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INTRODUCTION

I LOVE MY fate to the very core and rind.” So wrote Henry David Thoreau and nothing could be more characteristic of him.

Most men, it seems, are to some extent disappointed and discontented. We complain of our luck, lament that we did what we did, or did not do what we did not. Things might have been better had we been born somewhere else or under some different circumstances. We missed our chance; did not get our deserts. We are trapped in a life which we should not have chosen. Or, as Thoreau himself wrote on another occasion, “The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.” But he, who was unique in so many respects, was unique in this also. “I have heard no bad news,” he said. He believed himself to be that very rare thing, a happy man, and he had no regrets.

So startling a phenomenon ought to attract great attention in an age like our own, especially when, as in Thoreau's case, this happy man gave an explicit account of the means by which he had achieved his rare success. Yet most of those who read that account, even most of those who read it with sympathy and admiration, do not follow his advice—either because, they say, they cannot or because they conclude that only for that very special sort of person Thoreau happened to be would it work.

The lesson he had taught himself, and which he tried to teach others, was summed up in the one word “Simplify.” That meant simplify the outward circumstances of your life, simplify your needs and your ambitions; learn to delight in the simple pleasures which the world of Nature affords. It meant also, scorn public opinion, refuse to accept the common definitions of success, refuse to be moved by the judgment of others. And unlike most who advocate such attitudes, he put them into practice.

One result has been that one of his books is now almost universally regarded as among the six or eight undoubted masterpieces of American literature. But it was not so regarded during his own lifetime, and even those few villagers who knew him personally tended to think of him either as a mere eccentric or, at best, as one who had failed to fulfill his promise. Even more significant, perhaps, is the fact that those who have come after and have recognized him as a classic have shown little inclination to follow him.

If “Simplify” is the one word which sums up his teaching, it also sums up better than any other could what his own contemporaries were not doing and what we have, increasingly, tended not to do. They lived in an age of increasing complexity and great hope; we in an age of still greater complexity and growing despair. Yet few believe that our problems can be solved as he solved his—even though many of his jibes come home to us more forcibly than they did to those of his own day. Consider, for example, this comment on Progress defined in terms of increasing material and mechanical complexity:

“Men have an indistinct notion that if they keep up this activity of joint stocks and spades long enough all will at length ride somewhere, in next to no time, and for nothing; but though a crowd rushes to the depot, and the conductor shouts ‘All aboard!' when the smoke has blown away and the vapor condensed, it will be perceived that a few are riding, but the rest are run over—and it will be called, and will be, ‘a melancholy accident.'”

Yet though the critics of our society admit that many have indeed been run over, they are usually convinced that the cure for the evils of complexity is more complexity still, and the cry “all aboard” is now not at the railroad station but at the launching pad of a rocket for the moon.

It is not that Thoreau's writings have not been read and pondered. Some of them have been translated into nearly every major language of the world, including the Japanese. Nor has he failed to influence many of the most significant of subsequent teachers and reformers. Tolstoy, Gandhi and the early leaders of what was to become the British Labor Party, all acknowledged their debt to him. Even some of the communists have claimed him as on their side. But none of these admirers has been willing to take him whole. They usually concentrate upon his criticism of our social and economic system and refuse to accept his alternatives. They disregard his insistence on the primary importance of a life led in a communion with Nature and his uncompromising individualism which insists that it is the individuals who must first reform themselves if society is to be reformed; not that a reformed society will reform men. More important still is the fact that most have reversed his emphasis in another respect also. Instead of advocating a simple society they have continued to put their faith in the material abundance and complexity which, so they insist, will be a blessing if it is available equally to all. To Thoreau what they call “a high standard of living” is, as they define it, a curse, no matter how widely distributed. To him it would seem that they, in their own way, are worshiping the same false gods most men of his day fell down before.

Whether one accepts or rejects his philosophy, one cannot understand it except as a whole in which the negative criticism of things as they are is intended to clear the way for a vision of things as they ought to be, namely, expressed in a society where intense individualism, “plain living and high thinking,” and a love of Nature which is almost religious much more than compensate for the surrender of all those supposed goods which a complexly abundant society either provides now or promises for the future.

