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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 
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 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 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. 
 
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 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 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. 
 
"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. 



THE OPEN BOAT by Stephen Crane 

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 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 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. 

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 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 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." 

"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. 

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 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 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 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. 

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. 

 



 



Hamlet, Prince of Denmark  
by William Shakespeare 
 
NOTE: BE SURE TO READ IN PRINT VIEW! 
 
1. Synopsis and Key Scenes from the Play 
2. Excerpt from the Play  
 
Synopsis: 
Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, is home from school to mourn the death of his father, King Hamlet, who has died two months 
earlier. Hamlet is disgusted by the marriage of his newly widowed mother, Queen Gertrude, to his Uncle, King Hamlet’s 
brother, Claudius, who now has the throne. 
 
Shortly thereafter, a ghost has appeared to guards on nightly watch as well as Hamlet’s good friend, Horatio, who thinks 
the spirit has a likeness to the former King Hamlet. When prompted to speak by Horatio, the ghost will not. Horatio asks 
Hamlet to wait for the ghost and see if it will speak to him. The ghost of his father beckons Hamlet to follow him and 
reveals that his brother Claudius poisoned him in the ear. Hamlet vows to avenge his father’s murder. 
 
Meanwhile, Laertes, son to the King’s advisor Polonius is set to return to France. Before he leaves, he tells Ophelia, his 
sister, to be weary of Hamlet’s affections towards her. Polonius gives Laertes advice on how to act abroad and orders 
Ophelia to stay away from Hamlet. 
 
Hamlet’s sanity begins to be questioned by all. Claudius and Gertrude are both concerned; Polonius suggests it is 
Ophelia’s rejection of his advances. Claudius and Polonius decide to spy on Hamlet and Ophelia. Claudius further 
employs Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, two childhood friends of Hamlet, to spy on him further. Hamlet quickly realizes 
their intentions. 
 
A troupe of players happens to be in town and Hamlet utilizes the actors to determine the validity of his father’s murder. 
He will have them perform the very act of murder, killing a king through poison in the ear, which the ghost has claimed. 
He asks Horatio to watch Claudius’ reaction throughout the play. While the court is watching, Claudius is enraged and 
leaves the play convincing Hamlet that he is the murderer. 
 
Hamlet comes upon Claudius in the chapel, kneeling down to pray. He considers killing him then and there, but since 
Claudius is in mid-prayer, and will therefore go to heaven if he dies, Hamlet decides to wait until Claudius is committing 
some sin, so that he will go to hell like Hamlet’s father before him. 
 
Hamlet meets Gertrude in her room and an argument ensues. When he hears Polonius who is hiding behind the curtain 
shout for help, he stabs him thinking it is Claudius. The ghost appears to Hamlet to refocus him on the task of killing 
Claudius. 
 
Fortinbras, Prince of Norway, whose father’s lands were seized by the late King, decides to head to Denmark. Claudius 
demands that Hamlet, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern head for England. Claudius has sent a letter with them ordering 
Hamlet’s execution during the trip. While at sea, however, Hamlet discovers his planned murder and switches the orders, 
causing Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to be executed. Hamlet returns to Denmark. 
 
Meanwhile back at Elsinore, Ophelia has gone mad with grief. Laertes returns from France and learns it was Hamlet who 
has killed his father, Polonius. Claudius suggests that Laertes duel with Hamlet and poisons the tip of Laertes foil for a 
fatal blow. If Laertes loses the duel, Claudius will put poison into a drink for Hamlet. Gertrude enters and announces that 
Ophelia has drowned. 
 
In the graveyard, Hamlet reminisces on a friend of his whose skull he has found. When the processional arrives with 
Ophelia’s corpse, Laertes and Hamlet argue. A duel is scheduled. 
 
During the fight, Gertrude accidentally drinks from the poisoned chalice and dies. Hamlet is wounded with the poisoned 
sword, but in a scuffle, the foils are switched and Laertes is also wounded with the poisoned foil. In dying, Laertes 



confesses Claudius’ plot to kill Hamlet. Hamlet stabs Claudius and Hamlet dies asking Horatio to tell his story. The 
Norwegian forces arrive at Elsinore, and Prince Fortinbras seizes control of Denmark. 
 
Key Scenes:  
ACT 1 SCENE 2 - SETTING THE SCENE 
As the court celebrates the marriage of Hamlet's mother (Gertrude) to his uncle (Claudius), Hamlet finds out that his 
father's ghost is haunting the castle. He is determined to confront it. 
Hamlet If it assume my noble father's person/I'll speak to it though hell itself should gape / And bid me hold my peace 
ACT 1 SCENE 5 - HAMLET MEETS THE GHOST 
The ghost of Old Hamlet reveals to his son that he was murdered by Claudius and demands that young Hamlet seeks 
revenge. Hamlet decides to feign madness in an attempt to find proof of his uncle's guilt.  
Ghost Thus was I sleeping, by a brother's hand/of life, of crown and queen, at once despatched 
ACT 2 SCENE 2 - CLAUDIUS BECOMES SUSPICIOUS 
Polonius, chief adviser to the new king, tells Claudius that Hamlet's madness is due to unrequited love for Ophelia, 
Polonius's daughter, but Claudius is not convinced and plots with Polonius to spy on Hamlet. Hamlet's childhood friends, 
Rosencrantz and Guildernstern, have been summoned to the castle by the king and queen to keep close watch on him. A 
troupe of actors also arrives at Elsinore to entertain the court and are persuaded to include some lines written by Hamlet. 
Hamlet The play's the thing/Wherein I'll catch the conscience of the king. 
ACT 3 SCENE 1 - HAMLET'S TURMOIL 
Claudius and Polonius eavesdrop when Hamlet meets Ophelia. Hamlet speaks the famous soliloquy ('To be or not to be') 
and rejects Ophelia, whom he had previously professed love to, believing that she is in league with his uncle and Polonius. 
Hamlet Get thee to a nunnery, go, farewell. Or if thou needs must marry, marry a fool, for wise men know well enough 
what monsters you make of them. 
ACT 3 SCENE 2 - THE PLAY 
In front of the king and the whole court, the players perform a scene which closely follows the Ghost's account of his 
murder by Claudius. When Claudius cuts the performance short, Hamlet takes this a proof of his guilt. He is now 
determined to revenge his father's death immediately. 
Hamlet Now could I drink hot blood / And do such bitter business as the day / Would quake to look on. 
ACT 3 SCENE 3 - CLAUDIUS'S PLOTTING 
Claudius arranges Hamlet's banishment to England with Rosencrantz and Guildernstern. He confesses his crime in prayer. 
Hamlet finds Claudius on his knees praying but cannot bring himself to kill him there.  
Claudius O, my offence is rank, it smells to heaven: / It hath the primal eldest curse upon't / A brother's murder. 
ACT 3 SCENE 4 - THE CLOSET SCENE - HAMLET KILLS POLONIUS 
Unable to kill his uncle, Hamlet challenges his mother about her relationship with Claudius and admits he has been 
feigning madness. Hearing a noise, he believes that Claudius is eavesdropping, draws a sword and kills Polonius. 
Gertrude O what a rash and bloody deed is this! 
ACT 4 SCENE 2 - HAMLET IS BANISHED 
Claudius arranges Hamlet's immediate tranportation to England and sends a letter to the English king demanding that he 
arranges Hamlet's immediate death. 
Claudius Do it, England, / For like the hectic in my blood he rages, / And thou must cure me. 
ACT 4 SCENE 6 - TWO BEREAVED SONS RETURN 
Polonius's son Laertes has returned to Denmark, determined to revenge his father's murder and blaming Claudius. Hamlet 
escapes his banishment and also returns. Already distraught, Laertes also learns that his sister Ophelia, driven mad by 
Hamlet's rejection and her father's murder, has drowned. 
Laertes Let come what comes, only I'll be revenged / Most throughly for my father 
ACT 5 SCENE 2 - THE TRAGIC CLIMAX 
Unaware that Claudius has conspired to have Laertes murder Hamlet during a staged duel and for it to appear accidental, 
Hamlet accepts Laertes's challenge in good faith. As they fight, Gertrude drinks the poisoned wine that Claudius had 
intended for Hamlet and dies. Laertes manages to wound Hamlet slightly with the poisoned tip of his sword. In the heat of 
the fight, the swords are switched. Laertes is in turn wounded by Hamlet, using the poisoned weapon, and dies. Hamlet 
dies in Horatio's arms. Fortinbras arrives at the head of a Norwegian army. 
Horatio Now cracks a noble heart. Goodnight, sweet prince/And flights of angels sing thee to thy rest 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
ACT 3 SCENE 1 - HAMLET'S TURMOIL 
Claudius and Polonius eavesdrop when Hamlet meets Ophelia. Hamlet speaks the famous soliloquy ('To be or not 
to be') and rejects Ophelia, whom he had previously professed love to, believing that she is in league with his uncle 
and Polonius. 
Hamlet Get thee to a nunnery, go, farewell. Or if thou needs must marry, marry a fool, for wise men know well enough 
what monsters you make of them. 
 
 

ACT III SCENE I  A room in the castle.   

[ Enter KING CLAUDIUS, QUEEN GERTRUDE, 
POLONIUS, OPHELIA, ROSENCRANTZ, and 
GUILDENSTERN ] 

KING CLAUDIUS And can you, by no drift of 
circumstance, 

 

 Get from him why he puts 
on this confusion, 

 

 Grating so harshly all his 
days of quiet 

 

 With turbulent and 
dangerous lunacy? 

 

ROSENCRANTZ He does confess he feels 
himself distracted; 

 

 But from what cause he will 
by no means speak. 

 

GUILDENSTERN Nor do we find him forward 
to be sounded, 

 

 But, with a crafty madness, 
keeps aloof, 

 

 When we would bring him 
on to some confession 

 

 Of his true state.  

QUEEN 
GERTRUDE 

Did he receive you well? 10 

ROSENCRANTZ Most like a gentleman.  

GUILDENSTERN But with much forcing of his 
disposition. 

 

ROSENCRANTZ Niggard of question; but, of 
our demands, 

 

 Most free in his reply.  

QUEEN 
GERTRUDE 

Did you assay him? 
 

 To any pastime?  

 
Explanatory Notes for Act 3, Scene 1 
From Hamlet, Prince of Denmark. Ed. K. Deighton. London: 
Macmillan.  
 
1. drift of circumstance, "roundabout method. 'Drift' occurs in ii. 1. 
10, and 'circumstance' in this same sense, in i. 5. 127, and the two 
words in T. C. iii. 3. 113, 4, 'I do not strain at the position, — ... but at 
the author's drift; Who in his circumstance expressly proves,'" etc. (Cl. 
Pr. Edd.). Cp. also iii. 3. 83, below.  
 
2. Get from him ... confusion, find out from him what has led him to 
behave in this excited manner; cp. T. C. ii. 3. 135, "the savage 
strangeness he puts on': J. C. i. 3. 60, "And put onfear and cast 
yourself in wonder"; in neither passage is there any idea of making a 
pretence. Schmidt takes puts on as = incite, instigate, but the two next 
lines show that the confusion refers to Hamlet himself only.  
 
3,4. Grating ... lunacy, thus disturbing his peaceful life with outbursts 
of dangerous madness; the figurative sense of grating is from the 
literal sense of two bodies roughly rubbing against each other, as in i. 
H. IV. iii. 1. 132, "Or a dry wheel grate on the axle-tree."  
 
6. he will .... speak, he cannot by any method be persuaded to say.  
 
7. forward to be sounded, inclined to let us find out what is at the 
bottom of his mind.  
 
8. But, with ... aloof, but with a cunning such as is seen in mad people 
holds us at a distance.  
 
11. Most like a gentleman, with the greatest courtesy.  
 
12. But with ... disposition, though he was evidently very ill [he] 
inclined to have much to do with us.  
 
13, 4. Niggard ... reply, if question is used in its ordinary sense, this 
statement is not true, for Hamlet had plied them well with questions of 
various kinds, whereas they can scarcely be said to have made 
any demands of him. Warburton therefore would 
transpose Niggard and Most free. Against this it may be urged that 
Hamlet could not be said to be niggard of his answers when none were 
required of him. Malone and others take question as = conversation, 
discourse, a sense which it often bears in Shakespeare. But here again 
we are as far from the fact as ever, for Hamlet conversed with them 
freely on a variety of subjects. The real explanation seems to me that 
suggested by the Cl. Pr. Edd., that "perhaps they did not intend to give 
a correct account of the interview." Possibly after Hamlet's generous 
forbearance in not forcing them to a confession as to the reason of 
their coming, they may have felt some scruples of delicacy in 
betraying what they knew; probably they felt that if they reported 
much of the conversation it would be discovered how completely 
Hamlet had seen through them, what poor diplomatists they had shown 
themselves; of our demands, as regarded our demands; see Abb. § 
173.  
 



ROSENCRANTZ Madam, it so fell out, that 
certain players 

 

 We o'er-raught on the way: 
of these we told him; 

 

 And there did seem in him 
a kind of joy  

 To hear of it: they are about 
the court,  

 And, as I think, they have 
already order 

20 

 This night to play before 
him. 

 

LORD POLONIUS 'Tis most true:  

 And he beseech'd me to 
entreat your majesties 

 

 To hear and see the 
matter. 

 

KING CLAUDIUS With all my heart; and it 
doth much content me 

 

 To hear him so inclined.  

 Good gentlemen, give him 
a further edge, 

 

 And drive his purpose on to 
these delights. 

 

ROSENCRANTZ We shall, my lord.  

[Exeunt ROSENCRANTZ and GUILDENSTERN] 

KING CLAUDIUS Sweet Gertrude, leave us 
too; 

 

 For we have closely sent 
for Hamlet hither, 

 

 That he, as 'twere by 
accident, may here 

30 

 Affront Ophelia:  

 Her father and myself, 
lawful espials, 

 

 Will so bestow ourselves 
that, seeing, unseen, 

 

 We may of their encounter 
frankly judge, 

 

 And gather by him, as he is 
behaved, 

 

14, 5. Did you pastime? did you test him as regards to his inclination 
to take part in any amusement? Cp. M. M. i. 2. 186, "bid herself assay 
him." The substantive assay, which is merely another spelling of essay, 
from Lat. exagium, a weighing, is now used only in the literal sense of 
the testing of metal or weights.  
 
17. o'er-raught, passed; literally over-reached.  
 
20. as I think. I believe; they ... order, they have already received 
orders.  
 
23. matter, in this word, according to Delius, there is a tinge of 
contempt.  
 
24. doth much content me, is a great satisfaction to me.  
 
26. give him ... edge, it seems doubtful whether this means 'sharpen 
his inclination,' or 'push him towards,' in which sense we commonly 
use the verb to 'egg.' The next line seems to indicate the latter 
meaning.  
 
29. closely, privately, secretly.  
 
31. Affront, meet face to face, confront; the only sense of the word in 
Shakespeare. whereas its only meaning now is to 'insult,' from the idea 
of meeting with too bold a face.  
 
32. lawful espials, who may justifiably act as spies in such a matter; 
used again in this concrete sense in i. H. VI. i. 4. 8, iv. 3. 6. Cp. 
"intelligence," K. J. iv. 2. 116; "speculations,"Lear. iii. 1. 24.  
 
33. bestow ourselves, station ourselves.  
 
34. encounter, meeting, interview: frankly, freely; F. franc, free.  
 
35. And gather ... behaved, and infer from his behaviour.  
 
36. affliction of his love, the passionate love he feels.  
 
37. That thus ... for, which causes him to suffer in this way.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 If 't be the affliction of his 
love or no 

 

 That thus he suffers for.  

QUEEN 
GERTRUDE 

I shall obey you. 
 

 And for your part, Ophelia, I 
do wish 

 

 That your good beauties be 
the happy cause 

 

 Of Hamlet's wildness: so 
shall I hope your virtues 

40 

 Will bring him to his wonted 
way again, 

 

 To both your honours.  

OPHELIA Madam, I wish it may.  

[Exit QUEEN GERTRUDE] 

LORD POLONIUS Ophelia, walk you here. 
Gracious, so please you, 

 

 We will bestow ourselves.  

[To OPHELIA] 

 Read on this book;  

 That show of such an 
exercise may colour 

 

 Your loneliness. We are oft 
to blame in this,-- 

 

 'Tis too much proved--that 
with devotion's visage 

 

 And pious action we do 
sugar o'er 

 

 The devil himself.  

KING CLAUDIUS [Aside] O, 'tis too true!  

 How smart a lash that 
speech doth give my 
conscience! 

50 

 The harlot's cheek, 
beautied with plastering art,

 

 Is not more ugly to the 
thing that helps it 

 

 Than is my deed to my 
most painted word: 

 

 O heavy burthen!  

 
 
 
 
38. for your part, as regards you.  
 
39. your good beauties, the fascinations of your great beauty; be the 
happy cause, may happily prove to be the cause.  
 
40-2. so shall I ... honours, for in that case I shall be able to cherish 
the hope that your various virtues will restore him to his usual healthy 
state of mind, with a result honourable alike to him and to you.  
 
43. Gracious, addressed to the king; cp. "High and mighty," iv. 7. 
43; so please you, provided it is agreeable to you.  
 
44. bestow ourselves, place ourselves where we shall be unseen; cp. 1. 
33, above; Read on, fix your eyes on as though reading.  
 
45, 6. That show ... loneliness, the appearance of your being occupied 
in that way will account for you being here all alone.  
 
46-9. We are ... himself, we are often guilty, — as only too common 
experience shows, — of coating over our intentions, vile as the devil 
himself, with looks of sanctity and pious acts; forsugar o'er, cp. i. H. 
IV. i. 3. 251, "Why, what a candy deal of courtesy The fawning 
greyhound then did proffer me!" and below, iii. 1. 156, iii. 2. 65.  
 
51. beautified ... art, which owes its beauty to rouge, etc., cp. Cymb. 
iii. 4. 51, 2, "Some jay of Italy Whose mother was her painting."  
 
52. Is not ... it, is not more ugly in comparison with the thing to which 
it owes its beauty; cp. Macb. iii. 4. 64, "0, these flaws and starts 
Impostors to true fear."  
 
53. Than is ... word, than are my actions in comparison with the 
specious language in which I dress them up; most painted, thickly 
plastered over with specious words; deed does not refer to the 
particular deed of murdering his brother, but to his base actions 
generally.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



LORD POLONIUS I hear him coming: let's 
withdraw, my lord. 

 

[Exeunt KING CLAUDIUS and POLONIUS] 

[Enter HAMLET] 

HAMLET   

 To be, or not to be: that is 
the question: 
 
Whether 'tis nobler in the 
mind to suffer 

 

 The slings and arrows of 
outrageous fortune, 

 

 Or to take arms against a 
sea of troubles, 

 

 And by opposing end 
them? To die: to sleep; 

60 

 No more; and by a sleep to 
say we end 

 

 The heart-ache and the 
thousand natural shocks 

 

 That flesh is heir to, 'tis a 
consummation 

 

 Devoutly to be wish'd. To 
die, to sleep; 

 

 To sleep: perchance to 
dream: ay, there's the rub; 

 

 For in that sleep of death 
what dreams may come 

 

 When we have shuffled off 
this mortal coil, 

 

 Must give us pause: there's 
the respect 

 

 That makes calamity of so 
long life; 

 

 For who would bear the 
whips and scorns of time, 

70 

 The oppressor's wrong, the 
proud man's contumely, 

 

 The pangs of despised 
love, the law's delay, 

 

 The insolence of office and 
the spurns 

 

 That patient merit of the 
unworthy takes, 

 

 
 
 
 
56. To be ... question, whether to continue to live or not, that is the 
doubt I have to solve.  
 
57. whether ... mind, whether it shows a nobler mind.  
 
58. slings, properly that which casts a stone, here the missile 
itself; outrageous, violent, cruel. For more on this please click here.  
 
59. a sea of troubles, many pages have been written upon the 
incongruity of taking arms against a sea, but a sea of troubles is a 
common expression in other languages besides English for a host, 
immensity, of troubles, and the mixture of metaphors is not greater 
than in many passages of Shakespeare; not much greater, for instance, 
than the "music of his honeyvows," 1. 156 below.  
 
61. No more, i.e. for death is nothing more than a sleep; to say we 
end, to assure ourselves that we thus put an end to, etc.  
 
63, 4. 'tis a ... wish'd, that is a conclusion for which we may well 
pray.  
 
65. there's the rub, there is the difficulty; if we could be quite sure 
that death was a dreamless sleep, we should not need to have any 
hesitation about encountering it; rub, obstacle; a metaphor from the 
game of bowls; cp. K. J. iii. iv. 128, "the breath of what I mean to 
speak Shall blow each dust, each straw, each little rub Out of the 
path": H. V. ii. 2. 188, "For every rub is smoothed on our way."  
 
66-8. For in ... pause, for the doubt as to what dreams may come in 
that sleep of death, when we have put off this encumbrance of the 
body ("this muddy vesture of decay," M. V. v. 1. 64), must compel us 
to hesitate when considering the question of suicide; though coil is 
elsewhere used by Shakespeare as = turmoil, tumult, and may here 
include that meaning also, the words shuffled off seem to show that 
the primary idea was that of a garment impeding freedom of action.  
 
