cavalry, but my real interest was always the hunt. I have hunted every kind of game in every land. It would be

impossible for me to tell you how many animals I have killed.”

The general puffed at his cigarette.

“After the debacle in Russia I left the country, for it was imprudent for an officer of the Czar to stay there. Many noble

Russians lost everything. I, luckily, had invested heavily in American securities, so I shall never have to open a tearoom in

Monte Carlo or drive a taxi in Paris. Naturally, I continued to hunt–grizzliest in your Rockies, crocodiles in the Ganges,

rhinoceroses in East Africa. It was in Africa that the Cape buffalo hit me and laid me up for six months. As soon as I

recovered I started for the Amazon to hunt jaguars, for I had heard they were unusually cunning. They weren’t.” The

Cossack sighed. “They were no match at all for a hunter with his wits about him, and a high-powered rifle. I was bitterly

disappointed. I was lying in my tent with a splitting headache one night when a terrible thought pushed its way into

my mind. Hunting was beginning to bore me! And hunting, remember, had been my life. I have heard that in America

businessmen often go to pieces when they give up the business that has been their life.”

“Yes, that’s so,” said Rainsford.

The general smiled. “I had no wish to go to pieces,” he said. “I must do something. Now, mine is an analytical mind, Mr.

Rainsford. Doubtless that is why I enjoy the problems of the chase.”

“No doubt, General Zaroff.”

“So,” continued the general, “I asked myself why the hunt no longer fascinated me. You are much younger than I am,

Mr. Rainsford, and have not hunted as much, but you perhaps can guess the answer.”

“What was it?”

“Simply this: hunting had ceased to be what you call `a sporting proposition.’ It had become too easy. I always got my

quarry. Always. There is no greater bore than perfection.”

The general lit a fresh cigarette.

“No animal had a chance with me any more. That is no boast; it is a mathematical certainty. The animal had nothing

but his legs and his instinct. Instinct is no match for reason. When I thought of this it was a tragic moment for me, I can

tell you.”

Rainsford leaned across the table, absorbed in what his host was saying.

“It came to me as an inspiration what I must do,” the general went on.

“And that was?”

The general smiled the quiet smile of one who has faced an obstacle and surmounted it with success. “I had to invent

a new animal to hunt,” he said.

“A new animal? You’re joking.” “Not at all,” said the general. “I never joke about hunting. I needed a new animal. I found

one. So I bought this island built this house, and here I do my hunting. The island is perfect for my purposes–there are

jungles with a maze of traits in them, hills, swamps–“

“But the animal, General Zaroff?”

“Oh,” said the general, “it supplies me with the most exciting hunting in the world. No other hunting compares with it

for an instant. Every day I hunt, and I never grow bored now, for I have a quarry with which I can match my wits.”

Rainsford’s bewilderment showed in his face.

“I wanted the ideal animal to hunt,” explained the general. “So I said, `What are the attributes of an ideal quarry?’ And

the answer was, of course, `It must have courage, cunning, and, above all, it must be able to reason.”‘

“But no animal can reason,” objected Rainsford.

“My dear fellow,” said the general, “there is one that can.”

“But you can’t mean–” gasped Rainsford.

“And why not?”

“I can’t believe you are serious, General Zaroff. This is a grisly joke.”

“Why should I not be serious? I am speaking of hunting.”

“Hunting? Great Guns, General Zaroff, what you speak of is murder.”

The general laughed with entire good nature. He regarded Rainsford quizzically. “I refuse to believe that so modern
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and civilized a young man as you seem to be harbors romantic ideas about the value of human life. Surely your

experiences in the war–“

“Did not make me condone cold-blooded murder,” finished Rainsford stiffly.

Laughter shook the general. “How extraordinarily droll you are!” he said. “One does not expect nowadays to find a

young man of the educated class, even in America, with such a naive, and, if I may say so, mid-Victorian point of view.

It’s like finding a snuffbox in a limousine. Ah, well, doubtless you had Puritan ancestors. So many Americans appear to

have had. I’ll wager you’ll forget your notions when you go hunting with me. You’ve a genuine new thrill in store for you,

Mr. Rainsford.”

“Thank you, I’m a hunter, not a murderer.”

“Dear me,” said the general, quite unruffled, “again that unpleasant word. But I think I can show you that your scruples

are quite ill founded.”

“Yes?”

“Life is for the strong, to be lived by the strong, and, if needs be, taken by the strong. The weak of the world were put

here to give the strong pleasure. I am strong. Why should I not use my gift? If I wish to hunt, why should I not? I hunt the

scum of the earth: sailors from tramp ships–lassars, blacks, Chinese, whites, mongrels–a thoroughbred horse or hound

is worth more than a score of them.”

“But they are men,” said Rainsford hotly.

“Precisely,” said the general. “That is why I use them. It gives me pleasure. They can reason, after a fashion. So they are

dangerous.”

“But where do you get them?”

The general’s left eyelid fluttered down in a wink. “This island is called Ship Trap,” he answered. “Sometimes an angry

god of the high seas sends them to me. Sometimes, when Providence is not so kind, I help Providence a bit. Come to the

window with me.”

Rainsford went to the window and looked out toward the sea.

“Watch! Out there!” exclaimed the general, pointing into the night. Rainsford’s eyes saw only blackness, and then, as

the general pressed a button, far out to sea Rainsford saw the flash of lights.

The general chuckled. “They indicate a channel,” he said, “where there’s none; giant rocks with razor edges crouch

like a sea monster with wide-open jaws. They can crush a ship as easily as I crush this nut.” He dropped a walnut on the

hardwood floor and brought his heel grinding down on it. “Oh, yes,” he said, casually, as if in answer to a question, “I

have electricity. We try to be civilized here.”

“Civilized? And you shoot down men?”

A trace of anger was in the general’s black eyes, but it was there for but a second; and he said, in his most pleasant

manner, “Dear me, what a righteous young man you are! I assure you I do not do the thing you suggest. That would

be barbarous. I treat these visitors with every consideration. They get plenty of good food and exercise. They get into

splendid physical condition. You shall see for yourself tomorrow.”

“What do you mean?”

“We’ll visit my training school,” smiled the general. “It’s in the cellar. I have about a dozen pupils down there now.

They’re from the Spanish bark San Lucar that had the bad luck to go on the rocks out there. A very inferior lot, I regret

to say. Poor specimens and more accustomed to the deck than to the jungle.” He raised his hand, and Ivan, who served

as waiter, brought thick Turkish coffee. Rainsford, with an effort, held his tongue in check.

“It’s a game, you see,” pursued the general blandly. “I suggest to one of them that we go hunting. I give him a supply of

food and an excellent hunting knife. I give him three hours’ start. I am to follow, armed only with a pistol of the smallest

caliber and range. If my quarry eludes me for three whole days, he wins the game. If I find him “–the general smiled–” he

loses.”

“Suppose he refuses to be hunted?”

“Oh,” said the general, “I give him his option, of course. He need not play that game if he doesn’t wish to. If he does not

wish to hunt, I turn him over to Ivan. Ivan once had the honor of serving as official knouter to the Great White Czar, and

he has his own ideas of sport. Invariably, Mr. Rainsford, invariably they choose the hunt.”
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“And if they win?”

The smile on the general’s face widened. “To date I have not lost,” he said. Then he added, hastily: “I don’t wish you to

think me a braggart, Mr. Rainsford. Many of them afford only the most elementary sort of problem. Occasionally I strike

a tartar. One almost did win. I eventually had to use the dogs.”

“The dogs?”

“This way, please. I’ll show you.”

The general steered Rainsford to a window. The lights from the windows sent a flickering illumination that made

grotesque patterns on the courtyard below, and Rainsford could see moving about there a dozen or so huge black

shapes; as they turned toward him, their eyes glittered greenly.

“A rather good lot, I think,” observed the general. “They are let out at seven every night. If anyone should try to get

into my house–or out of it–something extremely regrettable would occur to him.” He hummed a snatch of song from the

Folies Bergere.

“And now,” said the general, “I want to show you my new collection of heads. Will you come with me to the library?”

“I hope,” said Rainsford, “that you will excuse me tonight, General Zaroff. I’m really not feeling well.”

“Ah, indeed?” the general inquired solicitously. “Well, I suppose that’s only natural, after your long swim. You need a

good, restful night’s sleep. Tomorrow you’ll feel like a new man, I’ll wager. Then we’ll hunt, eh? I’ve one rather promising

prospect–” Rainsford was hurrying from the room.

“Sorry you can’t go with me tonight,” called the general. “I expect rather fair sport–a big, strong, black. He looks

resourceful–Well, good night, Mr. Rainsford; I hope you have a good night’s rest.”

The bed was good, and the pajamas of the softest silk, and he was tired in every fiber of his being, but nevertheless

Rainsford could not quiet his brain with the opiate of sleep. He lay, eyes wide open. Once he thought he heard stealthy

steps in the corridor outside his room. He sought to throw open the door; it would not open. He went to the window

and looked out. His room was high up in one of the towers. The lights of the chateau were out now, and it was dark and

silent; but there was a fragment of sallow moon, and by its wan light he could see, dimly, the courtyard. There, weaving

in and out in the pattern of shadow, were black, noiseless forms; the hounds heard him at the window and looked up,

expectantly, with their green eyes. Rainsford went back to the bed and lay down. By many methods he tried to put

himself to sleep. He had achieved a doze when, just as morning began to come, he heard, far off in the jungle, the faint

report of a pistol.

General Zaroff did not appear until luncheon. He was dressed faultlessly in the tweeds of a country squire. He was

solicitous about the state of Rainsford’s health.

“As for me,” sighed the general, “I do not feel so well. I am worried, Mr. Rainsford. Last night I detected traces of my

old complaint.”

To Rainsford’s questioning glance the general said, “Ennui. Boredom.”

Then, taking a second helping of crêpes Suzette, the general explained: “The hunting was not good last night. The

fellow lost his head. He made a straight trail that offered no problems at all. That’s the trouble with these sailors; they

have dull brains to begin with, and they do not know how to get about in the woods. They do excessively stupid and

obvious things. It’s most annoying. Will you have another glass of Chablis, Mr. Rainsford?”

“General,” said Rainsford firmly, “I wish to leave this island at once.”

The general raised his thickets of eyebrows; he seemed hurt. “But, my dear fellow,” the general protested, “you’ve only

just come. You’ve had no hunting–“

“I wish to go today,” said Rainsford. He saw the dead black eyes of the general on him, studying him. General Zaroff’s

face suddenly brightened.

He filled Rainsford’s glass with venerable Chablis from a dusty bottle.

“Tonight,” said the general, “we will hunt–you and I.”

Rainsford shook his head. “No, general,” he said. “I will not hunt.”

The general shrugged his shoulders and delicately ate a hothouse grape. “As you wish, my friend,” he said. “The choice

rests entirely with you. But may I not venture to suggest that you will find my idea of sport more diverting than Ivan’s?”

He nodded toward the corner to where the giant stood, scowling, his thick arms crossed on his hogshead of chest.
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“You don’t mean–” cried Rainsford.

“My dear fellow,” said the general, “have I not told you I always mean what I say about hunting? This is really an

inspiration. I drink to a foeman worthy of my steel–at last.” The general raised his glass, but Rainsford sat staring at him.

“You’ll find this game worth playing,” the general said enthusiastically.” Your brain against mine. Your woodcraft against

mine. Your strength and stamina against mine. Outdoor chess! And the stake is not without value, eh?”

“And if I win–” began Rainsford huskily.

“I’ll cheerfully acknowledge myself defeat if I do not find you by midnight of the third day,” said General Zaroff. “My

sloop will place you on the mainland near a town.” The general read what Rainsford was thinking.

“Oh, you can trust me,” said the Cossack. “I will give you my word as a gentleman and a sportsman. Of course you, in

turn, must agree to say nothing of your visit here.”

“I’ll agree to nothing of the kind,” said Rainsford.

“Oh,” said the general, “in that case–But why discuss that now? Three days hence we can discuss it over a bottle of

Veuve Cliquot, unless–“

The general sipped his wine.

Then a businesslike air animated him. “Ivan,” he said to Rainsford, “will supply you with hunting clothes, food, a knife.

I suggest you wear moccasins; they leave a poorer trail. I suggest, too, that you avoid the big swamp in the southeast

corner of the island. We call it Death Swamp. There’s quicksand there. One foolish fellow tried it. The deplorable part of

it was that Lazarus followed him. You can imagine my feelings, Mr. Rainsford. I loved Lazarus; he was the finest hound

in my pack. Well, I must beg you to excuse me now. I always’ take a siesta after lunch. You’ll hardly have time for a nap,

I fear. You’ll want to start, no doubt. I shall not follow till dusk. Hunting at night is so much more exciting than by day,

don’t you think? Au revoir, Mr. Rainsford, au revoir.” General Zaroff, with a deep, courtly bow, strolled from the room.

From another door came Ivan. Under one arm he carried khaki hunting clothes, a haversack of food, a leather sheath

containing a long-bladed hunting knife; his right hand rested on a cocked revolver thrust in the crimson sash about his

waist.

Rainsford had fought his way through the bush for two hours. “I must keep my nerve. I must keep my nerve,” he said

through tight teeth.

He had not been entirely clearheaded when the chateau gates snapped shut behind him. His whole idea at first was

to put distance between himself and General Zaroff; and, to this end, he had plunged along, spurred on by the sharp

rowers of something very like panic. Now he had got a grip on himself, had stopped, and was taking stock of himself and

the situation. He saw that straight flight was futile; inevitably it would bring him face to face with the sea. He was in a

picture with a frame of water, and his operations, clearly, must take place within that frame.

