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Michel-Guillaume Saint-Jean de Crèvecoeur was born at Caen, France, on January 31, 1735, into an ancient but unaffluent branch of the Norman gentry. He received a sound classical education in Latin, rhetoric, mathematics, and theology from the Jesuits at the College de Mont. In 1755 Crèvecoeur sailed for New France and a cadetship in the French colonial army. He distinguished himself as an artillery officer during the French and Indian War and fought under Montcalm at the siege of Quebec. After the war, Crèvecoeur emigrated to the English colony of New York, changing his name to J. Hector St. John. In 1769 he was married to Mehetable Tippett, a member of a prosperous Tory family, and settled at Pine Hill, a 250-acre farm in Orange County, New York. The Edenic years at Pine Hill were shattered by the American Revolution, when Crèvecoeur-suspected by his Patriot neighbors of harboring monarchist sympathies—was persecuted, unjustly imprisoned, and forced to flee the colonies. The publication of his Letters from an American Farmer in 1781 was an instant success in Europe, and Crèvecoeur—lionized in the Parisian  salons as well as in the court of Versailles—was awarded a consulship to the newly formed American republic. As consul, Crèvecoeur served as a political and cultural liaison between France and the United States; helped to organize and promote trade across the Atlantic; and corresponded with many of the greatest figures of the Enlightenment, including Franklin, Jefferson, and Madison. He died in Sarcelles, France, on November 12, 1813.
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Introduction

American literature, as the voice of our national consciousness, begins in 1782 with the first publication in England of Letters from an American Farmer. Literature, that is, considered as arrangements of affective images embodied in the traditional forms of poetry, fiction, and drama, and expressing the spirit of place. Before 1782, a good many histories, travel accounts, psalmbooks, sermons, elegies, memoirs, and autobiographies (spiritual and otherwise) had been written in the colonies. Certain of these works—Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography is a notable and obvious example—could scarcely have been composed elsewhere or by members of another society. Just as Franklin is the first representative American, of the national period at least, his book seems also to bear unmistakably the stamp of this locale; it is an American  artifact. Yet, as D. H. Lawrence has reminded us, Crèvecoeur deserves recognition as a literary Founding Father, too. “Franklin is the real practical prototype of the American,” he observed in Studies in Classic American Literature. “Crèvecoeur is the emotional. To the European, the American is first and foremost a dollar-fiend. We tend to forget the emotional heritage of Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur. ”

If Americans long neglected this heritage, it was Europeans like Lawrence who kept it alive. This has been true almost from the beginning. In the half century after 1782,  Letters from an American Farmer enjoyed only a moderate fame in the United States but in Europe went into edition after edition, appearing successively in London, Dublin, Belfast, Leipzig, Leyden, Paris, and Maastricht. Translated into French, Dutch, and German, it provided two generations of Europeans with their chief impressions of the American colonies. The book was, of course, tailor-made for the Romantic imagination. Followers of Cole-ridge and Rousseau embraced it enthusiastically; physiocrat and pantisocratist alike were affected by a book offering the verifiable account (as they felt) of a transatlantic utopia under the wigwams. But with the advent of a more rationalistic age Crèvecoeur went into eclipse. By the 1830’s and 1840’s, Americans, though in the heyday of their Romantic period, were in no mood to appreciate Crèvecoeur’s cosmopolitan and Anglophilic biases, and Europeans adopted newer and sharper images of America. The detached cultural analysis of de Tocqueville and the jaundiced social critiques of Mrs. Trollope and Dickens made the Letters sound old-fashioned and naïve. The eclipse lasted until the turn of the twentieth century, when Americans recovered their colonial past along with its architecture, the paintings of John Singleton Copley (another Anglophile), and the writings of Jefferson. Since then, three or four generations of Americans—that of Moses Colt Tyler, the late nineteenth-century literary historian, Vernon Parrington, the intellectual historian of the 1920s, and our own—have read Crèvecoeur with increasing interest and respect. Each finds something fresh and relevant in the book. Recent events teach both the American-ness and the European-ness of our culture; today, both Frederick Jackson Turner’s frontier hypothesis and Oscar Handlin’s histories of immigration are read with respect. Post-World War II generations, trained by the New Criticism and American Studies to respect the text  and its cultural determinants, recognize Crèvecoeur’s specificallv literary qualities as earlier readers did not always do. Moreover, the opposing forces animating his life and thought—reason and emotion, nature and Nature, the real and the ideal, Enlightenment and Romanticism, Europe  and the New World, civilization and the wilderness, aristocracy and democracy, revolution and social order—speak forcibly to modern readers schooled to consider complexity, tension, and ambiguity the proper marks of modern literary art. The present age, whose spokesman on these matters had been Marius Bewley, reads Letters from an American Farmer as a powerful document at once literary, freshly contemporary, and characteristically American.

“What, then, is the American, this new man?” Crevecoeur was the first to ask. A necessary way to understand  Letters and Sketches as the partly autobiographical replies to his own question is to twist it around and inquire: “What is this new man, the American writer?”

He is, first of all, a man of aliases and disguises—James, the American farmer of Pennsylvania. The reader speedily suspects that character and creator are two separate individuals. It helps to be aware of their very different histories. Though James speaks of a family farm inherited from his father, the actual author of the Letters was, like many colonists in the eighteenth century, an immigrant. But the twenty-four-year-old adventurer who arrived in New York in 1759 was no common European peasant or artisan. Michel-Guillaume-Jean de Crèvecoeur was born at Caen on January 31, 1735, into an ancient but unaffluent branch of the Norman gentry. By no means an untutored countryman, he received a sound classical schooling from the Jesuits at the College du Mont, in Latin, rhetoric, mathematics, and theology (against which, in good deistic fashion, he soon rebelled). In 1754 he paid an extended visit to distant British relatives at Salisbury, where he met and became engaged to a merchant’s daughter. She died before the marriage could take place. From these years dates the admiration for England and English culture that animates his books.

Some time in the following year, 1755, the young man embarked for New France and a cadetship in a French regiment in the St. Lawrence Valley. For four years the “lover of peace” was a soldier. Apparently he became a good one, too, so proficient at engineering and mapmaking as to be commended in a report to Louis XV himself. Promoted to lieutenant upon the outbreak of the French and Indian War, the young officer took part in the assault  on Fort William Henry at Lake George in 1757. On September 13, 1759, he received an honorable wound at the epochal battle in which Montcalm lost Canada for France on the Plains of Abraham. At that point Crèvecoeur’s military star began to fade. He got into some obscure difficulty while convalescing and in the fall of 1759 surrendered his commission in return for the sum of 240 pounds. Thus supplied with freedom and a stake, he made his way southward into the British colonies, changing his name en route to J. Hector St. John (for reasons easy to understand). He landed at New York on December 16, 1759. Although he presumably did not wander down Canal Street with puffy rolls under his arms, young Mr. St. John faced his American future with much the same independent spirit that Benjamin Franklin had displayed in similar circumstances thirty-six years before.

The ex-cartographer found ready employment in the bustling colonies. “I never was but a simple surveyor of lands, a cultivator of my own grounds, or a wanderer through the forests of this country,” he explained later to the Duke de la Rochefoucauld, but this résumé, like many of Crèvecoeur’s autobiographical remarks, is only roughly correct. It omits the military career in Canada and confuses the chronology of occupations. Actually, the wandering through the forests preceded the farming and was, in fact, the somewhat less romantic job of traveling salesman. The new American, who became a naturalized subject of King George and an official resident of New York in 1765, journeyed with his instruments or his order book up and down the colonies from Nova Scotia and Vermont in the north to Virginia in the south. He may even have visited Bermuda and Jamaica. “Perhaps no other man before the Revolution,” wrote Parrington, “was so intimately acquainted with the French and English colonies as a whole, with their near background of frontier and the great wilderness beyond, as this French American.” During the spring and summer of 1767 he encountered “the great wilderness” when he joined a surveying and exploring party that went over the Appalachians and down the Ohio River to St. Louis, up the Mississippi to the Great Lakes at the present-day site of Chicago, and returned to New York via Fort Dearborn, Fort Niagara, the Mohawk Valley (where he visited the Oneida Indians), and Albany. In 1769 the wandering temporarily ceased, however, for in that year he was married to Mehetable Tippet, member of a prosperous and prominent Tory family of Westchester. On December 12, he purchased for 350 pounds a handsome piece of land in Orange County, four miles southeast of Goshen, which he named Pine Hill. The “farmer in Pennsylvania” who wrote the Letters and Sketches was thus, in fact, a New Yorker. At the age of thirty-four the ex-soldier-surveyor-salesman settled down to become a farmer and, as it turned out, a man of letters.

The succeeding seven years of Crèvecoeur’s life were the happiest he was ever to experience. With all the fervor of a later Mark Twain looking back on his Hannibal boyhood, the American Farmer celebrated in after years the idyll (and the underlying fragility) of Pine Hill. Except for a trip to the upper Susquehanna River in 1774, he remained pretty close to his hearth, devoting himself to the soil and his growing family. Three children were born at Pine Hill, and their father’s steady, loving husbandry gradually created a prosperous and peaceful homestead. Children and livestock, buildings, fields, meadows, and woodlands waxed and were molded by hard work into a harmonious agrarian whole. The celebration and elegy of this temporary Eden is found in the early chapters of both the  Letters and Sketches. There was, as well, enough social and intellectual life to grace a farmer’s leisure and redeem his drudgery. Neighbors like Cadwallader Colden, the Tippet relatives across the Hudson in Yonkers, and friends in New York like William Seton and Jean Pierre Tetard provided a circle of cultivated acquaintances. During long winter evenings he had time to read the gazettes, books like the Abbé Raynal’s Philosophical History of the Indies,  and, at the instigation of Seton, to begin writing down his own impressions of agrarian life. “Sweet and pleasant is the memory of farmer’s days” he later inscribed on a gift that reminded him of Pine Hill.

The dream was abruptly destroyed in 1776 by the trauma of civil war. For two years, the master of Pine Hill, whose peaceful but generally pro-Tory sentiments were known, rode out the mounting antagonism and suspicions of his patriot neighbors. From another quarter he faced the threat of Indian raids. Crèvecoeur sought to avoid taking  sides, but as this became manifestly impossible he made plans to escape to France. He had for some time anticipated the necessity of returning to his native country in order to take legal steps to ensure that his children might inherit the family estate. (His wife was a Protestant and their marriage had been performed by Tetard, a Huguenot pastor, so the union was irregular by French law.) Late in 1778 he left Pine Hill and his family in the care of friends and slipped into New York. There he encountered persecution from the opposing side. An anonymous letter brought him under the suspicion of the British garrison; he was thrown into prison, and the trunkful of papers (including the manuscript of these two books) was confiscated. Seton and others soon secured his release, but Crèvecoeur’s health was seriously, perhaps permanently, impaired. Living for a time on the charity of friends or by occasional surveying jobs, separated from wife and children (for whose safety he entertained the liveliest fears), the once happy farmer suffered in 1779 what we would today call a nervous breakdown. The anxieties of this troubled time suffuse the later letters—some of which may have been written in New York—and are vividly dramatized in the later sketches. At last, in September 1780, he and his trunk were allowed to board a ship that sailed through the French blockade to Ireland. Landing finally in England, he proceeded to London. There, in May 1781, Crèvecoeur sold the manuscript of Letters from an American Farmer to the firm of Davies and Davis (Samuel John-son’s famous publishers) for thirty guineas. The book appeared in London the following year, by which time its author had escaped safely to France.