68, 9. there's the respect ... life, in that lies the consideration which 
makes misfortune so long-lived; if it were not for that consideration, 
we should quickly put an end to calamity by ending our lives.  
 
70. the whips ... time, the blows and flouts to which one is exposed in 
this life; here timeseems to be opposed to eternity, as in Macb. i. 7. 6, 
"If ... that but this blow Might be the be-all and the end-all here. But 
here upon this bank and shoal of time We'ld jump the world to come"; 
and the whips and scorns to be a general expression for the particulars 
in the next four lines, "the oppressor's wrong," "'the law's delay," "the 
insolence of office," coming under the head of whips, and "the proud 
man's contumely," "the pangs of despised love," and "the spurns that 
patient merit of the unworthy takes," under that of scorns. It is, 
however, possible that of time may be equivalent to "of the times," as 
e.g. in K. J. v. 2. 12, "I am not glad that such a sore of time Should 
seek a plaster by contemn'd revolt."  
 
73. The insolence of office, the insolent behaviour with which men in 
office treat those who have to sue to them; cp. the term "Jack in 
office," and i. H. VI. i. 1. 175, "But long I will not be Jack out of 
office."  
 
74. That patient ... takes, that men of merit have patiently to endure 
at the hands of those who have no claim to respect. Furness remarks, 
"In the enumeration of these ills, is it not evident that Shakespeare is 
speaking in his own person? As Johnson says, these are not the evils 
that would particularly strike a prince."  
 
75. his quietus, his release, acquittance; quietus was the technical 



 When he himself might his 
quietus make 

 

 With a bare bodkin? who 
would fardels bear, 

 

 To grunt and sweat under a 
weary life, 

 

 But that the dread of 
something after death, 

 

 The undiscover'd country 
from whose bourn 

 

 No traveller returns, 
puzzles the will 

80 

 And makes us rather bear 
those ills we have 

 

 Than fly to others that we 
know not of? 

 

 Thus conscience does 
make cowards of us all; 

 

 And thus the native hue of 
resolution 

 

 Is sicklied o'er with the pale 
cast of thought, 

 

 And enterprises of great 
pith and moment 

 

 With this regard their 
currents turn awry, 

 

 And lose the name of 
action.--Soft you now! 

 

 The fair Ophelia! Nymph, in 
thy orisons 

 

 Be all my sins remember'd.  

OPHELIA Good my lord, 90 

 How does your honour for 
this many a day? 

 

HAMLET I humbly thank you; well, 
well, well. 

 

OPHELIA My lord, I have 
remembrances of yours, 

 

 That I have longed long to 
re-deliver; 

 

 I pray you, now receive 
them. 

 

HAMLET No, not I;  

term for acquittance of all debts at the audit of accounts in the 
Exchequer, and is used as late as Burke, Speech on Economical 
Reform. Cp. Sonn. cxxvi. 12, "Her audit, though delay'd, answer'd 
must be, And her quietus is to render thee."  
 
76. With a bare bodkin, with a mere dagger. Though Shakespeare 
probably had in his mind the idea also of an unsheathed dagger, his 
primary idea seems to be the easiness with which the release could be 
obtained, and the word bodkin, a diminutive, = small dagger, goes to 
confirm this notion. Among other passages in which the word occurs, 
Steevens quotes Beaumont and Fletcher, The Custom of the Country, 
ii. 3. 87, "Out with your bodkin, Your pocket-dagger, your 
stiletto": fardels, burdens; "a diminutive of F. farde, a burden, still in 
use in the sense of 'bale of coffee'" ... (Skeat, Ety. Dict.).  
 
77. grunt, groan; the word, though now having a ludicrous 
association, had none to the ears of our forefathers. Steevens gives 
several instances of its use, and Staunton one from Armin'sNest of 
Ninnies, which is particularly apt; "how the fat fooles of this age 
will gronte and sweatunder their massie burden."  
 
79. bourn, boundary, confines; cp. Lear. iv. 6. 57, "From the dread 
summit of this chalky bourn."  
 
80. No traveller returns, to the cavil that this is in opposition to the 
fact of the ghost of the king having re-visited the earth, Coleridge 
conclusively replies, "If it be necessary to remove the apparent 
contradiction, — if it be not rather a great beauty, — surely it were 
easy to say that no traveller returns to this world as to his home or 
abiding-place": will, resolution. For more on this line, please 
click here.  
 
84, 5. And thus ... thought, and thus over the natural colour of 
determination there is thrown the pale and sickly tinge of anxious 
reflection.  
 
86. of great pitch and moment, of soaring character and mighty 
impulse. The folios give pithfor pitch, a word we have already had in 
i. 4. 22, in a different context. With Staunton, I take pitch in the sense 
of the highest point of a falcon's flight, as in R. II. i. 1. 109, "How high 
a pitch his resolution soars!" J. C. i. 1. 78, "Will make him fly an 
ordinary pitch"; but momentseems to me to be used here for 
'momentum,' 'impulse,' the sense which the word appears to have in A. 
C. i. 2. 147, "I have seen her die twenty times upon far 
poorer moment."  
 
87,8. With this ... action, influenced by this consideration, divert their 
course, turn themselves from the path along which they were going, 
and no longer can be said to be active.  
 
88. Soft you now! said to himself, 'but let me pause!'  
 
89. Nymph, literally bride, was a title given to female deities of lower 
rank; orisons, prayers; through F. from Lat. orare, to pray.  
 
90. Be all ... remember'd! may you remember to ask pardon for all 
my sins! - to intercede for me.  
 
91. How does... day? how have you fared for these many days during 
which I have not seen you? for many a day, see Abb. § 87.  
 
93. remembrances, tokens of love given to ensure being 
remembered.  
 
94. longed long, long been most desirous.  
 
97. you know ... did, you know well enough, if you choose to 
remember, that you did give them to me, trifles though they may now 
seem, not worth remembering.  



 I never gave you aught.  

OPHELIA My honour'd lord, you know 
right well you did; 

 

 And, with them, words of so 
sweet breath composed 

 

 As made the things more 
rich: their perfume lost, 

 

 Take these again; for to the 
noble mind 

100

 Rich gifts wax poor when 
givers prove unkind. 

 

 There, my lord.  

HAMLET Ha, ha! are you honest?  

OPHELIA My lord?  

HAMLET Are you fair?  

OPHELIA What means your lordship?  

HAMLET That if you be honest and 
fair, your honesty should 

 

 admit no discourse to your 
beauty. 

 

OPHELIA Could beauty, my lord, 
have better commerce than

 

 with honesty? 110

HAMLET Ay, truly; for the power of 
beauty will sooner 

 

 transform honesty from 
what it is to a bawd than 
the 

 

 force of honesty can 
translate beauty into his 

 

 likeness: this was 
sometime a paradox, but 
now the 

 

 time gives it proof. I did 
love you once. 

 

OPHELIA Indeed, my lord, you made 
me believe so. 

 

HAMLET You should not have 
believed me; for virtue 
cannot 

 

 so inoculate our old stock 
but we shall relish of 

 

 it: I loved you not.  

 
 
 
99, 100. their perfume ... again, now that you no longer have kind 
words to give me, take back the remembrances which those words 
made so dear to me.  
 
100, 1. for to ... unkind, to a mind of any nobility, gifts, however 
costly, lose all their value when their givers change from what they 
were when they bestowed them.  
 
102. There, my lord, said as she offers to return his gifts.  
 
103. honest, virtuous, modest.  
 
107, 8 That if ... beauty, that if you be virtuous and fair, your virtue 
should not allow itself any intercourse with your beauty.  
 
109, 10. Could beauty ... honesty? Ophelia, with a woman's wit, 
inverts the terms of the proposition by asking whether beauty could 
associate with anything more profitably than with virtue.  
 
111. Ay, truly, yes, assuredly it could, so far as the interests of virtue 
are concerned.  
 
113, 4. this was ... proof, this was at one time considered a strange 
idea, but the present time have shown that it is a mere 
truism; paradox, literally that which is contrary to (received) opinion. 
 
117, 8. for virtue ... it, for virtue cannot so graft herself upon human 
nature but it shall smack of its original depravity; inoculate, Lat. in, in, 
and oculus, an eye, the technical term for the bud which is grafted on 
to another tree. Cp. W. T. iv. 4. 92-5.  
 
120. I was the more deceived, then my mistake was all the greater.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



OPHELIA I was the more deceived. 120

HAMLET Get thee to a nunnery: why 
wouldst thou be a 

 

 breeder of sinners? I am 
myself indifferent honest; 

 

 but yet I could accuse me 
of such things that it 

 

 were better my mother had 
not borne me: I am very 

 

 proud, revengeful, 
ambitious, with more 
offences at 

 

 my beck than I have 
thoughts to put them in, 

 

 imagination to give them 
shape, or time to act them 

 

 in. What should such 
fellows as I do crawling 

 

 between earth and 
heaven? We are arrant 
knaves, 

 

 all; believe none of us. Go 
thy ways to a nunnery. 

 

 Where's your father? 130

OPHELIA At home, my lord.  

HAMLET Let the doors be shut upon 
him, that he may play the 

 

 fool no where but in's own 
house. Farewell. 

 

OPHELIA O, help him, you sweet 
heavens! 

 

HAMLET If thou dost marry, I'll give 
thee this plague for 

 

 thy dowry: be thou as 
chaste as ice, as pure as 

 

 snow, thou shalt not 
escape calumny. Get thee 
to a 

 

 nunnery, go: farewell. Or, if 
thou wilt needs 

 

 marry, marry a fool; for 
wise men know well 
enough 

 

 what monsters you make of 
them. To a nunnery, go, 

 

 
 
 
121. why wouldst thou, why should you desire.  
 
122. indifferent honest, fairly honourable as men go; indifferent, 
used adverbially.  
 
123. it were better, it would be better.  
 
125. at my back, ready to come at my summons, whenever I choose to 
beckon them; thoughts ... in, thoughts in which to clothe them.  
 
127, 8. What should ... heaven? what business have such wretched 
fellows as myself to be crawling, like noxious reptiles, on earth and 
aspiring to heaven? arrant, through, utter; "a variant of errant, 
wandering, vagrant, vagabond, which from its frequent use in such 
expressions as arrant thief, became an intensive, 'thorough, notorious, 
downright,' especially from its original associations, with opprobrious 
names" (Murray, Eng. Dict.). Though generally used in a bad sense, 
we find it occasionally in a good one, e.g. Ford, The Fancies, Chaste 
and Noble, iii. 2, "true and arrant ladies"; also Fold, Love's Sacrifice, 
ii. 2, and Beaumont and Fletcher, The Loyal Subject, iii. 5, and The 
Little French Lawyer, iv. 4. 4.  
 
129. thy ways, see note on i. 3. 135.  
 
132. shut upon him, shut against his going out.  
 
136, 7. be thou ... calumny, see quotation from W. T. ii. 1. 71-4, on i. 
1. 38, above.  
 
138. needs, of necessity; the old genitive used adverbially.  
 
139. what monsters ... them, an allusion to the old belief that horns 
grew out of the forehead of men whose wives had been unfaithful to 
them.  
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OPHELIA O heavenly powers, restore 
him! 

 

HAMLET I have heard of your 
paintings too, well enough; 
God 

 

 has given you one face, 
and you make yourselves 

 

 another: you jig, you amble, 
and you lisp, and 

 

 nick-name God's creatures, 
and make your wantonness

 

 your ignorance. Go to, I'll 
no more on't; it hath 

 

 made me mad. I say, we 
will have no more 
marriages: 

 

 those that are married 
already, all but one, shall 

 

 live; the rest shall keep as 
they are. To a 

 

 nunnery, go.  

[Exit] 

OPHELIA O, what a noble mind is 
here o'erthrown! 
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 The courtier's, soldier's, 
scholar's, eye, tongue, 
sword; 

 

 The expectancy and rose 
of the fair state, 

 

 The glass of fashion and 
the mould of form, 

 

 The observed of all 
observers, quite, quite 
down! 

 

 And I, of ladies most deject 
and wretched, 

 

 That suck'd the honey of 
his music vows, 

 

 Now see that noble and 
most sovereign reason, 

 

 Like sweet bells jangled out 
of tune, and harsh; 

 

 That unmatch'd form and 
feature of blown youth 

 

 
 
 
142. your paintings, the rouging of the complexion so common 
among your sex; your, used generally.  
 
144. jig, are given to loose dances; amble, walk with a mincing gait.  
 
144, 5. nick-name God's creatures, are not content with calling God's 
creatures by their right names, but must invent foolish and ribald ones 
for them: a, nick-name is an eke-name, a name given to eke out another 
name, an additional name; creatures, both animate and inanimate, as 
in K. J. iv. 1. 121, "fire and iron ... creatures of note for mercy-lacking 
uses." So, Bacon, Essay of Truth, "The first creature of God, in the 
works of the days, was the light of the sense"; also Temp. iii. 3. 
74; and make ... ignorance, and when charged with immodest 
behaviour plead ingenuous simplicity as your excuse.  
 
146. I'll no more on 't, I will allow no more of such goings on; on't, 
of it, sc. your behaviour.  
 
148. one, sc. the king. "This exception would be quite unintelligible to 
Ophelia, but the audience, who are in on Hamlet's secret, see its 
purport" (Cl. Pr. Edd.); keep as they are, remain unmarried.  
 
151. The courtier's ... sword, i.e. the eye of the courtier, the tongue of 
the scholar, the sword of the soldier; Hamlet, according to Ophelia, 
being endowed with the sprightly look of the courtier, the learning of 
the scholar, and the skill in arms of the soldier.  
 
152. The expectancy ... state, the hope and chief ornament of the 
state, thus beautified by him; fair is used proleptically, which was 
made fair by wearing him (as a rose in a dress, coat, etc.).  
 
153. The glass of fashion, in whom was reflected all that was in the 
highest fashion, the most perfect good taste; the mould of form, "the 
model by whom all endeavoured to form themselves" (Johnson).  
 
154. The observed of all observers, he whose conduct and carriage 
was closely observed by every one as an example to be 
followed; quite, quite down, now utterly overthrown; cp. iii. 2. 198.  
 
155. deject, dejected, broken-spirited; for the omission of the 
participial termination, see Abb. § 342.  
 
156. That sucked ... vows, who so greedily drank in his honeyed 
words of love; Ophelia combines what is sweet to the taste and sweet 
to the ear.  
 
157. sovereign, the supreme power in the state of man: cp. J. C. ii. 1. 
68, "the state of man, Like to a little kingdom, suffers then The nature 
of an insurrection."  
 
158. Like sweet ... harsh, like bells naturally of a sweet tone, rung in 
such a way as to be out of tune with each other, and so harsh-sounding. 
It seems better to follow the folios in placing the comma 
after tune and not after jangled, as most editors follow Capell in 
doing.  
 
159, 60. That unmatch'd ... ecstasy, that peerless form and feature of 
youth in its full bloom now cruelly marred by madness (as a flower in 
bloom is blasted by a storm); feature is used by Shakespeare for the 
person in general (and especially of dignified appearance, e.g. R. II. i. 
1. 19, Cymb. v. 5. 163, as featureless in Sonn. xi. 10, for 'ugly'), and 
rarely, if ever, in the restricted modern sense of the particular parts of 
the face; so that form and feature is almost redundant; woe is me, 
woe is to me; see Abb. § 230.  
 
 



 Blasted with ecstasy: O, 
woe is me, 
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 To have seen what I have 
seen, see what I see! 

 

[Re-enter KING CLAUDIUS and POLONIUS] 

KING CLAUDIUS Love! his affections do not 
that way tend; 

 

 Nor what he spake, though 
it lack'd form a little, 

 

 Was not like madness. 
There's something in his 
soul, 

 

 O'er which his melancholy 
sits on brood; 

 

 And I do doubt the hatch 
and the disclose 

 

 Will be some danger: which 
for to prevent, 

 

 I have in quick 
determination 

 

 Thus set it down: he shall 
with speed to England, 

 

 For the demand of our 
neglected tribute 
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 Haply the seas and 
countries different 

 

 With variable objects shall 
expel 

 

 This something-settled 
matter in his heart, 

 

 Whereon his brains still 
beating puts him thus 

 

 From fashion of himself. 
What think you on't? 

 

LORD POLONIUS It shall do well: but yet do I 
believe 

 

 The origin and 
commencement of his grief

 

 Sprung from neglected 
love. How now, Ophelia! 

 

 You need not tell us what 
Lord Hamlet said; 

 

 We heard it all. My lord, do 
as you please; 
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161. To have ... see, that I should have known him as he once was, 
and should know him as he now is.  
 
162. Love! ... tend, you say that love is the cause of his madness! 
nonsense! the bent of his mind is not in that direction.  
 
163. though it ... little, though it was somewhat incoherent, 
unmethodical.  
 
164. Was not, for the emphatic double negative, see Abb. § 406.  
 
165. on brood, a-brooding; cp. i. 5. 19.  
 
166. 7. And I do ... danger, and I suspect that when the outcome of it 
is seen, we shall find it something dangerous; disclose "'is when the 
young just peeps through the shell.' It is also taken for laying, 
hatching, or bringing forth young; as 'She disclosed three birds.' R. 
Holme's Academy of Armory and Blazon ... Cp. also v. 1. 275 [273]" 
(Steevens).  
 
167. which for to prevent, in order to anticipate which; for to, now a 
vulgarism, occurs, among the undoubted and wholly Shakespearean 
plays, in W. T. i. 2. 427, A. W. v. 3. 181, and below v. 1. 89.  
 
108, 9. I have ... down, I have with prompt determination decided; he 
shall, sc. be sent, go; the verb of motion omitted, as frequently.  
 
170. For the ... tribute, to demand the tribute of money due to us, 
which they have neglected to pay; cp. Cymb. iii. 1. 8-10.  
 
171-5. Haply ... himself, possibly the variety of novel sights which in 
his voyage and travels he will behold will drive out this matter which 
has to some extent settled in his heart, and which by his brains 
constantly beating on it, has changed him from his usual self; the 
grammatical construction is 'the beating of his brains on which'; 
cp. Cymb. i. 6. 8, "blest be those ... that have their honest wills, which 
(sc. the having their wills) seasons comfort;" and see Abb. § 337.  
 
176. It shall do well, the plan is certain to answer; yet, still (in time), 
not, notwithstanding what you say.  
 
177,8. The origin ... love, a redundancy for 'the origin and 
commencement are from,' etc., or 'his grief sprung from'; How now, 
Ophelia! what brings you here?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 But, if you hold it fit, after 
the play 

 

 Let his queen mother all 
alone entreat him 

 

 To show his grief: let her be 
round with him; 

 

 And I'll be placed, so 
please you, in the ear 

 

 Of all their conference. If 
she find him not, 

 

 To England send him, or 
confine him where 

 

 Your wisdom best shall 
think. 

 

KING CLAUDIUS It shall be so:  

 Madness in great ones 
must not unwatch'd go. 

 

[Exeunt] 
 

 
181. if you ... fit, if you agree with me as to the propriety of doing so. 
 
183. grief, some editors prefer the reading of the folios, griefs, but we 
have the singular in 1. 177, and the idea of a burden, which here seems 
wanted, is better expressed by the singular than the plural; round, 
peremptory, plain spoken; see note on ii. 2. 139.  
 
184, 5. in the ear ... conference, where I can hear all that passes 
between them. Polonius insinuates that from maternal affection the 
queen may not faithfully report the interview, and also perhaps that his 
wisdom is necessary to judge of the real meaning of what Hamlet may 
say with an accuracy that could not be expected of a woman; find him, 
discover his secret; cp. Lear. iv. 6. 104, "there I found 'em, there I 
smelt 'em out."  
 
187. Your wisdom, you in your wisdom. 
 

 



A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings 
by Gabriel Garcia Marquez 
  
Translated by Gregory Rabassa 
  
On the third day of rain they had killed so many crabs inside the house that Pelayo had to cross his drenched courtyard 
and throw them into the sea, because the newborn child had a temperature all night and they thought it was due to the 
stench. The world had been sad since Tuesday. Sea and sky were a single ash-gray thing and the sands of the beach, which 
on March nights glimmered like powdered light, had become a stew of mud and rotten shellfish. The light was so weak at 
noon that when Pelayo was coming back to the house after throwing away the crabs, it was hard for him to see what it was 
that was moving and groaning in the rear of the courtyard. He had to go very close to see that it was an old man, a very 
old man, lying face down in the mud, who, in spite of his tremendous efforts, couldn’t get up, impeded by his enormous 
wings. 
 
Frightened by that nightmare, Pelayo ran to get Elisenda, his wife, who was putting compresses on the sick child, and he 
took her to the rear of the courtyard. They both looked at the fallen body with a mute stupor. He was dressed like a 
ragpicker. There were only a few faded hairs left on his bald skull and very few teeth in his mouth, and his pitiful 
condition of a drenched great-grandfather took away any sense of grandeur he might have had. His huge buzzard wings, 
dirty and half-plucked, were forever entangled in the mud. They looked at him so long and so closely that Pelayo and 
Elisenda very soon overcame their surprise and in the end found him familiar. Then they dared speak to him, and he 
answered in an incomprehensible dialect with a strong sailor’s voice. That was how they skipped over the inconvenience 
of the wings and quite intelligently concluded that he was a lonely castaway from some foreign ship wrecked by the 
storm. And yet, they called in a neighbor woman who knew everything about life and death to see him, and all she needed 
was one look to show them their mistake. 
 