“I’ll give him a trail to follow,” muttered Rainsford, and he struck off from the rude path he had been following into the

trackless wilderness. He executed a series of intricate loops; he doubled on his trail again and again, recalling all the lore

of the fox hunt, and all the dodges of the fox. Night found him leg-weary, with hands and face lashed by the branches,

on a thickly wooded ridge. He knew it would be insane to blunder on through the dark, even if he had the strength. His

need for rest was imperative and he thought, “I have played the fox, now I must play the cat of the fable.” A big tree with

a thick trunk and outspread branches was near by, and, taking care to leave not the slightest mark, he climbed up into

the crotch, and, stretching out on one of the broad limbs, after a fashion, rested. Rest brought him new confidence and

almost a feeling of security. Even so zealous a hunter as General Zaroff could not trace him there, he told himself; only

the devil himself could follow that complicated trail through the jungle after dark. But perhaps the general was a devil–

An apprehensive night crawled slowly by like a wounded snake and sleep did not visit Rainsford, although the silence

of a dead world was on the jungle. Toward morning when a dingy gray was varnishing the sky, the cry of some startled

bird focused Rainsford’s attention in that direction. Something was coming through the bush, coming slowly, carefully,

coming by the same winding way Rainsford had come. He flattened himself down on the limb and, through a screen of

leaves almost as thick as tapestry, he watched. . . . That which was approaching was a man.

It was General Zaroff. He made his way along with his eyes fixed in utmost concentration on the ground before him. He

paused, almost beneath the tree, dropped to his knees and studied the ground. Rainsford’s impulse was to hurl himself

down like a panther, but he saw that the general’s right hand held something metallic–a small automatic pistol.
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The hunter shook his head several times, as if he were puzzled. Then he straightened up and took from his case one

of his black cigarettes; its pungent incenselike smoke floated up to Rainsford’s nostrils.

Rainsford held his breath. The general’s eyes had left the ground and were traveling inch by inch up the tree. Rainsford

froze there, every muscle tensed for a spring. But the sharp eyes of the hunter stopped before they reached the limb

where Rainsford lay; a smile spread over his brown face. Very deliberately he blew a smoke ring into the air; then he

turned his back on the tree and walked carelessly away, back along the trail he had come. The swish of the underbrush

against his hunting boots grew fainter and fainter.

The pent-up air burst hotly from Rainsford’s lungs. His first thought made him feel sick and numb. The general could

follow a trail through the woods at night; he could follow an extremely difficult trail; he must have uncanny powers; only

by the merest chance had the Cossack failed to see his quarry.

Rainsford’s second thought was even more terrible. It sent a shudder of cold horror through his whole being. Why had

the general smiled? Why had he turned back?

Rainsford did not want to believe what his reason told him was true, but the truth was as evident as the sun that had

by now pushed through the morning mists. The general was playing with him! The general was saving him for another

day’s sport! The Cossack was the cat; he was the mouse. Then it was that Rainsford knew the full meaning of terror.

“I will not lose my nerve. I will not.”

He slid down from the tree, and struck off again into the woods. His face was set and he forced the machinery of his

mind to function. Three hundred yards from his hiding place he stopped where a huge dead tree leaned precariously on

a smaller, living one. Throwing off his sack of food, Rainsford took his knife from its sheath and began to work with all

his energy.

The job was finished at last, and he threw himself down behind a fallen log a hundred feet away. He did not have to

wait long. The cat was coming again to play with the mouse.

Following the trail with the sureness of a bloodhound came General Zaroff. Nothing escaped those searching black

eyes, no crushed blade of grass, no bent twig, no mark, no matter how faint, in the moss. So intent was the Cossack on

his stalking that he was upon the thing Rainsford had made before he saw it. His foot touched the protruding bough that

was the trigger. Even as he touched it, the general sensed his danger and leaped back with the agility of an ape. But he

was not quite quick enough; the dead tree, delicately adjusted to rest on the cut living one, crashed down and struck

the general a glancing blow on the shoulder as it fell; but for his alertness, he must have been smashed beneath it. He

staggered, but he did not fall; nor did he drop his revolver. He stood there, rubbing his injured shoulder, and Rainsford,

with fear again gripping his heart, heard the general’s mocking laugh ring through the jungle.

“Rainsford,” called the general, “if you are within sound of my voice, as I suppose you are, let me congratulate you.

Not many men know how to make a Malay mancatcher. Luckily for me I, too, have hunted in Malacca. You are proving

interesting, Mr. Rainsford. I am going now to have my wound dressed; it’s only a slight one. But I shall be back. I shall be

back.”

When the general, nursing his bruised shoulder, had gone, Rainsford took up his flight again. It was flight now, a

desperate, hopeless flight, that carried him on for some hours. Dusk came, then darkness, and still he pressed on. The

ground grew softer under his moccasins; the vegetation grew ranker, denser; insects bit him savagely.

Then, as he stepped forward, his foot sank into the ooze. He tried to wrench it back, but the muck sucked viciously at

his foot as if it were a giant leech. With a violent effort, he tore his feet loose. He knew where he was now. Death Swamp

and its quicksand.

His hands were tight closed as if his nerve were something tangible that someone in the darkness was trying to tear

from his grip. The softness of the earth had given him an idea. He stepped back from the quicksand a dozen feet or so

and, like some huge prehistoric beaver, he began to dig.

Rainsford had dug himself in in France when a second’s delay meant death. That had been a placid pastime compared

to his digging now. The pit grew deeper; when it was above his shoulders, he climbed out and from some hard saplings

cut stakes and sharpened them to a fine point. These stakes he planted in the bottom of the pit with the points sticking

up. With flying fingers he wove a rough carpet of weeds and branches and with it he covered the mouth of the pit. Then,

wet with sweat and aching with tiredness, he crouched behind the stump of a lightning-charred tree.
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He knew his pursuer was coming; he heard the padding sound of feet on the soft earth, and the night breeze brought

him the perfume of the general’s cigarette. It seemed to Rainsford that the general was coming with unusual swiftness;

he was not feeling his way along, foot by foot. Rainsford, crouching there, could not see the general, nor could he see

the pit. He lived a year in a minute. Then he felt an impulse to cry aloud with joy, for he heard the sharp crackle of the

breaking branches as the cover of the pit gave way; he heard the sharp scream of pain as the pointed stakes found their

mark. He leaped up from his place of concealment. Then he cowered back. Three feet from the pit a man was standing,

with an electric torch in his hand.

“You’ve done well, Rainsford,” the voice of the general called. “Your Burmese tiger pit has claimed one of my best dogs.

Again you score. I think, Mr. Rainsford, Ill see what you can do against my whole pack. I’m going home for a rest now.

Thank you for a most amusing evening.”

At daybreak Rainsford, lying near the swamp, was awakened by a sound that made him know that he had new things

to learn about fear. It was a distant sound, faint and wavering, but he knew it. It was the baying of a pack of hounds.

Rainsford knew he could do one of two things. He could stay where he was and wait. That was suicide. He could flee.

That was postponing the inevitable. For a moment he stood there, thinking. An idea that held a wild chance came to him,

and, tightening his belt, he headed away from the swamp.

The baying of the hounds drew nearer, then still nearer, nearer, ever nearer. On a ridge Rainsford climbed a tree. Down

a watercourse, not a quarter of a mile away, he could see the bush moving. Straining his eyes, he saw the lean figure

of General Zaroff; just ahead of him Rainsford made out another figure whose wide shoulders surged through the tall

jungle weeds; it was the giant Ivan, and he seemed pulled forward by some unseen force; Rainsford knew that Ivan must

be holding the pack in leash.

They would be on him any minute now. His mind worked frantically. He thought of a native trick he had learned in

Uganda. He slid down the tree. He caught hold of a springy young sapling and to it he fastened his hunting knife, with the

blade pointing down the trail; with a bit of wild grapevine he tied back the sapling. Then he ran for his life. The hounds

raised their voices as they hit the fresh scent. Rainsford knew now how an animal at bay feels.

He had to stop to get his breath. The baying of the hounds stopped abruptly, and Rainsford’s heart stopped too. They

must have reached the knife.

He shinned excitedly up a tree and looked back. His pursuers had stopped. But the hope that was in Rainsford’s brain

when he climbed died, for he saw in the shallow valley that General Zaroff was still on his feet. But Ivan was not. The

knife, driven by the recoil of the springing tree, had not wholly failed.

Rainsford had hardly tumbled to the ground when the pack took up the cry again.

“Nerve, nerve, nerve!” he panted, as he dashed along. A blue gap showed between the trees dead ahead. Ever nearer

drew the hounds. Rainsford forced himself on toward that gap. He reached it. It was the shore of the sea. Across a

cove he could see the gloomy gray stone of the chateau. Twenty feet below him the sea rumbled and hissed. Rainsford

hesitated. He heard the hounds. Then he leaped far out into the sea. . . .

When the general and his pack reached the place by the sea, the Cossack stopped. For some minutes he stood

regarding the blue-green expanse of water. He shrugged his shoulders. Then be sat down, took a drink of brandy from a

silver flask, lit a cigarette, and hummed a bit from Madame Butterfly.

General Zaroff had an exceedingly good dinner in his great paneled dining hall that evening. With it he had a bottle of

Pol Roger and half a bottle of Chambertin. Two slight annoyances kept him from perfect enjoyment. One was the thought

that it would be difficult to replace Ivan; the other was that his quarry had escaped him; of course, the American hadn’t

played the game–so thought the general as he tasted his after-dinner liqueur. In his library he read, to soothe himself,

from the works of Marcus Aurelius. At ten he went up to his bedroom. He was deliciously tired, he said to himself, as he

locked himself in. There was a little moonlight, so, before turning on his light, he went to the window and looked down

at the courtyard. He could see the great hounds, and he called, “Better luck another time,” to them. Then he switched on

the light.

A man, who had been hiding in the curtains of the bed, was standing there.

“Rainsford!” screamed the general. “How in God’s name did you get here?”

“Swam,” said Rainsford. “I found it quicker than walking through the jungle.”
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The general sucked in his breath and smiled. “I congratulate you,” he said. “You have won the game.”

Rainsford did not smile. “I am still a beast at bay,” he said, in a low, hoarse voice. “Get ready, General Zaroff.”

The general made one of his deepest bows. “I see,” he said. “Splendid! One of us is to furnish a repast for the hounds.

The other will sleep in this very excellent bed. On guard, Rainsford.” . . .

He had never slept in a better bed, Rainsford decided.

Discussion Questions

1. What is the political message in the story?

2. How does the character “win” the game? What skills or characteristics are used?

3. What message about humanity is the author demonstrating?

4. How is foreshadowing used in the story?

Text Attributions

• “The Most Dangerous Game” by Richard Connell is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada and the United

States.
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20. Shooting an Elephant by George Orwell (1936)

“If liberty means anything at all, it means the right to tell people what they do not want to hear.”

— George Orwell

In Moulmein, in Lower Burma, I was hated by large numbers of people — the only time in my life that I have been

important enough for this to happen to me. I was sub-divisional police officer of the town, and in an aimless, petty kind

of way anti-European feeling was very bitter. No one had the guts to raise a riot, but if a European woman went through

the bazaars alone somebody would probably spit betel juice over her dress. As a police officer I was an obvious target

and was baited whenever it seemed safe to do so. When a nimble Burman tripped me up on the football field and the

referee (another Burman) looked the other way, the crowd yelled with hideous laughter. This happened more than once.

In the end the sneering yellow faces of young men that met me everywhere, the insults hooted after me when I was at a

safe distance, got badly on my nerves. The young Buddhist priests were the worst of all. There were several thousands of

them in the town and none of them seemed to have anything to do except stand on street corners and jeer at Europeans.

All this was perplexing and upsetting. For at that time I had already made up my mind that imperialism was an evil

thing and the sooner I chucked up my job and got out of it the better. Theoretically — and secretly, of course — I was

all for the Burmese and all against their oppressors, the British. As for the job I was doing, I hated it more bitterly than

I can perhaps make clear. In a job like that you see the dirty work of Empire at close quarters. The wretched prisoners

huddling in the stinking cages of the lock-ups, the grey, cowed faces of the long-term convicts, the scarred buttocks of

the men who had been flogged with bamboos — all these oppressed me with an intolerable sense of guilt. But I could get

nothing into perspective. I was young and ill-educated and I had had to think out my problems in the utter silence that

is imposed on every Englishman in the East. I did not even know that the British Empire is dying, still less did I know that

it is a great deal better than the younger empires that are going to supplant it. All I knew was that I was stuck between

my hatred of the empire I served and my rage against the evil-spirited little beasts who tried to make my job impossible.

With one part of my mind I thought of the British Raj as an unbreakable tyranny, as something clamped down, in saecula

saeculorum, upon the will of prostrate peoples; with another part I thought that the greatest joy in the world would be

to drive a bayonet into a Buddhist priest’s guts. Feelings like these are the normal by-products of imperialism; ask any

Anglo-Indian official, if you can catch him off duty.

One day something happened which in a roundabout way was enlightening. It was a tiny incident in itself, but it

gave me a better glimpse than I had had before of the real nature of imperialism — the real motives for which despotic

governments act. Early one morning the sub-inspector at a police station the other end of the town rang me up on the

phone and said that an elephant was ravaging the bazaar. Would I please come and do something about it? I did not

know what I could do, but I wanted to see what was happening and I got on to a pony and started out. I took my rifle, an

old .44 Winchester and much too small to kill an elephant, but I thought the noise might be useful in terrorem. Various

Burmans stopped me on the way and told me about the elephant’s doings. It was not, of course, a wild elephant, but a

tame one which had gone ‘must’. It had been chained up, as tame elephants always are when their attack of ‘must’ is due,

but on the previous night it had broken its chain and escaped. Its mahout, the only person who could manage it when it

was in that state, had set out in pursuit, but had taken the wrong direction and was now twelve hours’ journey away, and

in the morning the elephant had suddenly reappeared in the town. The Burmese population had no weapons and were

quite helpless against it. It had already destroyed somebody’s bamboo hut, killed a cow and raided some fruit-stalls and

devoured the stock; also it had met the municipal rubbish van and, when the driver jumped out and took to his heels,

had turned the van over and inflicted violences upon it.

