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INTRODUCTION

The Historical Context

On April 9, 1865, at the McClean farmhouse in the village of Appomattox, Virginia, General Robert E. Lee signed the terms of peace written in General Ulysses S. Grant’s own hand. America’s Civil War was at an end. The “rebels” were permitted to retain their side arms and, if they could establish a claim to them, their horses and mules, in order that they might return home to work their small farms. This event, in these humble surroundings, marked a moment of quiet and tragic dignity that has entered our national folklore. Grant admonished his excited troops, eager to gloat over their victory, with a simple remark: “The war is over; the rebels are our countrymen again.” On June 28, 1919, the Treaty of Versailles ending World War I was signed in a rather different environment—high ceilings and heavy drapery, pomp and circumstance, idealistic public rhetoric and private realpolitik. Woodrow Wilson had worked hard to make the establishment of a League of Nations an important part of the treaty, but his hopes for American participation in it were quickly dashed; the Senate refused to ratify the treaty, and, officially, the United States was at war with Germany until the Treaty of Berlin was ratified in 1921. By 1919, the United States had once and for all joined the community of nations, nevertheless.

These two events may serve to bracket the historical era to which this volume of short fiction is devoted. The differences epitomized by the McClean farmhouse and the Palace of Versailles suggest the distance (cultural, political, and other) that America had traveled in so brief a time. That era and the qualities that defined it have been characterized in various ways. Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner named their times the Gilded Age, though the literary historian Vernon Parrington thought they might more aptly be called the Great Barbecue. Other literary historians would apply other phrases to characterize the age. It was a time in “ferment” or a time when Americans were reaping “the harvests of change” or experiencing the moral and social consequences of a “universe of force.” It was an “age of energy,” an “age of excess,” and an “age of reform.” American culture, for George Santayana, was dominated by a tradition that was hopelessly “genteel.” For Thomas Beer the 1890s was a “mauve decade”; and for Larzer Ziff it was the time of a “lost generation.” The opening years of the twentieth century  have been deemed “the confident years,” the “progressive era,” the “era of good feelings.” For Walter Lord they were simply the “good years”; for Henry May, the same period marked the “end of American innocence.”

One could multiply adjectives. The fifty years between a local war to preserve the Union, a war that had something to do with a “peculiar institution” and that left more than a half a million dead, and the “Great War,” a war to end all wars, may be regarded from various angles. In 1865, Walt Whitman sought comfort in the word reconciliation—“Word over all, beautiful as the sky”—and wished to believe that “the hands of the sisters Death and Night incessantly softly wash again, and ever again, this soil’d world.” In 1901, Mark Twain, disgusted with the crass materialism of the day, rewrote the “Battle Hymn of the Republic”:Mine eyes have seen the orgy of the launching of the Sword;

He is searching out the hoardings where the stranger’s wealth is stored;

He hath loosed his fateful lightnings, and with woe and death has scored;

His lust is marching on.





Warren Harding, in the aftermath of World War I, was cheerier and more blunt; he called for “a return to normalcy.”

The era that we shall designate as the age of realism and naturalism (knowing full well that realists and naturalists made at best short and temporary inroads into the American cultural sensibility) was anything but normal. To a significant degree, American realism was a call for men and women to attend to the actualities of life as it is lived, not as it is dreamed or feared. As a literary rebellion, realism was conducting its battles on two fronts, however. Pious sentimentalities, whether they were found in the parlor, in the street, or on the battlefield, were the particular enemies of the realist literary agenda. In The Rise of Silas Lapham (1885), William Dean Howells has his Reverend Sewell characterize novels of noble self-sacrifice as “psychical suicide.” Novelists might do a real service to the moral life, he continues, “if they painted life as it is, and human feelings in their true proportion and relation.” For Howells, sentimentalists were devoted to spiritual absolutes and eternal certainties and, in their basically antiempirical and antiscientific attitude, were willing to sacrifice the experience of life to familiar platitudes.

On the other hand, the scientific mindset was equally eager for abstract generalizations, the enunciation of natural laws that hovered  above and apart from lives as they are lived but somehow explained those lives nonetheless. The universe, it was supposed, was composed of Energy and Matter, and the relation between them could be understood in exclusively mechanistic terms. Science and technology, however, often proved desiccating and diminishing to actual experience and to familiar acquaintance. Though generally empirical in their attitude, realists, unlike naturalists, were not willing to allow scientists the final word on matters of value and human freedom. Women writers, in particular, often portrayed the scientific mindset in unsympathetic ways. Sarah Orne Jewett, in “A White Heron,” could depict her ornithologist who invades the Maine woods with quiet disdain and amusement. Kate Chopin, in The Awakening (1899), had Dr. Mandelet define Edna Pontellier’s emotional moral predicament as merely another piece of evidence that proves Nature “takes no account of moral consequences” and supplies feelings of desire as a “decoy to secure mothers for the race.” Charlotte Perkins Gilman was more severe: in her feminist utopian novel she sent three unsympathetic male scientists to “Herland”; and, in “The Yellow Wallpaper,” she dramatized with special violence the effects of Dr. S. Weir Mitchell’s “rest cure.” These fictive counter-statements notwithstanding, science and technology enjoyed an unprecedented authority in our national life.

This was an era that witnessed mind-boggling technological “improvements”: interchangeable parts, huge and powerful dynamos (such as the one that powered the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition or the one at the World’s Fair in Paris that so disturbed Henry Adams); mail-order clothes and even mail-order houses; the Gatling gun and smokeless gunpowder (a technical improvement that Howells wryly observed allows one “to see the man drop that you kill”); the Pullman car, the electric trolley, and the bicycle (a device the young Willa Cather vigorously pedaled around Pittsburgh); barbed wire, the telephone, the phonograph, and the incandescent light. In 1885 the internal combustion engine was patented; 1903 marked the founding of the Ford Motor Company and the flight at Kitty Hawk. Mark Twain, in A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1889), gave imaginative and comic embodiment to his “gospel of progress” by introducing many of these improvements into sixth-century England and by having his hero, Hank Morgan, blast his way across Camelot and challenge rank superstition, aristocratic privilege, and Church mandate.

No reasonable person could dispute the blessings of technological progress, of course. Each advance seemed to corroborate a mechanistic view of the cosmos, and yet it also seemed to impose a concomitant sense of the interchangeability of experience and a diminishment of the individual. William Dean Howells would say that realism was “nothing  more and nothing less than the truthful treatment of material,” and Theodore Dreiser could be even more succinct—the whole substance of literary and social morality was comprehended in three words: “Tell the truth.” But the truth of experience was not so easy to come by. In his  Pragmatism (1907), William James observed that individual “impressions” and independent thought were elusive at best; our thoughts and perceptions seemed to have been “peptonized and cooked for our consumption,” and reality, one might say, has been already “faked.”

Insofar as the view of literary realists had a philosophic foundation, James’s pragmatism may serve as the belated statement of it. Another sort of realist writer, one that in the twentieth century has become known as a “literary naturalist,” discerned more sinister and remote influences shaping human destiny. Biological and economic forces determined the character of society and the fate of the individual, not moral choice. Naturalists were apt to take their cues from Marx, Darwin, or Spencer. Both realists and naturalists, at any rate, shared a contempt for sentimental pieties and spiritual absolutes, and they might equally subscribe to James’s prophetic plea: “The earth of things, long thrown into shadow by the glories of the upper ether, must resume its rights.”

This was an age of rich and, from a literary point of view at least, sometimes fruitful tensions and confusions combined with disturbingly lucid certainties. In the nineteenth century, scientific philosophers such as Herbert Spencer or Ernst Haeckel believed, and spoke with the authority of that belief, that the riddles of nature had been solved once and for all. The laws of matter were the highest laws, and chief among them for Spencer was the law of evolution—the passage of matter from an “indefinite, incoherent homogeneity to a definite, coherent, heterogeneity,” as he defined it. For many Americans, Spencer’s optimistic vision of evolutionary progress was vaguely reassuring because it seemed to make comprehensible an otherwise baffling array of discrete facts, technological innovations, and momentous events. The world after the Civil War had become vastly more complicated, more “heterogeneous,” to be sure, but one might be reconciled to complexities in the name of progress and providence. Indeed, John Fiske (in Outlines of Cosmic Philosophy [1874]) and Henry Ward Beecher (in Evolution and Religion  [1885]) had undertaken to show that the evolutionary point of view was compatible with religious faith.

However, it was was no easy task for the average American to hold in solution these two ultimately antagonistic points of view, and the stress fractures in the American sensibility made for discomfiting compromises in everyday life. William James in his Pragmatism had discerned in the welter of American experience two prevailing mental  types: the “tender minded” and the “tough minded.” The first was idealistic, optimistic, religious, and dogmatic; the second materialistic, pessimistic, pluralistic, and sceptical. Most people are a mixture of these two positions, he observed, the philosophical layman “never being a radical, never straightening out his system, but living vaguely in one plausible compartment of it or another to suit the temptations of successive hours.” Only a few years later, in “America’s Coming of Age” (1915), Van Wyck Brooks applied different but analogous terms to identify the dichotomies of the American cultural scene. “Highbrows,” he said, were principled and virtuous, but inept and condescending; “Low-brows” are likeable but coarse and vulgar. Both camps, Brooks wrote, “are equally undesirable, and they are incompatible; but they divide American life between them.”

American culture, Brooks insisted, had no solid foundation or established point of reference, and American literature was distinguished by its utter lack of personality. Brooks scanned the horizon of America’s literary past and, save in Walt Whitman, saw no vital expression of American life, no middle plane between “vaporous idealism” and “self-interested practicality.” This bifocal vision could have other constructions, and even more hurtful consequences. The theory of the naturalness of “separate spheres” is another example of nineteenth-century doubleness, and it was the ready answer to women suffragists. Charlotte Perkins Gilman supplied her rebuttal to this view in her essay “Are Women Human Beings?” (1912). W. E. B. Du Bois, in The Souls of Black Folk (1903), wrote of the “double consciousness” of the African American, a “sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his two-ness,—an American, a Negro: two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.” The felt “two-ness” of identity, though by no means so degrading or debilitating as it was for the African American, was general nevertheless.

Brooks lamented the absence of personality in American literature, but the existence and nature of the “self” was itself a vexed question, and it is a remarkable fact that there was an abundance of autobiographies published during this period. They are notable for the sheer variety of narrative approaches to the writing of a life. Zitkala-Sa’s autobiographical essays about her youth, published in The Atlantic Montbly, are at once the record of the theft of her Dakota Sioux identity and a representation of tribal life swiftly passing from existence. Jane Addams also begins Twenty Years at Hull House with impressions of her childhood, but soon chronology is abandoned and her own history  is blended with the history of the settlement house itself, so that the story of one is the story of the other. In his autobiography, Mark Twain also deliberately abandoned chronology in favor of whatever might occur to him at the given moment of his dictation, and the intended result was a voice that spoke from beyond the grave in a book that would not, in fact could not, ever be completed. Abraham Cahan wrote a five-volume autobiography that detailed his experience as a Jewish immigrant and, if only by example, attempted to shatter stereotypical views of the Jew in America. More privileged by far than these others, Henry Adams privately published The Education of Henry Adams. In it, Adams would tell his life in the third person and thus suggest that whatever “self” he possessed seemed to float upon the surfaces of forces quite beyond his control. Henry James, in an initial effort to commemorate his recently deceased brother, William, wrote three autobiographical volumes that were a series of vivid memories and impressions of his own youth but were sustained by the subtleties and maturities of his late style. Hamlin Garland, too, wrote of his life as the “son of the middle border,” but the recovery of past events in the imaginative act of memory called forth an ever shifting point of view that blurs even as it enhances the reader’s understanding of frontier identity.

The principal motive for autobiography, surely, is to explain oneself to others, to displace comfortable prejudices, correct racial or gender stereotypes, or to question idealized prepossessions with a full and truthful accounting of the actualities of a life as it has been lived. In that, these autobiographies share with the realist and naturalist fiction of the period a common motive: to cleanse the vision of prepared or culturally conditioned understanding; to correct roseate conviction with hard fact. For a variety of reasons, postbellum America was plagued by troubling uncertainties, and, ironically, for that same reason formulaic or platitudinous conceptions were often that much more attractive to the dominant culture.

Many writers of the period took special pleasure in unmasking the falsehood of conventionally understood and rather fixed ideas about the separate roles of the sexes, the nature of heroism, the sanctioned privileges of class, and so forth. Harriet Beecher Stowe, in “The Minister’s Housekeeper,” reveals in comic terms how incompetent and ignorant the parson is about the supposed masculine business of farm life and how efficient and knowing is his housekeeper. In Mary Wilkins Freeman’s “The Revolt of ‘Mother,’ ” it is the willful and domineering husband, not the wife, who at last breaks down and cries. At the conclusion of Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpapet,” it is not the “hysterical” wife but the “rational” husband John who has apparently fainted from shock. In Stephen Crane’s parodic Western tale “The Bride  Comes to Yellow Sky,” the renegade Scratchy Wilson is bested in a “show-down,” not with his customary adversary Sheriff Potter, however, but with an unarmed and innocent bride. Henry James’s Miss Churm and Oronte, it appears, are more adept at representing aristocratic manners than the Monarchs, who are “the real thing.” William Dean Howells’s character George Gearson goes to fight in a war he personally condemns and as a consequence becomes a military “hero,” but only because he lacks the courage to oppose the wishes of his fiancee, Editha. Realist writers were fond of such ironic inversions, and in a hundred different ways they sought to disarm the authority of the ideal by dramatizing actualities of life as it is really lived.

Realist and naturalist writings may be defined according to their literary manner or their subject matter, but the same qualities and impulses may also be discovered in the motives of the writers themselves. For that reason, realists did not feel exclusively tied to mimetic representation as the only creative avenue to render the truths of experience or to disclose to the reader the falseness of certain piously held notions. Fables, parables, burlesques, parodies, ghost stories, satires, utopian novels, fantasy, science fiction, and other fictive forms might participate in the realist cultural agenda by awakening readers to the truths of life as they knew it. Madelene Yale Wynne’s fantastic tale, “The Little Room,” artfully and rather mildly suggests that women enjoy a delicious freedom only when they are free from attachments to men. In several comic tales of good little boys and bad little boys Mark Twain gleefully challenged the prevailing notion that Providence rewarded virtue and punished vice; similarly, Edith Wharton, in The House of Mirth (1905), and without a whiff of comedy, showed Lily Bart’s virtue to be her tragic flaw. Kate Chopin, in The Awakening, called into deep question the transcendent satisfactions of being a “mother woman”; Harold Frederic scrutinized the tranquil confidence of untested faith of a Methodist minister in The Damnation of Theron Ware (1896).

Darwinian notions of the “survival of the fittest” might be enlisted to show that millionaire industrialists were not robber barons but providentially authorized heroes, but in The Rise of Silas Lapham (1885) Howells dramatized the incommensurable relation between material prosperity and moral conduct. Instead of celebrating the myth of the yeoman farmer, Willa Cather and Hamlin Garland exposed the harshness and deprivation of frontier life. John Oskison and Zitkala-Sä wrote of the doubtful blessings of American missionary work among the Indians. Constance Fenimore Woolson, in “Rodman, the Keeper,” surveyed the consequences of the war in personal rather than political terms. In a rather different way, so did Charles W. Chesnutt, in “The Wife of His Youth.” Ambrose Bierce’s bitterly ironic tales of soldiers  and civilians leave little room for uncompromised notions of military heroism and virtue. Edgar Watson Howe’s The Story of a Country Town (1883), Mark Twain’s “The Man That Corrupted Hadleyburg” (1899), Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio (1919), and many other works dramatized the meanness and narrowness of America’s “idyllic” villages. Crane, in Maggie: A Girl of the Streets (1893) and “An Experiment in Misery” (1894), Dreiser, in “The Curious Shifts of the Poor” (1899) and Sister Carrie (1900), and Paul Laurence Dunbar, in  The Sport of the Gods (1902), depicted in very different ways the dehumanizing brutality of the cities.