“He’s an angel,” she told them. “He must have been coming for the child, but the poor fellow is so old that the rain 
knocked him down.” 
 
On the following day everyone knew that a flesh-and-blood angel was held captive in Pelayo’s house. Against the 
judgment of the wise neighbor woman, for whom angels in those times were the fugitive survivors of a celestial 
conspiracy, they did not have the heart to club him to death. Pelayo watched over him all afternoon from the kitchen, 
armed with his bailiff’s club, and before going to bed he dragged him out of the mud and locked him up with the hens in 
the wire chicken coop. In the middle of the night, when the rain stopped, Pelayo and Elisenda were still killing crabs. A 
short time afterward the child woke up without a fever and with a desire to eat. Then they felt magnanimous and decided 
to put the angel on a raft with fresh water and provisions for three days and leave him to his fate on the high seas. But 
when they went out into the courtyard with the first light of dawn, they found the whole neighborhood in front of the 
chicken coop having fun with the angel, without the slightest reverence, tossing him things to eat through the openings in 
the wire as if he weren’t a supernatural creature but a circus animal. 
 
Father Gonzaga arrived before seven o’clock, alarmed at the strange news. By that time onlookers less frivolous than 
those at dawn had already arrived and they were making all kinds of conjectures concerning the captive’s future. The 
simplest among them thought that he should be named mayor of the world. Others of sterner mind felt that he should be 
promoted to the rank of five-star general in order to win all wars. Some visionaries hoped that he could be put to stud in 
order to implant the earth a race of winged wise men who could take charge of the universe. But Father Gonzaga, before 
becoming a priest, had been a robust woodcutter. Standing by the wire, he reviewed his catechism in an instant and asked 
them to open the door so that he could take a close look at that pitiful man who looked more like a huge decrepit hen 
among the fascinated chickens. He was lying in the corner drying his open wings in the sunlight among the fruit peels and 
breakfast leftovers that the early risers had thrown him. Alien to the impertinences of the world, he only lifted his 
antiquarian eyes and murmured something in his dialect when Father Gonzaga went into the chicken coop and said good 
morning to him in Latin. The parish priest had his first suspicion of an imposter when he saw that he did not understand 
the language of God or know how to greet His ministers. Then he noticed that seen close up he was much too human: he 
had an unbearable smell of the outdoors, the back side of his wings was strewn with parasites and his main feathers had 
been mistreated by terrestrial winds, and nothing about him measured up to the proud dignity of angels. Then he came out 
of the chicken coop and in a brief sermon warned the curious against the risks of being ingenuous. He reminded them that 
the devil had the bad habit of making use of carnival tricks in order to confuse the unwary. He argued that if wings were 
not the essential element in determining the different between a hawk and an airplane, they were even less so in the 



recognition of angels. Nevertheless, he promised to write a letter to his bishop so that the latter would write his primate so 
that the latter would write to the Supreme Pontiff in order to get the final verdict from the highest courts. 
 
His prudence fell on sterile hearts. The news of the captive angel spread with such rapidity that after a few hours the 
courtyard had the bustle of a marketplace and they had to call in troops with fixed bayonets to disperse the mob that was 
about to knock the house down. Elisenda, her spine all twisted from sweeping up so much marketplace trash, then got the 
idea of fencing in the yard and charging five cents admission to see the angel. 
 
The curious came from far away. A traveling carnival arrived with a flying acrobat who buzzed over the crowd several 
times, but no one paid any attention to him because his wings were not those of an angel but, rather, those of a sidereal 
bat. The most unfortunate invalids on earth came in search of health: a poor woman who since childhood has been 
counting her heartbeats and had run out of numbers; a Portuguese man who couldn’t sleep because the noise of the stars 
disturbed him; a sleepwalker who got up at night to undo the things he had done while awake; and many others with less 
serious ailments. In the midst of that shipwreck disorder that made the earth tremble, Pelayo and Elisenda were happy 
with fatigue, for in less than a week they had crammed their rooms with money and the line of pilgrims waiting their turn 
to enter still reached beyond the horizon. 
 
The angel was the only one who took no part in his own act. He spent his time trying to get comfortable in his borrowed 
nest, befuddled by the hellish heat of the oil lamps and sacramental candles that had been placed along the wire. At first 
they tried to make him eat some mothballs, which, according to the wisdom of the wise neighbor woman, were the food 
prescribed for angels. But he turned them down, just as he turned down the papal lunches that the pentinents brought him, 
and they never found out whether it was because he was an angel or because he was an old man that in the end ate nothing 
but eggplant mush. His only supernatural virtue seemed to be patience. Especially during the first days, when the hens 
pecked at him, searching for the stellar parasites that proliferated in his wings, and the cripples pulled out feathers to touch 
their defective parts with, and even the most merciful threw stones at him, trying to get him to rise so they could see him 
standing. The only time they succeeded in arousing him was when they burned his side with an iron for branding steers, 
for he had been motionless for so many hours that they thought he was dead. He awoke with a start, ranting in his 
hermetic language and with tears in his eyes, and he flapped his wings a couple of times, which brought on a whirlwind of 
chicken dung and lunar dust and a gale of panic that did not seem to be of this world. Although many thought that his 
reaction had not been one of rage but of pain, from then on they were careful not to annoy him, because the majority 
understood that his passivity was not that of a hero taking his ease but that of a cataclysm in repose. 
 
Father Gonzaga held back the crowd’s frivolity with formulas of maidservant inspiration while awaiting the arrival of a 
final judgment on the nature of the captive. But the mail from Rome showed no sense of urgency. They spent their time 
finding out if the prisoner had a navel, if his dialect had any connection with Aramaic, how many times he could fit on the 
head of a pin, or whether he wasn’t just a Norwegian with wings. Those meager letters might have come and gone until 
the end of time if a providential event had not put and end to the priest’s tribulations. 
 
It so happened that during those days, among so many other carnival attractions, there arrived in the town the traveling 
show of the woman who had been changed into a spider for having disobeyed her parents. The admission to see her was 
not only less than the admission to see the angel, but people were permitted to ask her all manner of questions about her 
absurd state and to examine her up and down so that no one would ever doubt the truth of her horror. She was a frightful 
tarantula the size of a ram and with the head of a sad maiden. What was most heartrending, however, was not her 
outlandish shape but the sincere affliction with which she recounted the details of her misfortune. While still practically a 
child she had sneaked out of her parents’ house to go to a dance, and while she was coming back through the woods after 
having danced all night without permission, a fearful thunderclap rent the sky in two and through the crack came the 
lightning bolt of brimstone that changed her into a spider. Her only nourishment came from the meatballs that charitable 
souls chose to toss into her mouth. A spectacle like that, full of so much human truth and with such a fearful lesson, was 
bound to defeat without even trying that of a haughty angel who scarcely deigned to look at mortals. Besides, the few 
miracles attributed to the angel showed a certain mental disorder, like the blind man who didn’t recover his sight but grew 
three new teeth, or the paralytic who didn’t get to walk but almost won the lottery, and the leper whose sores sprouted 
sunflowers. Those consolation miracles, which were more like mocking fun, had already ruined the angel’s reputation 
when the woman who had been changed into a spider finally crushed him completely. That was how Father Gonzaga was 
cured forever of his insomnia and Pelayo’s courtyard went back to being as empty as during the time it had rained for 
three days and crabs walked through the bedrooms. 
 



The owners of the house had no reason to lament. With the money they saved they built a two-story mansion with 
balconies and gardens and high netting so that crabs wouldn’t get in during the winter, and with iron bars on the windows 
so that angels wouldn’t get in. Pelayo also set up a rabbit warren close to town and gave up his job as a bailiff for good, 
and Elisenda bought some satin pumps with high heels and many dresses of iridescent silk, the kind worn on Sunday by 
the most desirable women in those times. The chicken coop was the only thing that didn’t receive any attention. If they 
washed it down with creolin and burned tears of myrrh inside it every so often, it was not in homage to the angel but to 
drive away the dungheap stench that still hung everywhere like a ghost and was turning the new house into an old one. At 
first, when the child learned to walk, they were careful that he not get too close to the chicken coop. But then they began 
to lose their fears and got used to the smell, and before they child got his second teeth he’d gone inside the chicken coop 
to play, where the wires were falling apart. The angel was no less standoffish with him than with the other mortals, but he 
tolerated the most ingenious infamies with the patience of a dog who had no illusions. They both came down with the 
chicken pox at the same time. The doctor who took care of the child couldn’t resist the temptation to listen to the angel’s 
heart, and he found so much whistling in the heart and so many sounds in his kidneys that it seemed impossible for him to 
be alive. What surprised him most, however, was the logic of his wings. They seemed so natural on that completely 
human organism that he couldn’t understand why other men didn’t have them too. 
 
When the child began school it had been some time since the sun and rain had caused the collapse of the chicken coop. 
The angel went dragging himself about here and there like a stray dying man. They would drive him out of the bedroom 
with a broom and a moment later find him in the kitchen. He seemed to be in so many places at the same time that they 
grew to think that he’d be duplicated, that he was reproducing himself all through the house, and the exasperated and 
unhinged Elisenda shouted that it was awful living in that hell full of angels. He could scarcely eat and his antiquarian 
eyes had also become so foggy that he went about bumping into posts. All he had left were the bare cannulae of his last 
feathers. Pelayo threw a blanket over him and extended him the charity of letting him sleep in the shed, and only then did 
they notice that he had a temperature at night, and was delirious with the tongue twisters of an old Norwegian. That was 
one of the few times they became alarmed, for they thought he was going to die and not even the wise neighbor woman 
had been able to tell them what to do with dead angels. 
 
And yet he not only survived his worst winter, but seemed improved with the first sunny days. He remained motionless 
for several days in the farthest corner of the courtyard, where no one would see him, and at the beginning of December 
some large, stiff feathers began to grow on his wings, the feathers of a scarecrow, which looked more like another 
misfortune of decreptitude. But he must have known the reason for those changes, for he was quite careful that no one 
should notice them, that no one should hear the sea chanteys that he sometimes sang under the stars. One morning 
Elisenda was cutting some bunches of onions for lunch when a wind that seemed to come from the high seas blew into the 
kitchen. Then she went to the window and caught the angel in his first attempts at flight. They were so clumsy that his 
fingernails opened a furrow in the vegetable patch and he was on the point of knocking the shed down with the ungainly 
flapping that slipped on the light and couldn’t get a grip on the air. But he did manage to gain altitude. Elisenda let out a 
sigh of relief, for herself and for him, when she watched him pass over the last houses, holding himself up in some way 
with the risky flapping of a senile vulture. She kept watching him even when she was through cutting the onions and she 
kept on watching until it was no longer possible for her to see him, because then he was no longer an annoyance in her life 
but an imaginary dot on the horizon of the sea. 



The Gift of the Magi 
by O. Henry 
 
This story was originally published on Dec 10, 1905 in The New York Sunday World as "Gifts of the Magi." It was 
subsequently published as The Gift of the Magi in O. Henry's 1906 short story collection The Four Million. 
An illustration for the story The Gift of the Magi by the author 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 left 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 look-out 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, the letters of "Dillingham" looked blurred, as 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 
grey cat walking a grey fence in a grey backyard. To-morrow 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 honour 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 Bat. 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 colour 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 of 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 cluttered out of the door and down the stairs to the street. 
 
Where she stopped the sign read: "Mme Sofronie. Hair Goods of All Kinds." One Eight up Della ran, and collected 
herself, panting. Madame, large, too white, chilly, hardly looked the "Sofronie." 



 
"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 78 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 little silent prayers 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 with out gloves. 
 
Jim stepped 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 it 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 labour. 



 
"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 a 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 difference? A 
mathematician or a wit would give you the wrong answer. The magi brought valuable gifts, but that was not among them. 
I his 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 for 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." 
 
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 left 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 look-out 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, the letters of "Dillingham" looked blurred, as 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 
grey cat walking a grey fence in a grey backyard. To-morrow 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 honour 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 Bat. 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 colour 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 of 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 cluttered out of the door and down the stairs to the street. 
 
Where she stopped the sign read: "Mme Sofronie. Hair Goods of All Kinds." One Eight up Della ran, and collected 
herself, panting. Madame, large, too white, chilly, hardly looked the "Sofronie." 
 
"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 78 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 little silent prayers 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 with out gloves. 
 
Jim stepped 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 it 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 labour. 
 
"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 a 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 difference? A 



mathematician or a wit would give you the wrong answer. The magi brought valuable gifts, but that was not among them. 
I his 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 for 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. 



The Rocking Horse Winner  
by D. H. Lawrence    
 
There was a woman who was beautiful, who started with all the advantages, yet she had no luck. She married for love, 
and the love turned to dust. She had bonny children, yet she felt they had been thrust upon her, and she could not love 
them. They looked at her coldly, as if they were finding fault with her. And hurriedly she felt she must cover up some 
fault in herself. Yet what it was that she must cover up she never knew. Nevertheless, when her children were present, she 
always felt the centre of her heart go hard. This troubled her, and in her manner she was all the more gentle and anxious 
for her children, as if she loved them very much. Only she herself knew that at the centre of her heart was a hard little 
place that could not feel love, no, not for anybody. Everybody else said of her: "She is such a good mother. She adores her 
children." Only she herself, and her children themselves, knew it was not so. They read it in each other's eyes.  
 
There were a boy and two little girls. They lived in a pleasant house, with a garden, and they had discreet servants, and 
felt themselves superior to anyone in the neighbourhood.  
 
Although they lived in style, they felt always an anxiety in the house. There was never enough money. The mother had a 
small income, and the father had a small income, but not nearly enough for the social position which they had to keep up. 
The father went into town to some office. But though he had good prospects, these prospects never materialised. There 
was always the grinding sense of the shortage of money, though the style was always kept up.  
 
At last the mother said: "I will see if I can't make something." But she did not know where to begin. She racked her brains, 
and tried this thing and the other, but could not find anything successful. The failure made deep lines come into her face. 
Her children were growing up, they would have to go to school. There must be more money, there must be more money. 
The father, who was always very handsome and expensive in his tastes, seemed as if he never would be able to do 
anything worth doing. And the mother, who had a great belief in herself, did not succeed any better, and her tastes were 
just as expensive.  
 
And so the house came to be haunted by the unspoken phrase: There must be more money! There must be more money! 
The children could hear it all the time though nobody said it aloud. They heard it at Christmas, when the expensive and 
splendid toys filled the nursery. Behind the shining modern rocking-horse, behind the smart doll's house, a voice would 
start whispering: "There must be more money! There must be more money!" And the children would stop playing, to 
listen for a moment. They would look into each other's eyes, to see if they had all heard. And each one saw in the eyes of 
the other two that they too had heard. "There must be more money! There must be more money!"  
 
It came whispering from the springs of the still-swaying rocking-horse, and even the horse, bending his wooden, 
champing head, heard it. The big doll, sitting so pink and smirking in her new pram, could hear it quite plainly, and 
seemed to be smirking all the more self-consciously because of it. The foolish puppy, too, that took the place of the teddy-
bear, he was looking so extraordinarily foolish for no other reason but that he heard the secret whisper all over the house: 
"There must be more money!"  
 
Yet nobody ever said it aloud. The whisper was everywhere, and therefore no one spoke it. Just as no one ever says: "We 
are breathing!" in spite of the fact that breath is coming and going all the time.  
 
"Mother," said the boy Paul one day, "why don't we keep a car of our own? Why do we always use uncle's, or else a taxi?"  
 
"Because we're the poor members of the family," said the mother.  
 
"But why are we, mother?"  
 
"Well - I suppose," she said slowly and bitterly, "it's because your father has no luck."  
 
The boy was silent for some time.  
 
"Is luck money, mother?" he asked, rather timidly.  
 
"No, Paul. Not quite. It's what causes you to have money."  



 
"Oh!" said Paul vaguely. "I thought when Uncle Oscar said filthy lucker, it meant money."  
 
"Filthy lucre does mean money," said the mother. "But it's lucre, not luck."  
 
"Oh!" said the boy. "Then what is luck, mother?"  
 
"It's what causes you to have money. If you're lucky you have money. That's why it's better to be born lucky than rich. If 
you're rich, you may lose your money. But if you're lucky, you will always get more money."  
 
"Oh! Will you? And is father not lucky?"  
 
"Very unlucky, I should say," she said bitterly.  
 
The boy watched her with unsure eyes.  
 
"Why?" he asked.  
 
"I don't know. Nobody ever knows why one person is lucky and another unlucky."  
 
"Don't they? Nobody at all? Does nobody know?"  
 
"Perhaps God. But He never tells."  
 
"He ought to, then. And are'nt you lucky either, mother?"  
 
"I can't be, it I married an unlucky husband."  
 
"But by yourself, aren't you?"  
 
"I used to think I was, before I married. Now I think I am very unlucky indeed."  
 
"Why?"  
 
"Well - never mind! Perhaps I'm not really," she said.  
 
The child looked at her to see if she meant it. But he saw, by the lines of her mouth, that she was only trying to hide 
something from him.  
 
"Well, anyhow," he said stoutly, "I'm a lucky person."  
 
"Why?" said his mother, with a sudden laugh.  
 
He stared at her. He didn't even know why he had said it.  
 
"God told me," he asserted, brazening it out.  
 
"I hope He did, dear!", she said, again with a laugh, but rather bitter.  
 
"He did, mother!"  
 
"Excellent!" said the mother, using one of her husband's exclamations.  
 
The boy saw she did not believe him; or rather, that she paid no attention to his assertion. This angered him somewhere, 
and made him want to compel her attention.  
 



He went off by himself, vaguely, in a childish way, seeking for the clue to 'luck'. Absorbed, taking no heed of other 
people, he went about with a sort of stealth, seeking inwardly for luck. He wanted luck, he wanted it, he wanted it. When 
the two girls were playing dolls in the nursery, he would sit on his big rocking-horse, charging madly into space, with a 
frenzy that made the little girls peer at him uneasily. Wildly the horse careered, the waving dark hair of the boy tossed, his 
eyes had a strange glare in them. The little girls dared not speak to him.  
 
When he had ridden to the end of his mad little journey, he climbed down and stood in front of his rocking-horse, staring 
fixedly into its lowered face. Its red mouth was slightly open, its big eye was wide and glassy-bright.  
 
"Now!" he would silently command the snorting steed. "Now take me to where there is luck! Now take me!"  
 
And he would slash the horse on the neck with the little whip he had asked Uncle Oscar for. He knew the horse could take 
him to where there was luck, if only he forced it. So he would mount again and start on his furious ride, hoping at last to 
get there.  
 
"You'll break your horse, Paul!" said the nurse.  
 
"He's always riding like that! I wish he'd leave off!" said his elder sister Joan.  
 
But he only glared down on them in silence. Nurse gave him up. She could make nothing of him. Anyhow, he was 
growing beyond her.  
 
One day his mother and his Uncle Oscar came in when he was on one of his furious rides. He did not speak to them.  
 
"Hallo, you young jockey! Riding a winner?" said his uncle.  
 
"Aren't you growing too big for a rocking-horse? You're not a very little boy any longer, you know," said his mother.  
 
But Paul only gave a blue glare from his big, rather close-set eyes. He would speak to nobody when he was in full tilt. His 
mother watched him with an anxious expression on her face.  
 
At last he suddenly stopped forcing his horse into the mechanical gallop and slid down.  
 
"Well, I got there!" he announced fiercely, his blue eyes still flaring, and his sturdy long legs straddling apart.  
 
"Where did you get to?" asked his mother.  
 
"Where I wanted to go," he flared back at her.  
 
"That's right, son!" said Uncle Oscar. "Don't you stop till you get there. What's the horse's name?"  
 
"He doesn't have a name," said the boy.  
 
"Get's on without all right?" asked the uncle.  
 
"Well, he has different names. He was called Sansovino last week."  
 
"Sansovino, eh? Won the Ascot. How did you know this name?"  
 
"He always talks about horse-races with Bassett," said Joan.  
 
The uncle was delighted to find that his small nephew was posted with all the racing news. Bassett, the young gardener, 
who had been wounded in the left foot in the war and had got his present job through Oscar Cresswell, whose batman he 
had been, was a perfect blade of the 'turf'. He lived in the racing events, and the small boy lived with him.  
 
Oscar Cresswell got it all from Bassett.  



 
"Master Paul comes and asks me, so I can't do more than tell him, sir," said Bassett, his face terribly serious, as if he were 
speaking of religious matters.  
 
"And does he ever put anything on a horse he fancies?"  
 
"Well - I don't want to give him away - he's a young sport, a fine sport, sir. Would you mind asking him himself? He sort 
of takes a pleasure in it, and perhaps he'd feel I was giving him away, sir, if you don't mind.  
 
Bassett was serious as a church.  
 
The uncle went back to his nephew and took him off for a ride in the car.  
 
"Say, Paul, old man, do you ever put anything on a horse?" the uncle asked.  
 
The boy watched the handsome man closely.  
 
"Why, do you think I oughtn't to?" he parried.  
 
"Not a bit of it! I thought perhaps you might give me a tip for the Lincoln."  
 
The car sped on into the country, going down to Uncle Oscar's place in Hampshire.  
 
"Honour bright?" said the nephew.  
 
"Honour bright, son!" said the uncle.  
 