The Burmese sub-inspector and some Indian constables were waiting for me in the quarter where the elephant had

been seen. It was a very poor quarter, a labyrinth of squalid bamboo huts, thatched with palmleaf, winding all over a
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steep hillside. I remember that it was a cloudy, stuffy morning at the beginning of the rains. We began questioning the

people as to where the elephant had gone and, as usual, failed to get any definite information. That is invariably the case

in the East; a story always sounds clear enough at a distance, but the nearer you get to the scene of events the vaguer it

becomes. Some of the people said that the elephant had gone in one direction, some said that he had gone in another,

some professed not even to have heard of any elephant. I had almost made up my mind that the whole story was a pack

of lies, when we heard yells a little distance away. There was a loud, scandalized cry of ‘Go away, child! Go away this

instant!’ and an old woman with a switch in her hand came round the corner of a hut, violently shooing away a crowd

of naked children. Some more women followed, clicking their tongues and exclaiming; evidently there was something

that the children ought not to have seen. I rounded the hut and saw a man’s dead body sprawling in the mud. He was

an Indian, a black Dravidian coolie, almost naked, and he could not have been dead many minutes. The people said that

the elephant had come suddenly upon him round the corner of the hut, caught him with its trunk, put its foot on his

back and ground him into the earth. This was the rainy season and the ground was soft, and his face had scored a trench

a foot deep and a couple of yards long. He was lying on his belly with arms crucified and head sharply twisted to one

side. His face was coated with mud, the eyes wide open, the teeth bared and grinning with an expression of unendurable

agony. (Never tell me, by the way, that the dead look peaceful. Most of the corpses I have seen looked devilish.) The

friction of the great beast’s foot had stripped the skin from his back as neatly as one skins a rabbit. As soon as I saw the

dead man I sent an orderly to a friend’s house nearby to borrow an elephant rifle. I had already sent back the pony, not

wanting it to go mad with fright and throw me if it smelt the elephant.

The orderly came back in a few minutes with a rifle and five cartridges, and meanwhile some Burmans had arrived and

told us that the elephant was in the paddy fields below, only a few hundred yards away. As I started forward practically

the whole population of the quarter flocked out of the houses and followed me. They had seen the rifle and were all

shouting excitedly that I was going to shoot the elephant. They had not shown much interest in the elephant when he

was merely ravaging their homes, but it was different now that he was going to be shot. It was a bit of fun to them, as it

would be to an English crowd; besides they wanted the meat. It made me vaguely uneasy. I had no intention of shooting

the elephant — I had merely sent for the rifle to defend myself if necessary — and it is always unnerving to have a crowd

following you. I marched down the hill, looking and feeling a fool, with the rifle over my shoulder and an ever-growing

army of people jostling at my heels. At the bottom, when you got away from the huts, there was a metalled road and

beyond that a miry waste of paddy fields a thousand yards across, not yet ploughed but soggy from the first rains and

dotted with coarse grass. The elephant was standing eight yards from the road, his left side towards us. He took not the

slightest notice of the crowd’s approach. He was tearing up bunches of grass, beating them against his knees to clean

them and stuffing them into his mouth.

I had halted on the road. As soon as I saw the elephant I knew with perfect certainty that I ought not to shoot him. It

is a serious matter to shoot a working elephant — it is comparable to destroying a huge and costly piece of machinery —

and obviously one ought not to do it if it can possibly be avoided. And at that distance, peacefully eating, the elephant

looked no more dangerous than a cow. I thought then and I think now that his attack of ‘must’ was already passing off;

in which case he would merely wander harmlessly about until the mahout came back and caught him. Moreover, I did

not in the least want to shoot him. I decided that I would watch him for a little while to make sure that he did not turn

savage again, and then go home.

But at that moment I glanced round at the crowd that had followed me. It was an immense crowd, two thousand at

the least and growing every minute. It blocked the road for a long distance on either side. I looked at the sea of yellow

faces above the garish clothes-faces all happy and excited over this bit of fun, all certain that the elephant was going to

be shot. They were watching me as they would watch a conjurer about to perform a trick. They did not like me, but with

the magical rifle in my hands I was momentarily worth watching. And suddenly I realized that I should have to shoot

the elephant after all. The people expected it of me and I had got to do it; I could feel their two thousand wills pressing

me forward, irresistibly. And it was at this moment, as I stood there with the rifle in my hands, that I first grasped the

hollowness, the futility of the white man’s dominion in the East. Here was I, the white man with his gun, standing in

front of the unarmed native crowd — seemingly the leading actor of the piece; but in reality I was only an absurd puppet

pushed to and fro by the will of those yellow faces behind. I perceived in this moment that when the white man turns
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tyrant it is his own freedom that he destroys. He becomes a sort of hollow, posing dummy, the conventionalized figure

of a sahib. For it is the condition of his rule that he shall spend his life in trying to impress the ‘natives’, and so in every

crisis he has got to do what the ‘natives’ expect of him. He wears a mask, and his face grows to fit it. I had got to shoot

the elephant. I had committed myself to doing it when I sent for the rifle. A sahib has got to act like a sahib; he has got

to appear resolute, to know his own mind and do definite things. To come all that way, rifle in hand, with two thousand

people marching at my heels, and then to trail feebly away, having done nothing — no, that was impossible. The crowd

would laugh at me. And my whole life, every white man’s life in the East, was one long struggle not to be laughed at.

But I did not want to shoot the elephant. I watched him beating his bunch of grass against his knees, with that

preoccupied grandmotherly air that elephants have. It seemed to me that it would be murder to shoot him. At that age

I was not squeamish about killing animals, but I had never shot an elephant and never wanted to. (Somehow it always

seems worse to kill a large animal.) Besides, there was the beast’s owner to be considered. Alive, the elephant was worth

at least a hundred pounds; dead, he would only be worth the value of his tusks, five pounds, possibly. But I had got to act

quickly. I turned to some experienced-looking Burmans who had been there when we arrived, and asked them how the

elephant had been behaving. They all said the same thing: he took no notice of you if you left him alone, but he might

charge if you went too close to him.

It was perfectly clear to me what I ought to do. I ought to walk up to within, say, twenty-five yards of the elephant

and test his behavior. If he charged, I could shoot; if he took no notice of me, it would be safe to leave him until the

mahout came back. But also I knew that I was going to do no such thing. I was a poor shot with a rifle and the ground

was soft mud into which one would sink at every step. If the elephant charged and I missed him, I should have about as

much chance as a toad under a steam-roller. But even then I was not thinking particularly of my own skin, only of the

watchful yellow faces behind. For at that moment, with the crowd watching me, I was not afraid in the ordinary sense,

as I would have been if I had been alone. A white man mustn’t be frightened in front of ‘natives’; and so, in general, he

isn’t frightened. The sole thought in my mind was that if anything went wrong those two thousand Burmans would see

me pursued, caught, trampled on and reduced to a grinning corpse like that Indian up the hill. And if that happened it

was quite probable that some of them would laugh. That would never do.

There was only one alternative. I shoved the cartridges into the magazine and lay down on the road to get a better aim.

The crowd grew very still, and a deep, low, happy sigh, as of people who see the theatre curtain go up at last, breathed

from innumerable throats. They were going to have their bit of fun after all. The rifle was a beautiful German thing with

cross-hair sights. I did not then know that in shooting an elephant one would shoot to cut an imaginary bar running

from ear-hole to ear-hole. I ought, therefore, as the elephant was sideways on, to have aimed straight at his ear-hole,

actually I aimed several inches in front of this, thinking the brain would be further forward.

When I pulled the trigger I did not hear the bang or feel the kick — one never does when a shot goes home — but I

heard the devilish roar of glee that went up from the crowd. In that instant, in too short a time, one would have thought,

even for the bullet to get there, a mysterious, terrible change had come over the elephant. He neither stirred nor fell, but

every line of his body had altered. He looked suddenly stricken, shrunken, immensely old, as though the frightful impact

of the bullet had paralysed him without knocking him down. At last, after what seemed a long time — it might have been

five seconds, I dare say — he sagged flabbily to his knees. His mouth slobbered. An enormous senility seemed to have

settled upon him. One could have imagined him thousands of years old. I fired again into the same spot. At the second

shot he did not collapse but climbed with desperate slowness to his feet and stood weakly upright, with legs sagging and

head drooping. I fired a third time. That was the shot that did for him. You could see the agony of it jolt his whole body

and knock the last remnant of strength from his legs. But in falling he seemed for a moment to rise, for as his hind legs

collapsed beneath him he seemed to tower upward like a huge rock toppling, his trunk reaching skyward like a tree. He

trumpeted, for the first and only time. And then down he came, his belly towards me, with a crash that seemed to shake

the ground even where I lay.

I got up. The Burmans were already racing past me across the mud. It was obvious that the elephant would never

rise again, but he was not dead. He was breathing very rhythmically with long rattling gasps, his great mound of a side

painfully rising and falling. His mouth was wide open — I could see far down into caverns of pale pink throat. I waited a

long time for him to die, but his breathing did not weaken. Finally I fired my two remaining shots into the spot where
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I thought his heart must be. The thick blood welled out of him like red velvet, but still he did not die. His body did not

even jerk when the shots hit him, the tortured breathing continued without a pause. He was dying, very slowly and in

great agony, but in some world remote from me where not even a bullet could damage him further. I felt that I had got

to put an end to that dreadful noise. It seemed dreadful to see the great beast Lying there, powerless to move and yet

powerless to die, and not even to be able to finish him. I sent back for my small rifle and poured shot after shot into his

heart and down his throat. They seemed to make no impression. The tortured gasps continued as steadily as the ticking

of a clock.

In the end I could not stand it any longer and went away. I heard later that it took him half an hour to die. Burmans

were bringing dash and baskets even before I left, and I was told they had stripped his body almost to the bones by the

afternoon.

Afterwards, of course, there were endless discussions about the shooting of the elephant. The owner was furious, but

he was only an Indian and could do nothing. Besides, legally I had done the right thing, for a mad elephant has to be

killed, like a mad dog, if its owner fails to control it. Among the Europeans opinion was divided. The older men said I

was right, the younger men said it was a damn shame to shoot an elephant for killing a coolie, because an elephant was

worth more than any damn Coringhee coolie. And afterwards I was very glad that the coolie had been killed; it put me

legally in the right and it gave me a sufficient pretext for shooting the elephant. I often wondered whether any of the

others grasped that I had done it solely to avoid looking a fool.

Discussion Questions

1. Is the man an outsider? How do you know this?

2. Does the man obey the law? To whose law is he compliant?

3. Discuss how imperialism relates to the story.

4. What is the theme of the story?

Text Attributions

• “Shooting an Elephant” by George Orwell is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada.
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21. The Lottery by Shirley Jackson (1948)

“Am I walking toward something I should be running away from?”

— Shirley Jackson

The morning of June 27th was clear and sunny, with the fresh warmth of a full-summer day; the flowers were blossoming

profusely and the grass was richly green. The people of the village began to gather in the square, between the post office

and the bank, around ten o’clock; in some towns there were so many people that the lottery took two days and had to be

started on June 2th. but in this village, where there were only about three hundred people, the whole lottery took less

than two hours, so it could begin at ten o’clock in the morning and still be through in time to allow the villagers to get

home for noon dinner.

The children assembled first, of course. School was recently over for the summer, and the feeling of liberty sat uneasily

on most of them; they tended to gather together quietly for a while before they broke into boisterous play. and their

talk was still of the classroom and the teacher, of books and reprimands. Bobby Martin had already stuffed his pockets

full of stones, and the other boys soon followed his example, selecting the smoothest and roundest stones; Bobby and

Harry Jones and Dickie Delacroix– the villagers pronounced this name “Dellacroy”–eventually made a great pile of stones

in one corner of the square and guarded it against the raids of the other boys. The girls stood aside, talking among

themselves, looking over their shoulders at rolled in the dust or clung to the hands of their older brothers or sisters.

Soon the men began to gather. surveying their own children, speaking of planting and rain, tractors and taxes. They

stood together, away from the pile of stones in the corner, and their jokes were quiet and they smiled rather than

laughed. The women, wearing faded house dresses and sweaters, came shortly after their menfolk. They greeted one

another and exchanged bits of gossip as they went to join their husbands. Soon the women, standing by their husbands,

began to call to their children, and the children came reluctantly, having to be called four or five times. Bobby Martin

ducked under his mother’s grasping hand and ran, laughing, back to the pile of stones. His father spoke up sharply, and

Bobby came quickly and took his place between his father and his oldest brother.

The lottery was conducted–as were the square dances, the teen club, the Halloween program–by Mr. Summers. who

had time and energy to devote to civic activities. He was a round-faced, jovial man and he ran the coal business, and

people were sorry for him. because he had no children and his wife was a scold. When he arrived in the square, carrying

the black wooden box, there was a murmur of conversation among the villagers, and he waved and called. “Little late

today, folks.” The postmaster, Mr. Graves, followed him, carrying a three- legged stool, and the stool was put in the

center of the square and Mr. Summers set the black box down on it. The villagers kept their distance, leaving a space

between themselves and the stool. and when Mr. Summers said, “Some of you fellows want to give me a hand?” there

was a hesitation before two men. Mr. Martin and his oldest son, Baxter. came forward to hold the box steady on the stool

while Mr. Summers stirred up the papers inside it.