After recuperating at Caen, Crèvecoeur went to Paris, where his personal charm, exotic history, and the spreading fame of his timely book won him speedy acceptance into a brilliant circle of intellectuals that included Turgot, Buffon, Franklin, and had as its queen bee Rousseau’s former mistress, the charming old Countess d’Houdetot. He soon began work on an expanded (and extensively altered) version of the Letters in French, a language he had to relearn. That book was published, after some censorship difficulties, in 1784. At the suggestion of the Minister of the Marine, he wrote a comprehensive report for the government on the American colonies, just becoming  an independent nation. As reward, his name was placed at the head of the list of consular appointees; given his choice of posts, he naturally selected New York. Thus in September 1783 he arrived a second time in the New World, this time as the official representative of Louis XVI. But he did not much regard his return as a triumph. “If I had but 200 pounds income, I would return to cultivating my land and my friends,” he confided to de la Rochefoucauld, “and he who wanted it could become the consul.”

The news of his family which greeted the returnee was indeed grim; Pine Hill had been burned to the ground in an Indian raid, his wife was dead, his children had disappeared. Almost by chance, he learned that a Bostonian, Gustavus Fellowes, had taken custody of the children. The new consul traveled to Boston, where he was reunited with his family and learned the curious story of their rescue. Fellowes, a complete stranger to Crèvecoeur, had undertaken the difficult journey to Orange County in the dead of winter. This he had done at the earnest urging of five fellow townsmen, all seamen who in 1781 had been cast ashore on the French coast and had been succored by a kindhearted Franco-American named Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur. This bit of poetic justice is of a piece with the pattern of the writer’s topsy-turvy life, which at several points takes on the shape of fable.

In spite of family misfortune and death, his own ill-health and fears of failure, Crèvecoeur’s career as consul in New York was a success in at least three realms. In the commercial sphere, he helped to establish a packet line that operated, somewhat irregularly, between Lorient and New York for ten years. The consul also officially encouraged the importation into the United States of such civilizing essentials as French wine, silk, gloves, pianos, brandy, and human hair.

In the twin causes so close to his heart—horticulture and literature—his labors were even more wide-ranging. He wrote newspaper articles on practical agriculture under the pen name “Agricola.” He encouraged the use of the potato in France and of alfalfa in America. He helped to found a botanical garden in New Haven, for which he was given the freedom of that city, and another in New Jersey. He distributed French medical journals to American doctors, seeds to Harvard College, and copies of Washington’s speeches to the French newspapers. Information furnished by Crèvecoeur formed the basis for the article in the monumental Encyclopédie methodique on the new United States of America. For these and other services he was elected to the Société royale d’agriculture and the American Philosophical Society. “There is nobody,” wrote William Short, Jefferson’s private secretary, “who understands more perfectly the interests of the two countries, as they relate to each other, and none more zealous to promote them mutually.”

Yet Crèvecoeur never considered himself a successful diplomat. “I am continually conscious of my inexperience,” he confessed to de la Rochefoucauld. When his health worsened in 1790, he requested medical leave and returned to Paris, never to see America again. While the French Revolution ran its bloody course, he again sought to avoid entanglement. This time he was more successful. Allowed to resign in 1792 from the diplomatic service, he retired, characteristically, to the countryside. Apart from stays at Hamburg and Munich, the remainder of his life was passed chiefly in provincial obscurity. From 1794 to 1800 he worked on his Voyage dans la Haute Pensylvanie et dans l’État de New York, which was published in 1801, the same year as Chateaubriand’s Atala. Much other material remained unpublished at his death in 1813.

Crèvecoeur’s was an intense, exotic, cosmopolitan life, whose basic pattern Thomas Philbrick aptly describes as “the quest for tranquillity and order in a world filled with violence and chaos.” The literary products of that experience were but three books. Two of these have remained largely unread, but the third, Letters from an American Farmer, is an American classic.

 

What makes this work American? Nothing that is unique to Crèvecoeur but rather several qualities that in the test of time have turned out to be characteristic of numerous later writers in this country. Here, as elsewhere, cultural or national identity exists more in pattern than in idiosyncrasy.

The first distinctive mark might be called the posture of the provincial as he presents American life. It is a voice deliberately but deceptively self-mocking, a manner slyly  satiric of the European reader before whom the untutored colonial pretends to prostrate himself. The American Farmer strikes this pose in the Introductory Letter, whose point of view is perfectly expressed in this passage:My wife (and I never do anything without consulting her) laughs and tells me that you cannot be in earnest. “What!” says she: “James, would‘st thee pretend to send epistles to a great European man who hath lived abundance of time in that big house called Cambridge, where, they say, that worldly learning is so abundant that people gets it only by breathing the air of the place? Would’st not thee be ashamed to write unto a man who has never in his life done a single day’s work, no, not even felled a tree; who hath expended the Lord knows how many years in studying stars, geometry, stones, and flies and in reading folio books? Who hath travelled, as he told us, to the city of Rome itself! Only think of a London man going to Rome! Where is it that these English folks won’t go? One who hath seen the factory of brimstone at ‘Suvius and town of Pompeii underground! Would’st thou pretend to letter it with a person who hath been to Paris, to the Alps, to Petersburg, and who hath seen so many fine things up and down the old countries; who hath come over the great sea unto us and hath journeyed from our New Hampshire in the East to our Charles Town in the South; who hath visited all our great cities, knows most of our famous lawyers and cunning folks; who hath conversed with very many king’s men, governors, and counsellors, and yet pitches upon thee for his correspondent, as thee calls it? Surely he means to jeer thee! I am sure he does; he cannot be in a real fair earnest.





The character who delivers this delightful barrage of innocent innuendo is the Farmer’s wife, whom D. H. Lawrence derisively calls the Amiable Spouse. She has a sharper wit than Lawrence allows; in addition to Infant Son, her remoter American offspring are Mark Twain and Will Rogers. Her vernacular speech—right down to the final, authentic “real”—is a hallmark of the American  comic tradition, which subsequently produced the Connecticut Yankee and other innocent spoofers of Europe like Henrietta Stackpole, the tart-tongued reporter in James’s The Portrait of a Lady.

Another quality connecting Crèvecoeur to later literature is, quite simply, the provincial writer’s choice of subject matter. His canvas is the American scene, its landscapes, peoples, institutions, values, and problems. Though there are omissions, we note at once how comprehensive his picture is of life in the new land. The sense of delight, novelty, discovery—the attitude of wonder that Wayne Franklin, in Discoverers, Explorers, Settlers, finds in so many early books of travel—is an engaging and revealing aspect of the America imaged in the Letters, as also in the early Sketches. Yet the panorama is not inclusive but selective. The amateur author has troubles with scale (most readers would say the Nantucket chapters are too long) and his narrative structure is loose. Still, the overall plan is plain: to typify the three chief American regions by describing life on his own farm, on Nantucket and the Vineyard, and in Charles Town. Each district has its distinctive mode of life, its own ecology—seafaring in New England, subsistence agriculture in the Middle Colonies, slavery in the South. Crèvecoeur’s basic outlook is, of course, agrarian; cities are mentioned but usually ignored. This answers both to the historical facts (only a small proportion of Americans in 1770 dwelt in towns) and to the ideal bucolic argument of the author. Many other American writers have done likewise: accepting the America of common experience as their proper province, they have actually shaped that real world to private patterns and values. From Walden on, this has often meant turning away from urban life.

Underlying Crèvecoeur’s panoramic report on the New World is a set of questions preoccupying the imaginations of Crèvecoeur’s European readers. The colonial writer (whose unformed mind resembles in this respect the Lockean tabula rasa mentioned by the minister in the first letter) looks to the other side of the Atlantic for intellectual formulations by which his own experience can be ordered and hence understood. The Old World’s queries about the meaning of the New might be itemized thus: Is Nature in America beautiful and beneficent? Are Indians  really nature’s nobility? Is the American democrat (essentially a European peasant settled now on his own land) actually a new man? What does the American Revolution signify? Though the passing of Romanticism rendered the first two questions largely meaningless, the latter two retained their relevance well into the present century. (Indeed, if the Revolution is an early paradigm of American violence, that relevance still remains.) None of these questions is merely a European query about a strange, fascinating country across the ocean; all are also Americans’ queries about themselves. For Americans in Crèvecoeur’s day and long after were by origin and outlook Europeans in the process of being changed by a new physical and social environment into a different people. Nothing has been more characteristic of the new society than its citizens’ habit of interrogating themselves, of worrying endlessly about their own identity. One place where this tradition starts is in Letters from an American Farmer.

Answering Europe’s questions proved no easy matter for Crèvecoeur. Romantic stereotypes about the natural world and its admirable animals and natives existed in his European-trained mind. When these preconceptions coincided with American experience, they spawned some of the most charming scenes of his two books, such as the plowing or the visit of the redmen to the cabin guarded by Andrew the Hebridean. But the “sweet relaxation” to be found in contemplating the benignities of man and nature was usually short-lived. Later experience taught a different lesson about America than did Jean Jacques Rousseau or the Abbé Raynal. The wasps foraging for flies on the very eyelids of the children later, with the king-birds, proved more fierce and vindictive than kind; fire and brimstone were finally needed to get in the hay. The Indians who dealt so playfully with the Scots immigrant behaved very differently when war was declared. Crèvecoeur is simply whistling in the dark when he observes of the Indians:Yet they have not, they will not take up the hatchet against a people who have done them no harm. The passions necessary to urge these people to war cannot be roused; they cannot feel the stings of vengeance, the thirst of which alone can compel them  to shed blood: far superior in their motives of action to the Europeans who, for sixpence per day, may be engaged to shed that of any people on earth.





Even Crèvecoeur’s treasured physiocratic belief that “men are like plants” who cannot fail to bring forth good fruit when put into the soil of the new country withers under the test of time. “The Man of Sorrows” testifies to a soberer conclusion: “Men are the same in all ages and in all countries. A few prejudices and customs excepted, the same passions lurk in our hearts at all times.” Only Crèvecoeur’s Quaker-like aversion to violence, which made him distrust the American Revolution from the beginning and blinded him to any benefits it might produce, never changed.