"Well, then, Daffodil."  
 
"Daffodil! I doubt it, sonny. What about Mirza?"  
 
"I only know the winner," said the boy. "That's Daffodil."  
 
"Daffodil, eh?"  
 
There was a pause. Daffodil was an obscure horse comparatively.  
 
"Uncle!"  
 
"Yes, son?"  
 
"You won't let it go any further, will you? I promised Bassett."  
 
"Bassett be damned, old man! What's he got to do with it?"  
 
"We're partners. We've been partners from the first. Uncle, he lent me my first five shillings, which I lost. I promised him, 
honour bright, it was only between me and him; only you gave me that ten-shilling note I started winning with, so I 
thought you were lucky. You won't let it go any further, will you?"  
 
The boy gazed at his uncle from those big, hot, blue eyes, set rather close together. The uncle stirred and laughed uneasily.  
 
"Right you are, son! I'll keep your tip private. How much are you putting on him?"  
 
"All except twenty pounds," said the boy. "I keep that in reserve."  
 
The uncle thought it a good joke.  



 
"You keep twenty pounds in reserve, do you, you young romancer? What are you betting, then?"  
 
"I'm betting three hundred," said the boy gravely. "But it's between you and me, Uncle Oscar! Honour bright?"  
 
"It's between you and me all right, you young Nat Gould," he said, laughing. "But where's your three hundred?"  
 
"Bassett keeps it for me. We're partner's."  
 
"You are, are you! And what is Bassett putting on Daffodil?"  
 
"He won't go quite as high as I do, I expect. Perhaps he'll go a hundred and fifty."  
 
"What, pennies?" laughed the uncle.  
 
"Pounds," said the child, with a surprised look at his uncle. "Bassett keeps a bigger reserve than I do."  
 
Between wonder and amusement Uncle Oscar was silent. He pursued the matter no further, but he determined to take his 
nephew with him to the Lincoln races.  
 
"Now, son," he said, "I'm putting twenty on Mirza, and I'll put five on for you on any horse you fancy. What's your pick?"  
 
"Daffodil, uncle."  
 
"No, not the fiver on Daffodil!"  
 
"I should if it was my own fiver," said the child.  
 
"Good! Good! Right you are! A fiver for me and a fiver for you on Daffodil."  
 
The child had never been to a race-meeting before, and his eyes were blue fire. He pursed his mouth tight and watched. A 
Frenchman just in front had put his money on Lancelot. Wild with excitement, he flayed his arms up and down, yelling 
"Lancelot!, Lancelot!" in his French accent.  
 
Daffodil came in first, Lancelot second, Mirza third. The child, flushed and with eyes blazing, was curiously serene. His 
uncle brought him four five-pound notes, four to one.  
 
"What am I to do with these?" he cried, waving them before the boys eyes.  
 
"I suppose we'll talk to Bassett," said the boy. "I expect I have fifteen hundred now; and twenty in reserve; and this 
twenty."  
 
His uncle studied him for some moments.  
 
"Look here, son!" he said. "You're not serious about Bassett and that fifteen hundred, are you?"  
 
"Yes, I am. But it's between you and me, uncle. Honour bright?"  
 
"Honour bright all right, son! But I must talk to Bassett."  
 
"If you'd like to be a partner, uncle, with Bassett and me, we could all be partners. Only, you'd have to promise, honour 
bright, uncle, not to let it go beyond us three. Bassett and I are lucky, and you must be lucky, because it was your ten 
shillings I started winning with ..."  
 
Uncle Oscar took both Bassett and Paul into Richmond Park for an afternoon, and there they talked.  
 



"It's like this, you see, sir," Bassett said. "Master Paul would get me talking about racing events, spinning yarns, you 
know, sir. And he was always keen on knowing if I'd made or if I'd lost. It's about a year since, now, that I put five 
shillings on Blush of Dawn for him: and we lost. Then the luck turned, with that ten shillings he had from you: that we put 
on Singhalese. And since that time, it's been pretty steady, all things considering. What do you say, Master Paul?"  
 
"We're all right when we're sure," said Paul. "It's when we're not quite sure that we go down."  
 
"Oh, but we're careful then," said Bassett.  
 
"But when are you sure?" smiled Uncle Oscar.  
 
"It's Master Paul, sir," said Bassett in a secret, religious voice. "It's as if he had it from heaven. Like Daffodil, now, for the 
Lincoln. That was as sure as eggs."  
 
"Did you put anything on Daffodil?" asked Oscar Cresswell.  
 
"Yes, sir, I made my bit."  
 
"And my nephew?"  
 
Bassett was obstinately silent, looking at Paul.  
 
"I made twelve hundred, didn't I, Bassett? I told uncle I was putting three hundred on Daffodil."  
 
"That's right," said Bassett, nodding.  
 
"But where's the money?" asked the uncle.  
 
"I keep it safe locked up, sir. Master Paul he can have it any minute he likes to ask for it."  
 
"What, fifteen hundred pounds?"  
 
"And twenty! And forty, that is, with the twenty he made on the course."  
 
"It's amazing!" said the uncle.  
 
"If Master Paul offers you to be partners, sir, I would, if I were you: if you'll excuse me," said Bassett.  
 
Oscar Cresswell thought about it.  
 
"I'll see the money," he said.  
 
They drove home again, and, sure enough, Bassett came round to the garden-house with fifteen hundred pounds in notes. 
The twenty pounds reserve was left with Joe Glee, in the Turf Commission deposit.  
 
"You see, it's all right, uncle, when I'm sure! Then we go strong, for all we're worth, don't we, Bassett?"  
 
"We do that, Master Paul."  
 
"And when are you sure?" said the uncle, laughing.  
 
"Oh, well, sometimes I'm absolutely sure, like about Daffodil," said the boy; "and sometimes I have an idea; and 
sometimes I haven't even an idea, have I, Bassett? Then we're careful, because we mostly go down."  
 
"You do, do you! And when you're sure, like about Daffodil, what makes you sure, sonny?"  
 



"Oh, well, I don't know," said the boy uneasily. "I'm sure, you know, uncle; that's all."  
 
"It's as if he had it from heaven, sir," Bassett reiterated.  
 
"I should say so!" said the uncle.  
 
But he became a partner. And when the Leger was coming on Paul was 'sure' about Lively Spark, which was a quite 
inconsiderable horse. The boy insisted on putting a thousand on the horse, Bassett went for five hundred, and Oscar 
Cresswell two hundred. Lively Spark came in first, and the betting had been ten to one against him. Paul had made ten 
thousand.  
 
"You see," he said. "I was absolutely sure of him."  
 
Even Oscar Cresswell had cleared two thousand.  
 
"Look here, son," he said, "this sort of thing makes me nervous."  
 
"It needn't, uncle! Perhaps I shan't be sure again for a long time."  
 
"But what are you going to do with your money?" asked the uncle.  
 
"Of course," said the boy, "I started it for mother. She said she had no luck, because father is unlucky, so I thought if I was 
lucky, it might stop whispering."  
 
"What might stop whispering?"  
 
"Our house. I hate our house for whispering."  
 
"What does it whisper?"  
 
"Why - why" - the boy fidgeted - "why, I don't know. But it's always short of money, you know, uncle."  
 
"I know it, son, I know it."  
 
"You know people send mother writs, don't you, uncle?"  
 
"I'm afraid I do," said the uncle.  
 
"And then the house whispers, like people laughing at you behind your back. It's awful, that is! I thought if I was lucky -"  
 
"You might stop it," added the uncle.  
 
The boy watched him with big blue eyes, that had an uncanny cold fire in them, and he said never a word.  
 
"Well, then!" said the uncle. "What are we doing?"  
 
"I shouldn't like mother to know I was lucky," said the boy.  
 
"Why not, son?"  
 
"She'd stop me."  
 
"I don't think she would."  
 
"Oh!" - and the boy writhed in an odd way - "I don't want her to know, uncle."  
 



"All right, son! We'll manage it without her knowing."  
 
They managed it very easily. Paul, at the other's suggestion, handed over five thousand pounds to his uncle, who deposited 
it with the family lawyer, who was then to inform Paul's mother that a relative had put five thousand pounds into his 
hands, which sum was to be paid out a thousand pounds at a time, on the mother's birthday, for the next five years.  
 
"So she'll have a birthday present of a thousand pounds for five successive years," said Uncle Oscar. "I hope it won't make 
it all the harder for her later."  
 
Paul's mother had her birthday in November. The house had been 'whispering' worse than ever lately, and, even in spite of 
his luck, Paul could not bear up against it. He was very anxious to see the effect of the birthday letter, telling his mother 
about the thousand pounds.  
 
When there were no visitors, Paul now took his meals with his parents, as he was beyond the nursery control. His mother 
went into town nearly every day. She had discovered that she had an odd knack of sketching furs and dress materials, so 
she worked secretly in the studio of a friend who was the chief 'artist' for the leading drapers. She drew the figures of 
ladies in furs and ladies in silk and sequins for the newspaper advertisements. This young woman artist earned several 
thousand pounds a year, but Paul's mother only made several hundreds, and she was again dissatisfied. She so wanted to 
be first in something, and she did not succeed, even in making sketches for drapery advertisements.  
 
She was down to breakfast on the morning of her birthday. Paul watched her face as she read her letters. He knew the 
lawyer's letter. As his mother read it, her face hardened and became more expressionless. Then a cold, determined look 
came on her mouth. She hid the letter under the pile of others, and said not a word about it.  
 
"Didn't you have anything nice in the post for your birthday, mother?" said Paul.  
 
"Quite moderately nice," she said, her voice cold and hard and absent.  
 
She went away to town without saying more.  
 
But in the afternoon Uncle Oscar appeared. He said Paul's mother had had a long interview with the lawyer, asking if the 
whole five thousand could not be advanced at once, as she was in debt.  
 
"What do you think, uncle?" said the boy.  
 
"I leave it to you, son."  
 
"Oh, let her have it, then! We can get some more with the other," said the boy.  
 
"A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush, laddie!" said Uncle Oscar.  
 
"But I'm sure to know for the Grand National; or the Lincolnshire; or else the Derby. I'm sure to know for one of them," 
said Paul.  
 
So Uncle Oscar signed the agreement, and Paul's mother touched the whole five thousand. Then something very curious 
happened. The voices in the house suddenly went mad, like a chorus of frogs on a spring evening. There were certain new 
furnishings, and Paul had a tutor. He was really going to Eton, his father's school, in the following autumn. There were 
flowers in the winter, and a blossoming of the luxury Paul's mother had been used to. And yet the voices in the house, 
behind the sprays of mimosa and almond-blossom, and from under the piles of iridescent cushions, simply trilled and 
screamed in a sort of ecstasy: "There must be more money! Oh-h-h; there must be more money. Oh, now, now-w! Now-
w-w - there must be more money! - more than ever! More than ever!"  
 
It frightened Paul terribly. He studied away at his Latin and Greek with his tutor. But his intense hours were spent with 
Bassett. The Grand National had gone by: he had not 'known', and had lost a hundred pounds. Summer was at hand. He 
was in agony for the Lincoln. But even for the Lincoln he didn't 'know', and he lost fifty pounds. He became wild-eyed 
and strange, as if something were going to explode in him.  



 
"Let it alone, son! Don't you bother about it!" urged Uncle Oscar. But it was as if the boy couldn't really hear what his 
uncle was saying.  
 
"I've got to know for the Derby! I've got to know for the Derby!" the child reiterated, his big blue eyes blazing with a sort 
of madness.  
 
His mother noticed how overwrought he was.  
 
"You'd better go to the seaside. Wouldn't you like to go now to the seaside, instead of waiting? I think you'd better," she 
said, looking down at him anxiously, her heart curiously heavy because of him.  
 
But the child lifted his uncanny blue eyes.  
 
"I couldn't possibly go before the Derby, mother!" he said. "I couldn't possibly!"  
 
"Why not?" she said, her voice becoming heavy when she was opposed. "Why not? You can still go from the seaside to 
see the Derby with your Uncle Oscar, if that that's what you wish. No need for you to wait here. Besides, I think you care 
too much about these races. It's a bad sign. My family has been a gambling family, and you won't know till you grow up 
how much damage it has done. But it has done damage. I shall have to send Bassett away, and ask Uncle Oscar not to talk 
racing to you, unless you promise to be reasonable about it: go away to the seaside and forget it. You're all nerves!"  
 
"I'll do what you like, mother, so long as you don't send me away till after the Derby," the boy said.  
 
"Send you away from where? Just from this house?"  
 
"Yes," he said, gazing at her.  
 
"Why, you curious child, what makes you care about this house so much, suddenly? I never knew you loved it."  
 
He gazed at her without speaking. He had a secret within a secret, something he had not divulged, even to Bassett or to his 
Uncle Oscar.  
 
But his mother, after standing undecided and a little bit sullen for some moments, said: "Very well, then! Don't go to the 
seaside till after the Derby, if you don't wish it. But promise me you won't think so much about horse-racing and events as 
you call them!"  
 
"Oh no," said the boy casually. "I won't think much about them, mother. You needn't worry. I wouldn't worry, mother, if I 
were you."  
 
"If you were me and I were you," said his mother, "I wonder what we should do!"  
 
"But you know you needn't worry, mother, don't you?" the boy repeated.  
 
"I should be awfully glad to know it," she said wearily.  
 
"Oh, well, you can, you know. I mean, you ought to know you needn't worry," he insisted.  
 
"Ought I? Then I'll see about it," she said.  
 
Paul's secret of secrets was his wooden horse, that which had no name. Since he was emancipated from a nurse and a 
nursery-governess, he had had his rocking-horse removed to his own bedroom at the top of the house.  
 
"Surely you're too big for a rocking-horse!" his mother had remonstrated.  
 
"Well, you see, mother, till I can have a real horse, I like to have some sort of animal about," had been his quaint answer.  



 
"Do you feel he keeps you company?" she laughed.  
 
"Oh yes! He's very good, he always keeps me company, when I'm there," said Paul.  
 
So the horse, rather shabby, stood in an arrested prance in the boy's bedroom.  
 
The Derby was drawing near, and the boy grew more and more tense. He hardly heard what was spoken to him, he was 
very frail, and his eyes were really uncanny. His mother had sudden strange seizures of uneasiness about him. Sometimes, 
for half an hour, she would feel a sudden anxiety about him that was almost anguish. She wanted to rush to him at once, 
and know he was safe.  
 
Two nights before the Derby, she was at a big party in town, when one of her rushes of anxiety about her boy, her first-
born, gripped her heart till she could hardly speak. She fought with the feeling, might and main, for she believed in 
common sense. But it was too strong. She had to leave the dance and go downstairs to telephone to the country. The 
children's nursery-governess was terribly surprised and startled at being rung up in the night.  
 
"Are the children all right, Miss Wilmot?"  
 
"Oh yes, they are quite all right."  
 
"Master Paul? Is he all right?"  
 
"He went to bed as right as a trivet. Shall I run up and look at him?"  
 
"No," said Paul's mother reluctantly. "No! Don't trouble. It's all right. Don't sit up. We shall be home fairly soon." She did 
not want her son's privacy intruded upon.  
 
"Very good," said the governess.  
 
It was about one o'clock when Paul's mother and father drove up to their house. All was still. Paul's mother went to her 
room and slipped off her white fur cloak. She had told her maid not to wait up for her. She heard her husband downstairs, 
mixing a whisky and soda.  
 
And then, because of the strange anxiety at her heart, she stole upstairs to her son's room. Noiselessly she went along the 
upper corridor. Was there a faint noise? What was it?  
 
She stood, with arrested muscles, outside his door, listening. There was a strange, heavy, and yet not loud noise. Her heart 
stood still. It was a soundless noise, yet rushing and powerful. Something huge, in violent, hushed motion. What was it? 
What in God's name was it? She ought to know. She felt that she knew the noise. She knew what it was.  
 
Yet she could not place it. She couldn't say what it was. And on and on it went, like a madness.  
 
Softly, frozen with anxiety and fear, she turned the door-handle.  
 
The room was dark. Yet in the space near the window, she heard and saw something plunging to and fro. She gazed in 
fear and amazement.  
 
Then suddenly she switched on the light, and saw her son, in his green pyjamas, madly surging on the rocking-horse. The 
blaze of light suddenly lit him up, as he urged the wooden horse, and lit her up, as she stood, blonde, in her dress of pale 
green and crystal, in the doorway.  
 
"Paul!" she cried. "Whatever are you doing?"  
 
"It's Malabar!" he screamed in a powerful, strange voice. "It's Malabar!"  
 



His eyes blazed at her for one strange and senseless second, as he ceased urging his wooden horse. Then he fell with a 
crash to the ground, and she, all her tormented motherhood flooding upon her, rushed to gather him up.  
 
But he was unconscious, and unconscious he remained, with some brain-fever. He talked and tossed, and his mother sat 
stonily by his side.  
 
"Malabar! It's Malabar! Bassett, Bassett, I know! It's Malabar!"  
 
So the child cried, trying to get up and urge the rocking-horse that gave him his inspiration.  
 
"What does he mean by Malabar?" asked the heart-frozen mother.  
 
"I don't know," said the father stonily.  
 
"What does he mean by Malabar?" she asked her brother Oscar.  
 
"It's one of the horses running for the Derby," was the answer.  
 
And, in spite of himself, Oscar Cresswell spoke to Bassett, and himself put a thousand on Malabar: at fourteen to one.  
 
The third day of the illness was critical: they were waiting for a change. The boy, with his rather long, curly hair, was 
tossing ceaselessly on the pillow. He neither slept nor regained consciousness, and his eyes were like blue stones. His 
mother sat, feeling her heart had gone, turned actually into a stone.  
 
In the evening Oscar Cresswell did not come, but Bassett sent a message, saying could he come up for one moment, just 
one moment? Paul's mother was very angry at the intrusion, but on second thoughts she agreed. The boy was the same. 
Perhaps Bassett might bring him to consciousness.  
 
The gardener, a shortish fellow with a little brown moustache and sharp little brown eyes, tiptoed into the room, touched 
his imaginary cap to Paul's mother, and stole to the bedside, staring with glittering, smallish eyes at the tossing, dying 
child.  
 
"Master Paul!" he whispered. "Master Paul! Malabar came in first all right, a clean win. I did as you told me. You've made 
over seventy thousand pounds, you have; you've got over eighty thousand. Malabar came in all right, Master Paul."  
 
"Malabar! Malabar! Did I say Malabar, mother? Did I say Malabar? Do you think I'm lucky, mother? I knew Malabar, 
didn't I? Over eighty thousand pounds! I call that lucky, don't you, mother? Over eighty thousand pounds! I knew, didn't I 
know I knew? Malabar came in all right. If I ride my horse till I'm sure, then I tell you, Bassett, you can go as high as you 
like. Did you go for all you were worth, Bassett?"  
 
"I went a thousand on it, Master Paul."  
 
"I never told you, mother, that if I can ride my horse, and get there, then I'm absolutely sure - oh, absolutely! Mother, did I 
ever tell you? I am lucky!"  
 
"No, you never did," said his mother.  
 
But the boy died in the night.  
 
And even as he lay dead, his mother heard her brother's voice saying to her, "My God, Hester, you're eighty-odd thousand 
to the good, and a poor devil of a son to the bad. But, poor devil, poor devil, he's best gone out of a life where he rides his 
rocking-horse to find a winner." 



The Story of An Hour 
by Kate Chopin 
 
Knowing that Mrs. Mallard was afflicted with a heart trouble, great care was taken to break to her as gently as possible the 
news of her husband's death. 
 
It was her sister Josephine who told her, in broken sentences; veiled hints that revealed in half concealing. Her husband's 
friend Richards was there, too, near her. It was he who had been in the newspaper office when intelligence of the railroad 
disaster was received, with Brently Mallard's name leading the list of "killed." He had only taken the time to assure 
himself of its truth by a second telegram, and had hastened to forestall any less careful, less tender friend in bearing the 
sad message. 
 
She did not hear the story as many women have heard the same, with a paralyzed inability to accept its significance. She 
wept at once, with sudden, wild abandonment, in her sister's arms. When the storm of grief had spent itself she went away 
to her room alone. She would have no one follow her. 
 
There stood, facing the open window, a comfortable, roomy armchair. Into this she sank, pressed down by a physical 
exhaustion that haunted her body and seemed to reach into her soul. 
 
She could see in the open square before her house the tops of trees that were all aquiver with the new spring life. The 
delicious breath of rain was in the air. In the street below a peddler was crying his wares. The notes of a distant song 
which someone was singing reached her faintly, and countless sparrows were twittering in the eaves. 
 
There were patches of blue sky showing here and there through the clouds that had met and piled one above the other in 
the west facing her window. 
 
She sat with her head thrown back upon the cushion of the chair, quite motionless, except when a sob came up into her 
throat and shook her, as a child who has cried itself to sleep continues to sob in its dreams. 
 
She was young, with a fair, calm face, whose lines bespoke repression and even a certain strength. But now there was a 
dull stare in her eyes, whose gaze was fixed away off yonder on one of those patches of blue sky. It was not a glance of 
reflection, but rather indicated a suspension of intelligent thought. 
 
There was something coming to her and she was waiting for it, fearfully. What was it? She did not know; it was too subtle 
and elusive to name. But she felt it, creeping out of the sky, reaching toward her through the sounds, the scents, the color 
that filled the air. 
 