The original paraphernalia for the lottery had been lost long ago, and the black box now resting on the stool had

been put into use even before Old Man Warner, the oldest man in town, was born. Mr. Summers spoke frequently to

the villagers about making a new box, but no one liked to upset even as much tradition as was represented by the black

box. There was a story that the present box had been made with some pieces of the box that had preceded it, the one

that had been constructed when the first people settled down to make a village here. Every year, after the lottery, Mr.

Summers began talking again about a new box, but every year the subject was allowed to fade off without anything’s

being done.

The black box grew shabbier each year: by now it was no longer completely black but splintered badly along one side

to show the original wood color, and in some places faded or stained.

Mr. Martin and his oldest son, Baxter, held the black box securely on the stool until Mr. Summers had stirred the
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papers thoroughly with his hand. Because so much of the ritual had been forgotten or discarded, Mr. Summers had been

successful in having slips of paper substituted for the chips of wood that had been used for generations. Chips of wood,

Mr. Summers had argued. had been all very well when the village was tiny, but now that the population was more than

three hundred and likely to keep on growing, it was necessary to use something that would fit more easily into he black

box. The night before the lottery, Mr. Summers and Mr. Graves made up the slips of paper and put them in the box, and

it was then taken to the safe of Mr. Summers’ coal company and locked up until Mr. Summers was ready to take it to the

square next morning. The rest of the year, the box was put way, sometimes one place, sometimes another; it had spent

one year in Mr. Graves’s barn and another year underfoot in the post office. and sometimes it was set on a shelf in the

Martin grocery and left there.

There was a great deal of fussing to be done before Mr. Summers declared the lottery open. There were the lists to

make up–of heads of families. heads of households in each family. members of each household in each family. There

was the proper swearing-in of Mr. Summers by the postmaster, as the official of the lottery; at one time, some people

remembered, there had been a recital of some sort, performed by the official of the lottery, a perfunctory. tuneless chant

that had been rattled off duly each year; some people believed that the official of the lottery used to stand just so when

he said or sang it, others believed that he was supposed to walk among the people, but years and years ago this p3rt of

the ritual had been allowed to lapse. There had been, also, a ritual salute, which the official of the lottery had had to use

in addressing each person who came up to draw from the box, but this also had changed with time, until now it was felt

necessary only for the official to speak to each person approaching. Mr. Summers was very good at all this; in his clean

white shirt and blue jeans. with one hand resting carelessly on the black box. he seemed very proper and important as

he talked interminably to Mr. Graves and the Martins.

Just as Mr. Summers finally left off talking and turned to the assembled villagers, Mrs. Hutchinson came hurriedly

along the path to the square, her sweater thrown over her shoulders, and slid into place in the back of the crowd. “Clean

forgot what day it was,” she said to Mrs. Delacroix, who stood next to her, and they both laughed softly. “Thought my

old man was out back stacking wood,” Mrs. Hutchinson went on. “and then I looked out the window and the kids was

gone, and then I remembered it was the twentyseventh and came a-running.” She dried her hands on her apron, and

Mrs. Delacroix said, “You’re in time, though. They’re still talking away up there.”

Mrs. Hutchinson craned her neck to see through the crowd and found her husband and children standing near

the front. She tapped Mrs. Delacroix on the arm as a farewell and began to make her way through the crowd. The

people separated good-humoredly to let her through: two or three people said. in voices just loud enough to be heard

across the crowd, “Here comes your, Missus, Hutchinson,” and “Bill, she made it after all.” Mrs. Hutchinson reached her

husband, and Mr. Summers, who had been waiting, said cheerfully. “Thought we were going to have to get on without

you, Tessie.” Mrs. Hutchinson said. grinning, “Wouldn’t have me leave m’dishes in the sink, now, would you. Joe?,” and

soft laughter ran through the crowd as the people stirred back into position after Mrs. Hutchinson’s arrival.

“Well, now.” Mr. Summers said soberly, “guess we better get started, get this over with, so’s we can go back to work.

Anybody ain’t here?”

“Dunbar.” several people said. “Dunbar. Dunbar.”

Mr. Summers consulted his list. “Clyde Dunbar.” he said. “That’s right. He’s broke his leg, hasn’t he? Who’s drawing for

him?”

“Me. I guess,” a woman said. and Mr. Summers turned to look at her. “Wife draws for her husband.” Mr. Summers

said. “Don’t you have a grown boy to do it for you, Janey?” Although Mr. Summers and everyone else in the village knew

the answer perfectly well, it was the business of the official of the lottery to ask such questions formally. Mr. Summers

waited with an expression of polite interest while Mrs. Dunbar answered.

“Horace’s not but sixteen vet.” Mrs. Dunbar said regretfully. “Guess I gotta fill in for the old man this year.”

“Right.” Sr. Summers said. He made a note on the list he was holding. Then he asked, “Watson boy drawing this year?”

A tall boy in the crowd raised his hand. “Here,” he said. “I’m drawing for my mother and me.” He blinked his eyes

nervously and ducked his head as several voices in the crowd said thin#s like “Good fellow, lack.” and “Glad to see your

mother’s got a man to do it.”

“Well,” Mr. Summers said, “guess that’s everyone. Old Man Warner make it?”
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“Here,” a voice said. and Mr. Summers nodded.

A sudden hush fell on the crowd as Mr. Summers cleared his throat and looked at the list. “All ready?” he called. “Now,

I’ll read the names–heads of families first–and the men come up and take a paper out of the box. Keep the paper folded

in your hand without looking at it until everyone has had a turn. Everything clear?”

The people had done it so many times that they only half listened to the directions: most of them were quiet. wetting

their lips. not looking around. Then Mr. Summers raised one hand high and said, “Adams.” A man disengaged himself

from the crowd and came forward. “Hi. Steve.” Mr. Summers said. and Mr. Adams said. “Hi. Joe.” They grinned at one

another humorlessly and nervously. Then Mr. Adams reached into the black box and took out a folded paper. He held it

firmly by one corner as he turned and went hastily back to his place in the crowd. where he stood a little apart from his

family. not looking down at his hand.

“Allen.” Mr. Summers said. “Anderson…. Bentham.”

“Seems like there’s no time at all between lotteries any more.” Mrs. Delacroix said to Mrs. Graves in the back row.

“Seems like we got through with the last one only last week.”

“Time sure goes fast.– Mrs. Graves said.

“Clark…. Delacroix”

“There goes my old man.” Mrs. Delacroix said. She held her breath while her husband went forward.

“Dunbar,” Mr. Summers said, and Mrs. Dunbar went steadily to the box while one of the women said. “Go on. Janey,”

and another said, “There she goes.”

“We’re next.” Mrs. Graves said. She watched while Mr. Graves came around from the side of the box, greeted Mr.

Summers gravely and selected a slip of paper from the box. By now, all through the crowd there were men holding the

small folded papers in their large hand. turning them over and over nervously Mrs. Dunbar and her two sons stood

together, Mrs. Dunbar holding the slip of paper.

“Harburt…. Hutchinson.”

“Get up there, Bill,” Mrs. Hutchinson said. and the people near her laughed.

“Jones.”

“They do say,” Mr. Adams said to Old Man Warner, who stood next to him, “that over in the north village they’re talking

of giving up the lottery.”

Old Man Warner snorted. “Pack of crazy fools,” he said. “Listening to the young folks, nothing’s good enough for them.

Next thing you know, they’ll be wanting to go back to living in caves, nobody work any more, live hat way for a while.

Used to be a saying about ‘Lottery in June, corn be heavy soon.’ First thing you know, we’d all be eating stewed chickweed

and acorns. There’s always been a lottery,” he added petulantly. “Bad enough to see young Joe Summers up there joking

with everybody.”

“Some places have already quit lotteries.” Mrs. Adams said.

“Nothing but trouble in that,” Old Man Warner said stoutly. “Pack of young fools.”

“Martin.” And Bobby Martin watched his father go forward. “Overdyke…. Percy.”

“I wish they’d hurry,” Mrs. Dunbar said to her older son. “I wish they’d hurry.”

“They’re almost through,” her son said.

“You get ready to run tell Dad,” Mrs. Dunbar said.

Mr. Summers called his own name and then stepped forward precisely and selected a slip from the box. Then he called,

“Warner.”

“Seventy-seventh year I been in the lottery,” Old Man Warner said as he went through the crowd. “Seventy-seventh

time.”

“Watson” The tall boy came awkwardly through the crowd. Someone said, “Don’t be nervous, Jack,” and Mr. Summers

said, “Take your time, son.”

“Zanini.”

After that, there was a long pause, a breathless pause, until Mr. Summers. holding his slip of paper in the air, said, “All

right, fellows.” For a minute, no one moved, and then all the slips of paper were opened. Suddenly, all the women began
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to speak at once, saving. “Who is it?,” “Who’s got it?,” “Is it the Dunbars?,” “Is it the Watsons?” Then the voices began to

say, “It’s Hutchinson. It’s Bill,” “Bill Hutchinson’s got it.”

“Go tell your father,” Mrs. Dunbar said to her older son.

People began to look around to see the Hutchinsons. Bill Hutchinson was standing quiet, staring down at the paper in

his hand. Suddenly. Tessie Hutchinson shouted to Mr. Summers. “You didn’t give him time enough to take any paper he

wanted. I saw you. It wasn’t fair!”

“Be a good sport, Tessie.” Mrs. Delacroix called, and Mrs. Graves said, “All of us took the same chance.”

“Shut up, Tessie,” Bill Hutchinson said.

“Well, everyone,” Mr. Summers said, “that was done pretty fast, and now we’ve got to be hurrying a little more to

get done in time.” He consulted his next list. “Bill,” he said, “you draw for the Hutchinson family. You got any other

households in the Hutchinsons?”

“There’s Don and Eva,” Mrs. Hutchinson yelled. “Make them take their chance!”

“Daughters draw with their husbands’ families, Tessie,” Mr. Summers said gently. “You know that as well as anyone

else.”

“It wasn’t fair,” Tessie said.

“I guess not, Joe.” Bill Hutchinson said regretfully. “My daughter draws with her husband’s family; that’s only fair. And

I’ve got no other family except the kids.”

“Then, as far as drawing for families is concerned, it’s you,” Mr. Summers said in explanation, “and as far as drawing for

households is concerned, that’s you, too. Right?”

“Right,” Bill Hutchinson said.

“How many kids, Bill?” Mr. Summers asked formally.

“Three,” Bill Hutchinson said.

“There’s Bill, Jr., and Nancy, and little Dave. And Tessie and me.”

“All right, then,” Mr. Summers said. “Harry, you got their tickets back?”

Mr. Graves nodded and held up the slips of paper. “Put them in the box, then,” Mr. Summers directed. “Take Bill’s and

put it in.”

“I think we ought to start over,” Mrs. Hutchinson said, as quietly as she could. “I tell you it wasn’t fair. You didn’t give

him time enough to choose. Everybody saw that.”

Mr. Graves had selected the five slips and put them in the box. and he dropped all the papers but those onto the

ground. where the breeze caught them and lifted them off.

“Listen, everybody,” Mrs. Hutchinson was saying to the people around her.

“Ready, Bill?” Mr. Summers asked. and Bill Hutchinson, with one quick glance around at his wife and children. nodded.

“Remember,” Mr. Summers said. “take the slips and keep them folded until each person has taken one. Harry, you help

little Dave.” Mr. Graves took the hand of the little boy, who came willingly with him up to the box. “Take a paper out of

the box, Davy.” Mr. Summers said. Davy put his hand into the box and laughed. “Take just one paper.” Mr. Summers said.

“Harry, you hold it for him.” Mr. Graves took the child’s hand and removed the folded paper from the tight fist and held

it while little Dave stood next to him and looked up at him wonderingly.

“Nancy next,” Mr. Summers said. Nancy was twelve, and her school friends breathed heavily as she went forward

switching her skirt, and took a slip daintily from the box “Bill, Jr.,” Mr. Summers said, and Billy, his face red and his feet

overlarge, near knocked the box over as he got a paper out. “Tessie,” Mr. Summers said. She hesitated for a minute,

looking around defiantly. and then set her lips and went up to the box. She snatched a paper out and held it behind her.

“Bill,” Mr. Summers said, and Bill Hutchinson reached into the box and felt around, bringing his hand out at last with

the slip of paper in it.

The crowd was quiet. A girl whispered, “I hope it’s not Nancy,” and the sound of the whisper reached the edges of the

crowd.

“It’s not the way it used to be.” Old Man Warner said clearly. “People ain’t the way they used to be.”

“All right,” Mr. Summers said. “Open the papers. Harry, you open little Dave’s.”

Mr. Graves opened the slip of paper and there was a general sigh through the crowd as he held it up and everyone
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could see that it was blank. Nancy and Bill. Jr.. opened theirs at the same time. and both beamed and laughed. turning

around to the crowd and holding their slips of paper above their heads.

“Tessie,” Mr. Summers said. There was a pause, and then Mr. Summers looked at Bill Hutchinson, and Bill unfolded his

paper and showed it. It was blank.

“It’s Tessie,” Mr. Summers said, and his voice was hushed. “Show us her paper. Bill.”

Bill Hutchinson went over to his wife and forced the slip of paper out of her hand. It had a black spot on it, the black

spot Mr. Summers had made the night before with the heavy pencil in the coal company office. Bill Hutchinson held it

up, and there was a stir in the crowd.

“All right, folks.” Mr. Summers said. “Let’s finish quickly.”

Although the villagers had forgotten the ritual and lost the original black box, they still remembered to use stones.

The pile of stones the boys had made earlier was ready; there were stones on the ground with the blowing scraps of

paper that had come out of the box Delacroix selected a stone so large she had to pick it up with both hands and turned

to Mrs. Dunbar. “Come on,” she said. “Hurry up.”