This conflict between belief and experience provides the drama and the emotional tension that every reader feels building in the later chapters of both books. It is a tension the author does not or cannot resolve. Only with respect to the cruelties of ’war—the insistent burden of the last  Sketches-is he wholly decided, but here no claims have been advanced for the theoretical value of revolution. Elsewhere, dream and reality coincide uneasily in his consciousness, producing feelings so contradictory as to paralyze effective thought and action. With the genuine artist’s honesty he mirrors this dilemma. As a result, the Letters  and Sketches present not simply the vision of an American paradise but also the desperate struggle to hold on to that vision in the face of discord. Thus, Letters exhibits many of the qualities identified by Richard Chase in The American Novel and Its Tradition as characteristic of our finest fiction: idyll or melodrama as modes, the borderland as the locale where actual and imaginary worlds can mingle, alienation and disorder as themes, and, at the end, not development and resolution but persistence of those polarities discovered in American experience. Readers who recall only the early chapters may recoil from thus linking Crèvecoeur’s books to The Scarlet Letter, The Prairie, or  Moby-Dick, but “Distresses of a Frontier Man” and the  Sketches provide convincing evidence that these two works are prototypical American romances. The Letters fits this pattern especially well, I think, because of Crèvecoeur’s use of James as an innocent mouthpiece. This narrative device sets up the kind of ironic interplay between naive  actor and knowing narrator that, as David Minter has shown in The Interpreted Design, is characteristic of many American novels and autobiographies.

 

That it is fable and not essentially history, travelogue, or autobiography seems clear, not only from the details of the author’s own life already recited but also by contrast with other works on the America of the Revolutionary era. Several such books come at once to mind as parallel pieces to Letters from an American Farmer in one respect or another: Franklin’s Autobiography (1791), John Woolman’s Journal (1774), William Bartram’s Travels (1791), and Moreau de Saint-Méry’s American Journey 1793- 1798. Like Franklin, Crèvecoeur offers paradigmatic personal experiences for the edification of his readers. Like Woolman (whose writings he may have known), Crèvecoeur was a peace-loving Quaker, in spirit if not in fact. Like William Bartram, whose father is the subject of Letter XI (wherein his name is spelled Bertram), Crèvecoeur bridges the Enlightenment and Romanticism in his appreciation of nature. And Crèvecoeur was twice in a similar position as Moreau de Saint-Méry-that of a Frenchman giving firsthand impressions of American life.

To illustrate some of the ways in which Crèvecoeur’s literary art comprehends and often exceeds the imaginative scope of these contemporaries, we might look at Crèvecoeur’s description of the king-birds on James’s farm:Thus divided by two interested motives, I have long resisted the desire I had to kill them until last year, when I thought they increased too much, and my indulgence had been carried too far; it was at the time of swarming, when they all came and fixed themselves on the neighboring trees, from whence they catched those that returned loaded from the fields. This made me resolve to kill as many as I could, and I was just ready to fire when a bunch of bees as big as my fist issued from one of the hives, rushed on one of the birds, and probably stung him, for he instantly screamed and flew, not as before, in an irregular manner, but in a direct line. He was followed by the same bold phalanx, at a considerable distance, which unfortunately, becoming too sure of  victory, quitted their military array and disbanded themselves. By this inconsiderate step, they lost all that aggregrate of force which had made the bird fly off. Perceiving their disorder, he immediately returned and snapped as many as he wanted; nay, he had even the impudence to alight on the very twig from which the bees had drove him. I killed him and immediately opened his craw, from which I took 171 bees; I laid them all on a blanket in the sun, and to my great surprise, 54 returned to life, licked themselves clean, and joyfully went back to the hive, where they probably informed their companions of such an adventure and escape as I believe had never happened before to American bees!





Tension, contrast, and conflict are common underlying issues in each of these authors’ account of their American experience. Though Crèvecoeur’s account of the bird and bees lacks the explicit aesthetic statement of Bartrain, it touches on the practical, didactic, moral, and cultural concerns of the other writers. It does so, however, by treating language in a distinctly different manner. Crèvecoeur’s characteristic utterance is through metaphor and fable; it is parable moving in the direction of myth.

One notices, first of all, the anecdote’s deliberately factual tone, lulling the unwary reader into accepting everything at face value.1 The number of devoured bees is carefully specified, likewise the number that miraculously escaped. Only by the last sentence do we begin to suspect that the author has been pulling our leg-or James’s. In fact, a typical American tall tale has been unloaded. Yet, as in all humor, the “stretcher,” as Mark Twain would call it, has a serious message. Behind the bees’ behavior lies the same social truth that informs the parable of Andrew the Hebridean: freedom begins in solidarity and cooperation but aims at liberating the individual from the group. The trouble here is that individualism results in death for a great many bees. The political overtones are obvious. D. H. Lawrence called this story “a parable of the American resurrection.” But if Europe is the king-bird, the American bees—those “little democrats,” in Lawrence’s words—have effected a dubious escape from rapacious tyranny. Finally, the episode echoes the Jonah myth. Here man, perceiving nature as both predatory and beneficent, intervenes like God in the natural order, plays the dual role of judge and midwife, and helps to tip the balance, making nature in this case more kind than cruel. All of these possible interpretations coexist in the matrix of Crèvecoeur’s prose, which, though superficially less “literary” than, say, Bartram’s, has a meaningful complexity beneath its ingenuous surface.

Many other scenes in the Letters and Sketches also exhibit a protomythie imagination at work. Probably the most famous is that of the Negro slave in the cage, described in Letter IX. As Marius Bewley has convincingly demonstrated in The Eccentric Design, this scene is very close to being a symbolist statement. Crèvecoeur’s command of complex language is here delicate and sure. Opening deceptively like a kindhearted eighteenth-century naturalist’s diary, with phrases like “leisurely travelling along,” “the day was perfectly calm and sultry,” “a sudden shower,” he springs the chilling scene all at once upon the unsuspecting reader. In the midst of a realistic description, a Christian eucharistic idiom is deftly introduced to heighten the horror as the insects hover about the caged slave, “eager to feed on his mangled flesh and to drink his blood.” The Farmer’s characteristic paralysis of will is again revealed. Finally, the episode ends with a masterful parody of the language of Enlightenment legalism: “the laws of self-preservation rendered such executions necessary,” “supported the doctrine of slavery with arguments generally made use of,” “with the repetition of which I shall not trouble you at present.” Perhaps the nicest touch of all is the last word, “Adieu.” Nowhere else does Crèvecoeur achieve such control of his medium or convey so clearly the almost tragic character of his American Farmer. Here, quite simply, is an archetypal image in American literature. When we realize that the author probably never  had such an experience at all, or indeed knew much about the realities of slavery except from Raynal’s book or from his friend Têtard, we are even more convinced that Crèvecoeur was by predilection an embryonic novelist.

Certainly Letters from an American Farmer has been one embryo from which, figuratively speaking, a succession of significant American works has developed. The fictional characters Crèvecoeur drew have had many avatars. James, the American Farmer, is the precursor of the sensitive, naive individual alienated eventually from the community and longing, like Natty Bumppo or Huck Finn, to head for the western territories. The self-made man in both his disguises—Andrew the Hebridean and his callous cousin of the Sketches—anticipates Cooper’s rapacious Yankees, Horatio Alger’s heroes, Faulkner’s Thomas Sutpen, and, by implication, the whole tribe of gray-suited opportunists peopling the fictional Madison Avenue of the 1950’s and 1960’s. The slave in the cage has spiritual offspring in the books of Melville, Stephen Crane, Faulkner, Richard Wright, and Ellison, as have the poor Quakers and Tories of the Sketches; all are victims of an ongoing “American Revolution,” which in the name of liberty sometimes learns how to lynch. With respect to subject matter, too, Crèvecoeur has to a remarkable extent laid the ground plan for later literature. Out of the Nantucket chapters we may see emerging Moby-Dick and Poe’s Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym. The scenes of rural life suggest themes developed by Whittier, Thoreau, and Frost. “What is an American?” sets the stage and rehearses the lines for a cultural dialogue that has never ceased. Jefferson, de Tocqueville, Bryce, Turner, and modem writers like Harold Laski, David Potter, Henry Nash Smith, and John Kenneth Galbraith are lineal descendants of Crèvecoeur the cultural critic; their works on American culture and character owe much to Letters from an American Farmer. From the perspective of time one can only agree with H. C. Rice, who wisely remarked a generation ago that “one of the merits of Crèvecoeur is to have seen, at a moment when most of his fellow Americans had neither the time nor inclination for literature, the artistic possibilities in certain truly American themes which later became matter for accomplished works of art.”

[image: 003]

If Letters does, in fact, establish Crèvecoeur as the fiterary pathfinder I and others claim him to be (“the first in our literature to find this dramatic voice in an imaginative work of power,” A. W. Plumstead has called him), what are we to make of its far less well-known sequel? In a sense, Sketches of Eighteenth-Century America is not Crèvecoeur’s creation at all. The title was affixed by three twentieth-century scholars (Henri L. Bourdin, Ralph H. Gabriel, and Stanley T. Williams) to a collection of a dozen essays omitted either by design, necessity, or accident from both the English and French versions of Letters.  They were discovered in 1923 in Normandy by Bourdin. Upon their publication by Yale University Press, John B. Moore hailed Sketches as a remarkable literary find, one that, in his opinion, reordered all judgments about eighteenth-century American prose: “They constitute in general not only the most effective and imaginative work in either of Crèvecoeur’s English books,” he wrote in 1927, “but also the most effective work of the imagination that we possess written in America by an American during that century.” He heaped particular praise on “Landscapes,” the last and longest of the Revolutionary sketches. This powerful closet drama in six scenes reveals Crèvecoeur’s acute sympathy for the neutral colonists caught in the crossfire between brutal, fanatical Patriots and all-but-defenseless back-country Loyalists. Even more vividly and explicitly than “Distresses of a Frontier Man,” “Landscapes” and the other political sketches show how deep ran Crèvecoeur’s feelings for England and the Crown; they also exhibit a capacity for satire (unseen because inappropriate or embarrassing in the Letters), which is by turns bitterly ironic, comic, and pathetic.

While later readers have not uniformly echoed Moore’s enthusiasm—which at one point leads him to prefer “Landscapes” over every early American play, including Royal Tyler’s The Contrast-he was-the first seriously to compare and connect Sketches to the Letters. Thomas Philbrick has more recently offered a fuller and quite different evaluation. “Sketches of Eighteenth-Century America remains a non-book,” he wrote in 1970, “an anthology of heterogeneous pieces that lacks a controlling form, a coherent point of view, and a unifying theme.” He notes, however, some important similarities between Crèvecoeur’s two English works: the epistolary strategy, the thematic contrast between the early bucolic sketches and later scenes of social conflict, and a specific (and ironic) parallel between “Reflections on the Manners of the Americans” and the earlier story in Letters of Andrew the Hebridean.