The gulf between rich and poor seemed to widen with each successive year, and particularly in the cities the close proximity of splendor and squalor made the contrasts more visible. The era witnessed astonishing industrial growth; between 1860 and 1920 the numbers of industrial workers increased sixfold. But startling economic progress was punctuated with financial crises. The financial panic of 1893, for example, prompted social protest and encouraged Populist sentiments. Armies of the poor demonstrated their discontent. Jack London was a soldier in one such gathering, but only Jacob Coxey’s “army” of five hundred men reached the nation’s capital. Before Coxey could address the crowd who gathered there, however, he was arrested for walking on the grass. The morally outraged assertions of fiction writers were documented and verified by books such as Jacob Riis’s How the Other Half Lives (1890) or Lincoln Steffens’s The Shame of the Cities (1904). Howells’s novel A  Hazard of New Fortunes (1890) was largely motivated by his anger over the massacre of protesters in the Haymarket Riot of 1886 and the unjust trial of its supposed agitators. Rebecca Harding Davis, in “Life in the Iron Mills” (1861), and Frank Norris, in “A Deal in Wheat” (1902), traced the bland decisions of capitalist powerbrokers to their ultimate consequences in human suffering. Gaudy millionaires feasted on ten-course dinners at Delmonico’s, and Thorstein Veblen wrote The  Theory of the Leisure Class (1899). John D. Rockefeller distributed dimes to the needy, and Ida Tarbell wrote the History of the Standard Oil Company (1904). Henry George argued the advantages of his single-tax theory in Progress and Poverty (1877-79), and Hamlin Garland published “Under the Lion’s Paw” in 1889.

The end of Reconstruction in 1877 and the installment of Jim Crow throughout the South permitted violent crimes against blacks to occur with alarming frequency and virtual impunity. The massacre of innocent black citizens by white supremacists in Wilmington, North Carolina, in 1898 was the subject of Charles W. Chesnutt’s The Marrow of Tradition (1901). Paul Laurence Dunbar and Theodore Dreiser wrote short stories about lynching; James Weldon Johnson described the burning of  a man in Autobiography of an Ex-Cofored Man (1912). Mark Twain sardonically named his country “The United States of Lyncherdom.” W. E. B. Du Bois, as editor of The Crisis, founded in 1910 as the official publication of the NAACP, resolved to keep the national crime of lynching in public view.

This inventory of historical events and fictional representations is but a shorthand way of saying that realists and naturalists were committed to fusing imaginative literature with the urgency of social problems and public policy as well as to rendering and recording the quieter and more intimate phases of American life. In part, the social commitment of realists participated in the broad effort to repair the wounds of the Civil War, to restore the union through a more comprehensive and sympathetic awareness of the common human condition. To be sure, that condition was modified and expressed by differences in race, class, gender, and section, but only gradually did it become apparent that America was too complex a subject for a single book or a single writer.

In 1868, John De Forest published in The Nation “The Great American Novel.” In that essay he called for a novel that would contain and faithfully describe the diversity of America at the same time that it identified the commonalities, the “Americaness,” of the national life. De Forest nominated Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1850-51) as the only novel that had thus far approached the richness and broadness of this subject, but De Forest himself had attempted the novel he described in Miss Ravenal’s Conversion from Secession to Loyalty (1867). Though Henry James would try to get at the national character in The American  (1877), and Howells would follow De Forest’s attempt to bring in vivid contact the varieties of American class and condition in A Haxard of  New Fortunes (1890), it soon became apparent that the subject was too vast for a single, unified work. Harriet Beecher Stowe herself had turned from the large national narrative that was Uncle Tom’s Cabin to writing stories and novels about her native New England. In his preface to the 1892 edition of The Hoosier Schoolmaster (1871), Edward Eggleston noted that a general yearning for the great American novel had swiftly passed in favor of the novels of sections. William Dean Howells observed that the attempt to capture American life in a single work was much like trying to put “a bushel measure in a pint cup.” In 1895, Twain remarked that American writers are content to lay “plainly before you the ways and speech and life of a few people grouped in a certain place.” Together, many such writers give us “a hundred patches of life and groups of people in a dozen widely separated cities,” and, together, they may give us the whole of American life.

As early as the 1830s, local colorist and regionalist writers were intent on capturing the distinctive quality of life as it was expressed in the  dialect, folklore, customs, and landscape of a particular place at a particular time. After the Civil War, the general appetite for such fiction increased for several reasons. The war had exposed many men, who otherwise might never have traveled outside of their county in upstate New York or their local parish in middle Tennessee, to unfamiliar varieties of weather, landscape, customs, and dialect. And at the home front, men, women, and children anxiously read the war news with increased personal interest in places, such as Gettysburg or Chickamauga, that were clearly beyond the orbit of the family farm or their house in the city. What is more, after the war there was a restless movement of large segments of the population in search of finer opportunities. Successive waves of immigrants came to the United States to secure some portion of its bright democratic promise. Most of them would stay in the cities, some would secure farms in the Middle West; in either case they typically found their eager and hopeful ambitions thwarted or delayed. Natives frequently left the village or the farm to work in industry in the North. Some might try to improve their circumstance on free lands in the West, but by 1891 the frontier was officially closed. The more adventurous or the more desperate went in pursuit of instant. wealth in one of the successive silver or gold strikes in Nevada, California, or Alaska.

In any and virtually all cases, large segments of the population were for the first time being exposed to, and often competing with, people of richly diverse cultural backgrounds, and the fact was making a lot of people nervous. Particularly at the end of the century, xenophobic cries for an “Anglo-Saxon” culture and an “Anglo-Saxon” literature, whether they came from Teddy Roosevelt, William Randolph Hearst, or elsewhere, were maliciously influential in shaping popular sentiment. Charles W. Chesnutt had one of his characters refer to white supremacists as the “Angry Saxon” race; Finley Peter Dunne used his persona, Mr. Dooley, to express in comic terms his anger over these vaunted claims of racial superiority. However, the public at large may have been especially susceptible to the mythic appeal of an Anglo-Saxon culture because they were deeply distressed by the radical changes in their everyday lives. In the realm of conduct and manners, these changes made for large confusions. The times bred what David R. Shi has called a “spectatorial vision”; under new and alien conditions, people were watching people, anxious for any clue about how to act and what to say.

From a literary point of view, this condition might result in comedies of misunderstanding (as in Twain’s “Buck Fanshaw’s Funeral”) or a tragedies of misapprehension (as in Crane’s “The Blue Hotel”). For the immigrant writer, such as Sui Sin Far or Abraham Cahan, it provided  the occasion to measure what had certainly been lost from the old world against what might possibly be gained in the new. But the intricacies of modern life also cultivated a yearning for a simpler time, real or imagined, when such troubling uncertainties seemed far away. Some, like Charlotte Perkins Gilman in Heriand (1915), Howells in A Traveler from Altruria (1894), and Edward Bellamy in Looking Backward  (1888), imagined utopian societies in some distant place or time, where rational social arrangements encouraged human happiness. Some, Mark Twain among them, sought tonic relief in the simple recall of youth and innocence. Others described the actualities of local life but frequently colored their accounts with romantic sentiment.

Regionalist and local-color writing prospered and proliferated under this double and somewhat contradictory inheritance. On the one hand, there was a widespread and ready curiosity about other places and other people, even in one’s own land, and a host of talented writers were willing to gratify it. At the same time, there was a sense that the peculiarities of custom, place, and speech were rapidly passing away, being chewed up by a voracious appetite for progress and made quaint and ineffectual by a general homogenizing of American culture. Mary Wilkins (Freeman) wrote Hamlin Garland that, while she believed that she was writing of the New England of her present, she had “a fancy that my characters belong to a present that is rapidly becoming past and that a few generations will cause them to disappear.” In this sense, regionalist and local-color writing, motivated by sympathetic and familiar acquaintance, was often drawn toward nostalgia and sentimentality and tempted to fuse romantic conventions with realist subject matter. Many talented regionalists such as Wilkins avoided these temptations, however, and brought deliberate artistic restraint and immense literary sophistication to their project.

What is perhaps most important, these writers could gain a national audience and reputation in the ever-multiplying number of magazines. Between the wars, the population of the nation’s cities increased seven times and the literacy rate rose sharply. There was also what Frank Luther Mott has called a “mania” for creating new magazines; the number of popular magazines increased from around two hundred in 1860 to eighteen hundred by the end of the century. As a consequence, writers found a relatively easy and profitable outlet for their wares, and with the passage of an international copyright law in 1891 American writers could compete with European writers for a national readership on an equal economic footing. The law of supply and demand governed the enormous production of short stories during this period, but it did not likewise produce an exponential rise in the number of gifted writers. The best of them, however, produced enduring and memorable fiction  and took their stand on a piece of native soil that, in creative terms, was both their subject matter and their muse.

Zona Gale claimed Wisconsin as her special precinct; for Sarah Orne Jewett it was Maine. Hamlin Garland depicted the heroic fight of the farmer in the Dakotas; Willa Cather said she hit the “home pasture” when she began to write of her native Nebraska. Kate Chopin and Alice Dunbar-Nelson frequently wrote of Creole culture and customs. The Pacific Slope of gold-rich California was widely known as Bret Harte Country. Mary Noailles Murfrees told affectionate tales of Tennessee mountain folk; Constance Fenimore Woolson wrote local-color stories set in Ohio and, later, in the South during Reconstruction. George Washington Cable attempted to render the complex culture of Lousiana; Joel Chandler Harris had his Uncle Remus speak an authentic dialect at the same time that he conveyed something of the character and feeling of postbellum Georgia. Mary Austin produced pictures of life in the desert Southwest.

Regionalist writing was not the only beneficiary of the explosion in the number of popular magazines. The appeal of the short story soon surpassed in popularity the serialized novel. Understood as a distinct genre, the short story was a relatively new phenomenon. In 1884, Brander Matthews published “The Philosophy of the Short-story,” the first attempt, he said, to articulate the rules and distinctive features of the form. Matthews admitted that much of what he had to say had been derived from Edgar Allan Poe’s review of Twice-Told Tales, but his description of the story’s aesthetic features was sometimes taken to be a formula for success. The “art” of the short story, it was thought in some quarters, could be learned easily enough. This art was taught in the schools and the subject of several “how to” handbooks. The wide popularity of Frank Stockton’s “The Lady or the Tiger,” or the example of O. Henry’s lucrative career, built as it was on his popular and rather predictable narrative twists at the end, created the impression that the imaginative story was but one more commodity that could be fashioned according to recipe. More serious artists did not take their cues from handbooks, however. Kate Chopin sought to emulate Mauppassant, not O. Henry. Henry James took the compression required of a short story as an exhilarating challenge; he recorded in his notebook his ambitions for a story that would become “The Real Thing”—it should be “a little gem of bright, quick, vivid form.” Sarah Orne Jewett offered her advice to a young Willa Cather: “One must know the world so well before one can know the parish.” For her part, when she wrote a preface to a collection of Jewett’s fiction in 1925, Cather insisted that Jewett’s stories had outlasted other New England stories because she was never tempted  to dramatize “arresting situations” nor given to mere “clever story-making.”

Howells, who in his editorial capacity at The Atlantic, and later at  Harper‘s, was apt to read and pass judgment on more stories than most, believed the American short story was nearer perfection than any other country’s, except perhaps those being published in Russia. He thought the short story ideally suited to bring about a “literary decentralization” of our culture. Women writers in particular, he said, excelled in the form, and their stories seemed “faithfuler and more realistic than than those of the men, in proportion to their number.” Their dialect freshened our language, and their pictures of life expanded the bounds of our understanding and sympathy. “The arts must become democratic,” Howells proclaimed; and he took pleasure in the fact that the whole range of American life, as it was then being rendered by men and women from every section of the country and from every class and condition, was “getting represented with unexampled fulness.”

To retrieve something of that fulness is the ambition of this collection of short fiction. Novels of the era better convey the social and political ethos of the country or explore the psychological depth of characters, perhaps. But, together, the following stories disclose a representative spectrum of concerns and commitments and display a remarkable array of styles and techniques in ways that we believe suggest something important and fundamental about these years. Literary naturalists undoubtedly suffer under such an arrangement, however. Those writers who took Émile Zola’s slender monograph “The Experimental Novel” (1880) as doctrine and his thick novels as exempla required a larger canvas than the short story provides. Zola had complained that today “an exaggerated emphasis is given to form” and that literature is “rotten with lyricism.” Dreiser, London, Norris, and others wished to diagnose the influences of large, and largely impersonal, forces, whether they originated from without, as disturbing social realities, or from within, as animalistic biological impulses. The discursive imagination is by nature ill-adapted to dramatize compact moments of being. Still, naturalists did not avoid short fiction altogether and at times delivered original and powerful tales in brief compass. The icy tundra or an indifferent sea provided settings in which a Jack London or a Stephen Crane might explore elemental passions in spare, clean prose. Norris’s “A Deal in Wheat” and to a lesser extent Dreiser’s “Curious Shifts of the Poor” achieve a montage effect that predicts modernist narrative strategies.

In any event, what this gathering of short fiction may lose in depth and complexity, it proposes to gain in extent and variety. Many important American writers of the time had abandoned the once popular  idea that there might be some overarching expression of the American character; in 1891 Howells believed that he had detected a “universal rule against universalizing” in our literature. In the short story, at least, gifted writers were content to contribute what they could to the hundred “patches” that might make up in quiltlike fashion a representative American literature. Together, diverse in their purposes and variable in their approach to their material, they nevertheless did broad justice to their historical and cultural moment. This may have been what Howells had in mind, after all, when he spoke of the “democratic” mission of the American writer.

Tom Quirk




INTRODUCTION

The Literary Context

The writers of Realism and Naturalism humanized American fiction, using common characters, colloquial language, and normative situations for the creation of literary art. This era, 1865 to 1918, saw the development of the short story as a major genre and the maturation of the realistic “novel.” During these decades women became a major force in American letters, as did minority writers of a broad spectrum of ethnic and religious backgrounds. The subject of literature also changed in this period, addressing the regional differences of the expanding United States, the moral dilemmas of everyday life, the role of the emerging New Woman, the burgeoning industrial revolution, the influence of scientific methodology, the implications of evolution and agnosticism for traditional religious beliefs, the rapidly growing immigrant population drawn by the American dream for themselves and their children, and the problems of assimilation into a mainstream American culture that was itself a blend of many traditions and systems of values. It was the most dramatic period of transformation the country had ever seen, and it changed forever the language, the literature, and the fundamental values of American society.

Nowhere were these changes more evident than in American fiction. Prior to the Civil War, the most important American narratives were essentially Romances based on a set of philosophic assumptions that regarded reality as fundamentally spiritual in nature. The concept of Transcendentalism, as elucidated in the essays of Ralph Waldo Emerson  and Henry David Thoreau, rested on the notion that physical facts were merely an indication of the more important spiritual facts behind them. Specific items in nature were “symbolic” of their spiritual essence in the ubiquitous “oversoul” that invests the universe, setting the physical world in “correspondence” with the ethereal, uniting people with nature into a spiritual whole. The fiction of the Romantic period in America addressed similarly grand conceptions, reaching for universals, surpassing mundane concerns to explore the generic state of human existence. In Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, for example, the whale takes on a significance far beyond its role as an aquatic mammal, becoming a physical manifestation of the mysterious (either good or evil depending upon interpretation), the object of Ahab’s obsessive quest. Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter is more than a study in morality and punishment, for it seems to enlist cosmic forces (as when lightning scribes a scarlet A in the heavens) in its psychologically insightful portrayal of the destructiveness of hidden sin and the conflict between the individual and society.

