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Jourdon Anderson [1825–1907] 
 

Letter from a Freedman to His Old Master  
 
Dayton, Ohio, August 7, 1865 
To my old Master, Col. P. H. Henderson, Big Spring, Tennessee 
Sir: I got your letter and was glad to find that you had not forgotten Jourdon, and that you 
wanted me to come back and live with you again, promising to do better for me than 
anybody else can. I have often felt uneasy about you. I thought the Yankees would have 
hung you long before this, for harboring Rebs they found at your house. I suppose they never 
heard about your going to Colonel Martin’s to kill the Union soldier that was left by his 
company in their stable. Although you shot at me twice before I left you, I did not want to 
hear of your being hurt, and am glad you are still living. It would do me good to go back to 
the dear old home again, and see Miss Mary and Miss Martha and Allen, Esther, Green, and 
Lee. Give my love to them all, and tell them I hope we will meet in the better world, if not in 
this. I would have gone back to see you all when I was working in the Nashville Hospital, 
but one of the neighbors told me that Henry intended to shoot me if he 
ever got a chance. 
 I want to know particularly what the good chance is you propose to give me. I am 
doing tolerably well here. I get twenty-five dollars a month, with victuals and clothing; have 
a comfortable home for Mandy,—the folks call her Mrs. Anderson,—and the children—
Milly, Jane, and Grundy—go to school and are learning well. The teacher says Grundy has 
a bead for a preacher. They go to Sunday school, and Mandy and me attend church 
regularly. We are kindly treated. Sometimes we overhear others saying, “Them colored 
people were slaves” down in Tennessee. The children feel hurt when they hear such remarks; 
but I tell them it was no disgrace in Tennessee to belong to Colonel Anderson. Many darkeys 
would have been proud, as I used to be, to call you master. Now if you will write and say 
what wages you will give me, I will be better able to decide whether it would be to my 
advantage to move back again. 
 As to my freedom, which you say I can have, there is nothing to be gained on that 
score, as I got my free papers in 1864 from the Provost-Marshal-General of the Department 
of Nashville. Mandy says she would be afraid to go back without some proof that you were 
disposed to treat us justly and kindly; and we have concluded to test your sincerity by asking 
you to send us our wages for the time we served you. This will make us forget and forgive 
old scores, and rely on your justice and friendship in the future. I served you faithfully for 
thirty-two years, and Mandy twenty years. At twenty-five dollars a month for me, and two 
dollars a week for Mandy, our earnings would amount to eleven thousand six hundred and 
eighty dollars. Add to this the interest for the time our wages have been kept back, and 
deduct what you paid for our clothing, and three doctor’s visits to me, and pulling a tooth 
for Mandy, and the balance will show what we are in justice entitled to. Please send the 
money by Adams’s Express, in care of V. Winters, Esq., Dayton, Ohio. If you fail to pay us 
for faithful labors in the past, we can have little faith in your promises in the future. We 
trust the good Maker has opened your eyes to the wrongs which you and your fathers have 
done to me and my fathers, in making us toil for you for generations without recompense. 
Here I draw my wages every Saturday night; but in Tennessee there was never any pay-day 
for the negroes any more than for the horses and cows. Surely there will be a day of 
reckoning for those who defraud the laborer of his hire. 
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 In answering this letter, please state if there would be any safety for my Milly and 
Jane, who are now grown up, and both good-looking girls. You know how it was with poor 
Matilda and Catherine. I would rather stay here and starve—and die, if it come to that—
than have my girls brought to shame by the violence and wickedness of their young masters. 
You will also please state if there has been any schools opened for the colored children in 
your neighborhood. The great desire of my life now is to give my children an education, and 
have them form virtuous habits.  
 Say howdy to George Carter, and thank him for taking the pistol from you when you 
were shooting at me. 
  From your old servant, 
 
   JOURDON ANDERSON 
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Kate Chopin [1850–1904] 
 

The Story of an Hour 
 

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 some one 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 her 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. 
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 There would be no one to live for her 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 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. 
 Some one 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 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. 
 But Richards was too late. 
 When the doctors came they said she had died of heart disease—of joy that kills. 
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Charlotte Perkins Gilman [1860–1935]  
 