One Revolutionary sketch Philbrick singles out is “The Wyoming Massacre.” This is the only purely historical narrative Crèvecoeur wrote in English. Though Philbrick compares it favorably to Cooper and Parkman, he does not emphasize one aspect of this vivid account of a Tory-led Indian attack on the Pennsylvania frontier: that “The Wyoming Massacre” is only half of the original sketch Crèvecoeur wrote. For some unexplained reason, Bourdin, Williams, and Gabriel divided in two a much longer account of a journey to the Susquehanna Valley. They published the first half as “Crèvecoeur on the Susquehanna” in the Yale Review, but then chose not to include it in Sketches. Many who are familiar with both pieces consider this a mistake. Plumstead, for one, calls the entire essay “one of Crèvecoeur’s finest,” adding, “It is a great misfortune that readers have been denied the opportunity to read the piece entire, for if one places ‘The Wyoming Massacre’ of Sketches after the end of the Yale Review  ‘Susquehanna’, where it belongs (there is no break or suggestion of a break in the Bourdin typescript), one has a  mini-Letters. A beautiful wilderness and a happy pioneer people are invaded by revolutionaries, killed and burned by Indians and whites.” In this Penguin edition, Crèvecoeur’s entire essay is reassembled for the first time. Though its inclusion in Sketches may not alter Gabriel’s assertion that “Crèvecoeur was not a historian; he was a chronicler of unrelated episodes,” nevertheless it will, I believe, show more clearly how his imagination responded to the historical sequence of events that saw the birth of an American nation. Again and again, he reacted emotionally to this movement—first, in the whole work Letters from an American Farmer and later in briefer pieces like “Susquehanna,” “The Wyoming Massacre,” and the unpublished “An Happy Family Disunited by the Spirit of Civil War.” He did so not simply to record his own and his neighbors’ suffering but, at a deeper level, to articulate  the ideological ambivalences that Myra Jehlen identifies by calling Crèvecoeur a “monarcho-anarchist.” On the one hand, this Franco-American aristocrat felt a profound attraction to the British Crown. On the other, his vision of an American agrarian utopia rested upon the virtual absence or abdication of that imperial power; this utopia could only be imagined by pretending that the Townshend Acts had never occurred. This dreamy situation is never subjected to rational analysis or defense. Rather, the  Sketches, like its predecessor, is the emotional history of one caught in contradiction. Conspicuously missing from both books is any discussion of events, issues, or political ideologies that could explain why colonists like Franklin or Jefferson, for example, might opt for independence while others might remain Loyalists. Thus, Crèvecoeur’s Revolutionary writings, valuable as they are in providing fresh evidence of the feelings and attitudes of the inarticulate masses, document our first civil conflict only at the lower social and intellectual registers.

Nonetheless, Sketches of Eighteenth-Century America  should not be dismissed simply as new source material for retrospective colonial opinion polls by social or psycho-historians. Although Philbrick is probably correct in emphasizing the book’s wobbly form and tone and lack of thematic coherence, many of these leftover essays possess individual interest and freshness that go far toward explaining Moore’s enthusiastic praise of half a century ago. Certain of them, in fact, retain an astonishing power to move modem readers by instructing us in some unpleasant truths about the birth pangs of our Republic. Crèvecoeur the satirist is an authentic expression of the United States of America’s first man of letters. His career’s prophetic significance consists both in myth-making and in saying nay to official values and hallowed ideologies, in speaking for minorities and outsiders. In the two centuries since the publication of Letters from an American Farmer, these have continued to be vital functions of the literary artist in America.

 

—Albert E. Stone
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A Note on the Text

This edition of Letters from an American Farmer is based on the London edition of 1783, published by Davies and Davis, which incorporated corrections made by the author to the original 1782 edition. Punctuation and spelling have been modernized.

The text of Sketches of Eighteenth-Century America  follows, with one significant addition, that of the Yale University Press edition of 1925, edited by Henri L. Bourdin, Ralph H. Gabriel, and Stanley T. Williams. This first publication of Sketches was prefaced by the following “Note on the Text”:In preparing this text for publication, the editors have not attempted to reproduce exactly the manuscript of Crèvecoeur. Such a procedure would have meant a book of some historical and philological interest, but one encumbered with endless annotations and explanations. Crèvecoeur was a man of action; he wrote in the intervals of a busy life. He was an acute thinker, but no scholar. A poor speller, he was likewise careless of punctuation and syntax. He yielded without consistency to French idioms and English phrases—echoes of his early life—as well as  to dialect pronunciations which he heard about him in America. Thus some parts of this manuscript, if repeated verbatim, would be, because of idiosyncrasies of spelling, punctuation, and grammar, nearly unintelligible and occasionally absurd.

The aim of the editor has been, therefore, to make the manuscript readable and, at the same time, to retain scrupulously Crèvecoeur’s meaning—even, except in a few instances, his own phraseology and mannerisms of speech. For these letters, like those already published, have a distinct flavour. Crèvecoeur is certainly unlike any other eighteenth-century writer: a gifted Frenchman, educated for a time in England, living in and writing of pioneer America. That these letters, when printed, should express this indefinable quality is one object of the present book. Everything possible, consistent with clarity, has been done to preserve this tone; one may be confident that it will survive the changes made in punctuation and spelling. Punctuation, indeed, hardly exists in the manuscript. The changes, moreover, made by the editors are not comparable in extent or importance with those wrought in the first published papers by Thomas Davies and Lockyer Davis, his eighteenth-century English revisers.

The spelling has, then, as a whole, been modernized. Often Crèvecoeur’s orthography is that of his age, as in such words as compleat and antient. Sometimes, however, he alters these forms. His vagaries are numerous. He can misuse lie and lay; he can repeat bleating, apparently phonetically, as blaiting;  he frankly employs French words (or versions of them) instead of their English equivalents (volupty, agricole, colon, carriere); he can reduce Latin deriv atives to, for example, simetry and indgredients;  and he can talk of gueeres or of woolfs and sckuncks.  These are a very few; a list of his grotesque spellings would reach far into the hundreds. Such have been corrected and have been put into modern form. (Occasionally an obsolete or archaic word has been retained, in its proper spelling, if the meaning is clear, to avoid the use of synonyms.) Any addition to the text or change in meaning or in the arrangement of  words (other than prepositions, pronouns, articles, etc.) has been indicated by brackets. The capitalization has been normalized, the letters have been re-punctuated, always with careful consideration of Crèvecoeur’s emphasis and arrangement of ideas. In his grammar, his awkward constructions and unusual locutions have been permitted to stand when the meaning is clear; but hopelessly bad grammar has been corrected, and many minor changes have been made to prevent obscurity and absurdity. Such have been imperative in the use of prepositions, conjunctions, adverbs, past participles, agreement of subjects and verbs, and, particularly, in the case of Crèvecoeur’s bewilderment before English pronouns. His continual confusion of the demonstratives this and  that and of the relatives who and which suggests the nature of his difficulties with English grammar. After all, Crèvecoeur was bred in a foreign tongue.

The editors are sensible that these manuscripts may ultimately be subjected to intensive philological study as interest increases in the development of the English language in America. It has seemed best at this time to present these sketches for their literary rather than their philological interest.

H.L.B.

R.H.G.

S.T.W.





The sole alteration in the 1925 text occurs in Chapter VIII. Originally entitled “The Wyoming Massacre,” this chapter, in Bourdin’s typescript of the manuscript, consisted of a much longer sketch. The first half was published separately as “Crèvecoeur on the Susquehanna,” in  Yale Review, Vol. 14 (1925), pp. 552-84. The two halves are here reunited for the first time under a new title supplied by the present editor: “On the Susquehanna; The Wyoming Massacre.”

Grateful acknowledgment is hereby made to Yale University Press and the Yale Review for permission to reprint this material. A similar expression of thanks is due New American Library for permitting the editor to adapt his Foreword to the 1963 Signet Classic edition of Letters from an American Farmer and Sketches of Eighteenth-Century America. That introduction has been revised and enlarged with a view to incorporating some of the insights of recent Crèvecoeur scholarship, which has signally enlarged our understanding of this literary pioneer.
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TO THE FIRST EDITION, 1782

The following letters are the genuine production of the American farmer whose name they bear. They were privately written to gratify the curiosity of a friend and are made public because they contain much authentic information little known on this side of the Atlantic: they cannot therefore fail of being highly interesting to the people of England at a time when everybody’s attention is directed toward the affairs of America.

 

That these letters are the actual result of a private correspondence may fairly be inferred (exclusive of other evidence) from the style and manner in which they are conceived; for though plain and familiar, and sometimes animated, they are by no means exempt from such inaccuracies as must unavoidably occur in the rapid effusions of a confessedly inexperienced writer.

Our farmer had long been an eye witness of the transactions which have deformed the face of America; he is one of those who dreaded and has severely felt the desolating consequences of a rupture between the parent state and her colonies, for he has been driven from a situation the enjoyment of which the reader will find pathetically described in the early letters of this volume. The unhappy  contest is at length, however, drawing toward a period, and it is now only left us to hope that the obvious interests and mutual wants of both countries may in due time, and in spite of all obstacles, happily reunite them.

Should our farmer’s letters be found to afford matter of useful entertainment to an intelligent and candid public, a second volume, equally interesting with those now published, may soon be expected.




To the Second Edition, 1783

Since the publication of this volume, we hear that Mr. St. John has accepted a public employment at New York. It is therefore, perhaps, doubtful whether he will soon be at leisure to revise his papers and give the world a second collection of the American Farmer’s Letters.




TO THE Abbé Raynal, F.R.S.

Behold, sir, an humble American planter, a simple cultivator of the earth, addressing you from the farther side of the Atlantic and presuming to fix your name at the head of his trifling lucubrations. I wish they were worthy of so great an honour. Yet why should not I be permitted to disclose those sentiments which I have so often felt from my heart? A few years since, I met accidentally with your Political and Philosophical History and perused it with infinite pleasure. For the first time in my life I reflected on the relative state of nations; I traced the extended ramifications of a commerce which ought to unite but now convulses the world; I admired that universal benevolence, that diffusive good will, which is not confined to the narrow limits of your own country, but, on the contrary, extends to the whole human race. As an eloquent and powerful advocate, you have pleaded the cause of humanity in espousing that of the poor Africans. You viewed these provinces of North America in their true light: as the asylum of freedom, as the cradle of future nations and the refuge of distressed Europeans. Why, then, should I refrain from loving and respecting a man whose writings I so much admire? These two sentiments are inseparable, at least in my breast. I conceived your  genius to be present at the head of my study; under its invisible but powerful guidance, I prosecuted my small labours; and now, permit me to sanctify them under the auspices of your name. Let the sincerity of the motives which urge me prevent you from thinking that this well-meant address contains aught but the purest tribute of reverence and affection. There is, no doubt, a secret communion among good men throughout the world, a mental affinity connecting them by a similitude of sentiments: then, why, though an American, should not I be permitted to share in that extensive intellectual consanguinity? Yes, I do: and though the name of a man who possesses neither titles nor places, who never rose above the humble rank of a farmer, may appear insignificant, yet, as the sentiments I have expressed are also the echo of those of my countrymen, on their behalf, as well as on my own, give me leave to subscribe myself, sir,

 

Your very sincere admirer,
 

J. HECTOR ST. JOHN.

 

CARLISLE, IN PENNSYLVANIA.