The basic congruence between Romantic ideas and aesthetics becomes even more evident in the study of the short fiction of the period, for the Romantics wrote primarily either “tales” (accounts of mysterious events involving symbolic or personified characters) or “sketches” (a portrait of a character type with little plot development). An example of the first is Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman Brown,” which features as protagonist the righteous “Good Man” leaving his wife, Faith, to encounter the evil in the human heart in a midnight ceremony in the dark woods. The obvious personification of these characters, and of the deceptive “Devil” they encounter, infuses the events of the story with universal significance, suggesting that the acceptance of evil in the human heart is a necessary awareness for a mature existence. Since the pure Goodman is never able to accept evil in his wife or in himself, his happiness is destroyed, and he lives in bitterness and defeat until his death. Perhaps the most famous sketch of the period is Washington Irving’s “Rip Van Winkle,” a highly sophisticated narrative that drew on centuries of lore of legendary sleepers (among them King Arthur, Odin, and Sleeping Beauty) who returned to active life in a later era. Drawing on the ancient German tale of Peter Klaus, with its mysterious events and life-enhancing return, Irving Americanized the material by setting it in upstate New York at the time of the Revolutionary War, by introducing a locally legendary figure (Henry Hudson, Captain of the Halfmoon), and by supplying enough details of a Dutch village in the Catskills to create an aura of plausibility. In its portrayal of an impossibly lengthy sleep, its mythic explanation of the origin of thunder,  and its utilization of the mysterious, nonhuman crew of the ship, the tale well exemplifies the fiction of the period, norms that the Realists were to reject in the aftermath of the war.

But the transformation from a spiritual Romanticism, with its elevated language and sophisticated concerns, to a secularized Realism, told in common language about ordinary events, did not occur as a single event. It was, rather, an evolution of a spectrum of tendencies that coalesced in the trauma of the war, after which the optimism of Emersonian idealism seemed tragically absurd. But even during the Romantic period there were literary elements that tended toward the depiction of unadorned reality, one of which was the need to establish a physical foundation for transcendent allegories, with the result that nearly all Romantic fiction contains passages of detailed description and plain conversation. Another stream of influence tending toward realism derived from the humor traditions in America, all of which had localized, “earthy” characters speaking in the vernacular, capturing the personality and mannerisms of a section of the country. The Yankee peddler, the Southern trickster, the garrulous cracker-barrel philosopher of the West, the country bumpkin of the “middle-boarder” were all character types used for humorous effects, but they spoke the language of earthy people, they struggled against ordinary obstacles, and they inhabited the “real” world of physical existence. The humor traditions also offered a mockery of the social superiority of the sophisticated characters and language of the Romantic tradition, puncturing the inflated concerns of transcendental philosophy.

By roughly the time of the Civil War, these literary influences combined with a spectrum of social transformations to pave the way for the local-color tradition of regional stories, an important movement of the day. The Civil War brought about a renewed concern for the social character of the restored Union, and there followed a period of national self-definition, an accounting of the peoples, dialects, folkways, and diverse traditions of the geographic sections of the United States, with much of the emphasis on the South. Indeed, late in 1865, The Nation  magazine initiated a series of articles on “The South As It Is,” and within a decade both Scribner’s Monthly and Harper’s Monthly had commissioned similar series. Soon, magazines were flooded with stories depicting virtually all of the regions of the country in much the same manner, with an emphasis on a highly localized setting and provincial, rustic characters who spoke a regional dialect. The local-color story subordinated plot to the revelation of personality; it avoided sophisticated language to capture the speech patterns of unlettered Americans; it most distinctly rejected any sense of capturing universal Truth. But that fact does not mean that the movement was not vital in American  culture, nor was the term essentially pejorative in implication. The local-color story represented a distinct focus on uniquely American characters, settings, and language patterns, a rejection of European models, and the formation of an indigenous literary tradition. In Crumbling  Idols in 1894, Hamlin Garland made clear that he regarded this tradition as central to the establishment of a national literature, and it was widely accepted in these terms by writers in all sections of the country.

The tales in the humor traditions of the prewar years appeared primarily in newspapers, the principal outlet for short fiction. In contrast, the local-color story was more the product of the burgeoning magazines that blanketed the country after the war, joining the ever-growing list of successful newspapers as outlets for fiction. The list of new magazines is impressive: Galaxy was founded in 1866, Overland Monthly and  Lippincott’s Magazine in 1868, Appleton’s Journal in 1869, Scribner’s Monthly in 1870 (evolving into Century Magazine 1881, which made room for Scribner’s Magazine in 1887), to name only a few of the 3,300 magazines in America by 1885. The new outlets joined the more established magazines, such as The Atlantic Monthly, The Nation, The Ladies’ Home Journal, and Harper’s Monthly. Additional newspapers were also founded in this period, among them some of the very best, including the Kansas City Star, the New York Evening Post, and the  New York Morning Journal. The number of new magazines reflected a growing reading public, a phenomenon that allowed the increase of the  New York World readership from 20,000 in 1883 to more than 250,000 in 1886. The inception of the newspaper syndicate, made possible by the telegraph, also allowed for a wide distribution, and the country was crying for regional materials, particularly for local-color stories.

Although narratives with localized descriptions occur as early as Irving’s tales of the 1820s, Augustus Baldwin Longstreet’s Georgia Scenes  in 1835, and Harriet Beecher Stowe’s The Pearl of Orr’s Island in 1862, the local-color movement is generally regarded to have begun with the publication of Mark Twain’s “The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County” in 1865 and Bret Harte’s “The Luck of Roaring Camp” in 1868, stories that utilize a distinctly Western setting, provincial character types, and definable regional dialect for humorous effect. Since the genre of the movement was distinctly the short story, with relatively few novels in the mode, there were thousands of such stories published between the end of the war and the turn of the century, so many that more than 150 volumes of local-color stories were collected in the 1890s. Among the notable contributions were stories of New England by Harriet Beecher Stowe, Rose Terry Cooke, Sarah Orne Jewett, and Mary E. Wilkins Freeman. In the South the style was represented by George Washington Cable, Alice Dunbar-Nelson (an important African-American local colorist), and Grace Elizabeth King, all from New Orleans, as well as Mary Noailles Murfree of Tennessee and Joel Chandler Harris of Georgia. These stories expanded the thematic boundaries of regionalism by introducing other issues beyond the capturing of local folkways, so that in “A Church Mouse” Freeman shows the conservative thinking of a New England village but also explores the restrictions on the lives of women. Stowe’s “The Minister’s Housekeeper” is representative of the use of regional dialect and folkways in the New England humor tradition that evolved into Local Colorism. More focused on personality and language than moral conflict, the story comes to a predictable and amusing conclusion with the marriage of Parson Carryl and Huldy, his attractive and capable young housekeeper.

Although the local-color story emphasized character over plot, setting over theme, dialogue over event, both Kate Chopin’s “Athénaïse” and Sarah Orne Jewett’s “A White Heron” involve dramatic plot developments that require an important decision by the protagonist, a device more common to the stories of realism. However, in that the decisions to be made are distinctly tied to regional values in circumstances unlikely to be duplicated in another area of the country, the local-color designation seems appropriate. The local colorists explored a broad range of subjects and themes, but their unifying emphasis is on the qualities of regional identity, the mores and backgrounds unique to the geographic section of the country.

By the time of the Civil War, the short narratives of the humorous traditions and local colorism evolved into the realistic short story, which offered a strong narrative line, a plot involving a central conflict, believable characters and dialogue, and a normative portrait of American life. Part of the impetus for this transformation came from foreign influences, literary imports that greatly altered the character of fiction in America. For example, the earliest use of the term “Realism” to describe literature seems to have been a review of Balzac published in the Westminster Review in England in 1853, although the concept was being used in Paris to describe the new wave in painting. Edmond Duranty established review entitled Réalisme in 1856, and by the end of the decade the term seemed well established in Europe, with the appearance of,Turgenev’s A Sportsman’s Sketches in 1852, Tolstoy’s Sevastopol in 1856, and Flaubert’s Madame Bovary the same year. European immigrants into the United States brought their literary traditions with them, of course, and important Realistic subjects and techniques came along with Scandinavian settlers (already exposed to the harsh dramas of Henry Ibsen) as well as those from France, Spain, Germany, Italy, and elsewhere on the continent. Their ideas and techniques were quickly  absorbed into American fiction, and their descendants were to become the most important writers of the next generation.

The fundamental assumptions of Realism were quite distinct from Romanticism: In his Devil’s Dictionary, Ambrose Bierce defined Realism as “the art of depicting nature as it is seen by toads.” For the Realists, the emphasis was on physical existence, not Transcendental spirituality, and compared with the prewar writers, they were unabashedly anthropocentric. Their literature was fundamentally democratic, dealing with average characters in mundane situations, struggling with the social, racial, economic, and moral issues of terrestrial life. Ethics were regarded as intrinsic to human interaction, rather than a set of regulations imposed by a supernatural deity. Fundamentally, the underlying assumption of the Realists was not that their fiction constituted “reality” itself but rather that reality could be understood and made the basis of art by capturing the “common vision.” The physical world was sufficiently stable and available to empirical scrutiny to depict in literature, the concept of “mimetic representation.” This thinking led to a variety of approaches, one of them being slice-of-life fiction, a mode close to journalism, in which the story rendered a moment of experience for a character. More often, however, the central character was placed in a position of ethical crisis. Since reality was physical, stable, and comprehensible, the conflicts focused on the responsibility of characters for choices they were free to make, giving protagonists “agency” to act in accord with their own moral values. This idea also perpetuated the assumptions of American individualism that give primacy to personal experience and judgment. In The Rise of Silas Lapham, for example, William Dean Howells placed the central character in a position to choose between his wealth and his sense of ethical integrity, a key conflict in a capitalist society based on free enterprise. In Mark Twain’s  Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, the climactic moment comes when Huck must choose between his regard for the humanity and decency of a runaway slave and the social and legal ethic that demands that he surrender him to the authorities. It is perhaps the most dramatic decision in American literature, one illustrative of the kinds of issues that served as conflicts in realistic fiction.

The other elements of the fiction within the realistic mode were congruent with these subjects and themes. Stories about the struggles of common people needed to be told by the ordinary people themselves, in first person, or by a third-person narrative intelligence identified with the mind of a single character, usually the protagonist. Characters interacting in a physical world do not lend themselves to personification, so the fictional personalities in Realism tended to be described in terms  of their appearance or earthly function, revealing themselves dramatically in action or dialogue. Supernatural omniscience was no longer in vogue, hence there was no access to the life stories of all the characters, unless they spoke about themselves to another character. This limited method of narration did not provide access to a frame of reference that would allow for symbolization; instead, the Realists presented images derived from experience or metaphors arising from the events in a story; there are few formal symbols in American Realism.

Nature, a benevolent, Pantheistic entity in Romanticism, is portrayed as indifferent to the human condition in Realism, although the underlying notion that there is a “moral” presence in Nature lingered in fiction for more than a century. Formal religion, and direct allusions to a deity, are rare in Realism; when organized religious institutions are described, as they are in Huck Finn and Harold Frederic’s The Damnation of Theron Ware, they are usually the subject of satire, a tradition that culminates in the twentieth century with Sinclair Lewis’s Elmer Gantry.  All of these matters should be taken as tendencies in the fiction of the period, not absolutes, but they were sufficiently widespread to constitute a movement in the short story, one that had an effect on American literature for more than a century, producing many of its finest works. Of course no short story fits the mold of Realism perfectly, but many of the best stories in American literature are essentially Realistic.

Within these parameters, writers explored the important issues of the late nineteenth century. The national and personal destructiveness of war was an unavoidable subject for the time, and stories based on the Civil War, the most devastating event in national history, as well as on the Spanish-American War and World War I, expressed the central ideas of Realism. William Dean Howells’s “Editha,” set during the Spanish-American War, focuses on the moral consequences of a young woman’s need to have her betrothed enlist to become worthy of her, a sacrifice with unforeseen but devastating consequences. Ambrose Bierce’s “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” is one of the great stories in English, capturing, in the workings of the mind of a condemned man, the meaning of a military execution. Garland’s “The Return of a Private” shows the aftermath of war, the human cost of political idealism, the grim impoverishment that awaits the antiheroic arrival of a humble farmer coming home to his family. No story presents a more devastating account of a battle than does Bierce’s “Chickamauga,” a powerful story not only for its subject, an engagement as seen by a small child, but also for its method, as the narrative perspective identifies with the child’s mind, revealing the truth of the scene as he comes to startling, haunting, realization.

Other writers used Realistic techniques to explore the dynamics of  gender, a concern that resulted in the New Woman theme in the 1890s and went on, in the suffragist movement, to the political enfranchisement of women. Perhaps the best novel on the New Woman theme is Kate Chopin’s The Awakening. The most well known feminist story of the period is Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpaper,” a brilliant evocation of emotional pathology and misguided, destructive attempts to treat it. Mary Wilkins Freeman’s “The Revolt of ‘Mother’ ” captures a moment of female assertion with both humor and sensitivity. Edith Wharton’s “The Other Two” concerns a distinctly “modern” subject, the divorced and remarried woman. Jewett’s “Miss Tempy’s Watchers” deals with the more gentle issue of “communities of women,” using psychological transformation, rather than physical event, for the climax. Willa Cather’s “A Wagner Matinée” similarly focuses on another sensitive matter that emerges in this era, the essence of the aesthetic sensibility, the importance of art in human existence.

Ethnic and racial topics were also an important part of Realism, for few subjects seemed so central to the melting pot of America as the definition of the values of various groups as a precursor to the assimilation of them into one symbiotic society. With vast numbers of immigrants from a broad range of backgrounds, with differing languages, religions, and customs, the expanding nation presented an unlimited number of possibilities for stories in this vein. Charles W. Chesnutt’s “The Wife of His Youth” utilizes African-American issues in a typically Realistic manner, presenting the protagonist at an intense moment of ethical crisis, when a decision will forever change the course of his life. Zitkala-Sä’s “The Trial Path” uses a Native American legend to illustrate the process of justice among the Lakota people. Alice Dunbar-Nelson, an African-American writer from New Orleans, unites racial and regional concerns in “Sister Josepha,” and Abraham Cahan, the first important Jewish writer in American fiction, gives expression to his background in “A Providential Match.” These are only a sample of the varied subjects that Realistic writers addressed in their stories, but their work brought the fruition of the short story in American literary history.

By the 1890s the central concept of Realism was well established in American literature, and its basic principles were to dominate fiction for the next century, but there also evolved two related movements with somewhat different fundamental assumptions: Naturalism and Impressionism. Naturalism was not, as is often assumed, simply a more pessimistic form of Realism. Indeed, the underlying ideas of the nature of human life, the extent to which people are responsible for their actions, the method of presenting narratives, the kinds of characters used, the handling of plot, the presentation of images, the tone, the genre, and even the style of Naturalism differed from Realism in important ways.  If Realism had its origins in painting, Naturalism can be thought to have evolved from science, specifically from a book by a French physician, Claude Bernard, entitled An Introduction to the Study of Experimental Medicine, which presented the startling idea that medical  treatment should involve an assessment of the cause of a condition as a basis for curing the patient. Illness was not, in Bernard’s view, a matter of divine will, and heavenly intervention was not a preferred therapy, an attitude that proved controversial. The duty of a physician was to establish, the physiological etiology of a pathological phenomenon, alter the causative agent, and cure the patient. Émile Zola, impressed by this thinking, applied the same logic to the role of a novelist in The Experimental Novel (1880). The obligation of a novel was to portray social pathology, analyzing its causative forces, and, by suggesting ways of altering these factors, improve society. Naturalism was, unabashedly, a reformist movement.