         

“I was born,” so he wrote, “in the most favored spot on earth—and just in the nick of time, too.” The most favored spot was the village of Concord, Massachusetts where the American Revolution had begun. The date was July 12, 1817, and when he said it was “just in the nick of time,” he probably meant just not too late for him to grow up in what was still a simple village society and to learn to love a countryside in which wild Nature had not yet been completely tamed. But there was another respect also in which 1817 was “just in the nick of time.” He would be coming to manhood in the very middle of what the critic Van Wyck Brooks was to call “The Flowering of New England.” Five of the few American writers now regarded as classics—Poe, Emerson, Hawthorne, Whitman and Melville—were his near contemporaries. Emerson was a neighbor who exercised a great influence upon him, Hawthorne lived also for a time in Concord, and Whitman he at least met and admired. Moreover, and almost as important perhaps, is the fact that these great men are only the best remembered of a whole group of unconventional thinkers, writers and reformers who helped make midcentury New England alive with unconventional ideas, some foolish and some profound, which at the very least encouraged Thoreau in his own nonconformities.

His father, John Thoreau, was the son of a protestant emigrant from the Channel Islands; his mother, the daughter of a Congregational minister named Asa Dunbar. On both sides Henry's grandparents had been rather substantial people, but his father had wandered unsuccessfully from storekeeping to schoolmastering and back to storekeeping again. During Henry's childhood the father was operating a home industry devoted to the making of lead pencils, and the child grew up in gentile poverty.

Various members of the family were marked by amiable eccentricities, which Thoreau was later to describe, and his older brother John was an amatuer naturalist who no doubt introduced him to the fields and woods. He describes his boyhood as happy in the pursuit of simple instinctive pleasures, and he was always passionately devoted to home and family despite the fact that the one thing universally known about him is that he went to live for a time alone in a cabin by a pond. “In youth,” he wrote later, “before I lost any of my senses, I can remember that I was all alive, and inhabited my body with inexpressible satisfaction; both its weariness and its refreshment were sweet to me.” Again: “I have seen the time when I could carry a gun in my hand all day long on a journey, and not feel it to be heavy, though I did not use it once.” In manhood he hated killing, and when he made a trip to Maine he went with the moose hunters only, he said, as “chaplain” and “conscientious objector.”

After schooling in a private Concord academy, Thoreau entered Harvard University in 1833, and there he devoted himself principally to the study of literature. He made a sufficiently good impression to be invited upon graduation four years later to deliver one of the several commencement addresses. It was evidently during the four years at college that the pattern of his thought began definitely to form.

Ralph Waldo Emerson, his neighbor and elder friend, was probably the most important early intellectual influence upon him, and he read Emerson's first important essay, “Nature,” which appeared while he was in college. The commencement address was entitled “The Commercial Spirit,” and it included sentences which already struck the keynote of his philosophy: “Let men cultivate the moral affections, lead manly independent lives; let them make riches the means and not the end of existence, and we shall hear no more of the commercial spirit. . . . This curious world which we inhabit is more wonderful than it is convenient; more beautiful than it is useful; it is more to be admired and enjoyed than used.” That same year he began to keep the enormous journal which fills fourteen volumes in the printed edition, and its first sentence is equally prothetic: “I seek a garret. The spiders must not be disturbed, nor the floor swept, nor the lumber arranged.”

Obviously he already knew what kind of life he wanted to lead and where he wanted to go though it seemed to his acquaintances, then as always, that he lacked what they could recognize as a “direction.” “I love,” he said later, “a broad margin to my life,” and in his most famous work: “It is not necessary that a man should earn his living by the sweat of his brow, unless he sweats easier than I do.”

Before leaving college he had once visited New York City with his father to sell pencils, and just after graduation he taught for a few days in the Concord public school which he left in a huff because the overseers insisted that he administer corporal punishment. Next year he opened a private school with his brother John which was given up soon after John became ill in 1841. Meanwhile he published several rather unimportant essays in the new magazine The Dial, and gave some lectures before the Concord lyceum. But none of these activities could provide even a very modest living, and in 1841 he went to stay with the Emersons as handyman though also as friend and member of the family. There he remained for two years.