LETTER I

INTRODUCTION

Who would have thought that because I received you with hospitality and kindness, you should imagine me capable of writing with propriety and perspicuity? Your gratitude misleads your judgement. The knowledge which I acquired from your conversation has amply repaid me for your five weeks’ entertainment. I gave you nothing more than what common hospitality dictated; but could any other guest have instructed me as you did? You conducted me, on the map, from one European country to another; told me many extraordinary things of our famed mother country, of which I knew very little, of its internal navigation, agriculture, arts, manufactures, and trade; you guided me through an extensive maze, and I abundantly profited by the journey; the contrast therefore proves the debt of gratitude to be on my side. The treatment you received at my house proceeded from the warmth of my heart and from the corresponding sensibility of my wife; what you now desire must flow from a very limited power of mind; the task requires recollection and a variety of talents which I do not possess. It is true I can describe our American modes of farming, our manners, and peculiar customs with some degree of propriety because I have ever attentively studied them; but my knowledge extends no farther.  And is this local and unadorned information sufficient to answer all your expectations and to satisfy your curiosity? I am surprised that in the course of your American travels you should not have found out persons more enlightened and better educated than I am; your predilection excites my wonder much more than my vanity, my share of the latter being confined merely to the neatness of my rural operations.

My father left me a few musty books, which his father brought from England with him; but what help can I draw from a library consisting mostly of Scotch divinity, the Navigation of Sir Francis Drake, the History of Queen Elizabeth, and a few miscellaneous volumes? Our minister often comes to see me, though he lives upwards of twenty miles distant. I have shown him your letter, asked his advice, and solicited his assistance; he tells me that he hath no time to spare, for that like the rest of us, he must till his farm and is moreover to study what he is to say on the Sabbath. My wife (and I never do anything without consulting her) laughs and tells me that you cannot be in earnest. “Whatl” says she; “James, would‘st thee pretend to send epistles to a great European man who hath lived abundance of time in that big house called Cambridge, where, they say, that worldly learning is so abundant that people get it only by breathing the air of the place? Would’st not thee be ashamed to write unto a man who has never in his life done a single day’s work, no, not even felled a tree; who hath expended the Lord knows how many years in studying stars, geometry, stones, and flies and in reading folio books? Who hath travelled, as he told us, to the city of Rome itself! Only think of a London man going to Rome! Where is it that these English folks won’t go? One who hath seen the factory of brimstone at ‘Suvius and town of Pompeii underground! Would’st thou pretend to letter it with a person who hath been to Paris, to the Alps, to Petersburg, and who hath seen so many fine things up and down the old countries; who hath come over the great sea unto us and hath journeyed from our New Hampshire in the East to our Charles Town in the South; who hath visited all our great cities, knows most of our famous lawyers and cunning folks; who hath conversed with very many king’s men, governors, and counsellors, and yet pitches upon thee for  his correspondent, as thee calls it? Surely he means to jeer thee! I am sure he does; he cannot be in a real fair earnest. James, thee must read this letter over again, paragraph by paragraph, and warily observe whether thee canst perceive some words of jesting, something that hath more than one meaning; and now I think on it, husband, I wish thee would’st let me see his letter; though I am but a woman, as thee mayest say, yet I understand the purport of words in good measure, for when I was a girl, Father sent us to the very best master in the precinct.” She then read it herself very attentively; our minister was present, we listened to and weighed every syllable; we all unanimously concluded that you must have been in a sober earnest intention, as my wife calls it, and your request appeared to be candid and sincere. Then again, on recollecting the difference between your sphere of life and mine, a new fit of astonishment seized us all!

Our minister took the letter from my wife and read it to himself; he made us observe the two last phrases, and we weighed the contents to the best of our abilities. The conclusion we all drew made me resolve at last to write. You say you want nothing of me but what lies within the reach of my experience and knowledge; this I understand very well; the difficulty is, how to collect, digest, and arrange what I know? Next, you assert that writing letters is nothing more than talking on paper, which, I must confess, appeared to me quite a new thought. “Well, then,” observed our minister, “neighbour James, as you can talk well, I am sure you must write tolerably well also; imagine, then, that Mr. F. B. is still here and simply write down what you would say to him. Suppose the questions he will put to you in his future letters to be asked by his viva-voce, as we used to call it at the college; then let your answers be conceived and expressed exactly in the same language as if he was present. This is all that he requires from you, and I am sure the task is not difficult. He is your friend; who would be ashamed to write to such a person? Although he is a man of learning and taste, yet I am sure he will read your letters with pleasure; if they be not elegant, they will smell of the woods and be a little wild; I know your turn, they will contain some matters which he never knew before. Some people are so fond of novelty that they will overlook many errors of language  for the sake of information. We are all apt to love and admire exotics, though they may be often inferior to what we possess; and that is the reason I imagine why so many persons are continually going to visit Italy. That country is the daily resort of modern travellers.”

JAMES: I should like to know what is there to be seen so goodly and profitable that so many should wish to visit no other country?

MINISTER: I do not very well know. I fancy their object is to trace the vestiges of a once-flourishing people now extinct. There they amuse themselves in viewing the ruins of temples and other buildings which have very little affinity with those of the present age and must therefore impart a knowledge which appears useless and trifling. I have often wondered that no skilful botanists or learned men should come over here; methinks there would be much more real satisfaction in observing among us the humble rudiments and embryos of societies spreading everywhere, the recent foundation of our towns, and the settlements of so many rural districts. I am sure that the rapidity of their growth would be more pleasing to behold than the ruins of old towers, useless aqueducts, or impending battlements.

JAMES: What you say, minister, seems very true; do go on; I always love to hear you talk.

MINISTER: Do not you think, neighbour James, that the mind of a good and enlightened Englishman would be more improved in remarking throughout these provinces the causes which render so many people happy? In delineating the unnoticed means by which we daily increase the extent of our settlements? How we convert huge forests into pleasing fields and exhibit through these thirteen provinces so singular a display of easy subsistence and political felicity?

In Italy, all the objects of contemplation, all the reveries of the traveller, must have a reference to ancient generations and to very distant periods, clouded with the mist of ages. Here, on the contrary, everything is modem, peaceful, and benign. Here we have had no war to desolate our fields; our religion does not oppress the cultivators; we are strangers to those feudal institutions which have enslaved so many. Here Nature opens her broad lap to receive the perpetual accession of new-comers and to supply them with food, I am sure I cannot be called a partial American when I say that the spectacle afforded by these pleasing scenes must be more entertaining and more philosophical than that which arises from beholding the musty ruins of Rome. Here everything would inspire the reflecting traveller with the most philanthropic ideas; his imagination, instead of submitting to the painful and useless retrospect of revolutions, desolations, and plagues, would, on the contrary, wisely spring forward to the anticipated fields of future cultivation and improvement, to the future extent of those generations which are to replenish and embellish this boundless continent. There the half-ruined amphitheatres and the putrid fevers of the Campania must fill the mind with the most melancholy reflections whilst he is seeking for the origin and the intention of those structures with which he is surrounded and for the cause of so great a decay. Here he might contemplate the very beginnings and outlines of human society, which can be traced nowhere now but in this part of the world. The rest of the earth, I am told, is in some places too full, in others half depopulated. Misguided religion, tyranny, and absurd laws everywhere depress and afflict mankind. Here we have in some measure regained the ancient dignity of our species: our laws are simple and just; we are a race of cultivators; our cultivation is unrestrained; and therefore everything is prosperous and flourishing. For my part, I had rather admire the ample barn of one of our opulent farmers, who himself felled the first tree in his plantation and was the first founder of his settlement, than study the dimensions of the temple of Ceres. I had rather record the progressive steps of this industrious farmer throughout all the stages of his labours and other operations than examine how modern Italian convents can be supported without doing anything but singing and praying.

However confined the field of speculation might be here, the time of English travellers would not be wholly lost. The new and unexpected aspect of our extensive settlements, of our fine rivers; that great field of action everywhere visible; that ease, that peace with which so many people live together, would greatly interest the observer: for whatever difficulties there might happen in the object of their researches, that hospitality which  prevails from one end of the continent to the other would in all parts facilitate their excursions. As it is from the surface of the ground which we till that we have gathered the wealth we possess, the surface of that ground is therefore the only thing that has hitherto been known. It will require the industry of subsequent ages, the energy of future generations, ere mankind here will have leisure and abilities to penetrate deep and in the bowels of this continent search for the subterranean riches it no doubt contains. Neighbour James, we want much the, assistance of men of leisure and knowledge; we want eminent chemists to inform our iron masters, to teach us how to make and prepare most of the colours we use. Here we have none equal to this task. If any useful discoveries are therefore made among us, they are the effects of chance, or else arise from that restless industry which is the principal characteristic of these colonies.

JAMES: Oh! Could I express myself as you do, my friend, I should not balance a single instant; I should rather be anxious to commence a correspondence which would do me credit.

MINISTER: You can write full as well as you need, and would improve very fast. Trust to my prophecy, your letters at least will have the merit of coming from the edge of the great wilderness, three hundred miles from the sea and three thousand miles over that sea; this will be no detriment to them, take my word for it. You intend one of your children for the gown; who knows but Mr. F. B. may give you some assistance when the lad comes to have concerns with the bishop. It is good for American farmers to have friends even in England. What he requires of you is but simple—what we speak out among ourselves we call conversation, and a letter is only conversation put down in black and white.

JAMES: You quite persuade me—if he laughs at my awkwardness, surely he will be pleased with my ready compliance. On my part, it will be well meant, be the execution what it may. I will write enough, and so let him have the trouble of sifting the good from the bad, the useful from the trifling; let him select what he may want and reject what may not answer his purpose. After all, it is but treating Mr. F. B. now that he is in London, as I treated him when he was in America under this roof; that  is with the best things I had, given with a good intention and the best manner I was able.