Mr. Dunbar had small stones in both hands, and she said. gasping for breath. “I can’t run at all. You’ll have to go ahead

and I’ll catch up with you.”

The children had stones already. And someone gave little Davy Hutchinson few pebbles.

Tessie Hutchinson was in the center of a cleared space by now, and she held her hands out desperately as the villagers

moved in on her. “It isn’t fair,” she said. A stone hit her on the side of the head. Old Man Warner was saying, “Come on,

come on, everyone.” Steve Adams was in the front of the crowd of villagers, with Mrs. Graves beside him.

“It isn’t fair, it isn’t right,” Mrs. Hutchinson screamed, and then they were upon her.

Discussion Questions

1. What comment could the author be making about the world at the time the story was written?

2. How does Jackson use irony in the story?

3. When does the reader finally understand “the lottery”? How does tone lead the reader to suspect it may

not be what it seems?

4. What is the importance of the characters’ names?

Text Attributions

• “The Lottery” by Shirley Jackson is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada.
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22. A Good Man is Hard to Find by Flannery
O'Connor (1953)

“[To] know oneself is, above all, to know what one lacks. It is to measure oneself against Truth, and not the other

way around. The first product of self-knowledge is humility…”

— Flannery O’Connor

THE GRANDMOTHER didn’t want to go to Florida. She wanted to visit some of her connections in east Tennessee and

she was seizing at every chance to change Bailey’s mind. Bailey was the son she lived with, her only boy. He was sitting

on the edge of his chair at the table, bent over the orange sports section of the Journal. “Now look here, Bailey,” she said,

“see here, read this,” and she stood with one hand on her thin hip and the other rattling the newspaper at his bald head.

“Here this fellow that calls himself The Misfit is aloose from the Federal Pen and headed toward Florida and you read

here what it says he did to these people. Just you read it. I wouldn’t take my children in any direction with a criminal like

that aloose in it. I couldn’t answer to my conscience if I did.”

Bailey didn’t look up from his reading so she wheeled around then and faced the children’s mother, a young woman in

slacks, whose face was as broad and innocent as a cabbage and was tied around with a green head-kerchief that had two

points on the top like rabbit’s ears. She was sitting on the sofa, feeding the baby his apricots out of a jar. “The children

have been to Florida before,” the old lady said. “You all ought to take them somewhere else for a change so they would

see different parts of the world and be broad. They never have been to east Tennessee.”

The children’s mother didn’t seem to hear her but the eight-year-old boy, John Wesley, a stocky child with glasses,

said, “If you don’t want to go to Florida, why dontcha stay at home?” He and the little girl, June Star, were reading the

funny papers on the floor.

“She wouldn’t stay at home to be queen for a day,” June Star said without raising her yellow head.

“Yes and what would you do if this fellow, The Misfit, caught you?” the grandmother asked.

“I’d smack his face,” John Wesley said.

“She wouldn’t stay at home for a million bucks,” June Star said. “Afraid she’d miss something. She has to go everywhere

we go.”

“All right, Miss,” the grandmother said. “Just remember that the next time you want me to curl your hair.”

June Star said her hair was naturally curly.

The next morning the grandmother was the first one in the car, ready to go. She had her big black valise that looked

like the head of a hippopotamus in one corner, and underneath it she was hiding a basket with Pitty Sing, the cat, in it.

She didn’t intend for the cat to be left alone in the house for three days because he would miss her too much and she

was afraid he might brush against one of the gas burners and accidentally asphyxiate himself. Her son, Bailey, didn’t like

to arrive at a motel with a cat.

She sat in the middle of the back seat with John Wesley and June Star on either side of her. Bailey and the children’s

mother and the baby sat in front and they left Atlanta at eight forty-five with the mileage on the car at 55890. The

grandmother wrote this down because she thought it would be interesting to say how many miles they had been when

they got back. It took them twenty minutes to reach the outskirts of the city.

The old lady settled herself comfortably, removing her white cotton gloves and putting them up with her purse on

the shelf in front of the back window. The children’s mother still had on slacks and still had her head tied up in a green

kerchief, but the grandmother had on a navy blue straw sailor hat with a bunch of white violets on the brim and a navy

blue dress with a small white dot in the print. Her collars and cuffs were white organdy trimmed with lace and at her
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neckline she had pinned a purple spray of cloth violets containing a sachet. In case of an accident, anyone seeing her

dead on the highway would know at once that she was a lady.

She said she thought it was going to be a good day for driving, neither too hot nor too cold, and she cautioned Bailey

that the speed limit was fifty-five miles an hour and that the patrolmen hid themselves behind billboards and small

clumps of trees and sped out after you before you had a chance to slow down. She pointed out interesting details of the

scenery: Stone Mountain; the blue granite that in some places came up to both sides of the highway; the brilliant red

clay banks slightly streaked with purple; and the various crops that made rows of green lace-work on the ground. The

trees were full of silver-white sunlight and the meanest of them sparkled. The children were reading comic magazines

and their mother had gone back to sleep.

“Let’s go through Georgia fast so we won’t have to look at it much,” John Wesley said.

“If I were a little boy,” said the grandmother, “I wouldn’t talk about my native state that way. Tennessee has the

mountains and Georgia has the hills.”

“Tennessee is just a hillbilly dumping ground,” John Wesley said, “and Georgia is a lousy state too.”

“You said it,” June Star said.

“In my time,” said the grandmother, folding her thin veined fingers, “children were more respectful of their native

states and their parents and everything else. People did right then. Oh look at the cute little pickaninny!” she said and

pointed to a Negro child standing in the door of a shack. “Wouldn’t that make a picture, now?” she asked and they all

turned and looked at the little Negro out of the back window. He waved.

“He didn’t have any britches on,” June Star said.

“He probably didn’t have any,” the grandmother explained. “Little niggers in the country don’t have things like we do.

If I could paint, I’d paint that picture,” she said.

The children exchanged comic books.

The grandmother offered to hold the baby and the children’s mother passed him over the front seat to her. She set

him on her knee and bounced him and told him about the things they were passing. She rolled her eyes and screwed up

her mouth and stuck her leathery thin face into his smooth bland one. Occasionally he gave her a faraway smile. They

passed a large cotton field with five or six graves fenced in the middle of it, like a small island. “Look at the graveyard!”

the grandmother said, pointing it out. “That was the old family burying ground. That belonged to the plantation.”

“Where’s the plantation?” John Wesley asked.

“Gone With the Wind,” said the grandmother. “Ha. Ha.”

When the children finished all the comic books they had brought, they opened the lunch and ate it. The grandmother

ate a peanut butter sandwich and an olive and would not let the children throw the box and the paper napkins out the

window. When there was nothing else to do they played a game by choosing a cloud and making the other two guess

what shape it suggested. John Wesley took one the shape of a cow and June Star guessed a cow and John Wesley said,

no, an automobile, and June Star said he didn’t play fair, and they began to slap each other over the grandmother.

The grandmother said she would tell them a story if they would keep quiet. When she told a story, she rolled her eyes

and waved her head and was very dramatic. She said once when she was a maiden lady she had been courted by a Mr.

Edgar Atkins Teagarden from Jasper, Georgia. She said he was a very good-looking man and a gentleman and that he

brought her a watermelon every Saturday afternoon with his initials cut in it, E. A. T. Well, one Saturday, she said, Mr.

Teagarden brought the watermelon and there was nobody at home and he left it on the front porch and returned in his

buggy to Jasper, but she never got the watermelon, she said, because a nigger boy ate it when he saw the initials, E. A. T.!

This story tickled John Wesley’s funny bone and he giggled and giggled but June Star didn’t think it was any good. She

said she wouldn’t marry a man that just brought her a watermelon on Saturday. The grandmother said she would have

done well to marry Mr. Teagarden because he was a gentleman and had bought Coca-Cola stock when it first came out

and that he had died only a few years ago, a very wealthy man.

They stopped at The Tower for barbecued sandwiches. The Tower was a part stucco and part wood filling station and

dance hall set in a clearing outside of Timothy. A fat man named Red Sammy Butts ran it and there were signs stuck

here and there on the building and for miles up and down the highway saying, TRY RED SAMMY’S FAMOUS BARBECUE.
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NONE LIKE FAMOUS RED SAMMY’S! RED SAM! THE FAT BOY WITH THE HAPPY LAUGH. A VETERAN! RED SAMMY’S

YOUR MAN!

Red Sammy was lying on the bare ground outside The Tower with his head under a truck while a gray monkey about

a foot high, chained to a small chinaberry tree, chattered nearby. The monkey sprang back into the tree and got on the

highest limb as soon as he saw the children jump out of the car and run toward him.

Inside, The Tower was a long dark room with a counter at one end and tables at the other and dancing space in the

middle. They all sat down at a board table next to the nickelodeon and Red Sam’s wife, a tall burnt-brown woman with

hair and eyes lighter than her skin, came and took their order. The children’s mother put a dime in the machine and

played “The Tennessee Waltz,” and the grandmother said that tune always made her want to dance. She asked Bailey if

he would like to dance but he only glared at her. He didn’t have a naturally sunny disposition like she did and trips made

him nervous. The grandmother’s brown eyes were very bright. She swayed her head from side to side and pretended she

was dancing in her chair. June Star said play something she could tap to so the children’s mother put in another dime

and played a fast number and June Star stepped out onto the dance floor and did her tap routine.

“Ain’t she cute?” Red Sam’s wife said, leaning over the counter. “Would you like to come be my little girl?”

“No I certainly wouldn’t,” June Star said. “I wouldn’t live in a broken-down place like this for a minion bucks!” and she

ran back to the table.

“Ain’t she cute?” the woman repeated, stretching her mouth politely.

“Arn’t you ashamed?” hissed the grandmother.

Red Sam came in and told his wife to quit lounging on the counter and hurry up with these people’s order. His khaki

trousers reached just to his hip bones and his stomach hung over them like a sack of meal swaying under his shirt. He

came over and sat down at a table nearby and let out a combination sigh and yodel. “You can’t win,” he said. “You can’t

win,” and he wiped his sweating red face off with a gray handkerchief. “These days you don’t know who to trust,” he said.

“Ain’t that the truth?”

“People are certainly not nice like they used to be,” said the grandmother.

“Two fellers come in here last week,” Red Sammy said, “driving a Chrysler. It was a old beat-up car but it was a good

one and these boys looked all right to me. Said they worked at the mill and you know I let them fellers charge the gas

they bought? Now why did I do that?”

“Because you’re a good man!” the grandmother said at once.

“Yes’m, I suppose so,” Red Sam said as if he were struck with this answer.

His wife brought the orders, carrying the five plates all at once without a tray, two in each hand and one balanced on

her arm. “It isn’t a soul in this green world of God’s that you can trust,” she said. “And I don’t count nobody out of that,

not nobody,” she repeated, looking at Red Sammy.

“Did you read about that criminal, The Misfit, that’s escaped?” asked the grandmother.

“I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if he didn’t attact this place right here,” said the woman. “If he hears about it being here,I

wouldn’t be none surprised to see him. If he hears it’s two cent in the cash register, I wouldn’t be a tall surprised if he . .

.”

“That’ll do,” Red Sam said. “Go bring these people their Co’-Colas,” and the woman went off to get the rest of the order.

“A good man is hard to find,” Red Sammy said. “Every- thing is getting terrible. I remember the day you could go off

and leave your screen door unlatched. Not no more.”

He and the grandmother discussed better times. The old lady said that in her opinion Europe was entirely to blame

for the way things were now. She said the way Europe acted you would think we were made of money and Red Sam said

it was no use talking about it, she was exactly right. The children ran outside into the white sunlight and looked at the

monkey in the lacy chinaberry tree. He was busy catching fleas on himself and biting each one carefully between his

teeth as if it were a delicacy.

They drove off again into the hot afternoon. The grand- mother took cat naps and woke up every few minutes

with her own snoring. Outside of Toombsboro she woke up and recalled an old plantation that she had visited in this

neighborhood once when she was a young lady. She said the house had six white columns across the front and that there

was an avenue of oaks leading up to it and two little wooden trellis arbors on either side in front where you sat down
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with your suitor after a stroll in the garden. She recalled exactly which road to turn off to get to it. She knew that Bailey

would not be willing to lose any time looking at an old house, but the more she talked about it, the more she wanted to

see it once again and find out if the little twin arbors were still standing. “There was a secret panel in this house,” she

said craftily, not telling the truth but wishing that she were, “and the story went that all the family silver was hidden in

it when Sherman came through but it was never found . . .”

“Hey!” John Wesley said. “Let’s go see it! We’ll find it! We’ll poke all the woodwork and find it! Who lives there? Where

do you turn off at? Hey Pop, can’t we turn off there?”

“We never have seen a house with a secret panel!” June Star shrieked. “Let’s go to the house with the secret panel! Hey

Pop, can’t we go see the house with the secret panel!”

“It’s not far from here, I know,” the grandmother said. “It wouldn’t take over twenty minutes.”

Bailey was looking straight ahead. His jaw was as rigid as a horseshoe. “No,” he said.

The children began to yell and scream that they wanted to see the house with the secret panel. John Wesley kicked

the back of the front seat and June Star hung over her mother’s shoulder and whined desperately into her ear that they

never had any fun even on their vacation, that they could never do what THEY wanted to do. The baby began to scream

and John Wesley kicked the back of the seat so hard that his father could feel the blows in his kidney.

“All right!” he shouted and drew the car to a stop at the side of the road. “Will you all shut up? Will you all just shut up

for one second? If you don’t shut up, we won’t go anywhere.

“It would be very educational for them,” the grandmother murmured.

“All right,” Bailey said, “but get this: this is the only time we’re going to stop for anything like this. This is the one and

only time.”

“The dirt road that you have to turn down is about a mile back,” the grandmother directed. “I marked it when we

passed.”