Shortly before entering the Emerson household, Thoreau experienced what was to be the nearest he ever came to “falling in love.” In July 1840 he and brother John paid a visit to Ellen Sewell, daughter of a Unitarian minister of Scituate, Massachusetts, who had stayed a while with the Thoreaus the summer before. Both of the brothers found, or thought themselves, in love with her. Each, without telling the other, proposed marriage. Ellen was disposed to accept Henry, but yielded to the objections of her father who feared unconventional ideas and rejected him. Too much could very easily be made of this incident for it is doubtful that Henry, who greatly feared any infringement of his liberty, would have actually welcomed matrimony. Six years later he wrote a letter of humorous alarm to Emerson (then on a visit to England) concerning one Sophie Foord, who was a tutor to the Emerson children: “She did really wish to—I hesitate to write—marry me. That is the way they spell it . . . I sent back as distinct a ‘no' as I have learned to pronounce after considerable practice, and I trust this ‘no' has succeeded. I really had anticipated no such foe as this in my career.”

Inevitably the attempt has sometimes been made to explain Thoreau's rejection of conventional life and conventional ambitions as the result of his disappointed love for Ellen Sewell. No less inevitably attempts have been made to psychoanalyze him as the victim of “sexual repression.” But all evidence is lacking. If there is a psychoanalytical explanation of his attitude toward women—and it is not more unusual than many of his other attitudes—the determinants are too deeply buried ever to be uncovered. We must simply accept the fact that bachelorhood was, or seemed to him to be, his natural state. A wife would have certainly been what he called in the letter just quoted, a foe to his career.

Emerson believed that Thoreau had great talents and was disturbed at what seemed his lack of ambition to use them. He suggested that Thoreau should go to stay for a while with Emerson's brother on Staten Island and attempt to find some profitable literary connection in New York. There Thoreau met Horace Greeley, who was helpful in a small way, and he called on the elder Henry James with whom he discussed the New England transcendental movement. But no one seemed to want his talents and he was, not unexpectedly, distressed by a big city. “When will the world learn that a million men are of no importance compared with one man?”

After an absence of less than seven months he was back in Concord, and instead of returning to the Emerson household, he rejoined his own family to help in pencil-making. A little more than a year later, in March 1845, he began to build with his own hands the little one-roomed cabin on the shore of Walden Pond. On July 4th of the same year he moved into it and began the experiment by which he is best remembered and which was to suggest his greatest book.

For this symbolic withdrawal from the world there were many motives. The simplest of them was, in his own words, this: “Finding that my fellow citizens were not likely to offer me any room in the court house, or any curacy or living anywhere else, but I must shift for myself, I turned my face more exclusively than ever to the woods, where I was better known.” But that is, of course, not the only explanation. His new retreat was to be also a sylvan equivalent of that garret he had early determined to find. He was, he said, determined to “move away from public opinion, from government, from religion, from education, from society,” and determined also “to meet myself face to face.”

At Walden he would also be closer to Nature which he thought was already disappearing from the village. Nevertheless, it is a very great mistake to think of him as a mere romantic primitivist who wanted to become a Noble Savage. He himself said that “decayed literature makes the best soil,” and that he sometimes walked the woods as an heir to the ages. But he did have also a great sympathy for what he called “wildness.” As a good if somewhat unorthodox transcendentalist he believed in the reality of those Higher Laws which a man properly attuned might learn by intuition, but he believed that they were most likely to be revealed to those who could, at moments, come close to that Nature to which these Higher Laws were somehow related. Thus he recognized in himself an instinct towards the higher life, but also another towards “a primitive, rank and savage one.” “I love the wild not less than the good . . . I like sometimes to take rank hold on life and spend my day more as the animals do.” He was sure that the wild, though not so admirable as the high, was at least better than that life of quiet desperation which results from too much concentration on “getting ahead” in the material sense.

Though the very intensity of Thoreau's own imagination made to retreat to Walden Pond a legend and a symbol, he was no Robinson Crusoe. The cabin was only a mile and a half from the center of the village and only a half a mile from the main road leading to it. He had many visitors and he walked often, sometimes almost daily, into Concord. What he had done was less to embark upon an adventure than to make a gesture. And what he wanted to prove was that one does not have to go far in any physical sense to “get away from it all.” Multum in parvo—much in little—was his motto, and in many ways he illustrated his conviction that it is not magnitude but intensity of realization which counts. All hell, he had written in a notebook, is suggested by a spark; and “I have traveled a good deal in Concord.” He could be as alone at Walden as he could have been in Timbuktu. “It is in vain to dream of a wildness distant from ourselves . . . I shall never find in the wilds of Labrador any greater wildness than in some recess in Concord, i.e., than I import into it.”