An Extinct Angel 
 

There was once a species of angel inhabiting this planet, acting as “a universal solvent” to all 
the jarring, irreconcilable elements of human life. 
 It was quite numerous; almost every family had one; and, although differing in 
degree of seraphic virtue, all were, by common consent, angels. 
 The advantages of possessing such a creature were untold. In the first place, the 
chances of the mere human being in the way of getting to heaven were greatly increased by 
these semi-heavenly belongings; they gave one a sort of lien on the next world, a practical 
claim most comforting to the owner. 
 For the angels of course possessed virtues above mere humanity; and because the 
angels were so well-behaved, therefore the owners were given credit. 
 Beside this direct advantage of complimentary tickets up above were innumerable 
indirect advantages below. The possession of one of these angels smoothed every feature of 
life, and gave peace and joy to an otherwise hard lot. 
 It was the business of the angel to assuage, to soothe, to comfort, to delight. No 
matter how unruly were the passions of the owner, sometimes even to the extent of legally 
beating his angel with “a stick no thicker than his thumb,” the angel was to have no passion 
whatever—unless self-sacrifice may be called a passion, and indeed it often amounted to one 
with her. 
 The human creature went out to his daily toil and comforted himself as he saw fit. 
He was apt to come home tired and cross, and in this exigency it was the business of the 
angel to wear a smile for his benefit—a soft, perennial, heavenly smile. 
 By an unfortunate limitation of humanity the angel was required, in addition to such 
celestial duties as smiling and soothing, to do kitchen service, cleaning, sewing, nursing, and 
other mundane tasks. But these things must be accomplished without the slightest 
diminution of the angelic virtues. 
 The angelic virtues, by the way, were of a curiously paradoxical nature. 
 They were inherent. A human being did not pretend to name them, could not be 
expected to have them, acknowledged them as far beyond his gross earthly nature; and yet, 
for all this, he kept constant watch over the virtues of the angel, wrote whole books of advice 
for angels on how they should behave, and openly held that angels would lose their virtues 
altogether should they once cease to obey the will and defer to the judgment of human kind. 
 This looks strange to us to-day as we consider these past conditions, but then it 
seemed fair enough; and the angels—bless their submissive, patient hearts!—never thought 
of questioning it. 
 It was perhaps only to be expected that when an angel fell the human creature 
should punish the celestial creature with unrelenting fury. It was so much easier to be an 
angel than to be human, that there was no excuse for an angel’s falling, even by means of her 
own angelic pity and tender affection. 
It seems perhaps hard that the very human creature the angel fell on, or fell with, or fell 
to—however you choose to put it—was as harsh as anyone in condemnation of the fall. He 
never assisted the angel to rise, but got out from under and resumed his way, leaving her in 
the mud. She was a great convenience to walk on, and, as was stoutly maintained by the 
human creature, helped keep the other angels clean. 
 This is exceedingly mysterious, and had better not be inquired into too closely. 
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 The amount of physical labor of a severe and degrading sort required of one of these 
bright spirits, was amazing. Certain kinds of work—always and essentially dirty—were 
relegated wholly to her. Yet one of her first and most rigid duties was the keeping of her 
angelic robes spotlessly clean. 
 The human creature took great delight in contemplating the flowing robes of the 
angels. Their changeful motion suggested to him all manner of sweet and lovely thoughts 
and memories; also, the angelic virtues above mentioned were supposed largely to inhere in 
the flowing robes. Therefore flow they must, and the ample garments waved unchecked over 
the weary limbs of the wearer, the contiguous furniture and the stairs. For the angels 
unfortunately had no wings, and their work was such as required a good deal of going up 
and down stairs. 
 It is quite a peculiar thing, in contemplating this work, to see how largely it consisted 
in dealing with dirt. Yes, it does seem strange to this enlightened age; but the fact was that 
the angels waited on the human creatures in every form of menial service, doing things as 
their natural duty which the human creature loathed and scorned. 
 It does seem irreconcilable, but they reconciled it. The angel was an angel and the 
work was the angel's work, and what more do you want? 
 There is one thing about the subject which looks a little suspicious: The angels—I 
say it under breath—were not very bright! 
 The human creatures did not like intelligent angels—intelligence seemed to dim their 
shine, somehow, and pale their virtues. It was harder to reconcile things where the angels 
had any sense. Therefore every possible care was taken to prevent the angels from learning 
anything of our gross human wisdom. 
 But little by little, owing to the unthought-of consequences of repeated intermarriage 
between the angel and the human being, the angel longed for, found and ate the fruit of the 
forbidden tree of knowledge. 
 And in that day she surely died. 
 The species is now extinct. It is rumored that here and there in remote regions you 
can still find a solitary specimen—in places where no access is to be had to the deadly fruit; 
but the race as a race is extinct. 
 Poor dodo! 
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Lafcadio Hearn [1850–1904] 
 