“A dirt road,” Bailey groaned.

After they had turned around and were headed toward the dirt road, the grandmother recalled other points about the

house, the beautiful glass over the front doorway and the candle-lamp in the hall. John Wesley said that the secret panel

was probably in the fireplace.

“You can’t go inside this house,” Bailey said. “You don’t know who lives there.”

“While you all talk to the people in front, I’ll run around behind and get in a window,” John Wesley suggested.

“We’ll all stay in the car,” his mother said. They turned onto the dirt road and the car raced roughly along in a swirl

of pink dust. The grandmother recalled the times when there were no paved roads and thirty miles was a day’s journey.

The dirt road was hilly and there were sudden washes in it and sharp curves on dangerous embankments. All at once

they would be on a hill, looking down over the blue tops of trees for miles around, then the next minute, they would be

in a red depression with the dust-coated trees looking down on them.

“This place had better turn up in a minute,” Bailey said, “or I’m going to turn around.”

The road looked as if no one had traveled on it in months.

“It’s not much farther,” the grandmother said and just as she said it, a horrible thought came to her. The thought was

so embarrassing that she turned red in the face and her eyes dilated and her feet jumped up, upsetting her valise in the

corner. The instant the valise moved, the newspaper top she had over the basket under it rose with a snarl and Pitty

Sing,the cat, sprang onto Bailey’s shoulder.

The children were thrown to the floor and their mother, clutching the baby, was thrown out the door onto the ground;

the old lady was thrown into the front seat. The car turned over once and landed right-side-up in a gulch off the side

of the road. Bailey remained in the driver’s seat with the cat-gray-striped with a broad white face and an orange nose-

clinging to his neck like a caterpillar.

As soon as the children saw they could move their arms and legs, they scrambled out of the car, shouting, “We’ve

had an ACCIDENT!” The grandmother was curled up under the dashboard, hoping she was injured so that Bailey’s wrath

would not come down on her all at once. The horrible thought she had had before the accident was that the house she

had remembered so vividly was not in Georgia but in Tennessee.

Bailey removed the cat from his neck with both hands and flung it out the window against the side of a pine tree.
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Then he got out of the car and started looking for the children’s mother. She was sitting against the side of the red

gutted ditch, holding the screaming baby, but she only had a cut down her face and a broken shoulder. “We’ve had an

ACCIDENT!” the children screamed in a frenzy of delight.

“But nobody’s killed,” June Star said with disappointment as the grandmother limped out of the car, her hat still pinned

to her head but the broken front brim standing up at a jaunty angle and the violet spray hanging off the side. They all sat

down in the ditch, except the children, to recover from the shock. They were all shaking.

“Maybe a car will come along,” said the children’s mother hoarsely.

“I believe I have injured an organ,” said the grandmother, pressing her side, but no one answered her. Bailey’s teeth

were clattering. He had on a yellow sport shirt with bright blue parrots designed in it and his face was as yellow as the l

shirt. The grandmother decided that she would not mention that the house was in Tennessee.

The road was about ten feet above and they could see only the tops of the trees on the other side of it. Behind the ditch

they were sitting in there were more woods, tall and dark and deep. In a few minutes they saw a car some distance away

on top of a hill, coming slowly as if the occupants were watching them. The grandmother stood up and waved both arms

dramatically to attract their attention. The car continued to come on slowly, disappeared around a bend and appeared

again, moving even slower, on top of the hill they had gone over. It was a big black battered hearse-like automobile.

There were three men in it.

It came to a stop just over them and for some minutes, the driver looked down with a steady expressionless gaze to

where they were sitting, and didn’t speak. Then he turned his head and muttered something to the other two and they

got out. One was a fat boy in black trousers and a red sweat shirt with a silver stallion embossed on the front of it. He

moved around on the right side of them and stood staring, his mouth partly open in a kind of loose grin. The other had

on khaki pants and a blue striped coat and a gray hat pulled down very low, hiding most of his face. He came around

slowly on the left side. Neither spoke.

The driver got out of the car and stood by the side of it, looking down at them. He was an older man than the other

two. His hair was just beginning to gray and he wore silver- rimmed spectacles that gave him a scholarly look. He had a

long creased face and didn’t have on any shirt or undershirt. He had on blue jeans that were too tight for him and was

holding a black hat and a gun. The two boys also had guns.

“We’ve had an ACCIDENT!” the children screamed.

The grandmother had the peculiar feeling that the bespectacled man was someone she knew. His face was as familiar

to her as if she had known him au her life but she could not recall who he was. He moved away from the car and began

to come down the embankment, placing his feet carefully so that he wouldn’t slip. He had on tan and white shoes and

no socks, and his ankles were red and thin. “Good afternoon,” he said. “I see you all had you a little spill.”

“We turned over twice!” said the grandmother.

“Once”,” he corrected. “We seen it happen. Try their car and see will it run, Hiram,” he said quietly to the boy with the

gray hat.

“What you got that gun for?” John Wesley asked. “Whatcha gonna do with that gun?”

“Lady,” the man said to the children’s mother, “would you mind calling them children to sit down by you? Children

make me nervous. I want all you all to sit down right together there where you’re at.”

“What are you telling US what to do for?” June Star asked.

Behind them the line of woods gaped like a dark open mouth. “Come here,” said their mother.

“Look here now,” Bailey began suddenly, “we’re in a predicament! We’re in . . .”

The grandmother shrieked. She scrambled to her feet and stood staring. “You’re The Misfit!” she said. “I recognized

you at once!”

“Yes’m,” the man said, smiling slightly as if he were pleased in spite of himself to be known, “but it would have been

better for all of you, lady, if you hadn’t of reckernized me.”

Bailey turned his head sharply and said something to his mother that shocked even the children. The old lady began

to cry and The Misfit reddened.

“Lady,” he said, “don’t you get upset. Sometimes a man says things he don’t mean. I don’t reckon he meant to talk to

you thataway.”
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“You wouldn’t shoot a lady, would you?” the grandmother said and removed a clean handkerchief from her cuff and

began to slap at her eyes with it.

The Misfit pointed the toe of his shoe into the ground and made a little hole and then covered it up again. “I would

hate to have to,” he said.

“Listen,” the grandmother almost screamed, “I know you’re a good man. You don’t look a bit like you have com- mon

blood. I know you must come from nice people!”

“Yes mam,” he said, “finest people in the world.” When he smiled he showed a row of strong white teeth. “God never

made a finer woman than my mother and my daddy’s heart was pure gold,” he said. The boy with the red sweat shirt had

come around behind them and was standing with his gun at his hip. The Misfit squatted down on the ground. “Watch

them children, Bobby Lee,” he said. “You know they make me nervous.” He looked at the six of them huddled together

in front of him and he seemed to be embarrassed as if he couldn’t think of anything to say. “Ain’t a cloud in the sky,” he

remarked, looking up at it. “Don’t see no sun but don’t see no cloud neither.”

“Yes, it’s a beautiful day,” said the grandmother. “Listen,” she said, “you shouldn’t call yourself The Misfit because I

know you’re a good man at heart. I can just look at you and tell “

“Hush!” Bailey yelled. “Hush! Everybody shut up and let me handle this!” He was squatting in the position of a runner

about to sprint forward but he didn’t move.

“I prechate that, lady,” The Misfit said and drew a little circle in the ground with the butt of his gun.

“It’ll take a half a hour to fix this here car,” Hiram called, looking over the raised hood of it.

“Well, first you and Bobby Lee get him and that little boy to step over yonder with you,” The Misfit said, pointing to

Bailey and John Wesley. “The boys want to ast you some- thing,” he said to Bailey. “Would you mind stepping back in

them woods there with them?”

“Listen,” Bailey began, “we’re in a terrible predicament! Nobody realizes what this is,” and his voice cracked. His eyes

were as blue and intense as the parrots in his shirt and he remained perfectly still.

The grandmother reached up to adjust her hat brim as if she were going to the woods with him but it came off in her

hand. She stood staring at it and after a second she let it fall on the ground. Hiram pulled Bailey up by the arm as if he

were assisting an old man. John Wesley caught hold of his father’s hand and Bobby Lee followed. They went off toward

the woods and just as they reached the dark edge, Bailey turned and supporting himself against a gray naked pine trunk,

he shouted, “I’ll be back in a minute, Mamma, wait on me!”

“Come back this instant!” his mother shrilled but they all disappeared into the woods.

“Bailey Boy!” the grandmother called in a tragic voice but she found she was looking at The Misfit squatting on the

ground in front of her. “I just know you’re a good man,” she said desperately. “You’re not a bit common!”

“Nome, I ain’t a good man,” The Misfit said after a second as if he had considered her statement carefully, “but I ain’t

the worst in the world neither. My daddy said I was a different breed of dog from my brothers and sisters. ‘You know,’

Daddy said, ‘it’s some that can live their whole life out without asking about it and it’s others has to know why it is, and

this boy is one of the latters. He’s going to be into every- thing!'” He put on his black hat and looked up suddenly and

then away deep into the woods as if he were embarrassed again. “I’m sorry I don’t have on a shirt before you ladies,” he

said, hunching his shoulders slightly. “We buried our clothes that we had on when we escaped and we’re just making do

until we can get better. We borrowed these from some folks we met,” he explained.

“That’s perfectly all right,” the grandmother said. “Maybe Bailey has an extra shirt in his suitcase.”

“I’ll look and see terrectly,” The Misfit said.

“Where are they taking him?” the children’s mother screamed.

“Daddy was a card himself,” The Misfit said. “You couldn’t put anything over on him. He never got in trouble with the

Authorities though. Just had the knack of handling them.”

“You could be honest too if you’d only try,” said the grandmother. “Think how wonderful it would be to settle down

and live a comfortable life and not have to think about some- body chasing you all the time.”

The Misfit kept scratching in the ground with the butt of his gun as if he were thinking about it. “Yes’m, somebody is

always after you,” he murmured.
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The grandmother noticed how thin his shoulder blades were just behind-his hat because she was standing up looking

down on him. “Do you ever pray?” she asked.

He shook his head. All she saw was the black hat wiggle between his shoulder blades. “Nome,” he said.

There was a pistol shot from the woods, followed closely by another. Then silence. The old lady’s head jerked around.

She could hear the wind move through the tree tops like a long satisfied insuck of breath. “Bailey Boy!” she called.

“I was a gospel singer for a while,” The Misfit said. “I been most everything. Been in the arm service, both land and

sea, at home and abroad, been twict married, been an undertaker, been with the railroads, plowed Mother Earth, been

in a tornado, seen a man burnt alive oncet,” and he looked up at the children’s mother and the little girl who were sitting

close together, their faces white and their eyes glassy; “I even seen a woman flogged,” he said.

“Pray, pray,” the grandmother began, “pray, pray . . .”

“I never was a bad boy that I remember of,” The Misfit said in an almost dreamy voice, “but somewheres along the line

I done something wrong and got sent to the penitentiary. I was buried alive,” and he looked up and held her attention to

him by a steady stare.

“That’s when you should have started to pray,” she said “What did you do to get sent to the penitentiary that first

time?”

“Turn to the right, it was a wall,” The Misfit said, looking up again at the cloudless sky. “Turn to the left, it was a wall.

Look up it was a ceiling, look down it was a floor. I forget what I done, lady. I set there and set there, trying to remember

what it was I done and I ain’t recalled it to this day. Oncet in a while, I would think it was coming to me, but it never

come.”

“Maybe they put you in by mistake,” the old lady said vaguely.

“Nome,” he said. “It wasn’t no mistake. They had the papers on me.”

“You must have stolen something,” she said.

The Misfit sneered slightly. “Nobody had nothing I wanted,” he said. “It was a head-doctor at the penitentiary said

what I had done was kill my daddy but I known that for a lie. My daddy died in nineteen ought nineteen of the epidemic

flu and I never had a thing to do with it. He was buried in the Mount Hopewell Baptist churchyard and you can go there

and see for yourself.”

“If you would pray,” the old lady said, “Jesus would help you.”

“That’s right,” The Misfit said.

“Well then, why don’t you pray?” she asked trembling with delight suddenly.

“I don’t want no hep,” he said. “I’m doing all right by myself.”

Bobby Lee and Hiram came ambling back from the woods. Bobby Lee was dragging a yellow shirt with bright blue

parrots in it.

“Thow me that shirt, Bobby Lee,” The Misfit said. The shirt came flying at him and landed on his shoulder and he put it

on. The grandmother couldn’t name what the shirt reminded her of. “No, lady,” The Misfit said while he was buttoning it

up, “I found out the crime don’t matter. You can do one thing or you can do another, kill a man or take a tire off his car,

because sooner or later you’re going to forget what it was you done and just be punished for it.”

The children’s mother had begun to make heaving noises as if she couldn’t get her breath. “Lady,” he asked, “would you

and that little girl like to step off yonder with Bobby Lee and Hiram and join your husband?”

“Yes, thank you,” the mother said faintly. Her left arm dangled helplessly and she was holding the baby, who had gone

to sleep, in the other. “Hep that lady up, Hiram,” The Misfit said as she struggled to climb out of the ditch, “and Bobby

Lee, you hold onto that little girl’s hand.”

“I don’t want to hold hands with him,” June Star said. “He reminds me of a pig.”

The fat boy blushed and laughed and caught her by the arm and pulled her off into the woods after Hiram and her

mother.