Now her bosom rose and fell tumultuously. She was beginning to recognize this thing that was approaching to possess 
her, and she was striving to beat it back with her will--as powerless as her two white slender hands would have been. 
When she abandoned herself a little whispered word escaped her slightly parted lips. She said it over and over under the 
breath: "free, free, free!" The vacant stare and the look of terror that had followed it went from her eyes. They stayed keen 
and bright. Her pulses beat fast, and the coursing blood warmed and relaxed every inch of her body. 
 
She did not stop to ask if it were or were not a monstrous joy that held her. A clear and exalted perception enabled her to 
dismiss the suggestion as trivial. She knew that she would weep again when she saw the kind, tender hands folded in 
death; the face that had never looked save with love upon her, fixed and gray and dead. But she saw beyond that bitter 
moment a long procession of years to come that would belong to her absolutely. And she opened and spread her arms out 
to them in welcome. 
 
There would be no one to live for during those coming years; she would live for herself. There would be no powerful will 
bending hers in that blind persistence with which men and women believe they have a right to impose a private will upon 
a fellow-creature. A kind intention or a cruel intention made the act seem no less a crime as she looked upon it in that 
brief moment of illumination. 
 



And yet she had loved him--sometimes. Often she had not. What did it matter! What could love, the unsolved mystery, 
count for in the face of this possession of self-assertion which she suddenly recognized as the strongest impulse of her 
being! 
 
"Free! Body and soul free!" she kept whispering. 
 
Josephine was kneeling before the closed door with her lips to the keyhole, imploring for admission. "Louise, open the 
door! I beg; open the door--you will make yourself ill. What are you doing, Louise? For heaven's sake open the door." 
 
"Go away. I am not making myself ill." No; she was drinking in a very elixir of life through that open window. 
 
Her fancy was running riot along those days ahead of her. Spring days, and summer days, and all sorts of days that would 
be her own. She breathed a quick prayer that life might be long. It was only yesterday she had thought with a shudder that 
life might be long. 
 
She arose at length and opened the door to her sister's importunities. There was a feverish triumph in her eyes, and she 
carried herself unwittingly like a goddess of Victory. She clasped her sister's waist, and together they descended the stairs. 
Richards stood waiting for them at the bottom. 
 
Someone was opening the front door with a latchkey. It was Brently Mallard who entered, a little travel-stained, 
composedly carrying his grip-sack and umbrella. He had been far from the scene of the accident, and did not even know 
there had been one. He stood amazed at Josephine's piercing cry; at Richards' quick motion to screen him from the view of 
his wife. 
 
When the doctors came they said she had died of heart disease--of the joy that kills. 
 



A Jury of Her Peers 
by Susan Glaspell 
 
When Martha Hale opened the storm-door and got a cut of the north wind, she ran back for her big woolen scarf. As she 
hurriedly wound that round her head her eye made a scandalized sweep of her kitchen. It was no ordinary thing that called 
her away--it was probably further from ordinary than anything that had ever happened in Dickson County. But what her 
eye took in was that her kitchen was in no shape for leaving: her bread all ready for mixing, half the flour sifted and half 
unsifted. 
 
She hated to see things half done; but she had been at that when the team from town stopped to get Mr. Hale, and then the 
sheriff came running in to say his wife wished Mrs. Hale would come too--adding, with a grin, that he guessed she was 
getting scary and wanted another woman along. So she had dropped everything right where it was. 
 
"Martha!" now came her husband's impatient voice. "Don't keep folks waiting out here in the cold." 
 
She again opened the storm-door, and this time joined the three men and the one woman waiting for her in the big two-
seated buggy. 
 
After she had the robes tucked around her she took another look at the woman who sat beside her on the back seat. She 
had met Mrs. Peters the year before at the county fair, and the thing she remembered about her was that she didn't seem 
like a sheriff's wife. She was small and thin and didn't have a strong voice. Mrs. Gorman, sheriff's wife before Gorman 
went out and Peters came in, had a voice that somehow seemed to be backing up the law with every word. But if Mrs. 
Peters didn't look like a sheriff's wife, Peters made it up in looking like a sheriff. He was to a dot the kind of man who 
could get himself elected sheriff--a heavy man with a big voice, who was particularly genial with the law-abiding, as if to 
make it plain that he knew the difference between criminals and non-criminals. And right there it came into Mrs. Hale's 
mind, with a stab, that this man who was so pleasant and lively with all of them was going to the Wrights' now as a 
sheriff. 
 
"The country's not very pleasant this time of year," Mrs. Peters at last ventured, as if she felt they ought to be talking as 
well as the men. 
 
Mrs. Hale scarcely finished her reply, for they had gone up a little hill and could see the Wright place now, and seeing it 
did not make her feel like talking. It looked very lonesome this cold March morning. It had always been a lonesome-
looking place. It was down in a hollow, and the poplar trees around it were lonesome-looking trees. The men were looking 
at it and talking about what had happened. The county attorney was bending to one side of the buggy, and kept looking 
steadily at the place as they drew up to it. 
 
"I'm glad you came with me," Mrs. Peters said nervously, as the two women were about to follow the men in through the 
kitchen door. 
 
Even after she had her foot on the door-step, her hand on the knob, Martha Hale had a moment of feeling she could not 
cross that threshold. And the reason it seemed she couldn't cross it now was simply because she hadn't crossed it before. 
Time and time again it had been in her mind, "I ought to go over and see Minnie Foster"--she still thought of her as 
Minnie Foster, though for twenty years she had been Mrs. Wright. And then there was always something to do and Minnie 
Foster would go from her mind. But now she could come. 
 
The men went over to the stove. The women stood close together by the door. Young Henderson, the county attorney, 
turned around and said, "Come up to the fire, ladies." 
 
Mrs. Peters took a step forward, then stopped. "I'm not--cold," she said. 
 
And so the two women stood by the door, at first not even so much as looking around the kitchen. 
 
The men talked for a minute about what a good thing it was the sheriff had sent his deputy out that morning to make a fire 
for them, and then Sheriff Peters stepped back from the stove, unbuttoned his outer coat, and leaned his hands on the 
kitchen table in a way that seemed to mark the beginning of official business. "Now, Mr. Hale," he said in a sort of semi-



official voice, "before we move things about, you tell Mr. Henderson just what it was you saw when you came here 
yesterday morning." 
 
The county attorney was looking around the kitchen. 
 
"By the way," he said, "has anything been moved?" He turned to the sheriff. "Are things just as you left them yesterday?" 
 
Peters looked from cupboard to sink; from that to a small worn rocker a little to one side of the kitchen table. 
 
"It's just the same." 
 
"Somebody should have been left here yesterday," said the county attorney. 
 
"Oh--yesterday," returned the sheriff, with a little gesture as of yesterday having been more than he could bear to think of. 
"When I had to send Frank to Morris Center for that man who went crazy--let me tell you. I had my hands full yesterday. I 
knew you could get back from Omaha by today, George, and as long as I went over everything here myself--" 
 
"Well, Mr. Hale," said the county attorney, in a way of letting what was past and gone go, "tell just what happened when 
you came here yesterday morning." 
 
Mrs. Hale, still leaning against the door, had that sinking feeling of the mother whose child is about to speak a piece. 
Lewis often wandered along and got things mixed up in a story. She hoped he would tell this straight and plain, and not 
say unnecessary things that would just make things harder for Minnie Foster. He didn't begin at once, and she noticed that 
he looked queer--as if standing in that kitchen and having to tell what he had seen there yesterday morning made him 
almost sick. 
 
"Yes, Mr. Hale?" the county attorney reminded. 
 
"Harry and I had started to town with a load of potatoes," Mrs. Hale's husband began. 
 
Harry was Mrs. Hale's oldest boy. He wasn't with them now, for the very good reason that those potatoes never got to 
town yesterday and he was taking them this morning, so he hadn't been home when the sheriff stopped to say he wanted 
Mr. Hale to come over to the Wright place and tell the county attorney his story there, where he could point it all out. 
With all Mrs. Hale's other emotions came the fear now that maybe Harry wasn't dressed warm enough--they hadn't any of 
them realized how that north wind did bite. 
 
"We come along this road," Hale was going on, with a motion of his hand to the road over which they had just come, "and 
as we got in sight of the house I says to Harry, 'I'm goin' to see if I can't get John Wright to take a telephone.' You see," he 
explained to Henderson, "unless I can get somebody to go in with me they won't come out this branch road except for a 
price I can't pay. I'd spoke to Wright about it once before; but he put me off, saying folks talked too much anyway, and all 
he asked was peace and quiet--guess you know about how much he talked himself. But I thought maybe if I went to the 
house and talked about it before his wife, and said all the women-folks liked the telephones, and that in this lonesome 
stretch of road it would be a good thing--well, I said to Harry that that was what I was going to say--though I said at the 
same time that I didn't know as what his wife wanted made much difference to John--" 
 
Now there he was!--saying things he didn't need to say. Mrs. Hale tried to catch her husband's eye, but fortunately the 
county attorney interrupted with: 
 
"Let's talk about that a little later, Mr. Hale. I do want to talk about that but, I'm anxious now to get along to just what 
happened when you got here." 
 
When he began this time, it was very deliberately and carefully: 
 
"I didn't see or hear anything. I knocked at the door. And still it was all quiet inside. I knew they must be up--it was past 
eight o'clock. So I knocked again, louder, and I thought I heard somebody say, 'Come in.' I wasn't sure--I'm not sure yet. 



But I opened the door--this door," jerking a hand toward the door by which the two women stood. "and there, in that 
rocker"--pointing to it--"sat Mrs. Wright." 
 
Everyone in the kitchen looked at the rocker. It came into Mrs. Hale's mind that that rocker didn't look in the least like 
Minnie Foster--the Minnie Foster of twenty years before. It was a dingy red, with wooden rungs up the back, and the 
middle rung was gone, and the chair sagged to one side. 
 
"How did she--look?" the county attorney was inquiring. 
 
"Well," said Hale, "she looked--queer." 
 
"How do you mean--queer?" 
 
As he asked it he took out a note-book and pencil. Mrs. Hale did not like the sight of that pencil. She kept her eye fixed on 
her husband, as if to keep him from saying unnecessary things that would go into that note-book and make trouble. 
 
Hale did speak guardedly, as if the pencil had affected him too. 
 
"Well, as if she didn't know what she was going to do next. And kind of--done up." 
 
"How did she seem to feel about your coming?" 
 
"Why, I don't think she minded--one way or other. She didn't pay much attention. I said, 'Ho' do, Mrs. Wright? It's cold, 
ain't it?' And she said. 'Is it?'--and went on pleatin' at her apron. 
 
"Well, I was surprised. She didn't ask me to come up to the stove, or to sit down, but just set there, not even lookin' at me. 
And so I said: 'I want to see John.' 
 
"And then she--laughed. I guess you would call it a laugh. 
 
"I thought of Harry and the team outside, so I said, a little sharp, 'Can I see John?' 'No,' says she--kind of dull like. 'Ain't 
he home?' says I. Then she looked at me. 'Yes,' says she, 'he's home.' 'Then why can't I see him?' I asked her, out of 
patience with her now. 'Cause he's dead' says she, just as quiet and dull--and fell to pleatin' her apron. 'Dead?' says, I, like 
you do when you can't take in what you've heard. 
 
"She just nodded her head, not getting a bit excited, but rockin' back and forth. 
 
"'Why--where is he?' says I, not knowing what to say. 
 
"She just pointed upstairs--like this"--pointing to the room above. 
 
"I got up, with the idea of going up there myself. By this time I--didn't know what to do. I walked from there to here; then 
I says: 'Why, what did he die of?' 
 
"'He died of a rope around his neck,' says she; and just went on pleatin' at her apron." 
 
Hale stopped speaking, and stood staring at the rocker, as if he were still seeing the woman who had sat there the morning 
before. Nobody spoke; it was as if every one were seeing the woman who had sat there the morning before. 
 
"And what did you do then?" the county attorney at last broke the silence. 
 
"I went out and called Harry. I thought I might--need help. I got Harry in, and we went upstairs." His voice fell almost to a 
whisper. "There he was--lying over the--" 
 
"I think I'd rather have you go into that upstairs," the county attorney interrupted, "where you can point it all out. Just go 
on now with the rest of the story." 



 
"Well, my first thought was to get that rope off. It looked--" 
 
He stopped, his face twitching. 
 
"But Harry, he went up to him, and he said. 'No, he's dead all right, and we'd better not touch anything.' So we went 
downstairs. 
 
"She was still sitting that same way. 'Has anybody been notified?' I asked. 'No, says she, unconcerned. 
 
"'Who did this, Mrs. Wright?' said Harry. He said it businesslike, and she stopped pleatin' at her apron. 'I don't know,' she 
says. 'You don't know?' says Harry. 'Weren't you sleepin' in the bed with him?' 'Yes,' says she, 'but I was on the inside. 
'Somebody slipped a rope round his neck and strangled him, and you didn't wake up?' says Harry. 'I didn't wake up,' she 
said after him. 
 
"We may have looked as if we didn't see how that could be, for after a minute she said, 'I sleep sound.' 
 
"Harry was going to ask her more questions, but I said maybe that weren't our business; maybe we ought to let her tell her 
story first to the coroner or the sheriff. So Harry went fast as he could over to High Road--the Rivers' place, where there's 
a telephone." 
 
"And what did she do when she knew you had gone for the coroner?" The attorney got his pencil in his hand all ready for 
writing. 
 
"She moved from that chair to this one over here"--Hale pointed to a small chair in the corner--"and just sat there with her 
hands held together and lookin down. I got a feeling that I ought to make some conversation, so I said I had come in to see 
if John wanted to put in a telephone; and at that she started to laugh, and then she stopped and looked at me--scared." 
 
At the sound of a moving pencil the man who was telling the story looked up. 
 
"I dunno--maybe it wasn't scared," he hastened: "I wouldn't like to say it was. Soon Harry got back, and then Dr. Lloyd 
came, and you, Mr. Peters, and so I guess that's all I know that you don't." 
 
He said that last with relief, and moved a little, as if relaxing. Everyone moved a little. The county attorney walked toward 
the stair door. 
 
"I guess we'll go upstairs first--then out to the barn and around there." 
 
He paused and looked around the kitchen. 
 
"You're convinced there was nothing important here?" he asked the sheriff. "Nothing that would--point to any motive?" 
 
The sheriff too looked all around, as if to re-convince himself. 
 
"Nothing here but kitchen things," he said, with a little laugh for the insignificance of kitchen things. 
 
The county attorney was looking at the cupboard--a peculiar, ungainly structure, half closet and half cupboard, the upper 
part of it being built in the wall, and the lower part just the old-fashioned kitchen cupboard. As if its queerness attracted 
him, he got a chair and opened the upper part and looked in. After a moment he drew his hand away sticky. 
 
"Here's a nice mess," he said resentfully. 
 
The two women had drawn nearer, and now the sheriff's wife spoke. 
 
"Oh--her fruit," she said, looking to Mrs. Hale for sympathetic understanding. 
 



She turned back to the county attorney and explained: "She worried about that when it turned so cold last night. She said 
the fire would go out and her jars might burst." 
 
Mrs. Peters' husband broke into a laugh. 
 
"Well, can you beat the women! Held for murder, and worrying about her preserves!" 
 
The young attorney set his lips. 
 
"I guess before we're through with her she may have something more serious than preserves to worry about." 
 
"Oh, well," said Mrs. Hale's husband, with good-natured superiority, "women are used to worrying over trifles." 
 
The two women moved a little closer together. Neither of them spoke. The county attorney seemed suddenly to remember 
his manners--and think of his future. 
 
"And yet," said he, with the gallantry of a young politician. "for all their worries, what would we do without the ladies?" 
 
The women did not speak, did not unbend. He went to the sink and began washing his hands. He turned to wipe them on 
the roller towel--whirled it for a cleaner place. 
 
"Dirty towelsl Not much of a housekeeper, would you say, ladies?" 
 
He kicked his foot against some dirty pans under the sink. 
 
"There's a great deal of work to be done on a farm," said Mrs. Hale stiffly. 
 
"To be sure. And yet"--with a little bow to her--'I know there are some Dickson County farm-houses that do not have such 
roller towels." He gave it a pull to expose its full length again. 
 
"Those towels get dirty awful quick. Men's hands aren't always as clean as they might be. 
 
"Ah, loyal to your sex, I see," he laughed. He stopped and gave her a keen look, "But you and Mrs. Wright were 
neighbors. I suppose you were friends, too." 
 
Martha Hale shook her head. 
 
"I've seen little enough of her of late years. I've not been in this house--it's more than a year." 
 
"And why was that? You didn't like her?" 
 
"I liked her well enough," she replied with spirit. "Farmers' wives have their hands full, Mr. Henderson. And then--" She 
looked around the kitchen. 
 
"Yes?" he encouraged. 
 
"It never seemed a very cheerful place," said she, more to herself than to him. 
 
"No," he agreed; "I don't think anyone would call it cheerful. I shouldn't say she had the home-making instinct." 
 
"Well, I don't know as Wright had, either," she muttered. 
 
"You mean they didn't get on very well?" he was quick to ask. 
 
"No; I don't mean anything," she answered, with decision. As she turned a lit- tle away from him, she added: "But I don't 
think a place would be any the cheerfuller for John Wright's bein' in it." 



 
"I'd like to talk to you about that a little later, Mrs. Hale," he said. "I'm anxious to get the lay of things upstairs now." 
 
He moved toward the stair door, followed by the two men. 
 
"I suppose anything Mrs. Peters does'll be all right?" the sheriff inquired. "She was to take in some clothes for her, you 
know--and a few little things. We left in such a hurry yesterday." 
 
The county attorney looked at the two women they were leaving alone there among the kitchen things. 
 
"Yes--Mrs. Peters," he said, his glance resting on the woman who was not Mrs. Peters, the big farmer woman who stood 
behind the sheriff's wife. "Of course Mrs. Peters is one of us," he said, in a manner of entrusting responsibility. "And keep 
your eye out, Mrs. Peters, for anything that might be of use. No telling; you women might come upon a clue to the 
motive--and that's the thing we need." 
 
Mr. Hale rubbed his face after the fashion of a showman getting ready for a pleasantry. 
 
"But would the women know a clue if they did come upon it?" he said; and, having delivered himself of this, he followed 
the others through the stair door. 
 
The women stood motionless and silent, listening to the footsteps, first upon the stairs, then in the room above them. 
 
Then, as if releasing herself from something strange. Mrs. Hale began to arrange the dirty pans under the sink, which the 
county attorney's disdainful push of the foot had deranged. 
 
"I'd hate to have men comin' into my kitchen," she said testily--"snoopin' round and criticizin'." 
 
"Of course it's no more than their duty," said the sheriff's wife, in her manner of timid acquiescence. 
 
"Duty's all right," replied Mrs. Hale bluffly; "but I guess that deputy sheriff that come out to make the fire might have got 
a little of this on." She gave the roller towel a pull. 'Wish I'd thought of that sooner! Seems mean to talk about her for not 
having things slicked up, when she had to come away in such a hurry." 
 
She looked around the kitchen. Certainly it was not "slicked up." Her eye was held by a bucket of sugar on a low shelf. 
The cover was off the wooden bucket, and beside it was a paper bag--half full. 
 
Mrs. HaIe moved toward it. 
 
"She was putting this in there," she said to herself--slowly. 
 
She thought of the flour in her kitchen at home--half sifted, half not sifted. She had been interrupted, and had left things 
half done. What had interrupted Minnie Foster? Why had that work been left half done? She made a move as if to finish 
it,--unfinished things always bothered her,--and then she glanced around and saw that Mrs. Peters was watching her--and 
she didn't want Mrs. Peters to get that feeling she had got of work begun and then--for some reason--not finished. 
 
"It's a shame about her fruit," she said, and walked toward the cupboard that the county attorney had opened, and got on 
the chair, murmuring: "I wonder if it's all gone." 
 
It was a sorry enough looking sight, but "Here's one that's all right," she said at last. She held it toward the light. "This is 
cherries, too." She looked again. "I declare I believe that's the only one." 
 
With a sigh, she got down from the chair, went to the sink, and wiped off the bottle. 
 
"She'Il feel awful bad, after all her hard work in the hot weather. I remember the afternoon I put up my cherries last 
summer. 
 



She set the bottle on the table, and, with another sigh, started to sit down in the rocker. But she did not sit down. 
Something kept her from sitting down in that chair. She straightened--stepped back, and, half turned away, stood looking 
at it, seeing the woman who had sat there "pleatin' at her apron." 
 
The thin voice of the sheriff's wife broke in upon her: "I must be getting those things from the front-room closet." She 
opened the door into the other room, started in, stepped back. "You coming with me, Mrs. Hale?" she asked nervously. 
"You--you could help me get them." 
 
They were soon back--the stark coldness of that shut-up room was not a thing to linger in. 
 
"My!" said Mrs. Peters, dropping the things on the table and hurrying to the stove. 
 
Mrs. Hale stood examining the clothes the woman who was being detained in town had said she wanted. 
 
"Wright was close!" she exclaimed, holding up a shabby black skirt that bore the marks of much making over. "I think 
maybe that's why she kept so much to herself. I s'pose she felt she couldn't do her part; and then, you don't enjoy things 
when you feel shabby. She used to wear pretty clothes and be lively--when she was Minnie Foster, one of the town girls, 
singing in the choir. But that--oh, that was twenty years ago." 
 