“Very different, James, very different indeed,” said my wife; “I like not thy comparison; our small house and cellar, our orchard and garden, afforded what he wanted; one half of his time Mr. F. B., poor man, lived upon nothing but fruit-pies, or peaches and milk. Now, these things were such as God had given us; myself’ and wench did the rest; we were not the creators of these victuals, we only cooked them as well and as neat as we could. The first thing, James, is to know what sort of materials thee hast within thy own self, and then whether thee canst dish them up.” “Well, well, wife, thee art wrong for once; if I was filled with worldly vanity, thy rebuke would be timely, but thee knowest that I have but little of that. How shall I know what I am capable of till I try? Hadst thee never employed thyself in thy father’s house to learn and to practise the many branches of housekeeping that thy parents were famous for, thee would‘st have made but a sorry wife for an American farmer; thee never should’st have been mine. I married thee not for what thee hadst, but for what thee knewest; dost not thee observe what Mr. F. B. says beside; he tells me that the art of writing is just like unto every other art of man, that it is acquired by habit and by perseverance.” “That is singularly true,” said our minister; “he that shall write a letter every day of the week will on Saturday perceive the sixth flowing from his pen much more readily than the first. I observed when I first entered into the ministry and began to preach the word, I felt perplexed and dry, my mind was like unto a parched soil, which produced nothing, not even weeds. By the blessing of heaven and my perseverance in study I grew richer in thoughts, phrases, and words; I felt copious, and now I can abundantly preach from any text that occurs to my mind. So will it be with you, neighbour James; begin therefore without delay; and Mr. F. B.’s letters may be of great service to you: he will, no doubt, inform you of many things: correspondence consists in reciprocal letters. Leave off your diffidence, and I will do my best to help you whenever I have any leisure.” “Well then, I am resolved,” I said, “to follow your counsel; my letters shall not be sent, nor will I receive any, without reading them to you and my wife;  women are carious, they love to know their husband’s secrets; it will not be the first thing which I have submitted to your joint opinions. Whenever you come to dine with us, these shall be the last dish on the table.” “Nor will they be the most unpalatable,” answered the good man. “Nature has given you a tolerable share of sense, and that is one of her best gifts, let me tell you. She has given you, besides, some perspicuity’ which qualifies you to distinguish interesting objects; a warmth of imagination which enables you to think with quickness; you often extract useful reflections from objects which present none to my mind; you have a tender and a well-meaning heart; you love description, and your pencil, assure yourself, is not a bad one for the pencil of a farmer; it seems to be held without any labour; your mind is what we called at Yale college a tabula rasa, where spontaneous and strong impressions are delineated with facility. Ah, neighbour! Had you received but half the education of Mr. F. B., you had been a worthy correspondent indeed. But perhaps you will be a more entertaining one dressed in your simple American garb than if you were clad in all the gowns of Cambridge. You will appear to him something like one of our wild American plants, irregularly luxuriant in its various branches, which an European scholar may probably think ill-placed and useless. If our soil is not remarkable as yet for the excellence of its fruits, this exuberance is, however, a strong proof of fertility, which wants nothing but the progressive knowledge acquired by time to amend and to correct. It is easier to retrench than it is to add; I do not mean to flatter you, neighbour James; adulation would ill become my character; you may therefore believe what your pastor says. Were I in Europe, I should be tired with perpetually seeing espaliers, plashed hedges, and trees dwarfed into pygmies. Do let Mr. F. B. see on paper a few American wild-cherry trees, such as Nature forms them here in all her unconfined vigour, in all the amplitude of their extended limbs and spreading ramifications—let him see that we are possessed with strong vegetative embryos. After all, why should not a farmer be allowed to make use of his mental faculties as well as others; because a man works, is he not to think, and if he thinks usefully, why should not he in his leisure hours set down his thoughts? I have  composed many a good sermon as I followed my plough. The eyes not being then engaged on any particular object leaves the mind free for the introduction of many useful ideas. It is not in the noisy shop of a blacksmith or of a carpenter that these studious moments can be enjoyed; it is as we silently till the ground and muse along the odoriferous furrows of our lowlands, uninterrupted either by stones or stumps; it is there that the salubrious effluvia of the earth animate our spirits and serve to inspire us; every other avocation of our farms are severe labours compared to this pleasing occupation: of all the tasks which mine imposes upon me, ploughing is the most agreeable because I can think as I work; my mind is at leisure; my labour flows from instinct, as well as that of my horses; there is no kind of difference between us in our different shares of that operation; one of them keeps the furrow, the other avoids it; at the end of my field, they turn either to the right or left as they are bid, whilst I thoughtlessly hold and guide the plough to which they are harnessed. Do therefore, neighbour, begin this correspondence, and persevere; difficulties will vanish in proportion as you draw near them; you’ll be surprised at yourself by and by; when you come to look back, you’ll say as I often said to myself, ‘Had I been diffident, I had never proceeded thus far.’ Would you painfully till your stony upland and neglect the fine rich bottom which lies before your door? Had you never tried, you had never learned how to mend and make your ploughs. It will be no small pleasure to your children to tell hereafter that their father was not only one of the most industrious farmers in the country, but one of the best writers. When you have once begun, do as when you begin breaking up your summer fallow; you never consider what remains to be done, you view only what you have ploughed. Therefore, neighbour James, take my advice; it will go well with you; I am sure it will.” “And do you really think so, sir? Your counsel, which I have long followed, weighs much with me; I verily believe that I must write to Mr. F. B. by the first vessel.” “If thee persistest in being such a foolhardy man,” said my wife, “for God’s sake let it be kept a profound secret among us; if it were once known abroad that thee writest to a great and rich man over at London, there would be no end of the talk of the peopie: some would vow that thee art going to turn an author; others would pretend to foresee some great alterations in the welfare of thy family; some would say this; some would say that. Who would wish to become the subject of public talk? Weigh this matter well before thee beginnest, James; consider that a great deal of thy time and of thy reputation is at stake as I may say. Wert thee to write as well as friend Edmund, whose speeches I often see in our papers, it would be the very selfsame thing; thee would‘st be equally accused of idleness and vain notions not befitting thy condition. Our colonel would be often coming here to know what it is that thee canst write so much about. Some would imagine that thee wantest to become either an assemblyman or a magistrate, which God forbid, and that thee art telling the king’s men abundance of things. Instead of being well looked upon as now, and living in peace with all the world, our neighbours would be making strange surmises; I had rather be as we are, neither better nor worse than the rest of our country folks. Thee knowest what I mean, though I should be sorry to deprive thee of any honest recreation. Therefore, as I have said before, let it be as great a secret as if it was some heinous crime; the minister, I am sure, will not divulge it; as for my part, though I am a woman, yet I know what it is to be a wife. I would not have thee, James, pass for what the world calleth a writer; no, not for a peck of gold, as the saying is. Thy father before thee was a plain-dealing, honest man, punctual in all things; he was one of yea and nay, of few words; all he minded was his farm and his work. I wonder from whence thee hast got this love of the pen? Had he spent his time in sending epistles to and fro, he never would have left thee this goodly plantation, free from debt. All I say is in good meaning; great people over sea may write to our towns-folks because they have nothing else to do. These Englishmen are strange people; because they can live upon what they call bank notes, without working, they think that all the world can do the same. This goodly country never would have been tilled and cleared with these notes. I am sure when Mr. F. B. was here, he saw thee sweat and take abundance of pains; he often told me how the Americans worked a great deal harder than the home Englishmen; for there, he told us, that they have no  trees to cut down, no fences to make, no Negroes to buy and to clothe. And now I think on it, when wilt thee send him those trees he bespoke? But if they have no trees to cut down, they have gold in abundance, they say; for they rake it and scrape it from all parts far and near. I have often heard my grandfather tell how they live there by writing. By writing they send this cargo unto us, that to the West, and the other to the East Indies. But, James, thee knowest that it is not by writing that we shall pay the blacksmith, the minister, the weaver, the tailor, and the English shop. But as thee art an early man, follow thine own inclinations; thee wantest some rest, I am sure, and why should’st thee not employ it as it may seem meet unto thee. However, let it be a great secret; how would‘st thee bear to be called at our country meetings the man of the pen? If this scheme of thine was once known, travellers as they go along would point out to our house, saying, ‘Here liveth the scribbling farmer.’ Better hear them as usual observe, ‘Here liveth the warm substantial family that never begrudgeth a meal of victuals or a mess of oats to any one that steps in. Look how fat and well clad their Negroes are.’”

Thus, sir, have I given you an unaffected and candid detail of the conversation which determined me to accept of your invitation. I thought it necessary thus to begin and to let you into these primary secrets, to the end that you may not hereafter reproach me with any degree of presumption. You’ll plainly see the motives which have induced me to begin, the fears which I have entertained, and the principles on which my diffidence hath been founded. I have now nothing to do but to prosecute my task. Remember, you are to give me my subjects, and on no other shall I write, lest you should blame me for an injudicious choice. However incorrect my style, however inexpert my methods, however trifling my observations may hereafter appear to you, assure yourself they will all be the genuine dictates of my mind, and I hope will prove acceptable on that account. Remember that you have laid the foundation of this correspondence; you well know that I am neither a philosopher, politician, divine, or naturalist, but a simple farmer. I flatter myself, therefore, that you’ll receive my letters as conceived, not according to scientific rules to which I am a perfect stranger, but agreeable to  the spontaneous impressions which each subject may inspire. This is the only line I am able to follow, the line which Nature has herself traced for me; this was the covenant which I made with you and with which you seemed to be well pleased. Had you wanted the style of the learned, the reflections of the patriot, the discussions of the politician, the curious observations of the naturalist, the pleasing garb of the man of taste, surely you would have applied to some of those men of letters with which our cities abound. But since, on the contrary, and for what reason I know not, you wish to correspond with ,a cultivator of the earth, with a simple citizen, you must receive my letters for better or worse.




LETTER II

ON THE SITUATION, PEELINGS, AND PLEASURES OF AN AMERICAN FARMER

As you are the first enlightened European I had ever the pleasure of being acquainted with, you will not be surprised that I should, according to your earnest desire and my promise, appear anxious of preserving your friendship and correspondence. By your accounts, I observe a material difference subsists between your husbandry, modes, and customs and ours; everything is local; could we enjoy the advantages of the English farmer, we should be much happier, indeed, but this wish, like many others, implies a contradiction; and could the English farmer have some of those privileges we possess, they would be the first of their class in the world. Good and evil, I see, are to be found in all societies, and it is in vain to seek for any spot where those ingredients are not mixed. I therefore rest satisfied and thank God that my lot is to be an American farmer instead of a Russian boor or an Hungarian peasant. I thank you kindly for the idea, however dreadful, which you have given me of their lot and condition; your observations have confirmed me in the justness of my ideas, and I am happier now than I thought myself before. It is strange that misery, when viewed in others, should become to us a sort of real good, though I am  far from rejoicing to hear that there are in the world men so thoroughly wretched; they are no doubt as harmless, industrious, and willing to work as we are. Hard is their fate to be thus condemned to a slavery worse than that of our Negroes. Yet when young, I entertained some thoughts of selling my farm. I thought it afforded but a dull repetition of the same labours and pleasures. I thought the former tedious and heavy, the latter few and insipid; but when I came to consider myself as divested of my farm, I then found the world so wide, and every place so full, that I began to fear lest there would be no room for me. My farm, my house, my barn, presented to my imagination objects from which I adduced quite new ideas; they were more forcible than before. Why should not I find myself happy, said I, where my father was before? He left me no good books, it is true; he gave me no other education than the art of reading and writing; but he left me a good farm and his experience ; he left me free from debts, and no kind of difficulties to struggle with. I married, and this perfectly reconciled me to my situation; my wife rendered my house all at once cheerful and pleasing; it no longer appeared gloomy and solitary as before; when I went to work in my fields, I worked with more alacrity and sprightliness; I felt that I did not work for myself alone, and this encouraged me much. My wife would often come with her knitting in her hand and sit under the shady tree, praising the straightness of my furrows and the docility of my horses; this swelled my heart and made everything light and pleasant, and I regretted that I had not married before.