Despite the fact that when one thinks of Thoreau one thinks first of his residence at Walden Pond, it lasted only from July 1845 to September 1847, and even this stay was interrupted for a trip into the Maine woods. Thoreau had never planned this as a permanent way of life. It was an experiment intended to answer for himself a question, namely, how simple can a life be and still be a good one? Most people seemed to think that the more things they had the better off they would be, and they enslaved themselves to acquire what turned out to be only a burden. He determined to test an opposite extreme, but having proved to himself that one need have very little to be happy, having banished any fear that he could not be content with almost nothing, he saw no reason for continuing the experiment in so extreme a form. “I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could learn what it had to teach, and not, when I come to die, discover that I had not lived . . . I left the woods for as good a reason as I went there. Perhaps it seemed to me that I had several more lives to live, and could not spare any more time for that one . . . Perhaps if I had lived there much longer, I might live there forever. One would think twice before he accepted heaven on such terms.”

Yet he had been, if one can believe his own account, supremely happy there—walking the woods to observe the birds and the small animals, noting the phenomena of the seasons, talking with a simple Canadian wood chopper who worked happily felling trees for Concord fireplaces, and cultivating his little garden, or as he put it, “making the earth say beans instead of grass.” He was also, though one is likely to forget the fact, writing, for Thoreau was a born writer which means both that he had a gift for using words effectively and that he had an irresistible need for self-expression.

Into his voluminous journal went a record of his daily life as well as every thought, observation and little adventure. From that journal he was later to quarry out the material of his masterpiece, but at Walden he completed his first book A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers—ostensibly an account of a boating trip he had made with brother John six years before the retirement to Walden, but into which was put also a miscellany of thoughts, notions and comments on his reading. It was published at his own expense in 1849 in an edition of one thousand copies of which less than three hundred had been sold four years later.

When Thoreau left his cabin he went again to the Emerson household where he lived for a year while Emerson was in Europe. Then, still refusing as always to settle into a career, he returned to his parent's house, helping sometimes with the pencil-making and selling, and sometimes practicing the profession of surveyer which he had taken up as an outdoor occupation involving no commitment to a routine but providing a small livelihood without taking too much off the margin around his life. Even to his friend and sponsor Emerson it seemed that he was frittering away his talents though he himself, so he said, found many advantages in being what he called the humblest man in the village. Nevertheless, he did publish an occasional essay and deliver an occasional lecture in Concord or elsewhere. More important is the fact that he was slowly putting into shape his account of the Walden experiment. It was published, this time by a commercial publisher, in 1854, or seven years after he had left the pond-side. It did not go entirely unnoticed but was not generally recognized as the masterpiece it is until after its author was dead.

From careful studies of the much that survives of Thoreau's notes, first drafts and revisions, we now know that Walden was composed with infinite care and polished again and again, but one of the charms of the book is the fact that it seems so informal, so spontaneous and so easy. The narrative of life by the pond-side furnished a sort of framework, but on that framework Thoreau manages to support the whole of his philosophy. The book is divided into eighteen chapters each devoted to a topic. Some, like “The Beanfield,” “The Ponds,” “Brute Neighbors,” etc., are largely descriptive. Others like “Economy” and “Higher Laws,” are expository or argumentative, though there is no continuous, orderly presentation of the main themes from first to last so that the shape of the book preserves the main outlines of that account which it professes to be, namely an account of his somewhat eccentric experiment in ultra-simple life.

Actually there are four related if distinct subjects discussed and they might be enumerated thus: (1) That life of quiet desperation which most men lead. (2) The economic fallacy which is responsible for their condition. (3) What delights a simple life led close to Nature yields. (4) Those higher laws which man begins intuitively to perceive if he mounts the ladder leading from mere wildness to some austere but gentle life in Nature such as Thoreau himself was leading and, finally, to those mystical insights of which he got occasional glimpses.