Beginning in the 1890s in America, Naturalistic fiction was very effective in achieving these ends, and, through alliance with the Populist movement, with governmental agencies seeking to improve conditions in the cities and on the farms, and later with Socialism, the Naturalists were able to influence the direction of American society. They were also informed by developments in psychology, political philosophy, and science, particularly by Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection in 1859, which contributed to Naturalistic thinking not only the idea that homo sapiens are related to the lower forms of animals but that people are capable of an atavistic regression to a savage state, that modern behavior can be the product of biologically determined forces, that there is nothing transcendent in human life. Life is a struggle for survival in which not the fittest but the most ruthless prevail.

Out of these ideas developed the dominant theme in Naturalism of pessimistic Determinism, the notion that characters are the victims of the Promethean forces of heredity, society, and a hostile nature, powers outside the control of the protagonists and for which they are thus not to be held responsible. In this sense individuality, crucial in Realism, is deemphasized in Naturalism, since personal attributes make little difference in a character driven by overwhelming external forces or internal biological necessities. The plots of Naturalism thus tend to exhibit the expression of Deterministic power; there is little ethical struggle within a character since personal choice makes no difference. Naturalistic fiction is normally set in a hostile environment, in urban slums, in rural poverty, in the jungle, or the arctic. The characters tend to be uneducated, representative, lower-class “types” of some oppressed group, most often uncomprehending of the forces that impel them toward tragedy, unable to grasp the situation or articulate a protest. Such characters  could not narrate their own stories, of course, since they have no knowledge of the powers that drive them to ruin; Naturalistic narrators are nearly always omniscient voices, in possession of the long causative history of the situation, able to have access to the minds of all of the characters, able to see into the future as well as the past. Such narrators tend to be intrusive, commenting directly on the meaning of the events presented, analyzing the responsibility for the destructive circumstances. As a reform movement, Naturalism was not noted for artistic effects or stylistic grace; but animal and jungle images, figures drawn from war, metaphors from prehistoric savagery, and dominant symbols of obsessive characters traits (lust, greed, hatred, revenge) emphasize the underlying themes.

These ideas produced some great novels, among them Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, Frank Norris’s McTeague, Jack London’s The Sea-Wolf, John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath, and, in 1940, Richard Wright’s Native Son, perhaps the last great novel in this tradition. Because an analysis of causative forces tends to be ponderous, the short story was not the normal genre for Naturalism, although there were powerful stories produced in the mode. One of the most frequently cited is Norris’s “A Deal in Wheat,” which well illustrates the theme of economic determinism, as greed in the grain market ruins the life of a farmer and his family. Hamlin Garland’s “Under the Lion’s Paw” develops a related theme, the exploitation of tenant farmers in the uncontrolled economy of the late nineteenth century. Social injustice is also the theme of Stephen Crane’s “An Experiment in Misery” and “The Men in the Storm,” both Bowery tales of urban poverty and despair. London’s “To Build a Fire” illustrates the hostility of nature, life as a struggle for survival, and “The Law of Life” reveals the tragic acceptance of death. In “The Lynching of Jube Benson,” Paul Lawrence Dunbar, an important early African-American writer, and John M. Oskison, who wrote from a Native American perspective, both present Naturalistic ideas functioning in minority cultures, and Dreiser’s “The Second Choice” explores the restricted options available to lower-class women of the time.

Literary Impressionism, as did Realism, had it origins in painting, although it quickly found expression in music and literature. The term was first used to describe a Parisian art exhibit in 1874, one displaying paintings by Cézanne, Degas, Pissaro, and Renoir, and which featured Claude Monet’s Impression, Sunrise, which gave a name to the new movement. Within three years a new art journal was founded, The Impressionist, which signaled public acceptance of the still controversial new methodology. Although there was no ideological or artistic homogeneity among the thirty painters originally identified with the term,  there were at least some central ideas that gave cohesion to a set of artistic tendencies. For the Impressionists, actuality was not stable and understood, as the Realists assumed, but constantly in flux, yielding only momentary sensory “impressions,” primarily visual, from which only a tentative and fragmentary understanding of the situation could be inferred. Cézanne declared that “art should not imitate nature but should express the sensations aroused by nature.” From this point of view, reality is a matter of perception; it is objective in the sense that the impressions originate in physical nature, and subjective to the extent that individual human minds receive and interpret the sensations.

These ideas were quickly exported to America. In 1874 the Foreign Exhibition in Boston displayed Impressionistic works by Monet, Manet, Pissaro, Renoir, and Sisley, and by 1886 there were major shows in New York: that year James F. Sutton of the American Art Association arranged an exhibition of more than 300 Impressionist paintings. By this time there were young American artists who were attracted to the mode, among them Theodore Robinson, James Whistler, Mary Cassatt, John Twatchman, Childe Hassam, J. Alden Weir, and Willard Metcalf, and they formed the Academy of American Impressionism. The central ideas of Impressionism quickly influenced American writers as well, since the ideas were being discussed in hundreds of articles in intellectual magazines, among them Cecilia Waern’s “Some Notes on French Impressionism” in the Atlantic Monthly in 1892. But there were other avenues of exposure: Stephen Crane moved into the Art Students’ League in 1892, living with young painters all studying, and discussing, impressionistic painting. The next year Hamlin Garland spoke at the opening of the Impressionist exhibit at the Columbia Exhibition in Chicago, and he later devoted a chapter to Impressionism in his Crumbling Idols. Other writers attended lectures on the movement or viewed the traveling displays of Impressionistic paintings that brought the new art to the small towns and villages across America.

The strategy of the Impressionist writer was to present the sensory details that the central character could receive in an instant of experience, what the painters called a vistazo. The central structural principle of Impressionistic fiction is thus the episode, brief scenes strung together in sequence, each separate but each contributing to the growing aggregate of information. The characters in such fiction are in a constant state of having to interpret the world around them. Impressionistic narrators do not possess omniscience, nor do they have an understanding of a stable “reality” that allows for ethical struggle; they must limit their information to the flow of sensations of a character. They do not intrude with interpretive comment; they do not know the past or the future; they are focused on the sensations of the moment. They know nothing  of supernatural spirituality, nor is there any “symbolism” in Impressionism, only sensory images and the dramatic metaphors inspired by the flow of events. The significance of Impressionistic images thus grows out of the immediate context; in contrast, the meaning of Naturalistic symbols derives from a long history of cultural associations. In Impressionism the issue is a struggle to comprehend the truth of a situation. The conflicts of Impressionism thus do not involve determinism or moral crisis but the incremental acquisition of knowledge, leading to a climatic epiphany, a dramatic moment when a character, usually a young person still learning about life, suddenly sees the truth of a situation. The central themes of such fiction involve truth and illusion, delusion, epistemological growth, and sudden realizations, a set of ideas at once psychologically realistic and yet startlingly modern in literature.

The central ideas and artistic methods of Impressionism, however, did not develop sufficient acceptance or momentum to constitute an entirely separate movement; they are better understood as a set of tendencies within Realism, with which it shared characters and language, ordinary situations, and a concern for the details of literary “art.” Unlike Naturalism, they both avoided authorial comment, dominant symbols, deterministic themes, and political didacticism. In the American novel, the most notable authors employing Impressionistic techniques and ideas were Stephen Crane, whose The Red Badge of Courage is a classic work of Impressionism, Henry James, Kate Chopin, Ambrose Bierce, and Harold Frederic. In the short story, these tendencies have a role in some of the best stories of the period: The first section of Bierce’s “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge,” which presents the objective sensations of the protagonist, is a prime example of Impressionistic restriction; the third section, which presents fantasy as actual experience, is a good example of the subjective pole of Impressionistic narration. The center section, an omniscient presentation of the prehistory of the situation, is not an Impressionistic device. In “Chickamauga,” by restricting the center of intelligence and presenting the sensations of a deaf-mute child, Bierce also utilized Impressionism, as he did for the climax of that story, a dramatic epiphany. An epiphany also serves as the climax of Chopin’s “Désirée’s Baby,” in which a new realization changes the meaning of everything, very close to the role of “recognition” in classical tragedy, the very issue that concludes James’s “The Beast in the Jungle.” Impressionism was not the major movement of its day (that role was left to Realism), but it had an influence on the direction of American literature for several decades beginning in the 1890s. The Imagist movement in poetry, for example, has it roots in Impressionism, as did certain aspects of the Modernism that developed in the 1920s.

Many stories of the period, particularly around the turn of the century, display multiple tendencies, lending them to a variety of interpretations in these terms. In Crane’s “The Open Boat,” for example, Nature is initially portrayed as hostile (with the snarling of the waves and the threat of the shark), but the correspondent grows to see it as indifferent. The fight for survival is replaced as a central issue by the new realization of the central character, his development of compassion, and the sense of community, a “brotherhood” that unites the men in the boat. “The Blue Hotel” provides the basis for a reading in all three modes, although the results are very different. As Naturalism, the theme involves the hostility of the storm about the hotel, the compulsions of “character” within the Swede, the fight for survival of the gambler. The Swede is the victim of deterministic forces, and no one is personally responsible. As Realism, the story is about the assessment of culpability for the death of the Swede, the issue the Easterner and the Cowboy discuss at the end, and many characters can be seen as contributory actors, for which they cannot escape blame. The role of Impressionism is related to narrative method, as “the Easterner’s mind, like a film, took lasting impressions of the three men,” putting the emphasis on the sensory experiences of the central character and his realizations in the conclusion. Each of these approaches have interpretive validity, and yet no one of them accounts for all of the artistry and ideas that enrich this remarkable story.

Many stories defy easy categorization, even when certain aspects of them fit a movement perfectly. Jewett’s “A White Heron,” for example, is Regional in tone, dialect, and setting, but the conflict involves precisely the kind of ethical dilemma that typifies Realism. But even though no story fits one category in all respects, and the definitions of the movements do not account for all of the devices and themes that the stories contain, still a working definition of the local-color movement, Realism, Naturalism, and Impressionism help to elucidate the variety of themes that were current in this period and to serve as a reminder of the spectrum of considerations that go into a full interpretation of a story. This was a period, 1865 to 1918, that saw the short story come into maturity in America, and the short fiction that emerged in this era confronted the most pressing issues of a dynamic age. It is a rich literary legacy, one that finds partial expression in the stories in this volume.

James Nagel
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Part I

REGIONALISM AND LOCAL COLOR




MARK TWAIN

Jim Smiley and His Jumping Frog

This memorable piece of vernacular humor launched Mark Twain’s national literary reputation and, in a way, remained his signature piece for many years to come. Twain had heard a man named Ben Coon tell the story in a mining camp on California’s Western Slope, and, seeing something literary in it, he recorded in bare-boned fashion the incidents of the tale. What most struck Twain was Ben Coon’s deadpanned way of telling the yarn—for Coon was evidently unaware that there was anything funny about what he was saying. When Artemus Ward requested a contribution from Twain for a collection he was putting together, Twain wrote up the story. The completed tale arrived too late to be included in Ward’s collection, however, and instead was first published in the New York Saturday Review for November 18, 1865. It was subsequently reprinted in newspapers throughout the country, and Mark Twain became an instant celebrity.

The author had chosen to cast this story in the familiar form of the frame tale, in which a genteel and refined character begins the story, a vernacular character spins his yarn, and the genteel narrator returns in the final paragraph. Twain adopted the form to his own purposes, however, and, unlike other humorists, refused to condescend to his created character or to make fun of him. Wheeler’s genuine admiration of the exploits of Jim Smiley and the mysterious stranger, combined with his vivid and often fantastic vernacular metaphors, makes for an affecting as well as a hilarious specimen of Twain’s humor.
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Mr. A. Ward,

Dear Sir:—Well, I called on good-natured, garrulous old Simon Wheeler, and I inquired after your friend Leonidas W. Smiley, as you requested me to do, and I hereunto append the result. If you can get any information out of it you are cordially welcome to it. I have a lurking suspicion that your Leonidas W. Smiley is a myth—that you never knew such a personage, and that you only conjectured that if I asked old Wheeler about him it would remind him of his infamous Jim Smiley, and he would go to work and bore me nearly to death with some infernal reminiscence of him  as long and tedious as it should be useless to me. If that was your design, Mr. Ward, it will gratify you to know that it succeeded.



I found Simon Wheeler dozing comfortably by the barroom stove of the little old dilapidated tavern in the ancient mining camp of Boomerang, and I noticed that he was fat and bald-headed, and had an expression of winning gentleness and simplicity upon his tranquil countenance. He roused up and gave me good-day. I told him a friend of mine had commissioned me to make some inquiries about a cherished companion of his boyhood named Leonidas W. Smiley—Rev. Leonidas W. Smiley—a young minister of the gospel, who he had heard was at one time a resident of this village of Boomerang. I added that if Mr. Wheeler could tell me anything about this Rev. Leonidas W. Smiley, I would feel under many obligations to him.

Simon Wheeler backed me into a corner and blockaded me there with his chair—and then sat down and reeled off the monotonous narrative which follows this paragraph. He never smiled, he never frowned, he never changed his voice from the quiet, gently-flowing key to which he turned the initial sentence, he never betrayed the slightest suspicion of enthusiasm—but all through the interminable narrative there ran a vein of impressive earnestness and sincerity, which showed me plainly that so far from his imagining that there was anything ridiculous or funny about his story, he regarded it as a really important matter, and admired its two heroes as men of transcendent genius in finesse. To me, the spectacle of a man drifting serenely along through such a queer yarn without ever smiling was exquisitely absurd. As I said before, I asked him to tell me what he knew of Rev. Leonidas W. Smiley, and he replied as follows. I let him go on in his own way, and never interrupted him once:

 

There was a feller here once by the name of Jim Smiley, in the winter of ’49—or maybe it was the spring of ’50—I don’t recollect exactly, some how, though what makes me think it was one or the other is because I remember the big flume wasn’t finished when he first come to the camp; but anyway, he was the curiosest man about always betting on anything that turned up you ever see, if he could get anybody to bet on the other side, and if he couldn’t he’d change sides—any way that suited the other man would suit him—any way just so’s he got a bet, he was satisfied. But still, he was lucky—uncommon lucky; he most always come out winner. He was always ready and laying for a chance; there couldn’t be no solitry thing mentioned but what that feller’d offer to bet on it—and take any side you please, as I was just telling you: if there was a horse race, you’d find him flush or you find him busted at  the end of it; if there was a dog-fight, he’d bet on it; if there was a cat-fight, he’d bet on it; if there was a chicken-fight, he’d bet on it; why if there was two birds setting on a fence, he would bet you which one would fly first—or if there was a camp-meeting he would be there reglar to bet on parson Walker, which he judged to be the best exhorter about here, and so he was, too, and a good man; if he even see a straddle-bug start to go any wheres, he would bet you how long it would take him to get wherever he was going to, and if you took him up he would foller that straddle-bug to Mexico but what he would find out where he was bound for and how long he was on the road. Lots of the boys here has seen that Smiley and can tell you about him. Why, it never made no difference to him—he would bet on anything—the dangdest feller. Parson Walker’s wife laid very sick, once, for a good while, and it seemed as if they warn’t going to save her; but one morning he come in and Smiley asked him how she was, and he said she was considerable better—thank the Lord for his inf‘nit mercy—and coming on so smart that with the blessing of Providence she’d get well yet—and Smiley, before he thought, says, “Well, I’ll resk two-and-a-half that she don’t, anyway.”

Thish-yer Smiley had a mare—the boys called her the fifteen-minute nag, but that was only in fun, you know, because, of course, she was faster than that—and he used to win money on that horse, for all she was so slow and always had the asthma, or the distemper, or the consumption, or something of that kind. They used to give her two or three hundred yards’ start, and then pass her under way; but always at the fag-end of the race she’d get excited and desperate-like, and come cavorting and spraddling up, and scattering her legs around limber, sometimes in the air, and sometimes out to one side amongst the fences, and kicking up m-o-r-e dust, and raising m-o-r-e racket with her coughing and sneezing and blowing her nose—and always fetch up at the stand just about a neck ahead, as near as you could cipher it down.