I felt myself happy in my new situation, and where is that station which can confer a more substantial system of felicity than that of an American farmer possessing freedom of action, freedom of thoughts, ruled by a mode of government which requires but little from us? I owe nothing but a peppercorn to my country, a small tribute to my king, with loyalty and due respect; I know no other landlord than the lord of all land, to whom I owe the most sincere gratitude. My father left me three hundred and seventy-one acres of land, forty-seven of which are good timothy meadow; an excellent orchard; a good house; and a substantial barn. It is my duty to think  how happy I am that he lived to build and to pay for all these improvements; what are the labours which I have to undergo, what are my fatigues, when compared to his, who had everything to do, from the first tree he felled to the finishing of his house? Every year I kill from 1,500 to 2,000 weight of pork, 1,200 of beef, half a dozen of good wethers in harvest; of fowls my wife has always a great stock; what can I wish more? My Negroes are tolerably faithful and healthy; by a long series of industry and honest dealings, my father left behind him the name of a good man; I have but to tread his paths to be happy and a good man like him. I know enough of the law to regulate my little concerns with propriety, nor do I dread its power; these are the grand outlines of my situation, but as I can feel much more than I am able to express, I hardly know how to proceed.

When my first son was born, the whole train of my ideas was suddenly altered; never was there a charm that acted so quickly and powerfully; I ceased to ramble in imagination through the wide world; my excursions since have not exceeded the bounds of my farm, and all my principal pleasures are now centred within its scanty limits; but at the same time, there is not an operation belonging to it in which I do not find some food for useful reflections. This is the reason, I suppose, that when you were here, you used, in your refined style, to denominate me the farmer of feelings; how rude must those feelings be in him who daily holds the axe or the plough, how much more refined on the contrary those of the European, whose mind is improved by education, example, books, and by every acquired advantage! Those feelings, however, I will delineate as well as I can, agreeably to your earnest request.

When I contemplate my wife, by my fireside, while she either spins, knits, dams, or suckles our child, I cannot describe the various emotions of love, of gratitude, of conscious pride, which thrill in my heart and often overflow in involuntary tears. I feel the necessity, the sweet pleasure, of acting my part, the part of an husband and father, with an attention and propriety which may entitle me to my good fortune. It is true these pleasing images vanish with the smoke of my pipe, but though they disappear from my mind, the impression they have  made on my heart is indelible. When I play with the infant, my warm imagination runs forward and eagerly anticipates his future temper and constitution. I would willingly open the book of fate and know in which page his destiny is delineated. Alas! Where is the father who in those moments of paternal ecstasy can delineate one half of the thoughts which dilate his heart? I am sure I cannot; then again, I fear for the health of those who are become so dear to me, and in their sicknesses I severely pay for the joys I experienced while they were well. Whenever I go abroad, it is always involuntary. I never return home without feeling some pleasing emotion, which I often suppress as useless and foolish. The instant I enter on my own land, the bright idea of property, of exclusive right, of independence, exalt my mind. Precious soil, I say to myself, by what singular custom of law is it that thou wast made to constitute the riches of the freeholder? What should we American farmers be without the distinct possession of that soil? It feeds, it clothes us; from it we draw even a great exuberancy, our best meat, our richest drink; the very honey of our bees comes from this privileged spot. No wonder we should thus cherish its possession; no wonder that so many Europeans who have never been able to say that such portion of land was theirs cross the Atlantic to realize that happiness. This formerly rude soil has been converted by my father into a pleasant farm, and in return, it has established all our rights; on it is founded our rank, our freedom, our power as citizens, our importance as inhabitants of such a district. These images, I must confess, I always behold with pleasure and extend them as far as my imagination can reach; for this is what may be called the true and the only philosophy of an American farmer.

Pray do not laugh in thus seeing an artless countryman tracing himself through the simple modifications of his life; remember that you have required it; therefore, with candour, though with diffidence, I endeavour to follow the thread of my feelings, but I cannot tell you all. Often when I plough my low ground, I place my little boy on a chair which screws to the beam of the plough—its motion and that of the horses please him; he is perfectly happy and begins to chat. As I lean over  the handle, various are the thoughts which crowd into my mind. I am now doing for him, I say, what my father formerly did for me; may God enable him to live that he may perform the same operations for the same purposes when I am worn out and old! I relieve his mother of some trouble while I have him with me; the odoriferous furrow exhilarates his spirits and seems to do the child a great deal of good, for he looks more blooming since I have adopted that practice; can more pleasure, more dignity, be added to that primary occupation? The father thus ploughing with his child, and to feed his family, is inferior only to the emperor of China ploughing as an example to his kingdom. In the evening, when I return home through my low grounds, I am astonished at the myriads of insects which I perceive dancing in the beams of the setting sun. I was before scarcely acquainted with their existence; they are so small that it is difficult to distinguish them; they are carefully improving this short evening space, not daring to expose themselves to the blaze of our meridian sun. I never see an egg brought on my table but I feel penetrated with the wonderful change it would have undergone but for my gluttony; it might have been a gentle, useful hen leading her chicken with a care and vigilance which speaks shame to many women. A cock perhaps, arrayed with the most majestic plumes, tender to its mate, bold, courageous, endowed with an astonishing instinct, with thoughts, with memory, and every distinguishing characteristic of the reason of man. I never see my trees drop their leaves and their fruit in the autumn, and bud again in the spring, without wonder; the sagacity of those animals which have long been the tenants of my farm astonish me; some of them seem to surpass even men in memory and sagacity. I could tell you singular instances of that kind. What, then, is this instinct which we so debase, and of which we are taught to entertain so diminutive an idea? My bees, above any other tenants of my farm, attract my attention and respect; I am astonished to see that nothing exists but what has its enemy; one species pursues and lives upon the other: unfortunately, our king-birds are the destroyers of those industrious insects, but on the other hand, these birds preserve our fields from the  depredation of crows, which they pursue on the wing with great vigilance and astonishing dexterity.

Thus divided by two interested motives, I have long resisted the desire I had to kill them until last year, when I thought they increased too much, and my indulgence had been carried too far; it was at the time of swarming, when they all came and fixed themselves on the neighbouring trees whence they caught those that returned loaded from the fields. This made me resolve to kill as many as I could, and was just ready to fire when a bunch of bees as big as my fist issued from one of the hives, rushed on one of these birds, and probably stung him, for he instantly screamed and flew, not as before, in an irregular manner, but in a direct line. He was followed by the same bold phalanx, at a considerable distance, which unfortunately, becoming too sure of victory, quitted their military array and disbanded themselves. By this inconsiderate step, they lost all that aggregate of force which had made the bird fly off. Perceiving their disorder, he immediately returned and snapped as many as he wanted; nay, he had even the impudence to alight on the very twig from which the bees had driven him. I killed him and immediately opened his craw, from which I took 171 bees; I laid them all on a blanket in the sun, and to my great surprise, 54 returned to life, licked themselves clean, and joyfully went back to the hive, where they probably informed their companions of such an adventure and escape as I believe had never happened before to American bees! I draw a great fund of pleasure from the quails which inhabit my farm; they abundantly repay me, by their various notes and peculiar tameness, for the inviolable hospitality I constantly show them in the winter. Instead of perfidiously taking advantage of their great and affecting distress when nature offers nothing but a barren universal bed of snow, when irresistible necessity forces them to my barn doors, I permit them to feed unmolested; and it is not the least agreeable spectacle which that dreary season presents, when I see those beautiful birds, tamed by hunger, intermingling with all my cattle and sheep, seeking in security for the poor, scanty grain which but for them would be useless and lost. Often in the angles of the fences where the motion  of the wind prevents the snow from settling, I carry them both chaff and grain, the one to feed them, the other to prevent their tender feet from freezing fast to the earth as I have frequently observed them to do.

I do not know an instance in which the singular barbarity of man is so strongly delineated as in the catching and murthering those harmless birds, at that cruel season of the year. Mr.—, one of the most famous and extraordinary farmers that has ever done honour to the province of Connecticut, by his timely and humane assistance in a hard winter, saved this species from being entirely destroyed. They perished all over the country; none of their delightful whistlings were heard the next spring but upon this gentleman’s farm; and to his humanity we owe the continuation of their music. When the severities of that season have dispirited all my cattle, no farmer ever attends them with more pleasure than I do; it is one of those duties which is sweetened with the most rational satisfaction. I amuse myself in beholding their different tempers, actions, and the various effects of their instinct now powerfully impelled by the force of hunger. I trace their various inclinations and the different effects of their passions, which are exactly the same as among men; the law is to us precisely what I am in my barn-yard, a bridle and check to prevent the strong and greedy from oppressing the timid and weak. Conscious of superiority, they always strive to encroach on their neighbours; unsatisfied with their portion, they eagerly swallow it in order to have an opportunity of taking what is given to others, except they are prevented. Some I chide; others, unmindful of my admonitions, receive some blows. Could victuals thus be given to men without the assistance of any language, I am sure they would not behave better to one another, nor more philosophically than my cattle do.

The same spirit prevails in the stable; but there I have to do with more generous animals, there my well-known voice has immediate influence and soon restores peace and tranquillity. Thus, by superior knowledge I govern all my cattle, as wise men are obliged to govern fools and the ignorant. A variety of other thoughts crowd on my mind at that peculiar instant, but they all vanish by the time I return home. If in a cold night I swiftly travel  in my sledge, carried along at the rate of twelve miles an hour, many are the reflections excited by surrounding circumstances. I ask myself what sort of an agent is that which we call frost? Our minister compares it to needles, the points of which enter our pores. What is become of the heat of the summer; in what part of the world is it that the N. W.2 keeps these grand magazines of nitre? When I see in the morning a river over which I can travel, that in the evening before was liquid, I am astonished indeed! What is become of those millions of insects which played in our summer fields and in our evening meadows; they were so puny and so delicate, the period of their existence was so short, that one cannot help wondering how they could learn, in that short space, the sublime art to hide themselves and their offspring in so perfect a manner as to baffle the rigour of the season and preserve that precious embryo of life, that small portion of ethereal heat, which if once destroyed would destroy the species! Whence that irresistible propensity to sleep so common in all those who are severely attacked by the frost? Dreary as this season appears, yet it has, like all others, its miracles; it presents to man a variety of problems which he can never resolve; among the rest, we have here a set of small birds which never appear until the snow falls; contrary to all others, they dwell and appear to delight in that element.

It is my bees, however, which afford me the most pleasing and extensive themes; let me look at them when I will, their government, their industry, their quarrels, their passions, always present me with something new; for which reason, when weary with labour, my common place of rest is under my locust-trees, close by my bee-house. By their movements I can predict the weather and can tell the day of their swarming; but the most difficult point is, when on the wing, to know whether they want to go to the woods or not. If they have previously pitched in some hollow trees, it is not the allurements of salt and water, of fennel, hickory leaves, etc., nor the finest box, that can induce them to stay; they will prefer those rude, rough habitations to the best polished mahogany hive. When that is the case with mine, I seldom thwart their inclinations; it is in freedom that they work; were I to confine them, they would dwindle away and quit their labour. In such excursions, we only part for a while; I am generally sure to find them again the following fall. This elopement of theirs only adds to my recreations; I know how to deceive even their superlative instinct; nor do I fear losing them, though eighteen miles from my house and lodged in the most lofty trees in the most impervious of our forests. I once took you along with me in one of these rambles, and yet you insist on my repeating the detail of our operations; it brings back into my mind many of the useful and entertaining reflections with which you so happily beguiled our tedious hours.