Though he never set forth in systematic form the elements of an inclusive system, they are present. He has, for example, a theory of wages and costs: “The cost of a thing is the amount of what I will call life which is required to be exchanged for it.” And it is one of his most fundamental convictions that the getting of most of the comforts, complexities and luxuries we think necessary costs more of our life than they are worth. He has also a theory which suggests Carlyle—whom he had read—or even Karl Marx—whom he had not. “I cannot believe that our factory system is the best mode by which men get clothing . . . since, as far as I have heard or observed, the principal object is, not that mankind may be well and honestly clad, but, unquestionably, that the corporations may be enriched.” Yet he differed in a very fundamental respect from most of those who have since reached similar conclusions. They would reform society and trust that a reformed society would produce reformed men. Thoreau insists, on the contrary, that reform begins with the individual and that if men would only come to their senses society would, willy-nilly, become what it should be. His description of life close to the bone as he lived it at Walden is, among other things, a deliberately comic contrast with the cluttered and enslaved existence most men think it necessary to live.

Many readers are exasperated, as a majority of the few contemporaries who read him were exasperated, by his paradoxes and the near impossibility of cornering one who is master of so many techniques of escape. Sometimes the retreat to Walden appears as a demonstration of universal significance; sometimes it is merely the personal expedient of a man who found it, for the moment, convenient. On the opening page he says that he writes merely because some of his neighbors have expressed a curiosity concerning his way of life. But the following paragraph admits a didactic purpose: “I would fain say something . . . concerning . . . you who read these pages, who are said to live in New England; something about your condition . . . in this world, in this town, what it is, whether it is necessary that it be as bad as it is, whether it cannot be improved as well as not.” When he is accused of being selfish, of not “doing good,” or of not relieving the poor, he retreats into the most ferocious individualism. When, so he says, he has offered to maintain certain poor persons as comfortably as he maintains himself, they have preferred to remain as they are. “As for doing 
good . . . I have tried it fairly, and strange as it may seem, am satisfied that it does not agree with my constitution.” Or again, “I came into this world, not chiefly to make this a good place to live in, but to live in it, be it good or bad.” And yet, when you catch him at it, trying to make it better is precisely what he is doing.

Different readers inevitably find different parts of Walden most meaningful and most sympathetic. Comparatively few are equally interested in or convinced by its social theories; its defense of an individualism in which each man is bid to save himself as he can; its celebration of the beauty and interest of the natural world; and, finally, its mystical overtones. But the book is a masterpiece partly because it does make these diverse things seem part of a whole in which each element is necessary if any are to seem entirely reasonable. Few have ever tried to imitate his life in its entirety. Indeed, he said that he hoped no one would. Many have learned something from him. Yet, to accept some but not all of his ideas and ideals is often to make those taken less easily tenable. Each gives support and logical defense to the others.

The publication of his masterpiece and its very modest success (no second printing was made during his lifetime) had no effect upon the outward course of his life which lacked more completely than ever anything his contemporaries could recognize as a direction. Doing small jobs of surveying, helping with the pencil-making at home, and giving an occasional lecture took up no large part of his time. He had, he said, appointed himself inspector of snowstorms, and indeed the observation of Nature was his real occupation. One of his friends describes the usual routine of his life thus: “His habit was to go abroad a portion of each day, to field or woods or the Concord River . . . During many years he used the afternoon for walking, and usually set forth about half past two, returning at half past five.” Usually he carried a notebook and a little “spyglass,” his purpose being, as he said, “to see what I have caught in my traps which I set for facts.”

He was not always alone. In fact Thoreau was fonder of casual conversation as well as of the close society of his family than his written words would sometimes suggest. But it is no wonder that Emerson should have all but lost patience with what seemed Thoreau's complete lack of any kind of ambition. In his own journal, Emerson wrote: “Thoreau wants a little ambition in his mixture. Fault of this, instead of being the head of American engineers, he is captain of a huckleberry party.” Yet Thoreau continued to keep his journal which grew ultimately until it now fills six thousand pages of print. Evidently he had some idea that another major book might come out of it as Walden had come from the earlier pages; but it never did, though buried in it are many passages of brilliantly-written descriptions of natural phenomena or of comments upon the “quiet desperation” and desperate follies of his contemporaries.