And he had a little small bull-pup, that to look at him you’d think he warn’t worth a cent, but to set around and look ornery, and lay for a chance to steal something. But as soon as money was up on him he was a different dog—his underjaw’d begin to stick out like the for‘castle of a steamboat, and his teeth would uncover, and shine savage like the furnaces. And a dog might tackle him, and bully-rag him, and bite him, and throw him over his shoulder two or three times, and Andrew Jackson—which was the name of the pup—Andrew Jackson would never let on but what he was satisfied, and hadn’t expected nothing else—and the bets being doubled and doubled on the other side all the time, till the money was all up—and then all of a sudden he would grab that other dog just by the joint of his hind legs and freeze to it—not  chaw, you understand, but only just grip and hang on till they throwed up the sponge, if it was a year. Smiley always came out winner on that pup till he harnessed a dog once that didn’t have no hind legs, because they’d been sawed off in a circular saw, and when the thing had gone along far enough, and the money was all up, and he came to make a snatch for his pet holt, he saw in a minute how he’d been imposed on, and how the other dog had him in the door, so to speak, and he ’peared surprised, and then he looked sorter discouraged like, and didn’t try no more to win the fight, and so he got shucked out bad. He gave Smiley a look as much as to say his heart was broke, and it was his fault, for putting up a dog that hadn’t no hind legs for him to take holt of, which was his main dependence in a fight, and then he limped off a piece, and laid down and died. It was a good pup, was that Andrew Jackson, and would have made a name for hisself if he’d lived, for the stuff was in him, and he had genius—I know it, because he hadn’t had no opportunities to speak of, and it don’t stand to reason that a dog could make such a fight as he could under them circumstances, if he hadn’t no talent. It always makes me feel sorry when I think of that last fight of his’on, and the way it turned out.

Well, thish-yer Smiley had rat-terriers and chicken cocks, and tom-cats, and all them kind of things, till you couldn’t rest, and you couldn’t fetch nothing for him to bet on but he’d match you. He ketched a frog one day and took him home and said he cal‘lated to educate him; and so he never done nothing for three months but set in his back yard and learn that frog to jump. And you bet you he did learn him, too. He’d give him a little hunch behind, and the next minute you’d see that frog whirling in the air like a doughnut—see him turn one summerset, or maybe a couple, if he got a good start, and come down flat-footed and all right, like a cat. He got him up so in the matter of ketching flies, and kept him in practice so constant, that he’d nail a fly every time as far as he could see him. Smiley said all a frog wanted was education, and he could do most anything—and I believe him. Why, I’ve seen him set Dan’I Webster down here on this floor—Dan‘l Webster was the name of the frog—and sing out, “Flies! Dan’l, flies,” and quicker’n you could wink, he’d spring straight up, and snake a fly off’n the counter there, and flop down on the floor again as solid as a gob of mud, and fall to scratching the side of his head with his hind foot as indifferent as if he hadn’t no idea he’d done any more’n any frog might do. You never see a frog so modest and straightfor’ard as he was, for all he was so gifted. And when it come to fair-and-square jumping on a dead level, he could get over more ground at one straddle than any animal of his breed you ever see. Jumping on a dead level was his strong suit, you understand, and when it come to that, Smiley would ante up money on  him as long as he had a red. Smiley was monstrous proud of his frog, and well he might be, for fellers that had travelled and ben everywheres all said he laid over any frog that ever they see.

Well, Smiley kept the beast in a little lattice box, and he used to fetch him down town sometimes and lay for a bet. One day a feller—a stranger in the camp, he was—come across him with his box, and says:

“What might it be that you’ve got in the box?”

And Smiley says, sorter indifferent like, “It might be a parrot, or it might be a canary, maybe, but it ain’t—it’s only just a frog.”

And the feller took it, and looked at it careful, and turned it round this way and that, and says, “H’m—so ’tis. Well, what’s he good for?”

“Well,” Smiley says, easy and careless, “He’s good enough for one thing I should judge—he can out-jump ary frog in Calaveras county.”

The feller took the box again, and took another long, particular look, and give it back to Smiley and says, very deliberate, “Well—I don’t see no points about that frog that’s any better’n any other frog.”

“Maybe you don‘t,” Smiley says. “Maybe you understand frogs, and maybe you don’t understand ’em; maybe you’ve had experience, and maybe you ain’t only a amature, as it were. Anyways, I’ve got my opinion, and I’ll resk forty dollars that he can outjump ary frog in Calaveras county.”

And the feller studied a minute, and then says, kinder sad, like, “Well—I’m only a stranger here, and I ain’t got no frog—but if I had a frog I’d bet you.”

And then Smiley says, “That’s all right—that’s all right—if you’ll hold my box a minute I’ll go and get you a frog;” and so the feller took the box, and put up his forty dollars along with Smiley’s, and set down to wait.

So he set there a good while thinking and thinking to hisself, and then he got the frog out and prized his mouth open and took a teaspoon and filled him full of quail-shot—nlled him pretty near up to his chin —and set him on the floor. Smiley he went out to the swamp and slopped around in the mud for a long time, and finally he ketched a frog and fetched him in and give him to this feller and says:

“Now if you’re ready, set him alongside of Dan‘l, with his forepaws just even with Dan’l’s, and I’ll give the word.” Then he says, “one—two—three—jump!” and him and the feller touched up the frogs from behind, and the new frog hopped off lively, but Dan’l give a heave, and hysted up his shoulders—so—like a Frenchman, but it wasn’t no use—he couldn’t budge; he was planted as solid as a anvil, and he couldn’t no more stir than if he was anchored out. Smiley was a good deal surprised, and he was disgusted too, but he didn’t have no idea what the matter was, of course.

The feller took the money and started away, and when he was going out at the door he sorter jerked his thumb over his shoulder—this way—at Dan’l, and says again, very deliberate, “Well—I don’t see no points about that frog that’s any better’n any other frog.”

Smiley he stood scratching his head and looking down at Dan‘l a long time, and at last he says, “I do wonder what in the nation that frog throwed off for—I wonder if there ain’t something the matter with him-he ’pears to look mighty baggy, somehow”—and he ketched Dan’l by the nap of the neck, and lifted him up and says, “Why blame my cats if he don’t weigh five pound”—and turned him upside down, and he belched out about a double-handful of shot. And then he see how it was, and he was the maddest man—he set the frog down and took out after that feller, but he never ketched him. And—

[Here Simon Wheeler heard his name called from the front-yard, and got up to go and see what was wanted.] And turning to me as he moved away, he said: “Just sit where you are, stranger, and rest easy—I ain’t going to be gone a second.”

But by your leave, I did not think that a continuation of the history of the enterprising vagabond Jim Smiley would be likely to afford me much information concerning the Rev. Leonidas W. Smiley, and so I started away.

At the door I met the sociable Wheeler returning, and he buttonholed me and recommenced:

“Well, thish-yer Smiley had a yaller one-eyed cow that didn’t have no tail only just a short stump like a bannanner, and—”

“O, curse Smiley and his afflicted cow!” I muttered, good-naturedly, and bidding the old gentleman good-day, I departed.




BRET HARTE

The Luck of Roaring Camp

This story was published in 1868 in the second issue of the California journal The Overland Monthly, of which Harte was the founding editor and frequent contributor. The piece appeared unsigned, and though many local readers objected to its coarseness, when it was reprinted in the East the tale was welcomed with unreserved enthusiasm. When the author’s name was disclosed, Harte became an overnight sensation and the most celebrated exponent of local-color writing. The manner of this and other stories is distinctly literary, however, and owes more to Dickens and Hawthorne than to the vernacular energy of California mining communities. Nevertheless, the charm of the tale resides in the author’s seemingly effortless fusion of diverse, even paradoxical, elements. The illegimate offspring of a prostitute, “Cherokee Sal,” works a redemptive change on the maimed and violent citizens of Roaring Camp, their awkward and unaccustomed attempts to care for the child serving as better burlesque of genteel customs than deliberate satire. On the other hand, the child they christen “Thomas Luck” may or may not be their savior; the transformations of the local roughs may be little more than the ill-fitting garments of sentimentality. The child, at all events, is, as Kentuck admiringly describes him, a “d——d little cuss” in more ways than one. If his birth recalls a homespun version of the Nativity, the manner of his death is reminiscent of the deluge God sent to rid the world of wickedness. The net effect of this ambiguous story is at once amusingly parodic (of both Western manners and strained religiosity) and genuinely affecting.
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There was commotion in Roaring Camp. It could not have been a fight, for in 1850 that was not novel enough to have called together the entire settlement. The ditches and claims were not only deserted, but “Tuttle’s grocery” had contributed its gamblers, who, it will be remembered, calmly continued their game the day that French Pete and Kanaka Joe shot each other to death over the bar in the front room. The whole camp was collected before a rude cabin on the outer edge of the clearing. Conversation was carried on in a low tone, but the name of a woman was frequently repeated. It was a name familiar enough in the camp,—“Cherokee Sal.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Strange to say, the child thrived. Perhaps the invigorating climate of the mountain camp was compensation for material deficiencies. Nature took the foundling to her broader breast. In that rare atmosphere of the Sierra foot-hilts,—that air pungent with balsamic odor, that ethereal cordial at once bracing and exhilarating,—he may have found food and nourishment, or a subtle chemistry that transmuted asses’ milk to lime and phosphorus. Stumpy inclined to the belief that it was the latter and good nursing. “Me and that ass,” he would say, “has been father and mother to him! Don’t you,” he would add, apostrophizing the helpless bundle before him, “never go back on us.”

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

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

On the long summer days The Luck was usually carried to the gulch, from whence the golden store of Roaring Camp was taken. There, on a blanket spread over pine-boughs, he would lie while the men were working in the ditches below. Latterly, there was a rude attempt to decorate this bower with flowers and sweet-smelling shrubs, and generally some one would bring him a cluster of wild honeysuckles, azaleas, or the painted blossoms of Las Mariposas. The men had suddenly awakened to the fact that there were beauty and significance in these trifles, which they had so long trodden carelessly beneath their feet. A flake of glittering mica, a fragment of variegated quartz, a bright pebble from the bed of the creek, became beautiful to eyes thus cleared and strengthened, and were invariably put aside for “The Luck.” It was wonderful how many treasures the woods and hillsides yielded that “would do for Tommy.” Surrounded by playthings such as never child out of fairy-land had before, it is to be hoped that Tommy was content. He appeared to be securely happy albeit there was an infantine gravity about him—a contemplative light in his round gray eyes that sometimes worried Stumpy. He was always tractable and quiet, and it is recorded that once having crept beyond his “corral,”—a hedge of tessellated pine-boughs,  which surrounded his bed,—he dropped over the bank on his head in the soft earth, and remained with his mottled legs in the air in that position for at least five minutes with unflinching gravity. He was extricated without a murmur. I hesitate to record the many other instances of his sagacity, which rest, unfortunately, upon the statements of prejudiced friends. Some of them were not without a tinge of superstition. “I crep’ up the bank just now,” said Kentuck one day, in a breathless state of excitement, “and dern my skin if he wasn’t a talking to a jaybird as was a sittin’ on his lap. There they was, just as free and sociable as anything you please, a jawin’ at each other just like two cherry-bums.” Howbeit, whether creeping over the pine-boughs or lying lazily on his back blinking at the leaves above him, to him the birds sang, the squirrels chattered, and the flowers bloomed. Nature was his nurse and playfellow. For him she would let slip between the leaves golden shafts of sunlight that fell just within his grasp; she would send wandering breezes to visit him with the balm of bay and resinous gums; to him the tall red-woods nodded familiarly and sleepily, the bumble-bees buzzed, and the rooks cawed a slumbrous accompaniment.

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

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

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

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

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

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




MARK TWAIN

The Story of the Old Ram

This humorous sketch was interpolated into Roughing It (1872), where it first appeared. It perfectly illustrates the rules for telling a humorous tale, which Twain formulated in his essay “How to Tell a Story” (1895): it wanders about and strings together incongruities and absurdities at its leisure; the narrator, Jim Blaine, is perfectly unaware that there is anything funny in what he is saying; and, largely through masterful  punctuation, it conveys the sense of an absentminded immediateness of presentation. Of course, telling a story and writing a story that gives the reader the imaginary feeling of hearing a tale told are two different matters. For that reason, Twain, functioning as the genteel narrator who introduces a vernacular character, provides something of a user’s manual in the opening paragraph. He sets the scene, gives us the dramatic occasion for the tale, and carefully describes the almost reverential quality of Jim Blaine’s voice and the inebriated abstraction of his mood. Once Blaine commences, however, he is never interrupted, and his tale bubbles along in a single meandering paragraph. Twain may claim that he has been hoodwinked or “sold” at the end, but readers are more apt to feel that they have been treated to an awfully good time.
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Every now and then, in these days, the boys used to tell me I ought to get one Jim Blaine to tell me the stirring story of his grandfather’s old ram—but they always added that I must not mention the matter unless Jim was drunk at the time—just comfortably and sociably drunk. They kept this up until my curiosity was on the rack to hear the story. I got to haunting Blaine; but it was of no use, the boys always found fault with his condition; he was often moderately but never satisfactorily drunk. I never watched a man’s condition with such absorbing interest, such anxious solicitude; I never so pined to see a man uncompromisingly drunk before. At last, one evening I hurried to his cabin, for I learned that this time his situation was such that even the most fastidious could find no fault with it—he was tranquilly, serenely, symmetrically drunk —not a hiccup to mar his voice, not a cloud upon his brain thick enough to obscure his memory. As I entered, he was sitting upon an empty powder-keg, with a clay pipe in one hand and the other raised to command silence. His face was round, red, and very serious; his throat was bare and his hair tumbled; in general appearance and costume he was a stalwart miner of the period. On the pine table stood a candle, and its dim light revealed “the boys” sitting here and there on bunks, candle-boxes, powder-kegs, etc. They said:

“Sh—! Don’t speak—he’s going to commence.”