With a carefulness in which there was something tender, she folded the shabby clothes and piled them at one corner of the 
table. She looked up at Mrs. Peters, and there was something in the other woman's look that irritated her. 
 
"She don't care," she said to herself. "Much difference it makes to her whether Minnie Foster had pretty clothes when she 
was a girl." 
 
Then she looked again, and she wasn't so sure; in fact, she hadn't at any time been perfectly sure about Mrs. Peters. She 
had that shrinking manner, and yet her eyes looked as if they could see a long way into things. 
 
"This all you was to take in?" asked Mrs. Hale. 
 
"No," said the sheriffs wife; "she said she wanted an apron. Funny thing to want, " she ventured in her nervous little way, 
"for there's not much to get you dirty in jail, goodness knows. But I suppose just to make her feel more natural. If you're 
used to wearing an apron--. She said they were in the bottom drawer of this cupboard. Yes--here they are. And then her 
little shawl that always hung on the stair door." 
 
She took the small gray shawl from behind the door leading upstairs, and stood a minute looking at it. 
 
Suddenly Mrs. Hale took a quick step toward the other woman, "Mrs. Peters!" 
 
"Yes, Mrs. Hale?" 
 
"Do you think she--did it?' 
 
A frightened look blurred the other thing in Mrs. Peters' eyes. 
 
"Oh, I don't know," she said, in a voice that seemed to shink away from the subject. 
 
"Well, I don't think she did," affirmed Mrs. Hale stoutly. "Asking for an apron, and her little shawl. Worryin' about her 
fruit." 
 
"Mr. Peters says--." Footsteps were heard in the room above; she stopped, looked up, then went on in a lowered voice: 
"Mr. Peters says--it looks bad for her. Mr. Henderson is awful sarcastic in a speech, and he's going to make fun of her 
saying she didn't--wake up." 
 
For a moment Mrs. Hale had no answer. Then, "Well, I guess John Wright didn't wake up--when they was slippin' that 
rope under his neck," she muttered. 



 
"No, it's strange," breathed Mrs. Peters. "They think it was such a--funny way to kill a man." 
 
She began to laugh; at sound of the laugh, abruptly stopped. 
 
"That's just what Mr. Hale said," said Mrs. Hale, in a resolutely natural voice. "There was a gun in the house. He says 
that's what he can't understand." 
 
"Mr. Henderson said, coming out, that what was needed for the case was a motive. Something to show anger--or sudden 
feeling." 
 
'Well, I don't see any signs of anger around here," said Mrs. Hale, "I don't--" She stopped. It was as if her mind tripped on 
something. Her eye was caught by a dish-towel in the middle of the kitchen table. Slowly she moved toward the table. 
One half of it was wiped clean, the other half messy. Her eyes made a slow, almost unwilling turn to the bucket of sugar 
and the half empty bag beside it. Things begun--and not finished. 
 
After a moment she stepped back, and said, in that manner of releasing herself: 
 
"Wonder how they're finding things upstairs? I hope she had it a little more red up up there. You know,"--she paused, and 
feeling gathered,--"it seems kind of sneaking: locking her up in town and coming out here to get her own house to turn 
against her!" 
 
"But, Mrs. Hale," said the sheriff's wife, "the law is the law." 
 
"I s'pose 'tis," answered Mrs. Hale shortly. 
 
She turned to the stove, saying something about that fire not being much to brag of. She worked with it a minute, and 
when she straightened up she said aggressively: 
 
"The law is the law--and a bad stove is a bad stove. How'd you like to cook on this?"--pointing with the poker to the 
broken lining. She opened the oven door and started to express her opinion of the oven; but she was swept into her own 
thoughts, thinking of what it would mean, year after year, to have that stove to wrestle with. The thought of Minnie Foster 
trying to bake in that oven--and the thought of her never going over to see Minnie Foster--. 
 
She was startled by hearing Mrs. Peters say: "A person gets discouraged--and loses heart." 
 
The sheriff's wife had looked from the stove to the sink--to the pail of water which had been carried in from outside. The 
two women stood there silent, above them the footsteps of the men who were looking for evidence against the woman 
who had worked in that kitchen. That look of seeing into things, of seeing through a thing to something else, was in the 
eyes of the sheriff's wife now. When Mrs. Hale next spoke to her, it was gently: 
 
"Better loosen up your things, Mrs. Peters. We'll not feel them when we go out." 
 
Mrs. Peters went to the back of the room to hang up the fur tippet she was wearing. A moment later she exclaimed, "Why, 
she was piecing a quilt," and held up a large sewing basket piled high with quilt pieces. 
 
Mrs. Hale spread some of the blocks on the table. 
 
"It's log-cabin pattern," she said, putting several of them together, "Pretty, isn't it?" 
 
They were so engaged with the quilt that they did not hear the footsteps on the stairs. Just as the stair door opened Mrs. 
Hale was saying: 
 
"Do you suppose she was going to quilt it or just knot it?" 
 
The sheriff threw up his hands. 



 
"They wonder whether she was going to quilt it or just knot it!" 
 
There was a laugh for the ways of women, a warming of hands over the stove, and then the county attorney said briskly: 
 
"Well, let's go right out to the barn and get that cleared up." 
 
"I don't see as there's anything so strange," Mrs. Hale said resentfully, after the outside door had closed on the three men--
"our taking up our time with little things while we're waiting for them to get the evidence. I don't see as it's anything to 
laugh about." 
 
"Of course they've got awful important things on their minds," said the sheriff's wife apologetically. 
 
They returned to an inspection of the block for the quilt. Mrs. Hale was looking at the fine, even sewing, and preoccupied 
with thoughts of the woman who had done that sewing, when she heard the sheriff's wife say, in a queer tone: 
 
"Why, look at this one." 
 
She turned to take the block held out to her. 
 
"The sewing," said Mrs. Peters, in a troubled way, "All the rest of them have been so nice and even--but--this one. Why, it 
looks as if she didn't know what she was about!" 
 
Their eyes met--something flashed to life, passed between them; then, as if with an effort, they seemed to pull away from 
each other. A moment Mrs. Hale sat there, her hands folded over that sewing which was so unlike all the rest of the 
sewing. Then she had pulled a knot and drawn the threads. 
 
"Oh, what are you doing, Mrs. Hale?" asked the sheriff's wife, startled. 
 
"Just pulling out a stitch or two that's not sewed very good," said Mrs. Hale mildly. 
 
"I don't think we ought to touch things," Mrs. Peters said, a little helplessly. 
 
"I'll just finish up this end," answered Mrs. Hale, still in that mild, matter-of-fact fashion. 
 
She threaded a needle and started to replace bad sewing with good. For a little while she sewed in silence. Then, in that 
thin, timid voice, she heard: 
 
"Mrs. Hale!" 
 
"Yes, Mrs. Peters?" 
 
'What do you suppose she was so--nervous about?" 
 
"Oh, I don't know," said Mrs. Hale, as if dismissing a thing not important enough to spend much time on. "I don't know as 
she was--nervous. I sew awful queer sometimes when I'm just tired." 
 
She cut a thread, and out of the corner of her eye looked up at Mrs. Peters. The small, lean face of the sheriff's wife 
seemed to have tightened up. Her eyes had that look of peering into something. But next moment she moved, and said in 
her thin, indecisive way: 
 
'Well, I must get those clothes wrapped. They may be through sooner than we think. I wonder where I could find a piece 
of paper--and string." 
 
"In that cupboard, maybe," suggested to Mrs. Hale, after a glance around. 
 



One piece of the crazy sewing remained unripped. Mrs. Peter's back turned, Martha Hale now scrutinized that piece, 
compared it with the dainty, accurate sewing of the other blocks. The difference was startling. Holding this block made 
her feel queer, as if the distracted thoughts of the woman who had perhaps turned to it to try and quiet herself were 
communicating themselves to her. 
 
Mrs. Peters' voice roused her. 
 
"Here's a bird-cage," she said. "Did she have a bird, Mrs. Hale?" 
 
'Why, I don't know whether she did or not." She turned to look at the cage Mrs. Peters was holding up. "I've not been here 
in so long." She sighed. "There was a man round last year selling canaries cheap--but I don't know as she took one. Maybe 
she did. She used to sing real pretty herself." 
 
Mrs. Peters looked around the kitchen. 
 
"Seems kind of funny to think of a bird here." She half laughed--an attempt to put up a barrier. "But she must have had 
one--or why would she have a cage? I wonder what happened to it." 
 
"I suppose maybe the cat got it," suggested Mrs. Hale, resuming her sewing. 
 
"No; she didn't have a cat. She's got that feeling some people have about cats--being afraid of them. When they brought 
her to our house yesterday, my cat got in the room, and she was real upset and asked me to take it out." 
 
"My sister Bessie was like that," laughed Mrs. Hale. 
 
The sheriff's wife did not reply. The silence made Mrs. Hale turn round. Mrs. Peters was examining the bird-cage. 
 
"Look at this door," she said slowly. "It's broke. One hinge has been pulled apart." 
 
Mrs. Hale came nearer. 
 
"Looks as if someone must have been--rough with it." 
 
Again their eyes met--startled, questioning, apprehensive. For a moment neither spoke nor stirred. Then Mrs. Hale, 
turning away, said brusquely: 
 
"If they're going to find any evidence, I wish they'd be about it. I don't like this place." 
 
"But I'm awful glad you came with me, Mrs. Hale." Mrs. Peters put the bird-cage on the table and sat down. "It would be 
lonesome for me--sitting here alone." 
 
"Yes, it would, wouldn't it?" agreed Mrs. Hale, a certain determined naturalness in her voice. She had picked up the 
sewing, but now it dropped in her lap, and she murmured in a different voice: "But I tell you what I do wish, Mrs. Peters. I 
wish I had come over sometimes when she was here. I wish--I had." 
 
"But of course you were awful busy, Mrs. Hale. Your house--and your children." 
 
"I could've come," retorted Mrs. Hale shortly. "I stayed away because it weren't cheerful--and that's why I ought to have 
come. I"--she looked around--"I've never liked this place. Maybe because it's down in a hollow and you don't see the road. 
I don't know what it is, but it's a lonesome place, and always was. I wish I had come over to see Minnie Foster sometimes. 
I can see now--" She did not put it into words. 
 
"Well, you mustn't reproach yourself," counseled Mrs. Peters. "Somehow, we just don't see how it is with other folks till--
something comes up." 
 



"Not having children makes less work," mused Mrs. Hale, after a silence, "but it makes a quiet house--and Wright out to 
work all day--and no company when he did come in. Did you know John Wright, Mrs. Peters?" 
 
"Not to know him. I've seen him in town. They say he was a good man." 
 
"Yes--good," conceded John Wright's neighbor grimly. "He didn't drink, and kept his word as well as most, I guess, and 
paid his debts. But he was a hard man, Mrs. Peters. Just to pass the time of day with him--." She stopped, shivered a little. 
"Like a raw wind that gets to the bone." Her eye fell upon the cage on the table before her, and she added, almost bitterly: 
"I should think she would've wanted a bird!" 
 
Suddenly she leaned forward, looking intently at the cage. "But what do you s'pose went wrong with it?" 
 
"I don't know," returned Mrs. Peters; "unless it got sick and died." 
 
But after she said it she reached over and swung the broken door. Both women watched it as if somehow held by it. 
 
"You didn't know--her?" Mrs. Hale asked, a gentler note in her voice. 
 
"Not till they brought her yesterday," said the sheriff's wife. 
 
"She--come to think of it, she was kind of like a bird herself. Real sweet and pretty, but kind of timid and--fluttery. How--
she--did--change." 
 
That held her for a long time. Finally, as if struck with a happy thought and relieved to get back to everyday things, she 
exclaimed: 
 
"Tell you what, Mrs. Peters, why don't you take the quilt in with you? It might take up her mind." 
 
"Why, I think that's a real nice idea, Mrs. Hale," agreed the sheriff's wife, as if she too were glad to come into the 
atmosphere of a simple kindness. "There couldn't possibly be any objection to that, could there? Now, just what will I 
take? I wonder if her patches are in here--and her things?" 
 
They turned to the sewing basket. 
 
"Here's some red," said Mrs. Hale, bringing out a roll of cloth. Underneath that was a box. "Here, maybe her scissors are 
in here--and her things." She held it up. "What a pretty box! I'll warrant that was something she had a long time ago--
when she was a girl." 
 
She held it in her hand a moment; then, with a little sigh, opened it. 
 
Instantly her hand went to her nose. 
 
"Why--!" 
 
Mrs. Peters drew nearer--then turned away. 
 
"There's something wrapped up in this piece of silk," faltered Mrs. Hale. 
 
"This isn't her scissors," said Mrs. Peters, in a shrinking voice. 
 
Her hand not steady, Mrs. Hale raised the piece of silk. "Oh, Mrs. Peters!" she cried. "It's--" 
 
Mrs. Peters bent closer. 
 
"It's the bird," she whispered. 
 



"But, Mrs. Peters!" cried Mrs. Hale. "Look at it! Its neck--look at its neck! It's all--other side to." 
 
She held the box away from her. 
 
The sheriff's wife again bent closer. 
 
"Somebody wrung its neck," said she, in a voice that was slow and deep. 
 
And then again the eyes of the two women met--this time clung together in a look of dawning comprehension, of growing 
horror. Mrs. Peters looked from the dead bird to the broken door of the cage. Again their eyes met. And just then there 
was a sound at the outside door. Mrs. Hale slipped the box under the quilt pieces in the basket, and sank into the chair 
before it. Mrs. Peters stood holding to the table. The county attorney and the sheriff came in from outside. 
 
"Well, ladies," said the county attorney, as one turning from serious things to little pleasantries, "have you decided 
whether she was going to quilt it or knot it?" 
 
"We think," began the sheriff's wife in a flurried voice, "that she was going to--knot it." 
 
He was too preoccupied to notice the change that came in her voice on that last. 
 
"Well, that's very interesting, I'm sure," he said tolerantly. He caught sight of the bird-cage. 
 
"Has the bird flown?" 
 
"We think the cat got it," said Mrs. Hale in a voice curiously even. 
 
He was walking up and down, as if thinking something out. 
 
"Is there a cat?" he asked absently. 
 
Mrs. Hale shot a look up at the sheriff's wife. 
 
"Well, not now," said Mrs. Peters. "They're superstitious, you know; they Ieave." 
 
She sank into her chair. 
 
The county attorney did not heed her. "No sign at all of anyone having come in from the outside," he said to Peters, in the 
manner of continuing an interrupted conversation. "Their own rope. Now let's go upstairs again and go over it, picee by 
piece. It would have to have been someone who knew just the--" 
 
The stair door closed behind them and their voices were lost. 
 
The two women sat motionless, not looking at each other, but as if peering into something and at the same time holding 
back. When they spoke now it was as if they were afraid of what they were saying, but as if they could not help saying it. 
 
"She liked the bird," said Martha Hale, low and slowly. "She was going to bury it in that pretty box." 
 
When I was a girl," said Mrs. Peters, under her breath, "my kitten--there was a boy took a hatchet, and before my eyes--
before I could get there--" She covered her face an instant. "If they hadn't held me back I would have"--she caught herself, 
looked upstairs where footsteps were heard, and finished weakly--"hurt him." 
 
Then they sat without speaking or moving. 
 
"I wonder how it would seem," Mrs. Hale at last began, as if feeling her way over strange ground--"never to have had any 
children around?" Her eyes made a slow sweep of the kitchen, as if seeing what that kitchen had meant through all the 



years "No, Wright wouldn't like the bird," she said after that--"a thing that sang. She used to sing. He killed that too." Her 
voice tightened. 
 
Mrs. Peters moved uneasily. 
 
"Of course we don't know who killed the bird." 
 
"I knew John Wright," was Mrs. Hale's answer. 
 
"It was an awful thing was done in this house that night, Mrs. Hale," said the sheriff's wife. "Killing a man while he slept--
slipping a thing round his neck that choked the life out of him." 
 
Mrs. Hale's hand went out to the bird cage. 
 
"We don't know who killed him," whispered Mrs. Peters wildly. "We don't know." 
 
Mrs. Hale had not moved. "If there had been years and years of--nothing, then a bird to sing to you, it would be awful--
still--after the bird was still." 
 
It was as if something within her not herself had spoken, and it found in Mrs. Peters something she did not know as 
herself. 
 
"I know what stillness is," she said, in a queer, monotonous voice. "When we homesteaded in Dakota, and my first baby 
died--after he was two years old--and me with no other then--" 
 
Mrs. Hale stirred. 
 
"How soon do you suppose they'll be through looking for the evidence?" 
 
"I know what stillness is," repeated Mrs. Peters, in just that same way. Then she too pulled back. "The law has got to 
punish crime, Mrs. Hale," she said in her tight little way. 
 
"I wish you'd seen Minnie Foster," was the answer, "when she wore a white dress with blue ribbons, and stood up there in 
the choir and sang." 
 
The picture of that girl, the fact that she had lived neighbor to that girl for twenty years, and had let her die for lack of life, 
was suddenly more than she could bear. 
 
"Oh, I wish I'd come over here once in a while!" she cried. "That was a crime! Who's going to punish that?" 
 
"We mustn't take on," said Mrs. Peters, with a frightened look toward the stairs. 
 
"I might 'a' known she needed help! I tell you, it's queer, Mrs. Peters. We live close together, and we live far apart. We all 
go through the same things--it's all just a different kind of the same thing! If it weren't--why do you and I understand? 
Why do we know--what we know this minute?" 
 
She dashed her hand across her eyes. Then, seeing the jar of fruit on the table she reached for it and choked out: 
 
"If I was you I wouldn't tell her her fruit was gone! Tell her it ain't. Tell her it's all right--all of it. Here--take this in to 
prove it to her! She--she may never know whether it was broke or not." 
 
She turned away. 
 
Mrs. Peters reached out for the bottle of fruit as if she were glad to take it--as if touching a familiar thing, having 
something to do, could keep her from something else. She got up, looked about for something to wrap the fruit in, took a 
petticoat from the pile of clothes she had brought from the front room, and nervously started winding that round the bottle. 



 
"My!" she began, in a high, false voice, "it's a good thing the men couldn't hear us! Getting all stirred up over a little thing 
like a--dead canary." She hurried over that. "As if that could have anything to do with--with--My, wouldn't they laugh?" 
 
Footsteps were heard on the stairs. 
 
"Maybe they would," muttered Mrs. Hale--"maybe they wouldn't." 
 
"No, Peters," said the county attorney incisively; "it's all perfectly clear, except the reason for doing it. But you know 
juries when it comes to women. If there was some definite thing--something to show. Something to make a story about. A 
thing that would connect up with this clumsy way of doing it." 
 
In a covert way Mrs. Hale looked at Mrs. Peters. Mrs. Peters was looking at her. Quickly they looked away from each 
other. The outer door opened and Mr. Hale came in. 
 
"I've got the team round now," he said. "Pretty cold out there." 
 
"I'm going to stay here awhile by myself," the county attorney suddenly announced. "You can send Frank out for me, can't 
you?" he asked the sheriff. "I want to go over everything. I'm not satisfied we can't do better." 
 
Again, for one brief moment, the two women's eyes found one another. 
 
The sheriff came up to the table. 
 
"Did you want to see what Mrs. Peters was going to take in?" 
 
The county attorney picked up the apron. He laughed. 
 
"Oh, I guess they're not very dangerous things the ladies have picked out." 
 
Mrs. Hale's hand was on the sewing basket in which the box was concealed. She felt that she ought to take her hand off 
the basket. She did not seem able to. He picked up one of the quilt blocks which she had piled on to cover the box. Her 
eyes felt like fire. She had a feeling that if he took up the basket she would snatch it from him. 
 
But he did not take it up. With another little laugh, he turned away, saying: 
 
"No; Mrs. Peters doesn't need supervising. For that matter, a sheriff's wife is married to the law. Ever think of it that way, 
Mrs. Peters?" 
 
Mrs. Peters was standing beside the table. Mrs. Hale shot a look up at her; but she could not see her face. Mrs. Peters had 
turned away. When she spoke, her voice was muffled. 
 
"Not--just that way," she said. 
 
"Married to the law!" chuckled Mrs. Peters' husband. He moved toward the door into the front room, and said to the 
county attorney: 
 
"I just want you to come in here a minute, George. We ought to take a look at these windows." 
 
"Oh--windows," said the county attorney scoffingly. 
 
"We'll be right out, Mr. Hale," said the sheriff to the farmer, who was still waiting by the door. 
 
Hale went to look after the horses. The sheriff followed the county attorney into the other room. Again--for one final 
moment--the two women were alone in that kitchen. 
 



Martha Hale sprang up, her hands tight together, looking at that other woman, with whom it rested. At first she could not 
see her eyes, for the sheriff's wife had not turned back since she turned away at that suggestion of being married to the 
law. But now Mrs. Hale made her turn back. Her eyes made her turn back. Slowly, unwillingly, Mrs. Peters turned her 
head until her eyes met the eyes of the other woman. There was a moment when they held each other in a steady, burning 
look in which there was no evasion or flinching. Then Martha Hale's eyes pointed the way to the basket in which was 
hidden the thing that would make certain the conviction of the other woman--that woman who was not there and yet who 
had been there with them all through that hour. 
 