Spring Phantoms 
 

The moon, descending her staircase of clouds in one of the “Petits Poèmes en Prose,” enters 
the chamber of a newborn child, and whispers into his dreams: “Thou shalt love all that 
loves me,—the water that is formless and multiform, the vast green sea, the place where 
thou shalt never be, the woman thou shalt never know.” 
 For those of us thus blessed or cursed at our birth, this is perhaps the special season 
of such dreams—of nostalgia, vague as the world-sickness, for the places where we shall 
never be; and fancies as delicate as arabesques of smoke concerning the woman we shall 
never know. There is a languor in the air; the winds sleep; the flowers exhale their souls in 
incense; near sounds seem distant, as if the sense of time and space were affected by hashish; 
the sunsets paint in the west pictures of phantom-gold, as of those islands at the mere aspect 
of whose beauty crews mutinied and burned their ships; plants that droop and cling assume 
a more feminine grace; and the minstrel of Southern woods mingles the sweet rippling of 
his mocking music with the moonlight. 
 There have been sailors who, flung by some kind storm-wave on the shore of a 
Pacific Eden, to be beloved for years by some woman dark but beautiful, subsequently 
returned by stealth to the turmoil of civilization and labor, and vainly regretted, in the dust 
and roar and sunlessness of daily toil, the abandoned paradise they could never see again. Is 
it not such a feeling as this that haunts the mind in springtime;—a faint nostalgic longing 
for the place where we shall never be;—a vision made even more fairylike by such a vague 
dream of glory as enchanted those Spanish souls who sought and never found El Dorado? 
 Each time the vision returns, is it not more enchanting than before, as a recurring 
dream of the night in which we behold places we can never see except through dream-haze, 
gilded by a phantom sun? It is sadder each time, this fancy; for it brings with it the memory 
of older apparitions, as of places visited in childhood, in that sweet dim time so long ago that 
its dreams and realities are mingled together in strange confusion, as clouds with waters. 
 Each year it comes to haunt us, like the vision of the Adelantado of the Seven 
Cities,—the place where we shall never be,—and each year there will be a weirder 
sweetness and a more fantastic glory about the vision. And perhaps in the hours of the last 
beating of the heart, before sinking into that abyss of changeless deeps above whose 
shadowless sleep no dreams move their impalpable wings, we shall see it once more, wrapped 
in strange luminosity, submerged in the orange radiance of a Pacific sunset,—the place 
where we shall never be! 
 And the Woman that we shall never know! 
 She is the daughter of mist and light,—a phantom bride who becomes visible to us 
only during those magic hours when the moon enchants the world; she is the most feminine 
of all sweetly feminine things, the most complaisant, the least capricious. Hers is the 
fascination of the succubus without the red thirst of the vampire. She always wears the garb 
that most pleases us—when she wears any; always adopts the aspect of beauty most 
charming to us—blond or swarthy, Greek or Egyptian, Nubian or Circassian. She fills the 
place of a thousand odalisques, owns all the arts of the harem of Solomon: all the loveliness 
we love retrospectively, all the charms we worship in the present, are combined in her. She 
comes as the dead come, who never speak; yet without speech she gratifies our voiceless 
caprice. Sometimes we foolishly fancy that we discover in some real, warm womanly 
personality, a trait or feature like unto hers; but time soon unmasks our error. We shall 
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never see her in the harsh world of realities; for she is the creation of our own hearts, 
wrought Pygmalionwise, but of material too unsubstantial for even the power of a god to 
animate. Only the dreams of Brahma himself take substantial form: these are worlds and 
men and all their works, which shall pass away like smoke when the preserver ceases his 
slumber of a myriad million years. 
 She becomes more beautiful as we grow older,—this phantom love, born of the mist 
of poor human dreams,—so fair and faultless that her invisible presence makes us less 
reconciled to the frailties and foibles of real life. Perhaps she too has faults; but she has no 
faults for us except that of unsubstantiality. Involuntarily we acquire the unjust habit of 
judging real women by her spectral standard; and the real always suffer for the ideal. So 
that when the fancy of a home and children—smiling faces, comfort, and a woman’s 
friendship, the idea of something real to love and be loved by— comes to the haunted man in 
hours of disgust with the world and weariness of its hollow mockeries,—the Woman that he 
shall never know stands before him like a ghost with sweet sad eyes of warning,—and he 
dare not! 
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Leigh Hunt [1784–1859] 
 