Alone with The Misfit, the grandmother found that she had lost her voice. There was not a cloud in the sky nor any

sun. There was nothing around her but woods. She wanted to tell him that he must pray. She opened and closed her

mouth several times before anything came out. Finally she found herself saying, “Jesus. Jesus,” meaning, Jesus will help

you, but the way she was saying it, it sounded as if she might be cursing.
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“Yes’m,” The Misfit said as if he agreed. “Jesus shown everything off balance. It was the same case with Him as with me

except He hadn’t committed any crime and they could prove I had committed one because they had the papers on me. Of

course,” he said, “they never shown me my papers. That’s why I sign myself now. I said long ago, you get you a signature

and sign everything you do and keep a copy of it. Then you’ll know what you done and you can hold up the crime to

the punishment and see do they match and in the end you’ll have something to prove you ain’t been treated right. I call

myself The Misfit,” he said, “because I can’t make what all I done wrong fit what all I gone through in punishment.”

There was a piercing scream from the woods, followed closely by a pistol report. “Does it seem right to you, lady, that

one is punished a heap and another ain’t punished at all?”

“Jesus!” the old lady cried. “You’ve got good blood! I know you wouldn’t shoot a lady! I know you come from nice

people! Pray! Jesus, you ought not to shoot a lady. I’ll give you all the money I’ve got!”

“Lady,” The Misfit said, looking beyond her far into the woods, “there never was a body that give the undertaker a tip.”

There were two more pistol reports and the grandmother raised her head like a parched old turkey hen crying for

water and called, “Bailey Boy, Bailey Boy!” as if her heart would break.

“Jesus was the only One that ever raised the dead,” The Misfit continued, “and He shouldn’t have done it. He shown

everything off balance. If He did what He said, then it’s nothing for you to do but thow away everything and follow Him,

and if He didn’t, then it’s nothing for you to do but enjoy the few minutes you got left the best way you can-by killing

somebody or burning down his house or doing some other meanness to him. No pleasure but meanness,” he said and his

voice had become almost a snarl.

“Maybe He didn’t raise the dead,” the old lady mumbled, not knowing what she was saying and feeling so dizzy that she

sank down in the ditch with her legs twisted under her.

“I wasn’t there so I can’t say He didn’t,” The Misfit said. “I wisht I had of been there,” he said, hitting the ground with

his fist. “It ain’t right I wasn’t there because if I had of been there I would of known. Listen lady,” he said in a high voice,

“if I had of been there I would of known and I wouldn’t be like I am now.” His voice seemed about to crack and the

grandmother’s head cleared for an instant. She saw the man’s face twisted close to her own as if he were going to cry

and she murmured, “Why you’re one of my babies. You’re one of my own children!” She reached out and touched him on

the shoulder. The Misfit sprang back as if a snake had bitten him and shot her three times through the chest. Then he

put his gun down on the ground and took off his glasses and began to clean them.

Hiram and Bobby Lee returned from the woods and stood over the ditch, looking down at the grandmother who half

sat and half lay in a puddle of blood with her legs crossed under her like a child’s and her face smiling up at the cloudless

sky.

Without his glasses, The Misfit’s eyes were red-rimmed and pale and defenseless-looking. “Take her off and thow her

where you shown the others,” he said, picking up the cat that was rubbing itself against his leg.

“She was a talker, wasn’t she?” Bobby Lee said, sliding down the ditch with a yodel.

“She would of been a good woman,” The Misfit said, “if it had been somebody there to shoot her every minute of her

life.”

“Some fun!” Bobby Lee said.

“Shut up, Bobby Lee” The Misfit said. “It’s no real pleasure in life.”

Discussion Questions

1. What is the purpose of naming the story, “A Good Man is Hard to Find”?

2. How is the grandmother characterised? Is she dynamic?

3. How important is the setting? Why?
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4. Is the Misfit influenced by religion? How?

Text Attributions

• “A Good Man is Hard to Find” by Flannery O’Connor is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada.
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23. The Man Who Was Almost a Man by Richard
Wright (1961)

“Don’t leave inferences to be drawn when evidence can be presented.”

— Richard Wright

DAVE STRUCK OUT ACROSS the fields, looking homeward through parting light. Whut’s the use talkin wid em niggers

in the field? Anyhow, his mother was putting supper on the table. Them niggers; can’t understan nothing. One of these

days he was going to get a gun and practice shooting, then they couldn’t talk to him as though he were a little boy. He

slowed, looking at the ground. Shucks, Ah ain scareda them even ef they are biggem me! Aw, Ah know whut Ahma do.

Ahm going by ol Joe’s sto n git that Sears Roebuck catlog n look at them guns. Mebbe Ma will lemme buy one when she

gits mah pay from ol man Hawkins. Ahma beg her t gimme some money. Ahm ol ernough to hava gun. Ahm seventeen.

Almost a man. He strode, feeling his long loose-jointed limbs. Shucks, a man oughta hava little gun aftah he done worked

hard all day.

He came in sight of Joe’s store. A yellow lantern glowed on the front porch. He mounted steps and went through the

screen door, hearing it bang behind him. There was a strong smell of coal oil and mackerel fish. He felt very confident

until he saw fat Joe walk in through the rear door, then his courage began to ooze.

“Howdy, Dave! Whutcha want?”

“How yuh, Mistah Joe? Aw, Ah don wanna buy nothing. Ah jus wanted t see ef yuhd lemme look at tha catlog erwhile.”

“Sure! You wanna see it here?”

“Nawsuh. Ah wans t take it home wid me. Ah’ll bring it back termorrow when Ah come in from the fiels. “

“You plannin on buying something?”

“Yessuh.”

“Your ma lettin you have your own money now?”

“Shucks. Mistah Joe, Ahm gittin t be a man like anybody else!”

Joe laughed and wiped his greasy white face with a red bandanna.

“Whut you plannin on buyin?”

Dave looked at the floor, scratched his head, scratched his thigh, and smiled. Then he looked up shyly.

“Ah’ll tell yuh, Mistah Joe, ef yuh promise yuh won’t tell.”

“I promise.”

“Waal, Ahma buy a gun.”

“A gun? Whut you want with a gun?”

“Ah wanna keep it.”

“You ain’t nothing but a boy. You don’t need a gun.”

“Aw, lemme have the catlog, Mistah Joe. Ah’Il bring it back.”

Joe walked through the rear door. Dave was elated. He looked around at barrels of sugar and flour. He heard Joe

coming back. He craned his neck to see if he were bringing the book. Yeah, he’s got it. Gawddog, he’s got it!

“Here, but be sure you bring it back. It’s the only one I got.”

“Sho, Mistah Joe.”

“Say, if you wanna buy a gun, why don’t you buy one from me? I gotta gun to sell.”

“Will it shoot?”

“Sure it’ll shoot.”

“Whut kind is it?”
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“Oh, it’s kinda old . . . a left-hand Wheeler. A pistol. A big one.”

“Is it got bullets in it?”

“It’s loaded.”

“Kin Ah see it?”

“Where’s your money?”

“Whut yuh wan fer it?”

“I’ll let you have it for two dollars.”

“Just two dollahs? Shucks, Ah could buy tha when Ah git mah pay.

“I’ll have it here when you want it.”

“Awright, suh. Ah be in fer it.

He went through the door, hearing it slam again behind him. Ahma git some money from Ma n buy me a gun! Only two

dollahs! He tucked the thick catalogue under his arm and hurried.

“Where yuh been, boy?” His mother held a steaming dish of black-eyed peas.

“Aw, Ma, Ah jus stopped down the road t talk wid the boys.”

“Yuh know bettah t keep suppah waitin.”

He sat down, resting the catalogue on the edge of the table.

“Yuh git up from there and git to the well n wash yosef! Ah ain feedin no hogs in mah house!” She grabbed his shoulder

and pushed him. He stumbled out of the room, then came back to get the catalogue.

“Whut this?”

“Aw, Ma, it’s jusa catlog.”

“Who yuh git it from?”

“From Joe, down at the sto.”

“Waal, thas good. We kin use it in the outhouse.”

“Naw, Ma.” He grabbed for it. “Gimme ma catlog, Ma.”

She held onto it and glared at him.

“Quit hollerin at me! Whut’s wrong wid yuh? Yuh crazy?”

“But Ma, please. It ain mine! It’s Joe’s! He tol me t bring it back t im termorrow. “

She gave up the book. He stumbled down the back steps, hugging the thick book under his arm. When he had splashed

water on his face and hands, he groped back to the kitchen and fumbled in a corner for the towel. He bumped into a

chair; it clattered to the floor. The catalogue sprawled at his feet. When he had dried his eyes he snatched up the book

and held it again under his arm. His mother stood watching him.

“Now, ef yuh gonna act a fool over that ol book, Ah’ll take it n burn it up.”

“Naw, Ma, please.”

“Waal, set down n be still!”

He sat down and drew the oil lamp close. He thumbed page after page, unaware of the food his mother set on the

table. His father came in. Then his small brother.

“Whutcha got there, Dave?” his father asked.

“Jusa catlog,” he answered, not looking up.

“Yeah, here they is!” His eyes glowed at blue-and-black revolvers. He glanced up, feeling sudden guilt. His father

was watching him. He eased the book under the table and rested it on his knees. After the blessing was asked, he ate.

He scooped up peas and swallowed fat meat without chewing. Buttermilk helped to wash it down. He did not want to

mention money before his father. He would do much better by cornering his mother when she was alone. He looked at

his father uneasily out of the edge of his eye.

“Boy, how come yuh don quit foolin wid tha book n eat yo suppah?”

“Yessuh.”

“How you n ol man Hawkins gitten erlong?”

“Suh?”

“Can’t yuh hear? Why don yuh lissen? Ah ast yu how wuz yuh n ol man Hawkins gittin erlong?”
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“Oh, swell, Pa. Ah plows mo Ian than anybody over there.”

“Waal, yuh oughta keep yo mind on whut yuh doin.”

“Yessuh. “

He poured his plate full of molasses and sopped it up slowly with a chunk of combread. When his father and brother

had left the kitchen, he still sat and looked again at the guns in the catalogue, longing to muster courage enough to

present his case to his mother. Lawd, ef Ah only had tha pretty one! He could almost feel the slickness of the weapon

with his fingers. If he had a gun like that he would polish it and keep it shining so it would never rust. N Ah’d keep it

loaded, by Gawd!

“Ma?” His voice was hesitant.

“Hunh?”

“Ol man Hawkins give yuh mah money yit?”

“Yeah, but ain no usa yuh thinking bout throwin nona it erway. Ahm keepin tha money sos yuh kin have cloes t go to

school this winter. “

He rose and went to her side with the open catalogue in his palms. She was washing dishes, her head bent low over a

pan. Shyly he raised the book. When he spoke, his voice was husky, faint.

“Ma, Gawd knows Ah wans one of these.”

“One of whut?” she asked, not raising her eyes.

“One of these,” he said again, not daring even to point. She glanced up at the page, then at him with wide eyes.

“Nigger, is yuh gone plumb crazy?”

“Aw, Ma- “

“Git outta here! Don yuh talk t me bout no gun! Yuh a fool!”

“Ma, Ah kin buy one fer two dollahs. “

“Not ef Ah knows it, yuh ain!”

“But yuh promised me one-“

“Ah don care whut Ah promised! Yuh ain nothing but a boy yit!”

“Ma, ef yuh lemme buy one Ah’ll never ast yuh fer nothing no mo.”

“Ah tol yuh t git outta here! Yuh ain gonna toucha penny of tha money fer no gun! Thas how come Ah has Mistah

Hawkins t pay yo wages t me, cause Ah knows yuh ain got no sense.”

“But, Ma, we needa gun. Pa ain got no gun. We needa gun in the house. Yuh kin never tell whut might happen.”

“Now don yuh try to maka fool outta me, boy! Ef we did hava gun, yuh wouldn’t have it!”

He laid the catalogue down and slipped his arm around her waist.

“Aw, Ma, Ah done worked hard alla summer n ain ast yuh fer nothin, is Ah, now?”

“Thas whut yuh spose t do!”

“But Ma, Ah wans a gun. Yuh kin lemme have two dollahs outta mah money. Please, Ma. I kin give it to Pa … Please, Ma!

Ah loves yuh, Ma.”

When she spoke her voice came soft and low.

“Whut yu wan wida gun, Dave? Yuh don need no gun. Yuh’II git in trouble. N ef yo pa jus thought Ah let yuh have

money t buy a gun he’d hava fit.”

“Ah’1llhide it, Ma. It ain but two dollahs.”

“Lawd, chil, whut’s wrong wid yuh?”

“Ain nothin wrong, Ma. Ahm almos a man now. Ah wans a gun.

“Who gonna sell yuh a gun?”

“Ol Joe at the sto.”

“N it don cos but two dollahs?”

“Thas all, Ma. Jus two dollahs. Please, Ma.”

She was stacking the plates away; her hands moved slowly, reflectively. Dave kept an anxious silence. Finally, she

turned to him.

“Ah’Il let yuh git tha gun ef yuh promise me one thing.
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“Whut’s tha, Ma?”

“Yuh bring it straight back t me, yuh hear? It be fer Pa. “

“Yessum! Lernme go now, Ma.”

She stooped, turned slightly to one side, raised the hem of her dress, rolled down the top of her stocking, and came

up with a slender wad of bills.

“Here,” she said. “Lawd knows yuh don need no gun. But yer pa does. Yuh bring it right back t me, yuh hear? Ahma put

it up. Now ef yuh don, Ahma have yuh pa lick yuh so hard yuh won fergit it.” “Yessum. “

He took the money, ran down the steps, and across the yard.

“Dave! Yuuuuuh Daaaaave!”

He heard, but he was not going to stop now. “Naw, Lawd!”

The first movement he made the following morning was to reach under his pillow for the gun. In the gray light of dawn

he held it loosely, feeling a sense of power. Could kill a man with a gun like this. Kill anybody, black or white. And if he

were holding his gun in his hand, nobody could run over him; they would have to respect him. It was a big gun, with a

long barrel and a heavy handle. He raised and lowered it in his hand, marveling at its weight.