THE STORY OF THE OLD RAM

I found a seat at once, and Blaine said:

“I don’t reckon them times will ever come again. There never was a more bullier old ram than what he was. Grandfather fetched him from Illinois—got him of a man by the name of Yates—Bill Yates—maybe you might have heard of him; his father was a deacon—Baptist—and  he was a rustler, too; a man had to get up ruther early to get the start of old Thankful Yates; it was him that put the Greens up to jining teams with my grandfather when he moved West. Seth Green was prob‘ly the pick of the flock; he married a Wilkerson—Sarah Wilkerson—good creatur, she was—one of the likeliest heifers that was ever raised in old Stoddard, everybody said that knowed her. She could heft a bar’l of flour as easy as I can flirt a flapjack. And spin? Don’t mention it! Independent? Humph! When Sile Hawkins come a-browsing around her, she let him know that for all his tin he couldn’t trot in harness alongside of her. You see, Sile Hawkins was—no, it warn’t Sile Hawkins, after all—it was a galoot by the name of Filkins—I disremember his first name; but he was a stump—come into pra‘r meeting drunk, one night, hooraying for Nixon, becuz he thought it was a primary; and old deacon Ferguson up and scooted him through the window and he lit on old Miss Jefferson’s head, poor old filly. She was a good soul—had a glass eye and used to lend it to old Miss Wagner, that hadn’t any, to receive company in; it warn’t big enough, and when Miss Wagner warn’t noticing, it would get twisted around in the socket, and look up, maybe, or out to one side, and every which way, while t’other one was looking as straight ahead as a spy-glass. Grown people didn’t mind it, but it most always made the children cry, it was so sort of scary. She tried packing it in raw cotton, but it wouldn’t work, somehow—the cotton would get loose and stick out and look so kind of awful that the children couldn’t stand it no way. She was always dropping it out, and turning up her old dead-light on the company empty, and making them oncomfortable, becuz she never could tell when it hopped out, being blind on that side, you see. So somebody would have to hunch her and say, ‘Your game eye has fetched loose, Miss Wagner dear’—and then all of them would have to sit and wait till she jammed it in again—wrong side before, as a general thing, and green as a bird’s egg, being a bashful cretur and easy sot back before company. But being wrong side before warn’t much difference, anyway, becuz her own eye was sky-blue and the glass one was yaller on the front side, so whichever way she turned it it didn’t match nohow. Old Miss Wagner was considerable on the borrow, she was. When she had a quilting, or Dorcas S‘iety at her house she gen’ally borrowed Miss Higgins’s wooden leg to stump around on; it was considerable shorter than her other pin, but much she minded that. She said she couldn’t abide crutches when she had company, becuz they were so slow; said when she had company and things had to be done, she wanted to get up and hump herself. She was as bald as a jug, and so she used to borrow Miss Jacops’s wig—Miss Jacops was the coffin-peddler’s wife—a ratty old buzzard, he was, that used to go roosting around where people was sick, waiting for ‘em; and there that old rip would sit all day, in the shade, on a coffin that he judged would fit the can’idate; and if it was a slow customer and kind of uncertain, he’d fetch his rations and a blanket along and sleep in the coffin nights. He was anchored out that way, in frosty weather, for about three weeks, once, before old Robbins’s place, waiting for him; and after that, for as much as two years, Jacops was not on speaking terms with the old man, on account of his disapp‘inting him. He got one of his feet froze, and lost money, too, becuz old Robbins took a favorable turn and got well. The next time Robbins got sick, Jacops tried to make up with him, and varnished up the same old coffin and fetched it along; but old Robbins was too many for him; he had him in, and ’peared to be powerful weak; he bought the coffin for ten dollars and Jacops was to pay it back and twenty-five more besides if Robbins didn’t like the coffin after he’d tried it. And then Robbins died, and at the funeral he bursted off the lid and riz up in his shroud and told the parson to let up on the performances, becuz he could not stand such a coffin as that. You see he had been in a trance once before, when he was young, and he took the chances on another, cal‘lating that if he made the trip it was money in his pocket, and if he missed fire he couldn’t lose a cent. And by George he sued Jacops for the rhino and got jedgment; and he set up the coffin in his back parlor and said he ’lowed to take his time, now. It was always an aggravation to Jacops, the way that miserable old thing acted. He moved back to Indiany pretty soon—went to Wellsville—Wellsville was the place the Hogadorns was from. Mighty fine family. Old Maryland stock. Old Squire Hogadorn could carry around more mixed licker, and cuss better than most any map I ever see. His second wife was the widder Billings—she that was Becky Martin; her dam was deacon Dunlap’s first wife. Her oldest child, Maria, married a missionary and died in grace—et up by the savages. They et him, too, poor feller—biled him. It warn’t the custom, so they say, but they explained to friends of his’n that went down there to bring away his things, that they’d tried missionaries every other way and never could get any good out of ‘em—and so it annoyed all his relations to find out that that man’s life was fooled away just out of a dern’d experiment, so to speak. But mind you, there ain’t anything ever reely lost; everything that people can’t understand and don’t see the reason of does good if you only hold on and give it a fair shake; Prov’dence don’t fire no blank ca‘tridges, boys. That there missionary’s substance, unbeknowns to himself, actu’ly converted every last one of them heathens that took a chance at the barbecue. Nothing ever fetched them but that. Don’t tell me it was an accident that he was biled. There ain’t no such a thing as an accident. When my uncle Lem was leaning up agin a scaffolding once, sick, or  drunk, or suthin, an Irishman with a hod full of bricks fell on him out of the third story and broke the old man’s back in two places. People said it was an accident. Much accident there was about that. He didn’t know what he was there for, but he was there for a good object. If he hadn’t been there the Irishman would have been killed. Nobody can ever make me believe anything different from that. Uncle Lem’s dog was there. Why didn’t the Irishman fall on the dog? Becuz the dog would a seen him a-coming and stood from under. That’s the reason the dog warn’t appinted. A dog can’t be depended on to carry out a special providence. Mark my words it was a put-up thing. Accidents don’t happen, boys. Uncle Lem’s dog—I wish you could a seen that dog. He was a reglar shepherd—or ruther he was part bull and part shepherd—splendid animal; belonged to parson Hagar before Uncle Lem got him. Parson Hagar belonged to the Western Reserve Hagars; prime family; his mother was a Watson; one of his sisters married a Wheeler; they settled in Morgan County, and he got nipped by the machinery in a carpet factory and went through in less than a quarter of a minute; his widder bought the piece of carpet that had his remains wove in, and people come a hundred mile to ’tend the funeral. There was fourteen yards in the piece. She wouldn’t let them roll him up, but planted him just so—full length. The church was middling small where they preached the funeral, and they had to let one end of the coffin stick out of the window. They didn’t bury him—they planted one end, and let him stand up, same as a monument. And they nailed a sign on it and put—put on—put on it—sacred to—the m-e-m-o-r-y—of fourteen y-a-r-d-s—of three-ply—car-pet—containing all that was—m-o-r-t-a-l—of—of—W-i-l-l-i-a-m—W-h-e—”

Jim Blaine had been growing gradually drowsy and drowsier—his head nodded, once, twice, three times—dropped peacefully upon his breast, and he fell tranquilly asleep. The tears were running down the boys’ cheeks—they were suffocating with suppressed laughter—and had been from the start, though I had never noticed it. I perceived that I was “sold.” I learned then that Jim Blaine’s peculiarity was that whenever he reached a certain stage of intoxication, no human power could keep him from setting out, with impressive unction, to tell about a wonderful adventure which he had once had with his grandfather’s old ram—and the mention of the ram in the first sentence was as far as any man had ever heard him get, concerning it. He always maundered off, interminably, from one thing to another, till his whisky got the best of him and he fell asleep. What the thing was that happened to him and his grandfather’s old ram is a dark mystery to this day, for nobody has ever yet found out.




HARRIET BEECHER STOWE

The Minister’s Housekeeper

“The Minister’s Housekeeper,” which draws heavily on Stowe’s experiences as the daughter of one minister and the wife of another, was included in Oldtown Fireside Stories in 1872. Representative of both the New England humor tradition and the increasing popularity of local-color stories, this story is one of a series told by the fictional Sam Lawson, a village miscreant who avoids work but glories in the telling of garrulous tales. Much of the charm of his narration comes from his use of regional dialect and the revelation of the personalities and folkways of the mythical Oldtown, based on South Natick, Massachusetts. This story contains Lawson’s amusing depiction of the ethereal Parson Carryl, who, when he had a point to prove in a sermon, could “drive all the texts ahead o’ him like a flock o’ sheep,” but who lacks the capacity to deal with “temporal” matters. At issue is his relationship with his housekeeper, an attractive young woman who keeps house for him after the death of his wife. The gossip about their relationship drives the minister to a futile attempt to take care of his own household and to the predictable conclusion that resolves the issue. Although the Sam Lawson stories lack the moral fervor of Stowe’s abolitionist writing, they contributed to the growing literature of regional character that dominated American magazines in the years after the Civil War, and they further established her as an important voice in the movement toward American realism.
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SCENE.—The shady side of a Mueberry-pasture.—Sam Lawson with the boys, picking blueberries.—Sam, loq.

 

Wal, you see, boys, ‘twas just here,—Parson Carryl’s wife, she died along in the forepart o’ March: my cousin Huldy, she undertook to keep house for him. The way on’t was, that Huldy, she went to take care o’ Mis’ Carryl in the fust on’t, when she fust took sick. Huldy was a tailoress by trade; but then she was one o’ these ’ere facultised persons that has a gift for most any thing, and that was how Mis Carryl come to set sech store by her, that, when she was sick, nothin’ would do for her but she must have Huldy round all the time: and the minister, he said he’d make it good to her all the same, and she shouldn’t lose nothin’ by it. And so Huldy, she staid with Mis’ Carryl full three months afore  she died, and got to seein’ to every thing pretty much round the place.

“Wal, arter Mis’ Carryl died, Parson Carryl, he’d got so kind o’ used to hevin’ on her ‘round, takin’ care o’ things, that he wanted her to stay along a spell; and so Huldy, she staid along a spell, and poured out his tea, and mended his close, and made pies and cakes, and cooked and washed and ironed, and kep’ every thing as neat as a pin. Huldy was a drefful chipper sort o’ gal; and work sort o’ rolled off from her like water off a duck’s back. There warn’t no gal in Sherburne that could put sich a sight o’ work through as Huldy; and yet, Sunday mornin’, she always come out in the singers’ seat like one o’ these ‘ere June roses, lookin’ so fresh and smilin’, and her voice was jest as clear and sweet as a meadow lark‘s—Lordy massy! I ’member how she used to sing some o’ them ’are places where the treble and counter used to go together: her voice kind o’ trembled a little, and it sort o’ went thro’ and thro’ a feller! tuck him right where he lived!”

Here Sam leaned contemplatively back with his head in a clump of sweet fern, and refreshed himself with a chew of young wintergreen. “This ‘ere young wintergreen, boys, is jest like a feller’s thoughts o’ things that happened when he was young: it comes up jest so fresh and tender every year, the longest time you hev to live; and you can’t help chawin’ on’t tho’ ’tis sort o’ stingin’. I don’t never get over likin’ young wintergreen.”

“But about Huldah, Sam?”

“Oh, yes! about Huldy. Lordy massy! when a feller is Indianin’ round, these ‘ere pleasant summer days, a feller’s thoughts gits like a flock o’ young partridges: they’s up and down and everywhere; ’cause one place is jest about as good as another, when they’s all so kind o’ comfortable and nice. Wal, about Huldy,—as I was a sayin’. She was jest as handsome a gal to look at as a feller could have; and I think a nice, well-behaved young gal in the singers’ seat of a Sunday is a means o’ grace: it’s sort o’ drawin’ to the unregenerate, you know. Why, boys, in them days, I’ve walked ten miles over to Sherburne of a Sunday mornin’, jest to play the bass-viol in the same singers’ seat with Huldy. She was very much respected, Huldy was; and, when she went out to tailorin‘, she was allers bespoke six months ahead, and sent for in waggins up and down for ten miles round; for the young fellers was allers ’mazin’ anxious to be sent after Huldy, and was quite free to offer to go for her. Wal, after Mis’ Carry! died, Huldy got to be sort o’ housekeeper at the minister’s, and saw to every thing, and did every thing: so that there warn’t a pin out o’ the way.

“But you know how ‘tis in parishes: there allers is women that thinks the minister’s affairs belongs to them, and they ought to have the rulin’ and guidin’ of ’em; and, if a minister’s wife dies, there’s folks that allers  has their eyes open on providences,—lookin’ out who’s to be the next one.

“Now, there was Mis’ Amaziah Pipperidge, a widder with snappin’ black eyes, and a hook nose,—kind o’ like a hawk; and she was one o’ them up-and-down commandin’ sort o’ women, that feel that they have a call to be seein’ to every thing that goes on in the parish, and ’specially to the minister.

“Folks did say that Mis’ Pipperidge sort o’ sot her eye on the parson for herself: wal, now that ‘are might a been, or it might not. Some folks thought it was a very suitable connection. You see she hed a good property of her own, right nigh to the minister’s lot, and was allers kind o’ active and busy; so, takin’ one thing with another, I shouldn’t wonder if Mis’ Pipperidge should a thought that Providence p’inted that way. At any rate, she went up to Deakin Blodgett’s wife, and they two sort o’ put their heads together a mournin’ and condolin’ about the way things was likely to go on at the minister’s now Mis’ Carryl was dead. Ye see, the parson’s wife, she was one of them women who hed their eyes everywhere and on every thing. She was a little thin woman, but tough as Inger rubber, and smart as a steel trap; and there warn’t a hen laid an egg, or cackled, but Mis’ Carryl was right there to see about it; and she hed the garden made in the spring, and the medders mowed in summer, and the cider made, and the corn husked, and the apples got in the fall; and the doctor, he hedn’t nothin’ to do but jest sit stock still a meditatin’ on Jerusalem and Jericho and them things that ministers think about. But Lordy massy! he didn’t know nothin’ about where any thing he eat or drunk or wore come from or went to: his wife jest led him ’round in. temporal things and took care on him like a baby.

“Wal, to be sure, Mis’ Carryl looked up to him in spirituals, and thought all the world on him; for there warn’t a smarter minister no where ‘round. Why, when he preached on decrees and election, they used to come clear over from South Parish, and West Sherburne, and Old Town to hear him; and there was sich a row o’ waggins tied along by the meetin’-house that the stables was all full, and all the hitchin‘posts was full clean up to the tavern, so that folks said the doctor made the town look like a gineral trainin’-day a Sunday.

“He was gret on texts, the doctor was. When he hed a p‘int to prove, he’d jest go thro’ the Bible, and drive all the texts ahead o’ him like a flock o’ sheep; and then, if there was a text that seemed gin him, why, he’d come out with his Greek and Hebrew, and kind o’ chase it ’round a spell, jest as ye see a fellar chase a contrary bell-wether, and make him jump the fence arter the rest. I tell you, there wa‘n’t no text in the Bible that could stand agin the doctor when his blood was up. The year arter the doctor was app’inted to preach the ‘lection sermon in Boston,  he made such a figger that the Brattlestreet Church sent a committee right down to see if they couldn’t get him to Boston; and then the Sherburne folks, they up and raised his salary; ye see, there ain’t nothin’ wakes folks up like somebody else’s wantin’ what you’ve got. Wal, that fall they made him a Doctor o’ Divinity at Cambridge College, and so they sot more by him than ever. Wal, you see, the doctor, of course he felt kind o’ lonesome and afflicted when Mis’ Carryl was gone; but railly and truly, Huldy was so up to every thing about house, that the doctor didn’t miss nothin’ in a temporal way. His shirt-bosoms was pleated finer than they ever was, and them ruffles ’round his wrists was kep’ like the driven snow; and there warn’t a brack in his silk stockin’s, and his shoe buckles was kep’ polished up, and his coats brushed; and then there warn’t no bread and biscuit like Huldy’s; and her butter was like solid lumps o’ gold; and there wern’t no pies to equal hers; and so the doctor never felt the loss o’ Miss Carryl at table. Then there was Huldy allers oppisite to him, with her blue eyes and her cheeks like two fresh peaches. She was kind o’ pleasant to look at; and the more the doctor looked at her the better he liked her; and so things seemed to be goin’ on quite quiet and comfortable ef it hadn’t been that Mis’ Pipperidge and Mis’ Deakin Blodgett and Mis’ Sawin got their heads together a talkin’ about things.

“ ‘Poor man,’ says Mis’ Pipperidge, ‘what can that child that he’s got there do towards takin’ the care of all that place? It takes a mature woman,’ she says, ‘to tread in Mis’ Carryl’s shoes.’

“ ‘That it does,’ said Mis’ Blodgett; ‘and, when things once get to runnin’ down hill, there ain’t no stoppin’ on ’em,’ says she.

“Then Mis’ Sawin she took it up. (Ye see, Mis’ Sawin used to go out to dress-makin‘, and was sort o’ jealous, ’cause folks sot more by Huldy than they did by her). ‘Well,’ says she, ‘Huldy Peters is well enough at her trade. I never denied that, though I do say I never did believe in her way o’ makin’ button-holes; and I must say, if ’twas the dearest friend I hed, that I thought Huldy tryin’ to fit Mis’ Kittridge’s plumb-colored silk was a clear piece o’ presumption; the silk was jist spiled, so ‘twarn’t fit to come into the meetin’-house. I must say, Huldy’s a gal that’s always too ventersome about takin’ ‘sponsibilities she don’t know nothin’ about.’