A “Now,” Descriptive of a Hot Day 
 

Now the rosy- (and lazy-) fingered Aurora, issuing from her saffron house, calls up the moist 
vapours to surround her, and goes veiled with them as long as she can; till Phoebus, coming 
forth in his power, looks everything out of the sky, and holds sharp, uninterrupted empire 
from his throne of beams. Now the mower begins to make his sweeping cuts more slowly, 
and resorts oftener to the beer. Now the carter sleeps a-top of his load of hay, or plods with 
double slouch of shoulder, looking out with eyes winking under his shading hat, and with a 
hitch upwards of one side of his mouth. Now the little girl at her grandmother’s cottage-door 
watches the coaches that go by, with her hand held up over her sunny forehead. Now 
labourers look well resting in their white shirts at the doors of rural alehouses. Now an elm is 
fine there, with a seat under it; and horses drink out of the trough, stretching their yearning 
necks with loosened collars; and the traveller calls for his glass of ale, having been without 
one for more than ten minutes; and his horse stands wincing at the flies, giving sharp shivers 
of his skin, and moving to and fro his ineffectual docked tail, and now Miss Betty Wilson, the 
host’s daughter, comes streaming forth in a flowered gown and earrings, carrying with four 
of her beautiful fingers the foaming glass, for which, after the traveller has drank it, she 
receives with an indifferent eye, looking another way, the lawful twopence. . . . Now 
grasshoppers “fry,” as Dryden says. Now cattle stand in water, and ducks are envied. Now 
boots, and shoes, and trees by the road-side, are thick with dust; and dogs, rolling in it, after 
issuing out of the water, into which they have been thrown to fetch sticks, come scattering 
horror among the legs of the spectators. Now a fellow who finds he has three miles further to 
go in a pair of tight shoes is in a pretty situation. Now rooms with the sun upon them become 
intolerable; and the apothecary’s apprentice, with a bitterness beyond aloes, thinks of the 
pond he used to bathe in at school. Now men with powdered heads (especially if thick) envy 
those that are unpowdered, and stop to wipe them up hill, with countenances that seem 
to expostulate with destiny. Now boys assemble round the village pump with a ladle to it, 
and delight to make a forbidden splash and get wet through the shoes. Now also they make 
suckers of leather, and bathe all day long in rivers and ponds, and make mighty fishings for 
“tittle-bats.” Now the bee, as he hums along, seems to be talking heavily of the heat. Now 
doors and brick-walls are burning to the hand: and a walled lane, with dust and broken 
bottles in it, near a brick-field, is a thing not to be thought of. Now a green lane, on the 
contrary, thick-set with hedgerow elms, and having the noise of a brook “rumbling in 
pebblestone,” is one of the pleasantest things in the world. Now, in town, gossips talk more 
than ever to one another, in rooms, in doorways, and out of window, always beginning the 
conversation with saying that the heat is overpowering. Now blinds are let down, and doors 
thrown open, and flannel waistcoats left off, and cold meat preferred to hot, and wonder 
expressed why tea continues so refreshing, and people delight to sliver lettuces into bowls, 
and apprentices water doorways with tin canisters that lay several atoms of dust. Now the 
water-cart, jumbling along the middle of the street, and jolting the showers out of its box of 
water, really does something. Now fruiterers’ shops and dairies look pleasant, and ices are 
the only things to those who can get them. Now ladies loiter in baths: and people make 
presents of flowers; and wine is put into ice: and the after-dinner lounger recreates his head 
with applications of perfumed water out of long-necked bottles. Now the lounger, who 
cannot resist riding his new horse, feels his boots burn him. Now buckskins are not the lawn 
of Cos. Now jockeys, walking in great-coats to lose flesh, curse inwardly. Now five fat people 
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in a stagecoach hate the sixth fat one who is coming in, and think he has no right to be so 
large. Now clerks in office do nothing but drink soda-water and spruce-beer, and read the 
newspaper. Now the old-clothesman drops his solitary cry more deeply into the areas on the 
hot and forsaken side of the street; and bakers look vicious; and cooks are aggravated; and 
the steam of a tavern-kitchen catches hold of us like the breath of Tartarus. Now delicate 
skins arc beset with gnats; and boys make their sleeping companion start up, with playing a 
burning-glass on his hand; and blacksmiths are super-carbonated; and cobblers in their stalls 
almost feel a wish to be transplanted: and butter is too easy to spread; and the dragoons 
wonder whether the Romans liked their helmets; and old ladies, with their lappets unpinned, 
walk along in a state of dilapidation; and the servant maids are afraid they look vulgarly 
hot; and the author, who has a plate of strawberries brought him, finds that he has come to 
the end of his writing. 
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Harriet  Jacobs [1813–1897] 
 