He had not come straight home with it as his mother had asked; instead he had stayed out in the fields, holding the

weapon in his hand, aiming it now and then at some imaginary foe. But he had not fired it; he had been afraid that his

father might hear. Also he was not sure he knew how to fire it.

To avoid surrendering the pistol he had not come into the house until he knew that they were all asleep. When his

mother had tiptoed to his bedside late that night and demanded the gun, he had first played possum; then he had told

her that the gun was hidden outdoors, that he would bring it to her in the morning. Now he lay turning it slowly in his

hands. He broke it, took out the cartridges, felt them, and then put them back.

He slid out of bed, got a long strip of old flannel from a trunk, wrapped the gun in it, and tied it to his naked thigh

while it was still loaded. He did not go in to breakfast. Even though it was not yet daylight, he started for Jim Hawkins’

plantation. Just as the sun was rising he reached the bams where the mules and plows were kept.

“Hey! That you, Dave?”

He turned. Jim Hawkins stood eying him suspiciously.

“What’re yuh doing here so early?”

“Ah didn’t know Ah wuz gittin up so early, Mistah Hawkins. Ah wuz fixin t hitch up ol Jenny n take her t the fiels.”

“Good. Since you’re so early, how about plowing that stretch down by the woods?”

“Suits me, Mistah Hawkins.”

“O.K. Go to it!”

He hitched Jenny to a plow and started across the fields. Hot dog! This was just what he wanted. If he could get down

by the woods, he could shoot his gun and nobody would hear. He walked behind the plow, hearing the traces creaking,

feeling the gun tied tight to his thigh.

When he reached the woods, he plowed two whole rows before he decided to take out the gun. Finally, he stopped,

looked in all directions, then untied the gun and held it in his hand. He turned to the mule and smiled.

“Know whut this is, Jenny? Naw, yuh wouldn know! Yuhs jusa ol mule! Anyhow, this is a gun, n it kin shoot, by Gawd!”

He held the gun at arm’s length. Whut t hell, Ahma shoot this thing! He looked at Jenny again.

“Lissen here, Jenny! When Ah pull this ol trigger, Ah don wan yuh t run n acka fool now! “

Jenny stood with head down, her short ears pricked straight. Dave walked off about twenty feet, held the gun far out

from him at arm’s length, and turned his head. Hell, he told himself, Ah ain afraid. The gun felt loose in his fingers; he

waved it wildly for a moment. Then he shut his eyes and tightened his forefinger. Bloom! A report half deafened him and

he thought his right hand was torn from his arm. He heard Jenny whinnying and galloping over the field, and he found

himself on his knees, squeezing his fingers hard between his legs. His hand was numb; he jammed it into his mouth,

trying to warm it, trying to stop the pain. The gun lay at his feet. He did not quite know what had happened. He stood

up and stared at the gun as though it were a living thing. He gritted his teeth and kicked the gun. Yuh almos broke mah

arm! He turned to look for Jenny; she was far over the fields, tossing her head and kicking wildly.

“Hol on there, ol mule!”
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When he caught up with her she stood trembling, walling her big white eyes at him. The plow was far away; the traces

had broken. Then Dave stopped short, looking, not believing. Jenny was bleeding. Her left side was red and wet with

blood. He went closer. Lawd, have mercy! Wondah did Ah shoot this mule? He grabbed for Jenny’s mane. She flinched,

snorted, whirled, tossing her head.

“Hol on now! Hol on.”

Then he saw the hole in Jenny’s side, right between the ribs. It was round, wet, red. A crimson stream streaked down

the front leg, flowing fast. Good Gawd! Ah wuzn’t shootin at tha mule. He felt panic. He knew he had to stop that blood,

or Jenny would bleed to death. He had never seen so much blood in all his life. He chased the mule for half a mile, trying

to catch her. Finally she stopped, breathing hard, stumpy tail half arched. He caught her mane and led her back to where

the plow and gun lay. Then he stooped and grabbed handfuls of damp black earth and tried to plug the bullet hole. Jenny

shuddered, whinnied, and broke from him.

“Hol on! Hol on now!”

He tried to plug it again, but blood came anyhow. His fingers were hot and sticky, He rubbed dirt into his palms, trying

to dry them. Then again he attempted to plug the bullet hole, but Jenny shied away, kicking her heels high. He stood

helpless. He had to do something. He ran at Jenny; she dodged him. He watched a red stream of blood flow down Jenny’s

leg and form a bright pool at her feet.

“Jenny … Jenny,” he called weakly.

His lips trembled. She’s bleeding t death! He looked in the direction of home, wanting to go back, wanting to get help.

But he saw the pistol lying in the damp black clay. He had a queer feeling that if he only did something, this would not

be; Jenny would not be there bleeding to death.

When he went to her this time, she did not move. She stood with sleepy, dreamy eyes; and when he touched her she

gave a low-pitched whinny and knelt to the ground, her front knees slopping in blood. “Jenny … Jenny . . . ” he whispered.

For a long time she held her neck erect; then her head sank, slowly. Her ribs swelled with a mighty heave and she went

over.

Dave’s stomach felt empty, very empty. He picked up the gun and held it gingerly between his thumb and forefinger.

He buried it at the foot of a tree. He took a stick and tried to cover the pool of blood with dirt – but what was the use?

There was Jenny lying with her mouth open and her eyes walled and glassy. He could not tell Jim Hawkins he had shot

his mule. But he had to tell something. Yeah, Ah’ll tell ern Jenny started gittin wil n fell on the joint of the plow… But that

would hardly happen to a mule. He walked across the field slowly, head down.

It was sunset. Two of Jim Hawkins’ men were over near the edge of the woods digging a hole in which to bury Jenny.

Dave was surrounded by a knot of people, all of whom were looking down at the dead mule.

“I don’t see how in the world it happened,” said Jim Hawkins for the tenth time.

The crowd parted and Dave’s mother, father, and small brother pushed into the center.

“Where Dave?” his mother called.

“There he is,” said Jim Hawkins.

His mother grabbed him.

“Whut happened, Dave? Whut yuh done?”

‘”Nothin “

“C mon, boy, talk,” his father said.

Dave took a deep breath and told the story he knew nobody believed.

“Waal,” he drawled. “Ah brung ol Jenny down here sos; Ah could do mah plowin. Ah plowed bout two rows, just like yuh

see.” He stopped and pointed at the long rows of upturned earth. “Then somethin musta been wrong wid ol Jenny. She

wouldn ack right a-tall. She started snortin n kickin her heels. Ah tried t hol her, but she pulled erway, rearin n goin in.

Then when the point of the plow was stickin up in the air, she swung erroun n twisted herself back an it . . . She stuck

herself n started t bleed. N fo Ah could do anything, she wuz dead. “

“Did you ever hear of anything like that in all your life?” asked Jim Hawkins. There were white and black standing in

the crowd. They murmured. Dave’s mother came close to him and looked hard into his face. “Tell the truth, Dave,” she

said.
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“Looks like a bullet hole to me,” said one man.

“Dave, whut yuh do wid the gun?” his mother asked.

The crowd surged in, looking at him. He jammed his hands into his pockets, shook his head slowly from left to right,

and backed away. His eyes were wide and painful.

“Did he hava gun?” asked Jim Hawkins.

“By Gawd, Ah tol yuh tha wuz a gun wound,” said a man, slapping his thigh. His father caught his shoulders and shook

him till his teeth rattled.

“Tell whut happened, yuh rascal! Tell whut . . .”

Dave looked at Jenny’s stiff legs and began to cry.

“Whut yuh do wid tha gun?” his mother asked.

“Whut wuz he doin wida gun?” his father asked.

“Come on and tell the truth,” said Hawkins. “Ain’t nobody going to hurt’ you.”

His mother crowded close to him.

“Did yuh shoot tha mule, Dave?”

Dave cried, seeing blurred white and black faces.

“Ahh ddinn gggo tt sshooot hher … Ah ssswear ffo Gawd Ahh ddin…. Ah wuz a-tryin t sssee ef the old gggun would

sshoot -“

“Where yuh git the gun from?” his father asked.

“Ah got it from Joe, at the sto. “

“Where yuh git the money?”

“Ma give it t me. “

“He kept worryin me, Bob. Ah had t. Ah tol im t bring the gun right back t me … It was fer yuh, the gun.”

“But how yuh happen to shoot that mule?” asked Jim Hawkins.

“Ah wuzn shootin at the mule, Mistah Hawkins. The gun jumped when Ah pulled the trigger … N fo Ah knowed anythin

Jenny was there a-bleedin. “

Somebody in the crowd laughed. Jim Hawkins walked close to Dave and looked into his face.

“Well, looks like you have bought you a mule, Dave.”

“Ah swear fo Gawd, Ah didn go t kill the mule, Mistah Hawkins!”

“But you killed her!”

All the crowd was laughing now. They stood on tiptoe and poked heads over one another’s shoulders.

“Well, boy, looks like yuh done bought a dead mule! Hahaha!”

“Ain tha ershame.”

“Hohohohoho. “

Dave stood, head down, twisting his feet in the dirt.

“Well, you needn’t worry about it, Bob,” said Jim Hawkins to Dave’s father. “Just let the boy keep on working and pay

me two dollars a month.”

“Whut yuh wan fer yo mule, Mistah Hawkins?”

Jim Hawkins screwed up his eyes.

“Fifty dollars.”

“Whut yuh do wid tha gun?” Dave’s father demanded.

Dave said nothing.

“Yuh wan me t take a tree n beat yuh till yuh talk!”

“Nawsuh!”

“Whut yuh do wid it?”

“Ah throwed it erway.”

“Where?”

“Ah … Ah throwed it in the creek.

“Waal, c mon home. N firs thing in the mawnin git to tha creek n fin tha gun.”
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“Yessuh.”

“Whut yuh pay fer it?”

“Two dollahs. “

“Take tha gun n git yo money back n carry it t Mistah Hawkins, yuh hear? N don fergit Ahma lam you black bottom

good fer this! Now march yosef on home, suh! “

Dave turned and walked slowly. He heard people laughing. Dave glared, his eyes welling with tears. Hot anger bubbled

in him. Then he swallowed and stumbled on.

That night Dave did not sleep. He was glad that he had gotten out of killing the mule so easily, but he was hurt.

Something hot seemed to turn over inside him each time he remembered how they had laughed. He tossed on his bed,

feeling his hard pillow. N Pa says he’s gonna beat me … He remembered other beatings, and his back quivered. Naw, naw,

Ah sho don wan im t beat me tha way no mo. Dam em all! Nobody ever gave him anything. All he did was work. They

treat me like a mule, n then they beat me. He gritted his teeth. N Ma had t tell on me.

Well, if he had to, he would take old man Hawkins that two dollars. But that meant selling the gun. And he wanted to

keep that gun. Fifty dollars for a dead mule.

He turned over, thinking how he had fired the gun. He had an itch to fire it again. Ef other men kin shoota gun, by

Gawd, Ah kin! He was still, listening. Mebbe they all sleepin now. The house was still. He heard the soft breathing of his

brother. Yes, now! He would go down and get that gun and see if he could fire it! He eased out of bed and slipped into

overalls.

The moon was bright. He ran almost all the way to the edge of the woods. He stumbled over the ground, looking for

the spot where he had buried the gun. Yeah, here it is. Like a hungry dog scratching for a bone, he pawed it up. He puffed

his black cheeks and blew dirt from the trigger and barrel. He broke it and found four cartridges unshot. He looked

around; the fields were filled with silence and moonlight. He clutched the gun stiff and hard in his fingers. But, as soon

as he wanted to pull the trigger, he shut his eyes and turned his head. Naw, Ah can’t shoot wid mah eyes closed n mah

head turned. With effort he held his eyes open; then he squeezed. Blooooom! He was stiff, not breathing. The gun was

still in his hands. Dammit, he’d done it! He fired again. Blooooom! He smiled. Blooooom! Blooooom! Click, click. There! It

was empty. If anybody could shoot a gun, he could. He put the gun into his hip pocket and started across the fields.

When he reached the top of a ridge he stood straight and proud in the moonlight, looking at Jim Hawkins’ big white

house, feeling the gun sagging in his pocket. Lawd, ef Ah had jus one mo bullet Ah’d taka shot at tha house. Ah’d like t

scare ol man Hawkins jusa little … Jusa enough t let im know Dave Saunders is a man.

To his left the road curved, running to the tracks of the Illinois Central. He jerked his head, listening. From far off came

a faint hoooof-hoooof; hoooofhoooof; hoooof-hoooof … He stood rigid. Two dollahs a mont. Les see now … Tha means it’ll

take bout two years. Shucks! Ah’ll be dam!

He started down the road, toward the tracks. Yeah, here she comes! He stood beside the track and held himself stiffly.

Here she comes, erroun the ben … C mon, yuh slow poke! C mon! He had his hand on his gun; something quivered in

his stomach. Then the train thundered past, the gray and brown box cars rumbling and clinking. He gripped the gun

tightly; then he jerked his hand out of his pocket. Ah betcha Bill wouldn’t do it! Ah betcha . . . The cars slid past, steel

grinding upon steel. Ahm ridin yuh ternight, so hep me Gawd! He was hot all over. He hesitated just a moment; then he

grabbed, pulled atop of a car, and lay flat. He felt his pocket; the gun was still there. Ahead the long rails were glinting in

the moonlight, stretching away, away to somewhere, somewhere where he could be a man …

Discussion Questions

1. How does Dave’s definition of a man differ from others in the story?
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2. Are Dave’s parents and community responsible for his actions?

3. Aside from the gun, what other symbols are used in the story?

Text Attributions

• “The Man Who Was Almost a Man” by Richard Wright is free of known copyright restrictions in Canada.

The Man Who Was Almost a Man by Richard Wright (1961) | 179





This is where you can add appendices or other back matter.
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