“ ‘Of course she don’t,’ said Mis’ Deakin Blodgett. ‘What does she know about all the lookin’ and seein’ to that there ought to be in guidin’ the minister’s house. Huldy’s well meanin‘, and she’s good at her work, and good in the singers’ seat; but Lordy massy! she hain’t got no experience. Parson Carryl ought to have an experienced woman to keep house for him. There’s the spring house-cleanin’ and the fall house-cleanin’ to be seen to, and the things to be put away from the moths;  and then the gettin’ ready for the association and all the ministers’ meetin’s ; and the makin’ the soap and the candles, and settin’ the hens and turkeys, watchin’ the calves, and seein’ after the hired men and the garden; and there that ’are blessed man jist sets there at home as serene, and has nobody ‘round but that ’are gal, and don’t even know how things must be a runnin’ to waste!’

“Wal, the upshot on’t was, they fussed and fuzzled and wuzzled till they’d drinked up all the tea ih the teapot; and then they went down and called on the parson, and wuzzled him all up talkin’ about this, that, and t‘other that wanted lookin’ to, and that it was no way to leave every thing to a young chit like Huldy, and that he ought to be lookin’ about for an experienced woman. The parson he thanked ’em kindly, and said he believed their motives was good, but he didn’t go no further. He didn’t ask Mis’ Pipperidge to come and stay there and help him, nor nothin’ o’ that kind; but he said he’d attend to matters himself. The fact was, the parson had got such a likin’ for havin’ Huldy ’round, that he couldn’t think o’ such a thing as swappin’ her off for the Widder Pipperidge.

“But he thought to himself, ‘Huldy is a good girl; but I oughtn’t to be a leavin’ every thing to her,—it’s too hard on her. I ought to be instructin’ and guidin’ and helpin’ of her; ’cause ’tain’t everybody could be expected to know and do what Mis’ Carryl did;’ and so at it he went; and Lordy massy! didn’t Huldy hev a time on’t when the minister began to come out of his study, and want to tew ‘round and see to things? Huldy, you see, thought all the world of the minister, and she was ’most afraid to laugh; but she told me she couldn‘t, for the life of her, help it when his back was turned, for he wuzzled things up in the most singular way. But Huldy she’d jest say ‘Yes, sir,’ and get him off into his study, and go on her own way.

“ ‘Huldy,’ says the minister one day, ‘you ain’t experienced out doors; and, when you want to know any thing, you must come to me.’

“ ‘Yes, sir,’ says Huldy.

“ ‘Now, Huldy,’ says the parson, ‘you must be sure to save the turkey-eggs, so that we can have a lot of turkeys for Thanksgiving.’

“ ‘Yes, sir,’ says Huldy; and she opened the pantry-door, and showed him a nice dishful she’d been a savin’ up. Wal, the very next day the parson’s hen-turkey was found killed up to old Jim Scroggs’s barn. Folks said Scroggs killed it; though Scroggs, he stood to it he didn’t: at any rate, the Scroggses, they made a meal, on’t; and Huldy, she felt bad about it ‘cause she’d set her heart on raisin’ the turkeys; and says she, ‘Oh, dear! I don’t know what I shall do. I was just ready to set her.’

“ ‘Do, Huldy?’ says the parson: ‘why, there’s the other turkey, out there by the door; and a fine bird, too, he is.’

Sure enough, there was the old tom-turkey a struttin’ and a sidlin’ and a quitterin,’ and a floutin’ his tail-feathers in the sun, like a lively young widower, all ready to begin life over agin.

“ ‘But,’ says Huldy, ‘you know he can’t set on eggs.’

“ ‘He can’t? I’d like to know why,’ says the parson. ‘He shall set on eggs, and hatch ’em too.’

“ ‘O doctor!’ says Huldy, all in a tremble; ‘cause, you know, she didn’t want to contradict the minister, and she was afraid she should laugh,—‘I never heard that a tom-turkey would set on eggs.’

“ ‘Why, they ought to,’ said the parson, getting quite ‘arnest: ’what else be they good for? you just bring out the eggs, now, and put ‘em in the nest, and I’ll make him set on ’em.’

“So Huldy she thought there wern’t no way to convince him but to let him try: so she took the eggs out, and fixed ‘em all nice in the nest; and then she come back and found old Tom a skirmishin’ with the parson pretty lively, I tell ye. Ye see, old Tom he didn’t take the idee at all; and he flopped and gobbled, and fit the parson; and the parson’s wig got ’round so that his cue stuck straight out over his ear, but he’d got his blood up. Ye see, the old doctor was used to carryin’ his p‘ints o’ doctrine; and he hadn’t fit the Arminians and Socinians to be beat by a tom-turkey; so finally he made a dive, and ketched him by the neck in spite o’ his floppin’, and stroked him down, and put Huldy’s apron ’round him.

“ ‘There, Huldy,’ he says, quite red in the face, ‘we’ve got him now;’ and he travelled off to the barn with him as lively as a cricket.

“Huldy came behind jist chokin’ with laugh, and afraid the minister would look ’round and see her.

“ ‘Now, Huldy, we’ll crook his legs, and set him down,’ says the parson, when they got him to the nest: ‘you see he is getting quiet, and he’ll set there all right.’

“And the parson, he sot him down; and old Tom he sot there solemn enough, and held his head down all droopin’, lookin’ like a rail pious old cock, as long as the parson sot by him.

“ ‘There: you see how still he sets,’ says the parson to Huldy.

“Huldy was ‘most dyin’ for fear she should laugh. ‘I’m afraid he’ll get up,’ says she, ‘when you do.’

“ ‘Oh, no, he won’t!’ says the parson, quite confident. ‘There, there,’ says he, layin’ his hands on him, as if pronouncin’ a blessin’. But when the parson riz up, old Tom he riz up too, and began to march over the eggs.

“ ‘Stop, now!’ says the parson. ‘I’ll make him get down agin: hand me that corn-basket; we’ll put that over him.’

“So he crooked old Tom’s legs, and got him down agin; and they  put the corn-basket over him, and then they both stood and waited.

“ ‘That’ll do the thing, Huldy,’ said the parson.

“ ‘I don’t know about it,’ says Huldy.

“ ‘Oh, yes, it will, child! I understand,’ says he.

“Just as he spoke, the basket riz right up and stood, and they could see old Tom’s long legs.

“ ‘I’ll make him stay down; confound him,’ says the parson; for, ye see, parsons is men, like the rest on us, and the doctor had got his spunk up.

“ ‘You jist hold him a minute, and I’ll get something that’ll make him stay, I guess;’ and out he went to the fence, and brought in a long, thin, flat stone, and laid it on old Tom’s back.

“Old Tom he wilted down considerable under this, and looked railly as if he was goin’ to give in. He staid still there a good long spell, and the minister and Huldy left him there and come up to the house; but they hadn’t more than got in the door before they see old Tom a hippin’ along, as high-steppin’ as ever, sayin’ ‘Talk! talk! and quitter! quitter!’ and struttin’ and gobblin’ as if he’d come through the Red Sea, and got the victory.

“ ‘Oh, my eggs!’ says Huldy. ‘I’m afraid he’s smashed ’em!’

“And sure enough, there they was, smashed flat enough under the stone.

“ ‘I’ll have him killed,’ said the parson: ‘we won’t have such a critter ’round.’

“But the parson, he slep’ on‘t, and then didn’t do it: he only come out next Sunday with a tip-top sermon on the ”Riginal Cuss’ that was pronounced on things in gineral, when Adam fell, and showed how every thing was allowed to go contrary ever since. There was pig-weed, and pusley, and Canady thistles, cut-worms, and bag-worms, and canker-worms, to say nothin’ of rattlesnakes. The doctor made it very impressive and sort o’ improvin’; but Huldy, she told me, goin’ home, that she hardly could keep from laughin’ two or three times in the sermon when she thought of old Tom a standin’ up with the corn-basket on his back.

“Wal, next week Huldy she jist borrowed the minister’s horse and side-saddle, and rode over to South Parish to her Aunt Bascome‘s,—Widder Bascome’s, you know, that lives there by the trout-brook,—and got a lot o’ turkey-eggs o’ her, and come back and set a hen on ‘em, and said nothin’; and in good time there was as nice a lot o’ turkey-chicks as ever ye see.

“Huldy never said a word to the minister about his experiment, and he never said a word to her; but he sort o’ kep’ more to his books, and didn’t take it on him to advise so much.

“But not long arter he took it into his head that Huldy ought to have a pig to be a fattin’ with the buttermilk. Mis’ Pipperidge set him up to it; and jist then old Tim Bigelow, out to Juniper Hill, told him if he’d call over he’d give him a little pig.

“So he sent for a man, and told him to build a pig-pen right out by the well, and have it all ready when he came home with his pig.

“Huldy she said she wished he might put a curb round the well out there, because in the dark, sometimes, a body might stumble into it; and the parson, he told him he might do that.

“Wal, old Aikin, the carpenter, he didn’t come till most the middle of the arternoon; and then he sort o’ idled, so that he didn’t get up the well-curb till sun down; and then he went off and said he’d come and do the pig-pen next day.

“Wal, arter dark, Parson Carryl he driv into the yard, full chizel, with his pig. He’d tied up his mouth to keep him from squeelin’; and he see what he thought was the pig-pen,—he was rather near-sighted, —and so he ran and threw piggy over; and down he dropped into the water, and the minister put out his horse and pranced off into the house quite delighted.

“ ‘There, Huldy, I’ve got you a nice little pig.’

“ ‘Dear me!’ says Huldy: ‘where have you put him?’

“ ‘Why, out there in the pig-pen, to be sure.’

“ ‘Oh, dear me!’ says Huldy: ‘that’s the well-curb; there ain’t no pig-pen built,’ says she.

“ ‘Lordy massy!’ says the parson: ‘then I’ve thrown the pig in the well!’

“Wal, Huldy she worked and worked, and finally she fished piggy out in the bucket, but he was dead as a door-nail; and she got him out o’ the way quietly, and didn’t say much; and the parson, he took to a great Hebrew book in his study; and says he, ‘Huldy, I ain’t much in temporals,’ says he. Huldy says she kind o’ felt her heart go out to him, he was so sort o’ meek and helpless and larned; and says she, ‘Wal, Parson Carryl, don’t trouble your head no more about it; I’ll see to things;’ and sure enough, a week arter there was a nice pen, all shipshape, and two little white pigs that Huldy bought with the money for the butter she sold at the store.

“ ‘Wal, Huldy,’ said the parson, ‘you are a most amazin’ child: you don’t say nothin’, but you do more than most folks.’

“Arter that the parson set sich store by Huldy that he come to her and asked her about every thing, and it was amazin’ how every thing she put her hand to prospered. Huldy planted marigolds and larkspurs, pinks and carnations, all up and down the path to the front door, and trained up mornin’ glories and scar-let-runners round the windows. And  she was always a gettin’ a root here, and a sprig there, and a seed from somebody else: for Huldy was one o’ them that has the gift, so that ef you jist give ‘em the leastest sprig of any thing they make a great bush out of it right away; so that in six months Huldy had roses and geraniums and lilies, sich as it would a took a gardener to raise. The parson, he took no notice at fust; but when the yard was all ablaze with flowers he used to come and stand in a kind o’ maze at the front door, and say, ‘Beautiful, beautiful: why, Huldy, I never see any thing like it.’ And then when her work was done arternoons, Huldy would sit with her sewin’ in the porch, and sing and trill away till she’d draw the meadow-larks and the bobolinks, and the orioles to answer her, and the great big elm-tree overhead would get perfectly rackety with the birds; and the parson, settin’ there in his study, would git to kind o’ dreamin’ about the angels, and golden harps, and the New Jerusalem; but he wouldn’t speak a word, ’cause Huldy she was jist like them wood-thrushes, she never could sing so well when she thought folks was hearin’. Folks noticed, about this time, that the parson’s sermons got to be like Aaron’s rod, that budded and blossomed: there was things in ’em about flowers and birds, and more ‘special about the music o’ heaven. And Huldy she noticed, that ef there was a hymn run in her head while she was ’round a workin’ the minister was sure to give it out next Sunday. You see, Huldy was jist like a bee: she always sung when she was workin‘, and you could hear her trillin’, now down in the corn-patch, while she was pickin’ the corn; and now in the buttery, while she was workin’ the butter; and now she’d go singin’ down cellar, and then she’d be singin’ up over head, so that she seemed to fill a house chock full o’ music.

“Huldy was so sort o’ chipper and fair spoken, that she got the hired men all under her thumb: they come to her and took her orders jist as meek as so many calves; and she traded at the store, and kep’ the accounts, and she hed her eyes everywhere, and tied up all the ends so tight that there want no gettin’ ‘round her. She’wouldn’t let nobody put nothin’ off on Parson Carryl, ’cause he was a minister. Huldy was allers up to anybody that wanted to make a hard bargain; and, afore he knew jist what he was about, she’d got the best end of it, and everybody said that Huldy was the most capable gal that they’d ever traded with.

“Wal, come to the meetin’ of the Association, Mis’ Deakin Blodgett and Mis’ Pipperidge come callin’ up to the parson‘s, all in a stew, and offerin’ their services to get the house ready;, but the doctor, he jist thanked ’em quite quiet, and turned ‘em over to Huldy; and Huldy she told ’em that she’d got every thing ready, and showed ‘em her pantries, and her cakes and her pies and her puddin’s, and took ‘em all over the house; and they went peekin’ and pokin’, openin’ cupboard-doors, and  lookin’ into drawers; and they couldn’t find so much as a thread out o’ the way, from garret to cellar, and so they went off quite discontented. Arter that the women set a new trouble a brewin’. Then they begun to talk that it was a year now since Mis’ Carryl died; and it r’ally wasn’t proper such a young gal to be stayin’ there, who everybody could see was a settin’ her cap for the minister.

“Mis’ Pipperidge said, that, so long as she looked on Huldy as the hired gal, she hadn’t thought much about it; but Huldy was railly takin’ on airs as an equal, and appearin’ as mistress o’ the house in a way that would make talk if it went on. And Mis’ Pipperidge she driv ‘round up to Deakin Abner Snow’s, and down to Mis’ ‘Lijah Perry’s, and asked them if they wasn’t afraid that the way the parson and Huldy was a goin’ on might make talk. And they said they hadn’t thought on’t before, but now, come to think on‘t, they was sure it would; and they all went and talked with somebody else, and asked them if they didn’t think it would make talk. So come Sunday, between meetin’s there warn’t nothin’ else talked about; and Huldy saw folks a noddin’ and a winkin’, and a lookin’ arter her, and she begun to feel drefful sort o’ disagreeable. Finally Mis’ Sawin she says to her, ‘My dear, didn’t you, never think folk would talk about you and the minister?’

“ ‘No: why should they?’ says Huldy, quite innocent.

“Wal, dear,’ says she, ‘I think it’s a shame; but they say you’re tryin’ to catch him, and that it’s so bold and improper for you to be courtin’ of him right in his own house,—you know folks will taik,—I thought I’d tell you ‘cause I think so much of you,’ says she.

“Huldy was a gal of spirit, and she despised the talk, but it made her drefful uncomfortable; and when she got home at night she sat down in the mornin’-glory porch, quite quiet, and didn’t sing a word.

“The minister he had heard the same thing from one of his deakins that day; and, when he saw Huldy so kind o’ silent, he says to her, ‘Why don’t you sing, my child?’