from  Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl  
 

Prejudice against Color 
 
It was a relief to my mind to see preparations for leaving the city. We went to Albany in the 
steamboat Knickerbocker. When the gong sounded for tea, Mrs. Bruce said, “Linda, it is late, 
and you and baby had better come to the table with me.” I replied, “I know it is time baby 
had her supper, but I had rather not go with you, if you please. I am afraid of being 
insulted.” “O no, not if you are with me,” she said. I saw several white nurses go with their 
ladies, and I ventured to do the same. We were at the extreme end of the table. I was no 
sooner seated, than a gruff voice said, “Get up! You know you are not allowed to sit here.” I 
looked up, and, to my astonishment and indignation, saw that the speaker was a colored 
man. If his office required him to enforce the by-laws of the boat, he might, at least, have 
done it politely. I replied, “I shall not get up, unless the captain comes and takes me up.” No 
cup of tea was offered me, but Mrs. Bruce handed me hers and called for another. I looked to 
see whether the other nurses were treated in a similar manner. They were all properly 
waited on. 
 Next morning, when we stopped at Troy for breakfast, every body was making a 
rush for the table. Mrs. Bruce said, “Take my arm, Linda, and we’ll go in together.” The 
landlord heard her, and said, “Madam, will you allow your nurse and baby to take breakfast 
with my family?” I knew this was to be attributed to my complexion; but he spoke 
courteously, and therefore I did not mind it. 
 At Saratoga we found the United States Hotel crowded, and Mr. Bruce took one of 
the cottages belonging to the hotel. I had thought, with gladness, of going to the quiet of the 
country, where I should meet few people, but here I found myself in the midst of a swarm of 
Southerners. I looked round me with fear and trembling, dreading to see some one who 
would recognize me. I was rejoiced to find that we were to stay but a short time. 
 We soon returned to New York, to make arrangements for spending the remainder of 
the summer at Rockaway. While the laundress was putting the clothes in order, I took an 
opportunity to go over to Brooklyn to see Ellen. I met her going to a grocery store, and the 
first words she said, were, “O, mother, don’t go to Mrs. Hobbs’s. Her brother, Mr. Thorne, 
has come from the south, and maybe he’ll tell where you are.” I accepted the warning. I told 
her I was going away with Mrs. Bruce the next day, and would try to see her when I came 
back. 
 Being in servitude to the Anglo-Saxon race, I was not put into a “Jim Crow car,” on 
our way to Rockaway, neither was I invited to ride through the streets on the top of trunks 
in a truck; but every where I found the same manifestations of that cruel prejudice, which so 
discourages the feelings, and represses the energies of the colored people. We reached 
Rockaway before dark, and put up at the Pavilion—a large hotel, beautifully situated by the 
seaside—a great resort of the fashionable world. Thirty or forty nurses were there, of a 
great variety of nations. Some of the ladies had colored waiting-maids and coachmen, but I 
was the only nurse tinged with the blood of Africa. When the tea bell rang, I took little Mary 
and followed the other nurses. Supper was served in a long hall. A young man, who had the 
ordering of things, took the circuit of the table two or three times, and finally pointed me to a 
seat at the lower end of it. As there was but one chair, I sat down and took the child in my 
lap. Whereupon the young man came to me and said, in the blandest manner possible, “Will 
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you please to seat the little girl in the chair, and stand behind it and feed her? After they have 
done, you will be shown to the kitchen, where you will have a good supper.” 
 This was the climax! I found it hard to preserve my self-control, when I looked 
round, and saw women who were nurses, as I was, and only one shade lighter in complexion, 
eyeing me with a defiant look, as if my presence were a contamination. However, I said 
nothing. I quietly took the child in my arms, went to our room, and refused to go to the table 
again. Mr. Bruce ordered meals to be sent to the room for little Mary and I. This answered 
for a few days; but the waiters of the establishment were white, and they soon began to 
complain, saying they were not hired to wait on negroes. The landlord requested Mr. Bruce 
to send me down to my meals, because his servants rebelled against bringing them up, and 
the colored servants of other boarders were dissatisfied because all were not treated alike. 
 My answer was that the colored servants ought to be dissatisfied with themselves, 
for not having too much self-respect to submit to such treatment; that there was no 
difference in the price of board for colored and white servants, and there was no justification 
for difference of treatment. I stayed a month after this, and finding I was resolved to stand 
up for my rights, they concluded to treat me well. Let every colored man and woman do this, 
and eventually we shall cease to be trampled under foot by our oppressors. 
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Grace King [1852–1932] 
 