For a moment Mrs. Peters did not move. And then she did it. With a rush forward, she threw back the quilt pieces, got the 
box, tried to put it in her handbag. It was too big. Desperately she opened it, started to take the bird out. But there she 
broke--she could not touch the bird. She stood there helpless, foolish. 
 
There was the sound of a knob turning in the inner door. Martha Hale snatched the box from the sheriff's wife, and got it 
in the pocket of her big coat just as the sheriff and the county attorney came back into the kitchen. 
 
"Well, Henry," said the county attorney facetiously, "at least we found out that she was not going to quilt it. She was 
going to--what is it you call it, ladies?" 
 
Mrs. Hale's hand was against the pocket of her coat. 
 
"We call it--knot it, Mr. Henderson." 



THE LUCK OF ROARING CAMP 

By Bret Harte 

 

There was commotion in Roaring Camp. It could not have been a fight, for in 1850 that was not novel enough to have 
called together the entire settlement. The ditches and claims were not only deserted, but “Tuttle’s grocery” had contributed 
its gamblers, who, it will be remembered, calmly continued their game the day that French Pete and Kanaka Joe shot each 
other to death over the bar in the front room. The whole camp was collected before a rude cabin on the outer edge of the 
clearing. Conversation was carried on in a low tone, but the name of a woman was frequently repeated. It was a name 
familiar enough in the camp,—“Cherokee Sal.” 

Perhaps the less said of her the better. She was a coarse and, it is to be feared, a very sinful woman. But at that time she 
was the only woman in Roaring Camp, and was just then lying in sore extremity, when she most needed the ministration of 
her own sex. Dissolute, abandoned, and irreclaimable, she was yet suffering a martyrdom hard enough to bear even when 
veiled by sympathizing womanhood, but now terrible in her loneliness. The primal curse had come to her in that original 
isolation which must have made the punishment of the first transgression so dreadful. It was, perhaps, part of the expiation 
of her sin that, at a moment when she most lacked her sex’s intuitive tenderness and care, she met only the half-contemptuous 
faces of her masculine associates. Yet a few of the spectators were, I think, touched by her sufferings. Sandy Tipton thought 
it was “rough on Sal,” and, in the contemplation of her condition, for a moment rose superior to the fact that he had an ace 
and two bowers in his sleeve. 

It will be seen also that the situation was novel. Deaths were by no means uncommon in Roaring Camp, but a birth was 
a new thing. People had been dismissed the camp effectively, finally, and with no possibility of return; but this was the first 
time that anybody had been introduced AB INITIO. Hence the excitement. 

“You go in there, Stumpy,” said a prominent citizen known as “Kentuck,” addressing one of the loungers. “Go in there, 
and see what you kin do. You’ve had experience in them things.” 

Perhaps there was a fitness in the selection. Stumpy, in other climes, had been the putative head of two families; in fact, 
it was owing to some legal informality in these proceedings that Roaring Camp—a city of refuge—was indebted to his 
company. The crowd approved the choice, and Stumpy was wise enough to bow to the majority. The door closed on the 
extempore surgeon and midwife, and Roaring Camp sat down outside, smoked its pipe, and awaited the issue. 

The assemblage numbered about a hundred men. One or two of these were actual fugitives from justice, some were 
criminal, and all were reckless. Physically they exhibited no indication of their past lives and character. The greatest scamp 
had a Raphael face, with a profusion of blonde hair; Oakhurst, a gambler, had the melancholy air and intellectual abstraction 
of a Hamlet; the coolest and most courageous man was scarcely over five feet in height, with a soft voice and an embarrassed, 
timid manner. The term “roughs” applied to them was a distinction rather than a definition. Perhaps in the minor details of 
fingers, toes, ears, etc., the camp may have been deficient, but these slight omissions did not detract from their aggregate 
force. The strongest man had but three fingers on his right hand; the best shot had but one eye. 

Such was the physical aspect of the men that were dispersed around the cabin. The camp lay in a triangular valley between 
two hills and a river. The only outlet was a steep trail over the summit of a hill that faced the cabin, now illuminated by the 
rising moon. The suffering woman might have seen it from the rude bunk whereon she lay,—seen it winding like a silver 
thread until it was lost in the stars above. 

A fire of withered pine boughs added sociability to the gathering. By degrees the natural levity of Roaring Camp returned. 
Bets were freely offered and taken regarding the result. Three to five that “Sal would get through with it;” even that the 
child would survive; side bets as to the sex and complexion of the coming stranger. In the midst of an excited discussion an 
exclamation came from those nearest the door, and the camp stopped to listen. Above the swaying and moaning of the pines, 
the swift rush of the river, and the crackling of the fire rose a sharp, querulous cry,—a cry unlike anything heard before in 
the camp. The pines stopped moaning, the river ceased to rush, and the fire to crackle. It seemed as if Nature had stopped 
to listen too. 

The camp rose to its feet as one man! It was proposed to explode a barrel of gunpowder; but in consideration of the 
situation of the mother, better counsels prevailed, and only a few revolvers were discharged; for whether owing to the rude 
surgery of the camp, or some other reason, Cherokee Sal was sinking fast. Within an hour she had climbed, as it were, that 
rugged road that led to the stars, and so passed out of Roaring Camp, its sin and shame, forever. I do not think that the 
announcement disturbed them much, except in speculation as to the fate of the child. “Can he live now?” was asked of 
Stumpy. The answer was doubtful. The only other being of Cherokee Sal’s sex and maternal condition in the settlement was 
an ass. There was some conjecture as to fitness, but the experiment was tried. It was less problematical than the ancient 
treatment of Romulus and Remus, and apparently as successful. 



When these details were completed, which exhausted another hour, the door was opened, and the anxious crowd of men, 
who had already formed themselves into a queue, entered in single file. Beside the low bunk or shelf, on which the figure 
of the mother was starkly outlined below the blankets, stood a pine table. On this a candle-box was placed, and within it, 
swathed in staring red flannel, lay the last arrival at Roaring Camp. Beside the candle-box was placed a hat. Its use was 
soon indicated. “Gentlemen,” said Stumpy, with a singular mixture of authority and EX OFFICIO complacency,—
“gentlemen will please pass in at the front door, round the table, and out at the back door. Them as wishes to contribute 
anything toward the orphan will find a hat handy.” The first man entered with his hat on; he uncovered, however, as he 
looked about him, and so unconsciously set an example to the next. In such communities good and bad actions are catching. 
As the procession filed in comments were audible,—criticisms addressed perhaps rather to Stumpy in the character of 
showman; “Is that him?” “Mighty small specimen;” “Has n’t more ‘n got the color;” “Ain’t bigger nor a derringer.” The 
contributions were as characteristic: A silver tobacco box; a doubloon; a navy revolver, silver mounted; a gold specimen; a 
very beautifully embroidered lady’s handkerchief (from Oakhurst the gambler); a diamond breastpin; a diamond ring 
(suggested by the pin, with the remark from the giver that he “saw that pin and went two diamonds better”); a slung-shot; a 
Bible (contributor not detected); a golden spur; a silver teaspoon (the initials, I regret to say, were not the giver’s); a pair of 
surgeon’s shears; a lancet; a Bank of England note for 5 pounds; and about $200 in loose gold and silver coin. During these 
proceedings Stumpy maintained a silence as impassive as the dead on his left, a gravity as inscrutable as that of the newly 
born on his right. Only one incident occurred to break the monotony of the curious procession. As Kentuck bent over the 
candle-box half curiously, the child turned, and, in a spasm of pain, caught at his groping finger, and held it fast for a 
moment. Kentuck looked foolish and embarrassed. Something like a blush tried to assert itself in his weather-beaten cheek. 
“The damned little cuss!” he said, as he extricated his finger, with perhaps more tenderness and care than he might have 
been deemed capable of showing. He held that finger a little apart from its fellows as he went out, and examined it curiously. 
The examination provoked the same original remark in regard to the child. In fact, he seemed to enjoy repeating it. “He 
rastled with my finger,” he remarked to Tipton, holding up the member, “the damned little cuss!” 

It was four o’clock before the camp sought repose. A light burnt in the cabin where the watchers sat, for Stumpy did not 
go to bed that night. Nor did Kentuck. He drank quite freely, and related with great gusto his experience, invariably ending 
with his characteristic condemnation of the newcomer. It seemed to relieve him of any unjust implication of sentiment, and 
Kentuck had the weaknesses of the nobler sex. When everybody else had gone to bed, he walked down to the river and 
whistled reflectingly. Then he walked up the gulch past the cabin, still whistling with demonstrative unconcern. At a large 
redwood-tree he paused and retraced his steps, and again passed the cabin. Halfway down to the river’s bank he again 
paused, and then returned and knocked at the door. It was opened by Stumpy. “How goes it?” said Kentuck, looking past 
Stumpy toward the candle-box. “All serene!” replied Stumpy. “Anything up?” “Nothing.” There was a pause—an 
embarrassing one—Stumpy still holding the door. Then Kentuck had recourse to his finger, which he held up to Stumpy. 
“Rastled with it,—the damned little cuss,” he said, and retired. 

The next day Cherokee Sal had such rude sepulture as Roaring Camp afforded. After her body had been committed to 
the hillside, there was a formal meeting of the camp to discuss what should be done with her infant. A resolution to adopt it 
was unanimous and enthusiastic. But an animated discussion in regard to the manner and feasibility of providing for its 
wants at once sprang up. It was remarkable that the argument partook of none of those fierce personalities with which 
discussions were usually conducted at Roaring Camp. Tipton proposed that they should send the child to Red Dog,—a 
distance of forty miles,—where female attention could be procured. But the unlucky suggestion met with fierce and 
unanimous opposition. It was evident that no plan which entailed parting from their new acquisition would for a moment 
be entertained. “Besides,” said Tom Ryder, “them fellows at Red Dog would swap it, and ring in somebody else on us.” A 
disbelief in the honesty of other camps prevailed at Roaring Camp, as in other places. 

The introduction of a female nurse in the camp also met with objection. It was argued that no decent woman could be 
prevailed to accept Roaring Camp as her home, and the speaker urged that “they didn’t want any more of the other kind.” 
This unkind allusion to the defunct mother, harsh as it may seem, was the first spasm of propriety,—the first symptom of 
the camp’s regeneration. Stumpy advanced nothing. Perhaps he felt a certain delicacy in interfering with the selection of a 
possible successor in office. But when questioned, he averred stoutly that he and “Jinny”—the mammal before alluded to—
could manage to rear the child. There was something original, independent, and heroic about the plan that pleased the camp. 
Stumpy was retained. Certain articles were sent for to Sacramento. “Mind,” said the treasurer, as he pressed a bag of gold-
dust into the expressman’s hand, “the best that can be got,—lace, you know, and filigree-work and frills,—damn the cost!” 

Strange to say, the child thrived. Perhaps the invigorating climate of the mountain camp was compensation for material 
deficiencies. Nature took the foundling to her broader breast. In that rare atmosphere of the Sierra foothills,—that air pungent 
with balsamic odor, that ethereal cordial at once bracing and exhilarating,—he may have found food and nourishment, or a 
subtle chemistry that transmuted ass’s milk to lime and phosphorus. Stumpy inclined to the belief that it was the latter and 



good nursing. “Me and that ass,” he would say, “has been father and mother to him! Don’t you,” he would add, 
apostrophizing the helpless bundle before him, “never go back on us.” 

By the time he was a month old the necessity of giving him a name became apparent. He had generally been known as 
“The Kid,” “Stumpy’s Boy,” “The Coyote” (an allusion to his vocal powers), and even by Kentuck’s endearing diminutive 
of “The damned little cuss.” But these were felt to be vague and unsatisfactory, and were at last dismissed under another 
influence. Gamblers and adventurers are generally superstitious, and Oakhurst one day declared that the baby had brought 
“the luck” to Roaring Camp. It was certain that of late they had been successful. “Luck” was the name agreed upon, with 
the prefix of Tommy for greater convenience. No allusion was made to the mother, and the father was unknown. “It’s 
better,” said the philosophical Oakhurst, “to take a fresh deal all round. Call him Luck, and start him fair.” A day was 
accordingly set apart for the christening. What was meant by this ceremony the reader may imagine who has already 
gathered some idea of the reckless irreverence of Roaring Camp. The master of ceremonies was one “Boston,” a noted wag, 
and the occasion seemed to promise the greatest facetiousness. This ingenious satirist had spent two days in preparing a 
burlesque of the Church service, with pointed local allusions. The choir was properly trained, and Sandy Tipton was to stand 
godfather. But after the procession had marched to the grove with music and banners, and the child had been deposited 
before a mock altar, Stumpy stepped before the expectant crowd. “It ain’t my style to spoil fun, boys,” said the little man, 
stoutly eyeing the faces around him, “but it strikes me that this thing ain’t exactly on the squar. It’s playing it pretty low 
down on this yer baby to ring in fun on him that he ain’t goin’ to understand. And ef there’s goin’ to be any godfathers 
round, I’d like to see who’s got any better rights than me.” A silence followed Stumpy’s speech. To the credit of all humorists 
be it said that the first man to acknowledge its justice was the satirist thus stopped of his fun. “But,” said Stumpy, quickly 
following up his advantage, “we’re here for a christening, and we’ll have it. I proclaim you Thomas Luck, according to the 
laws of the United States and the State of California, so help me God.” It was the first time that the name of the Deity had 
been otherwise uttered than profanely in the camp. The form of christening was perhaps even more ludicrous than the satirist 
had conceived; but strangely enough, nobody saw it and nobody laughed. “Tommy” was christened as seriously as he would 
have been under a Christian roof and cried and was comforted in as orthodox fashion. 

And so the work of regeneration began in Roaring Camp. Almost imperceptibly a change came over the settlement. The 
cabin assigned to “Tommy Luck”—or “The Luck,” as he was more frequently called—first showed signs of improvement. 
It was kept scrupulously clean and whitewashed. Then it was boarded, clothed, and papered. The rose wood cradle, packed 
eighty miles by mule, had, in Stumpy’s way of putting it, “sorter killed the rest of the furniture.” So the rehabilitation of the 
cabin became a necessity. The men who were in the habit of lounging in at Stumpy’s to see “how ‘The Luck’ got on” 
seemed to appreciate the change, and in self-defense the rival establishment of “Tuttle’s grocery” bestirred itself and 
imported a carpet and mirrors. The reflections of the latter on the appearance of Roaring Camp tended to produce stricter 
habits of personal cleanliness. Again Stumpy imposed a kind of quarantine upon those who aspired to the honor and privilege 
of holding The Luck. It was a cruel mortification to Kentuck—who, in the carelessness of a large nature and the habits of 
frontier life, had begun to regard all garments as a second cuticle, which, like a snake’s, only sloughed off through decay—
to be debarred this privilege from certain prudential reasons. Yet such was the subtle influence of innovation that he 
thereafter appeared regularly every afternoon in a clean shirt and face still shining from his ablutions. Nor were moral and 
social sanitary laws neglected. “Tommy,” who was supposed to spend his whole existence in a persistent attempt to repose, 
must not be disturbed by noise. The shouting and yelling, which had gained the camp its infelicitous title, were not permitted 
within hearing distance of Stumpy’s. The men conversed in whispers or smoked with Indian gravity. Profanity was tacitly 
given up in these sacred precincts, and throughout the camp a popular form of expletive, known as “D—n the luck!” and 
“Curse the luck!” was abandoned, as having a new personal bearing. Vocal music was not interdicted, being supposed to 
have a soothing, tranquilizing quality; and one song, sung by “Man-o’-War Jack,” an English sailor from her Majesty’s 
Australian colonies, was quite popular as a lullaby. It was a lugubrious recital of the exploits of “the Arethusa, Seventy-
four,” in a muffled minor, ending with a prolonged dying fall at the burden of each verse, “On b-oo-o-ard of the Arethusa.” 
It was a fine sight to see Jack holding The Luck, rocking from side to side as if with the motion of a ship, and crooning forth 
this naval ditty. Either through the peculiar rocking of Jack or the length of his song,—it contained ninety stanzas, and was 
continued with conscientious deliberation to the bitter end,—the lullaby generally had the desired effect. At such times the 
men would lie at full length under the trees in the soft summer twilight, smoking their pipes and drinking in the melodious 
utterances. An indistinct idea that this was pastoral happiness pervaded the camp. “This ‘ere kind o’ think,” said the Cockney 
Simmons, meditatively reclining on his elbow, “is ‘evingly.” It reminded him of Greenwich. 

On the long summer days The Luck was usually carried to the gulch from whence the golden store of Roaring Camp was 
taken. There, on a blanket spread over pine boughs, he would lie while the men were working in the ditches below. Latterly 
there was a rude attempt to decorate this bower with flowers and sweet-smelling shrubs, and generally some one would 
bring him a cluster of wild honeysuckles, azaleas, or the painted blossoms of Las Mariposas. The men had suddenly 
awakened to the fact that there were beauty and significance in these trifles, which they had so long trodden carelessly 
beneath their feet. A flake of glittering mica, a fragment of variegated quartz, a bright pebble from the bed of the creek, 



became beautiful to eyes thus cleared and strengthened, and were invariably pat aside for The Luck. It was wonderful how 
many treasures the woods and hillsides yielded that “would do for Tommy.” Surrounded by playthings such as never child 
out of fairyland had before, it is to be hoped that Tommy was content. He appeared to be serenely happy, albeit there was 
an infantine gravity about him, a contemplative light in his round gray eyes, that sometimes worried Stumpy. He was always 
tractable and quiet, and it is recorded that once, having crept beyond his “corral,”—a hedge of tessellated pine boughs, 
which surrounded his bed,—he dropped over the bank on his head in the soft earth, and remained with his mottled legs in 
the air in that position for at least five minutes with unflinching gravity. He was extricated without a murmur. I hesitate to 
record the many other instances of his sagacity, which rest, unfortunately, upon the statements of prejudiced friends. Some 
of them were not without a tinge of superstition. “I crep’ up the bank just now,” said Kentuck one day, in a breathless state 
of excitement “and dern my skin if he was a-talking to a jay bird as was a-sittin’ on his lap. There they was, just as free and 
sociable as anything you please, a-jawin’ at each other just like two cherrybums.” Howbeit, whether creeping over the pine 
boughs or lying lazily on his back blinking at the leaves above him, to him the birds sang, the squirrels chattered, and the 
flowers bloomed. Nature was his nurse and playfellow. For him she would let slip between the leaves golden shafts of 
sunlight that fell just within his grasp; she would send wandering breezes to visit him with the balm of bay and resinous 
gum; to him the tall redwoods nodded familiarly and sleepily, the bumblebees buzzed, and the rooks cawed a slumbrous 
accompaniment. 

Such was the golden summer of Roaring Camp. They were “flush times,” and the luck was with them. The claims had 
yielded enormously. The camp was jealous of its privileges and looked suspiciously on strangers. No encouragement was 
given to immigration, and, to make their seclusion more perfect, the land on either side of the mountain wall that surrounded 
the camp they duly preempted. This, and a reputation for singular proficiency with the revolver, kept the reserve of Roaring 
Camp inviolate. The expressman—their only connecting link with the surrounding world—sometimes told wonderful 
stories of the camp. He would say, “They’ve a street up there in ‘Roaring’ that would lay over any street in Red Dog. 
They’ve got vines and flowers round their houses, and they wash themselves twice a day. But they’re mighty rough on 
strangers, and they worship an Ingin baby.” 

With the prosperity of the camp came a desire for further improvement. It was proposed to build a hotel in the following 
spring, and to invite one or two decent families to reside there for the sake of The Luck, who might perhaps profit by female 
companionship. The sacrifice that this concession to the sex cost these men, who were fiercely skeptical in regard to its 
general virtue and usefulness, can only be accounted for by their affection for Tommy. A few still held out. But the resolve 
could not be carried into effect for three months, and the minority meekly yielded in the hope that something might turn up 
to prevent it. And it did. 

The winter of 1851 will long be remembered in the foothills. The snow lay deep on the Sierras, and every mountain creek 
became a river, and every river a lake. Each gorge and gulch was transformed into a tumultuous watercourse that descended 
the hillsides, tearing down giant trees and scattering its drift and debris along the plain. Red Dog had been twice under 
water, and Roaring Camp had been forewarned. “Water put the gold into them gulches,” said Stumpy. “It been here once 
and will be here again!” And that night the North Fork suddenly leaped over its banks and swept up the triangular valley of 
Roaring Camp. 

In the confusion of rushing water, crashing trees, and crackling timber, and the darkness which seemed to flow with the 
water and blot out the fair valley, but little could be done to collect the scattered camp. When the morning broke, the cabin 
of Stumpy, nearest the river-bank, was gone. Higher up the gulch they found the body of its unlucky owner; but the pride, 
the hope, the joy, The Luck, of Roaring Camp had disappeared. They were returning with sad hearts when a shout from the 
bank recalled them. 

It was a relief-boat from down the river. They had picked up, they said, a man and an infant, nearly exhausted, about two 
miles below. Did anybody know them, and did they belong here? 