After I have done sowing, by way of recreation I prepare for a week’s jaunt in the woods, not to hunt either the deer or the bears, as my neighbours do, but to catch the more harmless bees. I cannot boast that this chase is so noble or so famous among men, but I find it less fatiguing, and full as profitable; and the last consideration is the only one that moves me. I take with me my dog, as a companion, for he is useless as to this game; my gun, for no man you know ought to enter the woods without one; my blanket; some provisions; some wax; vermilion; honey; and a small pocket compass. With these implements, I proceed to such woods as are at a considerable distance from any settlements. I carefully examine whether they abound with large trees; if so, I make a small fire on some flat stones in a convenient place; on the fire I put some wax; close by this fire, on another stone, I drop honey in distinct drops, which I surround with small quantities of vermilion, laid on the stone; and then I retire carefully to watch whether any bees appear. If there are any in that neighbourhood, I rest assured that the smell of the burnt wax will unavoidably attract them; they will soon find out the honey, for they are fond of preying on that which is not their own; and in their approach they will necessarily tinge themselves with some particles of vermilion, which will adhere long to their bodies. I next fix my compass, to find out their course, which they keep invariably straight when they are returning home loaded. By the assistance of my watch, I observe how long those are returning which are marked with vermilion. Thus possessed of the course, and in some measure of the distance, which I can easily guess at, I follow the first, and seldom  fail of coming to the tree where those republics are lodged. I then mark it; and thus, with patience, I have found out sometimes eleven swarms in a season; and it is inconceivable what a quantity of honey these trees will sometimes afford. It entirely depends on the size of the hollow, as the bees never rest nor swarm till it is all replenished; for like men, it is only the want of room that induces them to quit the maternal hive. Next I proceed to some of the nearest settlements, where I procure proper assistance to cut down the trees, get all my prey secured, and then return home with my prize. The first bees I ever procured were thus found in the woods, by mere accident; for at that time I had no kind of skill in this method of tracing them. The body of the tree being perfectly sound, they had lodged themselves in the hollow of one of its principal limbs, which I carefully sawed off and with a great deal of labour and industry brought it home, where I fixed it up in the same position in which I found it growing. This was in April; I had five swarms that year, and they have been ever since very prosperous. This business generally takes up a week of my time every fall, and to me it is a week of solitary ease and relaxation.

The seed is by that time committed to the ground; there is nothing very material to do at home, and this additional quantity of honey enables me to be more generous to my home bees, and my wife to make a due quantity of mead. The reason, sir, that you found mine better than that of others is that she puts two gallons of brandy in each barrel, which ripens it and takes off that sweet, luscious taste, which it is apt to retain a long time. If we find anywhere in the woods (no matter on whose land) what is called a bee-tree, we must mark it; in the fall of the year when we propose to cut it down, our duty is to inform the proprietor of the land, who is entitled to half the contents; if this is not complied with, we are exposed to an action of trespass, as well as he who should go and cut down a bee-tree which he had neither found out nor marked.

We have twice a year the pleasure of catching pigeons, whose numbers are sometimes so astonishing as to obscure the sun in their flight. Where is it that they hatch? For such multitudes must require an immense quantity  of food. I fancy they breed toward the plains of Ohio and those about Lake Michigan, which abound in wild oats, though I have never killed any that had that grain in their craws. In one of them, last year, I found some undigested rice. Now, the nearest rice fields from where I live must be at least 560 miles; and either their digestion must be suspended while they are flying, or else they must fly with the celerity of the wind. We catch them with a net extended on the ground, to which they are allured by what we call tame wild pigeons, made blind and fastened to a long string: his short flights and his repeated calls never fail to bring them down. The greatest number I ever caught was fourteen dozen, though much larger quantities have often been trapped. I have frequently seen them at the market so cheap that for a penny you might have as many as you could carry away; and yet, from the extreme cheapness you must not conclude that they are but an ordinary food; on the contrary, I think they are excellent. Every farmer has a tame wild pigeon in a cage at his door all the year round, in order to be ready whenever the season comes for catching them.

The pleasure I receive from the warblings of the birds in the spring is superior to my poor description, as the continual succession of their tuneful notes is forever new to me. I generally rise from bed about that indistinct interval, which, properly speaking, is neither night nor day; for this is the moment of the most universal vocal choir. Who can listen unmoved to the sweet love tales of our robins, told from tree to tree? Or to the shrill cat-birds? The sublime accents of the thrush from on high always retard my steps that I may listen to the delicious music. The variegated appearances of the dewdrops as they hang to the different objects must present even to a clownish imagination the most voluptuous ideas. The astonishing art which all birds display in the construction of their nests, ill-provided as we may suppose them with proper tools, their neatness, their convenience, always make me ashamed of the slovenliness of our houses; their love to their dame, their incessant careful attention, and the peculiar songs they address to her while she tediously incubates their eggs, remind me of my duty could I ever forget it. Their affection to their helpless little ones is a  lively precept; and in short, the whole economy of what we proudly call the brute creation is admirable in every circumstance; and vain man, though adorned with the additional gift of reason, might learn from the perfection of instinct how to regulate the follies and how to temper the errors which this second gift often makes him commit. This is a subject on which I have often bestowed the most serious thoughts; I have often blushed within myself, and been greatly astonished, when I have compared the unerring path they all follow, all just, all proper, all wise, up to the necessary degree of perfection, with the coarse, the imperfect systems of men, not merely as governors and kings, but as masters, as husbands, as fathers, as citizens. But this is a sanctuary in which an ignorant farmer must not presume to enter.

If ever man was permitted to receive and enjoy some blessings that might alleviate the many sorrows to which he is exposed, it is certainly in the country, when he attentively considers those ravishing scenes with which he is everywhere surrounded. This is the only time of the year in which I am avaricious of every moment; I therefore lose none that can add to this simple and inoffensive happiness. I roam early throughout all my fields; not the least operation do I perform which is not accompanied with the most pleasing observations; were I to extend them as far as I have carried them, I should become tedious; you would think me guilty of affectation, and perhaps I should represent many things as pleasurable from which you might not perhaps receive the least agreeable emotions. But, believe me, what I write is all true and real.

Some time ago, as I sat smoking a contemplative pipe in my piazza, I saw with amazement a remarkable instance of selfishness displayed in a very small bird, which I had hitherto respected for its inoffensiveness. Three nests were placed almost contiguous to each other in my piazza: that of a swallow was affixed in the comer next to the house; that of a phoebe in the other; a wren possessed a little box which I had made on purpose and hung between. Be not surprised at their tameness; all my family had long been taught to respect them as well as myself. The wren had shown before signs of dislike to the box which I had given it, but I knew not on what account; at last it resolved, small as it was, to drive the swallow from its own habitation, and to my very great surprise it succeeded. Impudence often gets the better of modesty, and this exploit was no sooner performed than it removed every material to its own box with the most admirable dexterity; the signs of triumph appeared very visible: it fluttered its wings with uncommon velocity, an universal joy was perceivable in all its movements. Where did this little bird learn that spirit of injustice? It was not endowed with what we term reason! Here, then, is a proof that both those gifts border very near on one another, for we see the perfection of the one mixing with the errors of the other! The peaceable swallow, like the passive Quaker, meekly sat at a small distance and never offered the least resistance; but no sooner was the plunder carried away than the injured bird went to work with unabated ardour, and in a few days the depredations were repaired. To prevent, however, a repetition of the same violence, I removed the wren’s box to another part of the house.

In the middle of my parlour, I have, you may remember, a curious republic of industrious hornets; their nest hangs to the ceiling by the same twig on which it was so admirably built and contrived in the woods. Its removal did not displease them, for they find in my house plenty of food; and I have left a hole open in one of the panes of the window, which answers all their purposes. By this kind usage they are become quite harmless; they live on the flies, which are very troublesome to us throughout the summer; they are constantly busy in catching them, even on the eyelids of my children. It is surprising how quickly they smear them with a sort of glue, lest they might escape; and when thus prepared, they carry them to their nests as food for their young ones. These globular nests are most ingeniously divided into many stories, all provided with cells and proper communications. The materials with which this fabric is built they procure from the cottony furze, with which our oak rails are covered; this substance, tempered with glue, produces a sort of pasteboard which is very strong and resists all the inclemencies of the weather. By their assistance, I am but little troubled with flies. All my family are so accustomed to their strong buzzing that no one takes any  notice of them; and though they are fierce and vindictive, yet kindness and hospitality has made them useful and harmless.

We have a great variety of wasps; most of them build their nests in mud, which they fix against the shingles of our roofs as nigh the pitch as they can. These aggregates represent nothing, at first view, but coarse and irregular lumps; but if you break them, you will observe that the inside of them contains a great number of oblong cells, in which they deposit their eggs and in which they bury themselves in the fall of the year. Thus immured, they securely pass through the severity of that season, and on the return of the sun, are enabled to perforate their cells and to open themselves a passage from these recesses into the sunshine. The yellow wasps, which build underground, in our meadows, are much more to be dreaded, for when the mower unwittingly passes his scythe over their holes, they immediately sally forth with a fury and velocity superior even to the strength of man. They make the boldest fly, and the only remedy is to lie down and cover our heads with hay, for it is only at the head they aim their blows; nor is there any possibility of finishing that part of the work until, by means of fire and brimstone, they are all silenced. But though I have been obliged to execute this dreadful sentence in my own defence, I have often thought it a great pity, for the sake of a little hay, to lay waste so ingenious a subterranean town, furnished with every conveniency and built with a most surprising mechanism.

I never should have done were I to recount the many objects which involuntarily strike my imagination in the midst of my work and spontaneously afforded me the most pleasing relief. These may appear insignificant trifles to a person who has travelled through Europe and America and is acquainted with books and with many sciences; but such simple objects of contemplation suffice me, who have no time to bestow on more extensive observations. Happily, these require no study; they are obvious, they gild the moments I dedicate to them, and enliven the severe labours which I perform. At home, my happiness springs from very different objects; the gradual unfolding of my children’s reason, the study of their dawning tempers, attract all my paternal attention. I have to contrive little  punishments for their little faults, small encouragements for their good actions, and a variety of other expedients dictated by various occasions. But these are themes unworthy your perusal, and which ought not to be carried beyond the walls of my house, being domestic mysteries adapted only to the locality of the small sanctuary wherein my family resides. Sometimes I delight in inventing and executing machines which simplify my wife’s labour. I have been tolerably successful that way; and these, sir, are the narrow circles within which I Constantly revolve; and what can I wish for beyond them? I bless God for all the good He has given me; I envy no man’s prosperity, and with no other portion of happiness than that I may live to teach the same philosophy to my children and give each of them a farm, show them how to cultivate it, and be like their father, good, substantial, independent American farmers—an appellation which will be the most fortunate one a man of my class can possess so long as our civil government continues to shed blessings on our husbandry. Adieu.
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