The Balcony 
 

There is much of life passed on the balcony in a country where the summer unrolls in six 
moon-lengths, and where the nights have to come with a double endowment of vastness and 
splendor to compensate for the tedious, sun-parched days. 
 And in that country the women love to sit and talk together of summer nights, on 
balconies, in their vague, loose, white garments,—men are not balcony sitters,—with their 
sleeping children within easy hearing, the stars breaking the cool darkness, or the moon 
making a show of light—oh, such a discreet show of light!—through the vines. And the 
children inside, waking to go from one sleep into another, hear the low, soft mother-voices on 
the balcony, talking about this person and that, old times, old friends, old experiences; and it 
seems to them, hovering a moment in wakefulness, that there is no end of the world or time, 
or of the mother-knowledge; but illimitable as it is, the mother-voices and the mother-love 
and protection fill it all,— with their mother’s hand in theirs, children are not afraid even of 
God,—and they drift into slumber again, their little dreams taking all kinds of pretty 
reflections from the great unknown horizon outside, as their fragile soap-bubbles take on 
reflections from the sun and clouds. 
 Experiences, reminiscences, episodes, picked up as only women know how to pick 
them up from other women’s lives,—or other women’s destinies, as they prefer to call 
them,—and told as only women know how to relate them; what God has done or is doing 
with some other woman whom they have known—that is what interests women once 
embarked on their own lives,— the embarkation takes place at marriage, or after the 
marriageable time,— or, rather, that is what interests the women who sit of summer nights 
on balconies. For in those long-moon countries, life is open and accessible, and romances 
seem to be furnished real and gratis, in order to save, in a languor-breeding climate, the 
ennui of reading and writing books. Each woman has a different way of picking up and 
relating her stories, as each one selects different pieces, and has a personal way of playing 
them on the piano. 
 Each story is different, or appears so to her; each has some unique and peculiar 
pathos in it. And so she dramatizes and inflects it, trying to make the point visible to her 
apparent also to her hearers. Sometimes the pathos and interest to the hearers lie only in 
this—that the relater has observed it, and gathered it, and finds it worth telling. For do we 
not gather what we have not, and is not our own lacking our one motive? It may be so, for it 
often appears so. 
 And if a child inside be wakeful and precocious, it is not dreams alone that take on 
reflections from the balcony outside: through the half-open shutters the still, quiet eyes look 
across the dim forms on the balcony to the star-spangled or the moon-brightened heavens 
beyond; while memory makes stores for the future, and germs are sown, out of which the 
slow, clambering vine of thought issues, one day, to decorate or hide, as it may be, the 
structures or ruins of life. 
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Mary P.  Thacher [1844–1941]  
 