It needed but a glance to show them Kentuck lying there, cruelly crushed and bruised, but still holding The Luck of 
Roaring Camp in his arms. As they bent over the strangely assorted pair, they saw that the child was cold and pulseless. 
“He is dead,” said one. Kentuck opened his eyes. “Dead?” he repeated feebly. “Yes, my man, and you are dying too.” A 
smile lit the eyes of the expiring Kentuck. “Dying!” he repeated; “he’s a-taking me with him. Tell the boys I’ve got The 
Luck with me now;” and the strong man, clinging to the frail babe as a drowning man is said to cling to a straw, drifted 
away into the shadowy river that flows forever to the unknown sea. 

 



THE OUTCASTS OF POKER FLAT 

By Bret Harte 

 

As Mr. John Oakhurst, gambler, stepped into the main street of Poker Flat on the morning of the 23d of November, 1850, 
he was conscious of a change in its moral atmosphere since the preceding night. Two or three men, conversing earnestly 
together, ceased as he approached, and exchanged significant glances. There was a Sabbath lull in the air, which, in a 
settlement unused to Sabbath influences, looked ominous. 

Mr. Oakhurst’s calm, handsome face betrayed small concern in these indications. Whether he was conscious of any 
predisposing cause was another question. “I reckon they’re after somebody,” he reflected; “likely it’s me.” He returned to 
his pocket the handkerchief with which he had been whipping away the red dust of Poker Flat from his neat boots, and 
quietly discharged his mind of any further conjecture. 

In point of fact, Poker Flat was “after somebody.” It had lately suffered the loss of several thousand dollars, two valuable 
horses, and a prominent citizen. It was experiencing a spasm of virtuous reaction, quite as lawless and ungovernable as any 
of the acts that had provoked it. A secret committee had determined to rid the town of all improper persons. This was done 
permanently in regard of two men who were then hanging from the boughs of a sycamore in the gulch, and temporarily in 
the banishment of certain other objectionable characters. I regret to say that some of these were ladies. It is but due to the 
sex, however, to state that their impropriety was professional, and it was only in such easily established standards of evil 
that Poker Flat ventured to sit in judgment. 

Mr. Oakhurst was right in supposing that he was included in this category. A few of the committee had urged hanging 
him as a possible example and a sure method of reimbursing themselves from his pockets of the sums he had won from 
them. “It’s agin justice,” said Jim Wheeler, “to let this yer young man from Roaring Camp—an entire stranger—carry away 
our money.” But a crude sentiment of equity residing in the breasts of those who had been fortunate enough to win from 
Mr. Oakhurst overruled this narrower local prejudice. 

Mr. Oakhurst received his sentence with philosophic calmness, none the less coolly that he was aware of the hesitation 
of his judges. He was too much of a gambler not to accept fate. With him life was at best an uncertain game, and he 
recognized the usual percentage in favor of the dealer. 

A body of armed men accompanied the deported wickedness of Poker Flat to the outskirts of the settlement. Besides Mr. 
Oakhurst, who was known to be a coolly desperate man, and for whose intimidation the armed escort was intended, the 
expatriated party consisted of a young woman familiarly known as “The Duchess;” another who had won the title of “Mother 
Shipton;” and “Uncle Billy,” a suspected, sluice-robber and confirmed drunkard. The cavalcade provoked no comments 
from the spectators, nor was any word uttered by the escort. Only when the gulch which marked the uttermost limit of Poker 
Flat was reached, the leader spoke briefly and to the point. The exiles were forbidden to return at the peril of their lives. 

As the escort disappeared, their pent-up feelings found vent in a few hysterical tears from the Duchess, some bad language 
from Mother Shipton, and a Parthian volley of expletives from Uncle Billy. The philosophic Oakhurst alone remained silent. 
He listened calmly to Mother Shipton’s desire to cut somebody’s heart out, to the repeated statements of the Duchess that 
she would die in the road, and to the alarming oaths that seemed to be bumped out of Uncle Billy as he rode forward. With 
the easy good humor characteristic of his class, he insisted upon exchanging his own riding-horse, “Five-Spot,” for the sorry 
mule which the Duchess rode. But even this act did not draw the party into any closer sympathy. The young woman 
readjusted her somewhat draggled plumes with a feeble, faded coquetry; Mother Shipton eyed the possessor of “Five-Spot” 
with malevolence, and Uncle Billy included the whole party in one sweeping anathema. 

The road to Sandy Bar—a camp that, not having as yet experienced the regenerating influences of Poker Flat, 
consequently seemed to offer some invitation to the emigrants—lay over a steep mountain range. It was distant a day’s 
severe travel. In that advanced season the party soon passed out of the moist, temperate regions of the foothills into the dry, 
cold, bracing air of the Sierras. The trail was narrow and difficult. At noon the Duchess, rolling out of her saddle upon the 
ground, declared her intention of going no farther, and the party halted. 

The spot was singularly wild and impressive. A wooded amphitheatre, surrounded on three sides by precipitous cliffs of 
naked granite, sloped gently toward the crest of another precipice that overlooked the valley. It was, undoubtedly, the most 
suitable spot for a camp, had camping been advisable. But Mr. Oakhurst knew that scarcely half the journey to Sandy Bar 
was accomplished, and the party were not equipped or provisioned for delay. This fact he pointed out to his companions 
curtly, with a philosophic commentary on the folly of “throwing up their hand before the game was played out.” But they 
were furnished with liquor, which in this emergency stood them in place of food, fuel, rest, and prescience. In spite of his 
remonstrances, it was not long before they were more or less under its influence. Uncle Billy passed rapidly from a bellicose 
state into one of stupor, the Duchess became maudlin, and Mother Shipton snored. Mr. Oakhurst alone remained erect, 
leaning against a rock, calmly surveying them. 



Mr. Oakhurst did not drink. It interfered with a profession which required coolness, impassiveness, and presence of mind, 
and, in his own language, he “couldn’t afford it.” As he gazed at his recumbent fellow exiles, the loneliness begotten of his 
pariah trade, his habits of life, his very vices, for the first time seriously oppressed him. He bestirred himself in dusting his 
black clothes, washing his hands and face, and other acts characteristic of his studiously neat habits, and for a moment forgot 
his annoyance. The thought of deserting his weaker and more pitiable companions never perhaps occurred to him. Yet he 
could not help feeling the want of that excitement which, singularly enough, was most conducive to that calm equanimity 
for which he was notorious. He looked at the gloomy walls that rose a thousand feet sheer above the circling pines around 
him, at the sky ominously clouded, at the valley below, already deepening into shadow; and, doing so, suddenly he heard 
his own name called. 

A horseman slowly ascended the trail. In the fresh, open face of the newcomer Mr. Oakhurst recognized Tom Simson, 
otherwise known as “The Innocent,” of Sandy Bar. He had met him some months before over a “little game,” and had, with 
perfect equanimity, won the entire fortune—amounting to some forty dollars—of that guileless youth. After the game was 
finished, Mr. Oakhurst drew the youthful speculator behind the door and thus addressed him: “Tommy, you’re a good little 
man, but you can’t gamble worth a cent. Don’t try it over again.” He then handed him his money hack, pushed him gently 
from the room, and so made a devoted slave of Tom Simson. 

There was a remembrance of this in his boyish and enthusiastic greeting of Mr. Oakhurst. He had started, he said, to go 
to Poker Flat to seek his fortune. “Alone?” No, not exactly alone; in fact (a giggle), he had run away with Piney Woods. 
Didn’t Mr. Oakhurst remember Piney? She that used to wait on the table at the Temperance House? They had been engaged 
a long time, but old Jake Woods had objected, and so they had run away, and were going to Poker Flat to be married, and 
here they were. And they were tired out, and how lucky it was they had found a place to camp, and company. All this the 
Innocent delivered rapidly, while Piney, a stout, comely damsel of fifteen, emerged from behind the pine-tree, where she 
had been blushing unseen, and rode to the side of her lover. 

Mr. Oakhurst seldom troubled himself with sentiment, still less with propriety; but he had a vague idea that the situation 
was not fortunate. He retained, however, his presence of mind sufficiently to kick Uncle Billy, who was about to say 
something, and Uncle Billy was sober enough to recognize in Mr. Oakhurst’s kick a superior power that would not bear 
trifling. He then endeavored to dissuade Tom Simson from delaying further, but in vain. He even pointed out the fact that 
there was no provision, nor means of making a camp. But, unluckily, the Innocent met this objection by assuring the party 
that he was provided with an extra mule loaded with provisions, and by the discovery of a rude attempt at a log house near 
the trail. “Piney can stay with Mrs. Oakhurst,” said the Innocent, pointing to the Duchess, “and I can shift for myself.” 

Nothing but Mr. Oakhurst’s admonishing foot saved Uncle Billy from bursting into a roar of laughter. As it was, he felt 
compelled to retire up the canon until he could recover his gravity. There he confided the joke to the tall pine-trees, with 
many slaps of his leg, contortions of his face, and the usual profanity. But when he returned to the party, he found them 
seated by a fire—for the air had grown strangely chill and the sky overcast—in apparently amicable conversation. Piney 
was actually talking in an impulsive girlish fashion to the Duchess, who was listening with an interest and animation she 
had not shown for many days. The Innocent was holding forth, apparently with equal effect, to Mr. Oakhurst and Mother 
Shipton, who was actually relaxing into amiability. “Is this yer a d—d picnic?” said Uncle Billy, with inward scorn, as he 
surveyed the sylvan group, the glancing firelight, and the tethered animals in the foreground. Suddenly an idea mingled with 
the alcoholic fumes that disturbed his brain. It was apparently of a jocular nature, for he felt impelled to slap his leg again 
and cram his fist into his mouth. 

As the shadows crept slowly up the mountain, a slight breeze rocked the tops of the pine-trees and moaned through their 
long and gloomy aisles. The ruined cabin, patched and covered with pine boughs, was set apart for the ladies. As the lovers 
parted, they unaffectedly exchanged a kiss, so honest and sincere that it might have been heard above the swaying pines. 
The frail Duchess and the malevolent Mother Shipton were probably too stunned to remark upon this last evidence of 
simplicity, and so turned without a word to the hut. The fire was replenished, the men lay down before the door, and in a 
few minutes were asleep. 

Mr. Oakhurst was a light sleeper. Toward morning he awoke benumbed and cold. As he stirred the dying fire, the wind, 
which was now blowing strongly, brought to his cheek that which caused the blood to leave it,—snow! 

He started to his feet with the intention of awakening the sleepers, for there was no time to lose. But turning to where 
Uncle Billy had been lying, he found him gone. A suspicion leaped to his brain, and a curse to his lips. He ran to the spot 
where the mules had been tethered—they were no longer there. The tracks were already rapidly disappearing in the snow. 

The momentary excitement brought Mr. Oakhurst back to the fire with his usual calm. He did not waken the sleepers. 
The Innocent slumbered peacefully, with a smile on his good-humored, freckled face; the virgin Piney slept beside her 
frailer sisters as sweetly as though attended by celestial guardians; and Mr. Oakhurst, drawing his blanket over his shoulders, 
stroked his mustaches and waited for the dawn. It came slowly in a whirling mist of snowflakes that dazzled and confused 



the eye. What could be seen of the landscape appeared magically changed. He looked over the valley, and summed up the 
present and future in two words, “Snowed in!” 

A careful inventory of the provisions, which, fortunately for the party, had been stored within the hut, and so escaped the 
felonious fingers of Uncle Billy, disclosed the fact that with care and prudence they might last ten days longer. “That is,” 
said Mr. Oakhurst sotto voce to the Innocent, “if you’re willing to board us. If you ain’t—and perhaps you’d better not—
you can wait till Uncle Billy gets back with provisions.” For some occult reason, Mr. Oakhurst could not bring himself to 
disclose Uncle Billy’s rascality, and so offered the hypothesis that he had wandered from the camp and had accidentally 
stampeded the animals. He dropped a warning to the Duchess and Mother Shipton, who of course knew the facts of their 
associate’s defection. “They’ll find out the truth about us all when they find out anything,” he added significantly, “and 
there’s no good frightening them now.” 

Tom Simson not only put all his worldly store at the disposal of Mr. Oakhurst, but seemed to enjoy the prospect of their 
enforced seclusion. “We’ll have a good camp for a week, and then the snow’ll melt, and we’ll all go back together.” The 
cheerful gayety of the young man and Mr. Oakhurst’s calm infected the others. The Innocent, with the aid of pine boughs, 
extemporized a thatch for the roofless cabin, and the Duchess directed Piney in the rearrangement of the interior with a taste 
and tact that opened the blue eyes of that provincial maiden to their fullest extent. “I reckon now you’re used to fine things 
at Poker Flat,” said Piney. The Duchess turned away sharply to conceal something that reddened her cheeks through their 
professional tint, and Mother Shipton requested Piney not to “chatter.” But when Mr. Oakhurst returned from a weary search 
for the trail, he heard the sound of happy laughter echoed from the rocks. He stopped in some alarm, and his thoughts first 
naturally reverted to the whiskey, which he had prudently cached. “And yet it don’t somehow sound like whiskey,” said the 
gambler. It was not until he caught sight of the blazing fire through the still blinding storm, and the group around it, that he 
settled to the conviction that it was “square fun.” 

Whether Mr. Oakhurst had cached his cards with the whiskey as something debarred the free access of the community, I 
cannot say. It was certain that, in Mother Shipton’s words, he “didn’t say ‘cards’ once” during that evening. Haply the time 
was beguiled by an accordion, produced somewhat ostentatiously by Tom Simson from his pack. Notwithstanding some 
difficulties attending the manipulation of this instrument, Piney Woods managed to pluck several reluctant melodies from 
its keys, to an accompaniment by the Innocent on a pair of bone castanets. But the crowning festivity of the evening was 
reached in a rude camp-meeting hymn, which the lovers, joining hands, sang with great earnestness and vociferation. I fear 
that a certain defiant tone and Covenanter’s swing to its chorus, rather than any devotional quality, caused it speedily to 
infect the others, who at last joined in the refrain:— 

  “I’m proud to live in the service of the Lord, And I’m bound to die 
  in His army.” 
  

The pines rocked, the storm eddied and whirled above the miserable group, and the flames of their altar leaped 
heavenward, as if in token of the vow. 

At midnight the storm abated, the rolling clouds parted, and the stars glittered keenly above the sleeping camp. Mr. 
Oakhurst, whose professional habits had enabled him to live on the smallest possible amount of sleep, in dividing the watch 
with Tom Simson somehow managed to take upon himself the greater part of that duty. He excused himself to the Innocent 
by saying that he had “often been a week without sleep.” “Doing what?” asked Tom. “Poker!” replied Oakhurst 
sententiously. “When a man gets a streak of luck,—nigger-luck,—he don’t get tired. The luck gives in first. Luck,” continued 
the gambler reflectively, “is a mighty queer thing. All you know about it for certain is that it’s bound to change. And it’s 
finding out when it’s going to change that makes you. We’ve had a streak of bad luck since we left Poker Flat,—you come 
along, and slap you get into it, too. If you can hold your cards right along you’re all right. For,” added the gambler, with 
cheerful irrelevance— 

  “‘I’m proud to live in the service of the Lord, And I’m bound to 
die 
  in His army.’” 
  

The third day came, and the sun, looking through the white-curtained valley, saw the outcasts divide their slowly 
decreasing store of provisions for the morning meal. It was one of the peculiarities of that mountain climate that its rays 
diffused a kindly warmth over the wintry landscape, as if in regretful commiseration of the past. But it revealed drift on drift 
of snow piled high around the hut,—a hopeless, uncharted, trackless sea of white lying below the rocky shores to which the 
castaways still clung. Through the marvelously clear air the smoke of the pastoral village of Poker Flat rose miles away. 
Mother Shipton saw it, and from a remote pinnacle of her rocky fastness hurled in that direction a final malediction. It was 
her last vituperative attempt, and perhaps for that reason was invested with a certain degree of sublimity. It did her good, 
she privately informed the Duchess. “Just you go out there and cuss, and see.” She then set herself to the task of amusing 



“the child,” as she and the Duchess were pleased to call Piney. Piney was no chicken, but it was a soothing and original 
theory of the pair thus to account for the fact that she didn’t swear and wasn’t improper. 

When night crept up again through the gorges, the reedy notes of the accordion rose and fell in fitful spasms and long-
drawn gasps by the flickering campfire. But music failed to fill entirely the aching void left by insufficient food, and a new 
diversion was proposed by Piney,—story-telling. Neither Mr. Oakhurst nor his female companions caring to relate their 
personal experiences, this plan would have failed too, but for the Innocent. Some months before he had chanced upon a 
stray copy of Mr. Pope’s ingenious translation of the Iliad. He now proposed to narrate the principal incidents of that poem—
having thoroughly mastered the argument and fairly forgotten the words—in the current vernacular of Sandy Bar. And so 
for the rest of that night the Homeric demigods again walked the earth. Trojan bully and wily Greek wrestled in the winds, 
and the great pines in the canon seemed to bow to the wrath of the son of Peleus. Mr. Oakhurst listened with quiet 
satisfaction. Most especially was he interested in the fate of “Ash-heels,” as the Innocent persisted in denominating the 
“swift-footed Achilles.” 

So, with small food and much of Homer and the accordion, a week passed over the heads of the outcasts. The sun again 
forsook them, and again from leaden skies the snowflakes were sifted over the land. Day by day closer around them drew 
the snowy circle, until at last they looked from their prison over drifted walls of dazzling white, that towered twenty feet 
above their heads. It became more and more difficult to replenish their fires, even from the fallen trees beside them, now 
half hidden in the drifts. And yet no one complained. The lovers turned from the dreary prospect and looked into each 
other’s eyes, and were happy. Mr. Oakhurst settled himself coolly to the losing game before him. The Duchess, more 
cheerful than she had been, assumed the care of Piney. Only Mother Shipton—once the strongest of the party—seemed to 
sicken and fade. At midnight on the tenth day she called Oakhurst to her side. “I’m going,” she said, in a voice of querulous 
weakness, “but don’t say anything about it. Don’t waken the kids. Take the bundle from under my head, and open it.” Mr. 
Oakhurst did so. It contained Mother Shipton’s rations for the last week, untouched. “Give ‘em to the child,” she said, 
pointing to the sleeping Piney. “You’ve starved yourself,” said the gambler. “That’s what they call it,” said the woman 
querulously, as she lay down again, and, turning her face to the wall, passed quietly away. 

The accordion and the bones were put aside that day, and Homer was forgotten. When the body of Mother Shipton had 
been committed to the snow, Mr. Oakhurst took the Innocent aside, and showed him a pair of snow-shoes, which he had 
fashioned from the old pack-saddle. 

“There’s one chance in a hundred to save her yet,” he said, pointing to Piney; “but it’s there,” he added, pointing toward 
Poker Flat. “If you can reach there in two days she’s safe.” 

“And you?” asked Tom Simson. “I’ll stay here,” was the curt reply. The lovers parted with a long embrace. 

“You are not going, too?” said the Duchess, as she saw Mr. Oakhurst apparently waiting to accompany him. “As far as 
the canon,” he replied. He turned suddenly and kissed the Duchess, leaving her pallid face aflame, and her trembling limbs 
rigid with amazement. 

Night came, but not Mr. Oakhurst. It brought the storm again and the whirling snow. Then the Duchess, feeding the fire, 
found that some one had quietly piled beside the hut enough fuel to last a few days longer. The tears rose to her eyes, but 
she hid them from Piney. 

The women slept but little. In the morning, looking into each other’s faces, they read their fate. Neither spoke, but Piney, 
accepting the position of the stronger, drew near and placed her arm around the Duchess’s waist. They kept this attitude for 
the rest of the day. That night the storm reached its greatest fury, and, rending asunder the protecting vines, invaded the 
very hut. 

Toward morning they found themselves unable to feed the fire, which gradually died away. As the embers slowly 
blackened, the Duchess crept closer to Piney, and broke the silence of many hours: “Piney, can you pray?” “No, dear,” said 
Piney simply. The Duchess, without knowing exactly why, felt relieved, and, putting her head upon Piney’s shoulder, spoke 
no more. And so reclining, the younger and purer pillowing the head of her soiled sister upon her virgin breast, they fell 
asleep. 

The wind lulled as if it feared to waken them. Feathery drifts of snow, shaken from the long pine boughs, flew like white 
winged birds, and settled about them as they slept. The moon through the rifted clouds looked down upon what had been 
the camp. But all human stain, all trace of earthly travail, was hidden beneath the spotless mantle mercifully flung from 
above. 

They slept all that day and the next, nor did they waken when voices and footsteps broke the silence of the camp. And 
when pitying fingers brushed the snow from their wan faces, you could scarcely have told from the equal peace that dwelt 
upon them which was she that had sinned. Even the law of Poker Flat recognized this, and turned away, leaving them still 
locked in each other’s arms. 



But at the head of the gulch, on one of the largest pine-trees, they found the deuce of clubs pinned to the bark with a 
bowie-knife. It bore the following, written in pencil in a firm hand:— 

  BENEATH THIS TREE LIES THE BODY OF JOHN OAKHURST, WHO STRUCK A 
  STREAK OF BAD LUCK ON THE 23D OF NOVEMBER 1850. AND HANDED IN HIS 
  CHECKS ON THE 7TH DECEMBER, 1850. 

And pulseless and cold, with a Derringer by his side and a bullet in his heart, though still calm as in life, beneath the 
snow lay he who was at once the strongest and yet the weakest of the outcasts of Poker Flat. 
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