“He hed a pleasant sort o’ way with him, the minister had, and Huldy had got to likin’ to be with him, and it all come over her that perhaps she ought to go away; and her throat kind o’ filled up so she couldn’t hardly speak; and, says she, ‘I can’t sing to-night.’

“Says he, ‘You don’t know how much good you’re singin’ has done me, nor how much good you have done me in all ways, Huldy. I wish I knew how to show my gratitude.’

“ ‘O sir!’ says Huldy, ‘is it improper for me to be here?’

“ ‘No, dear,’ says the minister, ‘but ill-natured folks will talk; but there is one way we can stop it, Hutdy—if you will marry me. You’ll make me very happy, and I’ll do all I can to make you happy. Will you?’

“Wal, Huldy never told me jist what she said to the minister,—gals never does give you the particulars of them ‘are things jist as you’d like ’em,—only I know the upshot and the hull on’t was, that Huldy she did a consid‘able lot o’ clear starchin’ and ironin’ the next two days; and the Friday o’ next week the minister and she rode over together to Dr. Lothrop’s in Old Town; and the doctor, he jist made ’em man and wife, ‘spite of envy of the Jews,’ as the hymn says. Wal, you’d better believe there was a starin’ and a wonderin’ next Sunday mornin’ when the second bell was a tollin‘, and the minister walked up the broad aisle with Huldy, all in white, arm in arm with him, and he opened the minister’s pew, and handed her in as if she was a princess; for, you see, Parson Carryl come of a good family, and was a born gentleman, and had a sort o’ grand way o’ bein’ polite to women-folks. Wal, I guess there was a rus’lin’ among the bunnets. Mis’ Pipperidge gin a great bounce, like corn poppin’ on a shovel, and her eyes glared through her glasses at Huldy as if they’d a sot her afire; and everybody in the meetin’ house was a starin‘, I tell yew. But they couldn’t none of ’em say nothin’ agin Huldy’s looks; for there wa‘n’t a crimp nor a frill about her that wa’n’t jis’ so; and her frock was white as the driven snow, and she had her bunnet all trimmed up with white ribbins; and all the fellows said the old doctor had stole a march, and got the handsomest gal in the parish.

“Wal, arter meetin’ they all come ‘round the parson and Huldy at the door, shakin’ hands and laughin’; for by that time they was about agreed that they’d got to let putty well alone.

“ ‘Why, Parson Carryl,’ says Mis’ Deakin Blodgett, ‘how you’ve come it over us.’

“ ‘Yes,’ says the parson, with a kind o’ twinkle in his eye. ‘I thought,’ says he, ‘as folks wanted to talk about Huldy and me, I’d give ’em somethin’ wuth talkin’ about.’ ”
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1871—
Chicago destroyed by fire

Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man
Smith College founded

1872—
Crédit Mobilier scandal

1873—

Financial Panic of 1873

Herbert Spencer, The Studs of
Sociology

1874—

‘Woman's Christtn Temperance
Union founded

First impressionist exhibiton i Pacs

John Fiske, The Outlines of Cosmic
Philesophy

1876—

Disputed lection of 1876 berween
Samuel J. Tilden and Rutherford B.
Hayes

Alexander Graham Bel invents the
elephone

Gentennial Expositon in Philadelphia

Custer defeated at the Batle of Litde
Big Horn

1877

End of Reconstruction

Railroad strikes

Edison pacenes phonograph

1879—
Edison patents the incandescent lamp
Henry George, Progress and Poverty

1871—
Edward Eggleston, The Hoosier
Schoolmaster

1872

Mark Twain, Roughing It

1873—

‘William Dean Howells, A Chance
Acquaintance

Mark Twain and Charles Dudley
Wasner, The Gilded Age

1875—

Brec Hare, Tales of the Argonauts

1876—

Matk Twain, The Adsentures of
Tom Sawyer

1877—
Henty James, The American
Sarah Orne Jewert, Deephaver:

1878—
Henry James, Daisy Miler

1879—
George Washington Cable, Old Cre-
ole Days

o

Henry Adams, Democracy

George Washington Cable, The
Grandisimes

Lew Wallace, Ben-Hur
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1900—

Paris International Exhibition

Eugene Debs, Socialsc Parey candic
date for president

Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of
Dreams

Theadore Raosert, The Sremons
Life

1901~

William McKinley reelected (1900)
and assassinated; succeeded by
Theodore Roosevel, president
1901-9

Death of Queen Victoria

1. P. Morgan organizes Uniced States.
Steel Corporation

Booker T. Washington, Up From
Slavery

1902—

William James, The Varieties of Re-
ligious Experience

1903—

Wright Brothers fise flight

Founding of the Ford Motor
Company

W.E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black
Folk

1904—

Russo-Japanese War (to 1905)

Saint Louis Exposition

American Academy of Ars and Let-
ters founded .

Lincoln Steffens, The Shame of the
Cities

1da Tacbell, The History of the Stan-
dard Oil Company

Eddwin Matkham, The Mo mith abe
Hoe and Other Poems

Erank Norris, McTeague

‘Alice Dubar-Nelson, The Goodress
of St. Rocque and Other Stories

1900—

Death of Stephen Crane

Charles W. Chesnute, The House Be-
hind the Cedars

Theodore Drciscr, Sister Carrie

Robers Herrick, The Web of Life

Mark Twain, The Man That Cor-
rupted Hadleyburg

1901—
Frank Norris, The Octopus

1902—

Death of Frank Norris

Elen Glasgow, The Battle-Ground

Owen Wister, The Virginian

1903—

Henry James, The Ambassadors

Jack London, The Call of the Wild

Frank Norris, The Pit and The Re-
sponsibilites of the Novelst

1904—
Death of Kate Chopin

Henry James, The Golden Bowl
Jack London, The S Wolf
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1881—

President James A. Garfeld is
asasinated

Chester A. Arthur, president 1881-5

Booker T. Washington establishes
Tuskegee Institute

American Federation of Labor
founded

1882—
Chinese exclusion act

1883—
Pendleton Act, establishing Civil
Service

Northern Pacific transcontinental ail-

road completed

Brooklyn Bridge opens

First Chicago skyscraper

1884—

Mugwvump liberal wing of Republi-
can party contributes to defeat of
James G. Blaine by Grovee Cleve-
land, president 1885-9, 1893-7

National Bureau of Labor

1885—

Internal combustion engine patented

Ulysses S. Grant, Personal Memoirs

1886—

Haymarket Riot in Chicago, anar-
chists blamed

Karl Marx, Capital published in
English

Andrew Carnegie, Triumphant
Democracy

1887—

Interstate Commerce Act

Fiest electric streetcars

1881—
Joel Chandler Harris, Uncle Remus
Henry James, The Portrait of a Lady

1882—

William Dean Howells, A Modern
Instance.

Deaths of Ralph Waldo Emerson and
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

1883—

E. W. Howe, The Story of a Country
Touwn

Mark Twain, Life on the Mississippi

1884—

Mary Nosilles Murfree, I The Ten-
essee Mowntains.

Mack Twain, Adventures of Huckle-
berry Finn

1885—
William Dean Howells, The Rise of
Silas Lapham

1887—

William Dean Howels begins the
“Editor's Study” for Harper’s
Monthly

Sarah Orme Jewett, A White Heron
and Other Stories

Constance Fenimore Woolson, East
Angels





OEBPS/vari_9781101127506_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
The Portable

AMERICAN REALISM
READER

Edited and with Introductions by
JamEes NAGEL
AND Tom QUIRK

PENGUIN BOOKS





OEBPS/vari_9781101127506_oeb_046_r1.jpg





OEBPS/vari_9781101127506_oeb_008_r1.gif
1905—

Revolutionary violence in Russia

Internacional Workers of the World
(IWW) founded

Einstein formulares special theory of
reltivity

1906—
San Francisco carthquake
Pure Food and Drug Act

1907—
Financial Panic of 1907
William James, Pragmatism

1909—

William Howard Tafi,president
1509-13

Henry Ford begins mass production
of Model T

Robert . Peay eachsth Nk

W, E. B. Du Bois helps found the
National Association for the Ad-
vancement of Colored People
(NAACPI

Sigmund Freud letures in the United
States

1910—
Jane Addams, Tuwenty Years at Hull
House

1911—

Supreme Court orders dissolution of
the Standard Oil Company and the
American Tobacco Company

Roald Amundsen reaches the South
Pole

1912—
Theee-way presidential election, with
‘Woodrow Wilson defeating Wil-
liam Howard Tafc and Theodore

Roosevelt

1905—

Robert Herrick, The Memoirs of an
American Citizen

Edith Wharcon, The House of Mirth

1906—
Death of Paul Laurence Dunbar
Jack London, White Fang
Upton Sinclair, The Jurgle.
Mark Twain, What Is Man?

1907—

Henry Adams, The Education of
Henry Adams

Henry James, The American Scene

1905—

Jack London, The Iron Heel

1909—

Ezra Pound, Personae

Gertrude Stein, Three Lives

1910—
Death of Mark Twain

1911—
Theodore Dreiser, Jemnie Gerhardt
Edith Wharton, Etban Frome

1912—
Theodore Dreiser, The Financier
James Weldon Johnson, The Autobi-
ography of an Ex.Colored Man
Poctry magazine founded in Chicago
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1888— .

Nicholas Tesla invents the first clec-
ic motor

George Eastman perfects the box

1889—

Benjamin Harrison, president 1889
93

Oklahoma “Land Rush”

Hiull House opens in Chicago

1890—

Sherman Ani-Trust Act

William James, The Principles of
Psychology

Jacob Rils, How the Other Half
Lives

1891—

First International Copyright Law

1892—

Strike riors at Camege Steel Com-
pany, Homestead, Penn.

Formation of the People’s Party
(Populiss)

Ells Island opens as immigation
center

1893—
Grover Cleveland, president 1893-7
‘Wall Street Panic of 1893 begins de-
pression (10 1897)
Anti-Saloon Leaguc formed
World's Columbian Expos
Chicago
Frederick Jackson Turner, “The Sig-

Mary Wilkins Freeman, A Humble
Romance and Other Stories

Joseph Kirkland, Zury: The Meanest
Man in Spring County

1888~

Edward Bellamy, Looking Backward

Henry James, The Aspers Papers

1889—

Lafcadio Hearn, Chita

Mark Twain, A Connecticut Yankee
i King Arthur's Court

1890—

Emily Dickinson, Poems

William Dean Howells, A Hazard of
New Fortunes

1891—

Deaths of Herman Melville and
James Russell Lowell

Ambrose Bierce, Tales of Soldiers
‘and Civlians

Mary Wilkins Freeman, A New En-
gland Niun and Otber Stories

Hamlin Garland, Main-Travelled
Roads

William Dean Howell, Criicism and.
Fiction

1892—

Death of Walt Whitman

Charlotte Perkins Gilman, “The Yel-
Tow Wallpaper”

1893—

Stephen Ceane, Maggie: A Girl of the
Streets

Henty B. Fuller, The Clff-Duellers
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AMERICAN REALISM
READER

Edited and with Introductions by
JaAMES NAGEL
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American marines occupy Nicaragua
Titanic sinks on maiden voyage
Mary Antin, The Promised Land

1913— 1913—
Sixtcenth Amendment authorizes fed-  Willa Cather, O Pioncers!
eral income tax Robere Frost, A Boy's Wil
Amory Show on modern artin New_ Ellen Glasgow, Virginia
York Edith Wharton, The Custom of the
Country
1914— 1914—

‘World War I begins following the as-  Theodore Dreiser, The Titan
sassination of Archduke Ferdinand  Robert Frost, North of Boston

Panama Canal opens Vachel Lindsay, The Congo
United States marines land at Vera
Cruz, Mexico.
1915— 1915—
Lusitania sunk Edgar Lee Masters, Spoon River
Anthology
Van Wyck Brooks, America's Com-
ing of Age
1916— . 1916—
San Francisco Preparedness Day Deaths of Henry James and Jack
bombing London
E. A. Robinson, The Man Against
the Sky
Carl Sandburg, Chicago Poems
1917— 1917—
US. enters World War I T.S. Eliot, Prufrock and Other
Bolsheviks seize power in Russia Observations

‘Garland, Son of the Middle Border
H. L. Mencken, A Book of Prefaces
Edna Sc. Vincent Millay, Renascence.
1918— 1918— .
Armistice declared in World War I Willa Cather, My Antonia
Wilon submis his “Foureen Piss”  Ears Poun, Pvarmesand Divisons
for peace.
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Political and Social History

1865—

Thireenth Amendment abolhes
slavery

Lee surrenders at Appomatiox

Lincoln assassinared

Andrew Johnson president 1865-9

1866—
Adantic cable completed

1867—
Reconstruction Act

Howard Univeisity founded
Puschase of Alaska

Alfred Nobel perfects dynamite

1868—

Effort to impeach President Johnson
nacrowly fals

Fourteenth Amendment guaranteeing
civil ights

1869—

Ulyses S. Grant, president 1869-77

Suez Canal opens

Union Pacific-Central Pacific trans-
continental railroad completed

Knights of Labor

Prohibition Party

‘Wyoming passes first woman's suf-
frage act

1870—

Franco-Prussian War

John D. Rockefeler founds the Stan-
dard Oil Company

Literature

1865~
Mark Twain, “The Celebrated Jump-
' Frog of Calaveras County”

1867—

Bret Harte, Condensed Novels

John W. De Fores, Miss Ravenel’s
‘Conversion from Secesion fo
Loyalty

George Washington Harris, Sut Lov-
“ngood Yarns

1863—

Louisa Aleots, Litle Women

1869—
Harriet Beecher Stowe, Oldtoun
Folks

1870—
Brec Hare, The Luck of Roaring
‘Camp and Other Sketches





OEBPS/vari_9781101127506_oeb_023_r1.jpg





OEBPS/vari_9781101127506_oeb_006_r1.gif
nificance of the Frontier in American
History”

1894—

Pullman Company strike in Chicago
followed by nationwide rail strike

Coxey's Army marches on
‘Washington

First kinetoscope (motion picture)
opens in New York

1895—
Marconi invents radio telegraphy
Rontgen discovers X-rays

1896—

William Jennings Beyan's “Cross of
Gold" speech at Democratic
Convention

Beginning of Klondike Gold Rush

Nobel Prizes escablished

1897—

William MeKinley, president 1897~
1901

William James, The Will o Believe

1895—

Spanish-American War

‘The Maine incident (Batle of Manila
Bay)

Annexation of Hawaii

United States ceded the Philippines
and Puerto Rico

Charlotte Peckins Gilman, Women
and Economics

1899—

Beginning of Philippine insurrection
(10.1902)

Boer War in Sourh Affica (to 1902)

John Dewey, The School and Society

Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the
Leisure Class

1894—

Kate Chopin, Bayou Folk

Hamlin Garland, Crumbling Idols

William Dean Howells, A Traveller
from Altruria

Mark Twain, The Tragedy of
Pudd'nhead Wilson

1895—

Stephen Crane, The Red Badge of
Courage

Hamlin Garland, Rose of Dutcher's
Coolly

1896—

Death of Hareies Beecher Stowe

Abraham Caan, Yekl: A Tal of the
New York Ghetto

Paul Laurence Dunbar, Lyrics of a
Loy Life

Harold Feederic, The Damnation of
Theron Ware

Sarah Ome Jewe, The Country of
the Pointed Firs

1897—

Richard Harding Davis, Soldies of
Fortune

Henry James, The Spoils of Poynton

Edwin Arlingon Robinson, The Chil-
dren of the Night

1898—

Death of Harold Frederic

Stephen Crane, The Open Boat and.
Otber Tales of Adventure

Finley Peter Dunae, Mr. Dooley in
Peace and War

1899—

Charles W. Chesnutt, The Conjure
Woman

Kate Chopin, The Awakening.

Stephen Crane, The Monster and.
Other Stories
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