Passenger Pigeons 
 

For many days the fresh morning air had resounded with the dull bumming of the prairie-
chickens, and an unbroken line of snowy “schooners,” as the emigrant-wagons are called on 
the prairies, had slowly moved westward. These wagons were followed by droves of cattle; 
and the cattle were driven by brown, dusty women, barefooted, and scantily clothed in blue 
drilling or patched and faded chintz. I had looked curiously at the labor-saving churns in 
which butter was made by the mere motion of the jolting wagons; I had questioned the 
rough-looking Germans and Norwegians, who often could not speak a word of English; and I 
was never weary of watching for the bright eyes of the dingy-faced little children, who 
sometimes peeped from the wagons. When these weary travelers halted by the wayside, and 
their gypsy fires blazed out into the night, what wild sweet singing was borne across the 
prairie on the evening breeze! 
 But one day I forgot my slow-plodding friends, in the excitement of watching the 
passage of a multitude of travelers who could no more be numbered than the sands upon the 
sea-shore. What a commotion the shy strangers made that early May morning! I was 
startled from sleep by a voice crying, “The pigeons!” and a strange sound, like the rushing of 
a strong wind, came to my ears. The air was full of flying birds, and for hours I watched the 
immense flock pass over that little prairie village in Minnesota. The birds flew very low, and 
hundreds of them alighted on the trees in passing. They often alight in such numbers that 
great branches are broken off, and sometimes the pigeons are crushed to death. The fields 
bordering the river were covered with them; but they only stopped to rest, apparently, or 
perhaps to pick up a little food, and were again on the wing. As these detachments of the vast 
army of pigeons rose from the ground, with a great flapping of wings, others alighted; 
meanwhile the main flock was passing steadily over our heads. The procession seemed 
endless, for the day wore on, and still the swift-winged birds rustled through the air, and still 
the coming flocks looked like delicate pencilings on the distant sky. It was a rare day for 
sportsmen. Instead of roosting in a neighboring forest, as we had hoped, the pigeons flew 
over into Wisconsin. But every day through the summer stray flocks foraged among the oak 
groves about us, and their shadows swept over sunny slopes and fields of waving grain, like 
flitting clouds. 
 From their nesting-place the birds flew all over Minnesota, Iowa, and Wisconsin in 
quest of food; but they always returned as the sun went down, though the roost was 
hundreds of miles distant. Audubon says that these pigeons travel at the rate of a mile in a 
minute, and that if one of them were to follow the fashion, and take a trip to Europe, it could 
cross the ocean in less than three days. When they fly through the woods, the sound of their 
wings is almost deafening; an old farmer compares it to the roar of ten thousand threshing-
machines! But quite as wonderful as their speed is the great power of vision these birds 
possess. As they journey through space, they can overlook hundreds of acres at once, and 
their sharp eyes can discover at a glance whether the country beneath them is barren, or 
supplied with the food they need. The piece of woods that the pigeons selected in which to 
rear their young is three or four miles wide and ten miles long. Their nests were in every 
tree; sometimes more than fifty nests could be seen in one tree. In each of these frail nests, 
carelessly woven of a few twigs, two white shining eggs were laid. 
 When the young pigeons or squabs are almost ready to fly, comes the exciting time 
known as robbing the roost. Men arm themselves with long poles, with which they upset the 
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nests; the poor squabs fall to the ground, and are easily caught in large numbers. They can 
then be kept in cages, fattened, and killed as they are wanted. 
 The passenger pigeon does not migrate from one part of the country to another to 
find a warmer climate, but only in search of food. So many of these birds are killed every 
year, for the New York and other markets, that it seems as if they must gradually disappear. 
But they multiply very rapidly, and Audubon thought that nothing but the destruction of 
our forests could lessen their number. 
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Henry David Thoreau [1817–1862] 
 

from  Walking 
 

We hug the earth, how rarely we mount! Methinks we might elevate ourselves a little more. 
We might climb a tree, at least. I found my account in climbing a tree once. It was a tall 
white pine, on the top of a hill; and though I got well pitched, I was well paid for it, for I 
discovered new mountains in the horizon which I had never seen before,—so much more of 
the earth and the heavens. I might have walked about the foot of the tree for three-score 
years and ten, and yet I certainly should never have seen them. But, above all, I discovered 
around me,—it was near the end of June,—on the ends of the topmost branches only, a few 
minute and delicate red cone-like blossoms, the fertile flower of the white pine looking 
heavenward. I carried straightway to the village the topmost spire, and showed it to stranger 
jurymen who walked the streets,—for it was court-week,—and to farmers and lumber-
dealers and wood-choppers and hunters, and not one had ever seen the like before, but they 
wondered as at a star dropped down. Tell of ancient architects finishing their works on the 
tops of columns as perfectly as on the lower and more visible parts! Nature has from the first 
expanded the minute blossoms of the forest only toward the heavens, above men’s heads and 
unobserved by them. We see only the flowers that are under our feet in the meadows. The 
pines have developed their delicate blossoms on the highest twigs of the wood every summer 
for ages, as well over the heads of Nature’s red children as of her white ones; yet scarcely a 
farmer or hunter in the land has ever seen them. 
 
Above all, we cannot afford not to live in the present. He is blessed over all mortals who loses 
no moment of the passing life in remembering the past. Unless our philosophy hears the cock 
crow in every barn-yard within our horizon, it is belated. That sound commonly reminds us 
that we are growing rusty and antique in our employments and habits of thought. His 
philosophy comes down to a more recent time than ours. There is something suggested by it 
that is a newer testament,—the gospel according to this moment. He has not fallen astern; he 
has got up early, and kept up early, and to be where he is to be in season, in the foremost 
rank of time. It is an expression of the heath and soundness of Nature, a brag for all the 
world,—healthiness as of a spring burst forth, a new fountain of the Muses, to celebrate this 
last instant of time. Where he lives no fugitive slave laws are passed. Who has not betrayed 
his master many times since last he heard that note? 
 The merit of this bird’s strain is in its freedom from all plaintiveness. The singer can 
easily move us to tears or to laughter, but where is he who can excite in us a pure morning 
joy? When, in doleful dumps, breaking the awful stillness of our wooden sidewalk on a 
Sunday, or, perchance, a watcher in the house of mourning, I hear a cockerel crow far or 
near, I think to myself, “There is one of us well, at any rate,”—and with a sudden gush 
return to my senses. 
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Walt  Whitman [1819–1892] 
 

from  Specimen Days 
 

Abraham Lincoln 
 

August 12th.—I see the President almost every day, as I happen to live where he passes to or 
from his lodgings out of town. He never sleeps at the White House during the hot season, but 
has quarters at a healthy location some three miles north of the city, the Soldiers’ home, a 
United States military establishment. I saw him this morning about 8ó coming in to 
business, riding on Vermont avenue, near L street. He always has a company of twenty-five 
or thirty cavalry, with sabres drawn and held upright over their shoulders. They say this 
guard was against his personal wish, but he let his counselors have their way. The party 
makes no great show in uniform or horses. Mr. Lincoln on the saddle generally rides a good-
sized, easy-going gray horse, is dress’d in plain black, somewhat rusty and dusty, wears a 
black stiff hat, and looks about as ordinary in attire, &c., as the commonest man. A 
lieutenant, with yellow straps, rides at his left, and following behind, two by two, come the 
cavalry men, in their yellow-striped jackets. They are generally going at a slow trot, as that 
is the pace set them by the one they wait upon. The sabres and accoutrements clank, and the 
entirely unornamental cortège as it trots toward Lafayette square arouses no sensation, only 
some curious stranger stops and gazes. I see very plainly Abraham Lincoln’s dark brown 
face, with the deep-cut lines, the eyes, always to me with a deep latent sadness in the 
expression. We have got so that we exchange bows, and very cordial ones. Sometimes the 
President goes and comes in an open barouche. The cavalry always accompany him, with 
drawn sabres. Often I notice as he goes out evenings—and sometimes in the morning, when 
he returns early—he turns off and halts at the large and handsome residence of the 
Secretary of War, on K street, and holds conference there. If in his barouche, I can see from 
my window he does not alight, but sits in his vehicle, and Mr. Stanton comes out to attend 
him. Sometimes one of his sons, a boy of ten or twelve, accompanies him, riding at his right 
on a pony. Earlier in the summer I occasionally saw the President and his wife, toward the 
latter part of the afternoon, out in a barouche, on a pleasure ride through the city. Mrs. 
Lincoln was dress’d in complete black, with a long crape veil. The equipage is of the plainest 
kind, only two horses, and they nothing extra. They pass’d me once very close, and I saw the 
President in the face fully, as they were moving slowly, and his look, though abstracted, 
happen’d to be directed steadily in my eye. He bow’d and smiled, but far beneath his smile I 
noticed well the expression I have alluded to. None of the artists or pictures has caught the 
deep, though subtle and indirect expression of this man’s face. There is something else there. 
One of the great portrait painters of two or three centuries ago is needed. 
  
 
 