It is also in the pages of the journal that one senses more clearly than anywhere else another paradox of Thoreau's temperament. He was both a Puritan and a Pagan and the conflict is not always resolved. He had early withdrawn from church membership; he had more sympathy with the Oriental than with the Hebraic scriptures; and he ridiculed the Christian claim to exclusive possession of the truth, once referring to the Bible merely as “an old book.” His God (for he certainly was not an atheist) was what theologians call immanent rather than transcendental—i.e., something not outside Nature and separate from her, but diffused throughout the universe; hence to be sensed, not in churches and only rarely in written discourses, but principally by communion with Nature. Yet he retained a strong tincture of New England puritanism. He distrusted all sensual indulgence, even of what is ordinarily called the innocent kind—despising what are thought of as “the comforts,” eating only the simplest foods, exalting work with the hands, and refusing all alcoholic drinks because, so he said, they might destroy his taste for water. Sexual love puzzled and somewhat frightened him, and he found even the sexual side of Nature more or less repugnant. He was almost always a moralist even though he rejected most of the conventional morality and even though his moral pronouncements often shocked the conventional.

         

Presently, during his later years, he was to appear in a new role—that of active propagandist for what was then a radical cause. His usual behavior had been a withdrawal from rather than a fight against, the society of which he was nonetheless a part. He had, he said, “signed off” from the church and would gladly have signed off from all other institutions had he known where to find a complete list of them. He had been, in fact, a kind of harmless anarchist. But the Slavery Question was coming to a head and armed conflict was soon to break out. To Thoreau, who cherished individual freedom as the most precious of human rights, slavery could not but be the blackest of evils, and so, in time, he was to find himself somewhat incongruously enrolled among the defenders of the active abolitionists.

Since it is Thoreau the active rebel against social evils and the tyranny of established authority which has seemed to many recent reformers more important than the Nature mystic, it is well to realize that this aspect of his life and thought had occasionally manifested itself long before it came to be of major importance.

Even as far back as 1846, while he was living at Walden, he had been a “conscientious objector,” and had had one merely comic brush with constituted authority. For a number of years he had refused to pay any poll tax (though he did pay his other taxes) on the ground that it was exclusively for the benefit of a government he did not approve of. This refusal had passed unnoticed until—perhaps because of the tensions caused by the Mexican War which had recently begun—he was put under arrest, clapped into the village jail along with a barn-burner, then released next day when some female member of the household paid the tax without his consent. That, so he wrote derisively, “is the whole history of ‘My Prisons,'” and it was characteristic of his attitude at the time that he did not, like many modern radicals, insist upon being imprisoned. If society would let him alone, he was perfectly willing to be so left.

Yet the incident was meaningful enough to be discussed in a lecture which he gave at the Concord lyceum in January 1848, and it was presumably this lecture which became the now famous essay “Civil Disobedience,” published the following year in a volume for which various former contributors to the defunct magazine The Dial each wrote a paper. This is the essay which deeply affected Tolstoy, and from the title of which Gandhi took the name of his own movement in favor of Civil Disobedience. That it should have attracted both these men is inevitable, for what Thoreau preaches here is precisely nonviolent but complete resistance to any authority not regarded as just. Respect for Law is evil if it conflicts with respect for Right. Yet resistance is always to be passive. “I quietly declare war with the state, after my fashion, though I will still make what use and get what advantage from her I can, as is usual in such cases.”

The essay constitutes Thoreau's most explicate and carefully reasoned exposition of one major aspect of his philosophy. It is also (with the possible exception of the controversial writings about the abolitionist, John Brown, to be mentioned later) his most important publication after Walden. He was, however, doing a certain amount of traveling (not confined to Concord) and using his observations as literary material. In 1853 he made a second expedition into the Maine woods and published an essay called “A Yankee in Canada.” In 1857 he visited Cape Cod and went to Maine for still another visit. Next year he went to the White Mountains and published the essay “Chesuncook” in the Atlantic Monthly. But the books devoted to an account of these travels were not published until, after his death, they were put together by his sister Sophia and his old friend William Ellery Channing.

One little incident will illustrate why the editors of magazines did not find him an easily-managed contributor. James Russell Lowell, recently become editor of the Atlantic, quietly deleted from the essay “Chesuncook” the following sentence about a pine tree which he evidently concluded was likely to offend orthodox readers: “It is as immortal as I am, and perchance will go to as high a heaven, there to tower above me still.” For his pains Lowell got from the author a flaming letter calling the omission mean and cowardly. The editor has “no more right to omit a sentiment than to insert one, or put words into my mouth . . . I should not read many books if I thought that they had been thus expurgated. I feel this treatment to be an insult, though not intended as such, for it presumes that I can be hired to supress my opinions.” He went on to request that the omitted sentence be published in a succeeding issue, and when, after about four months, this request had not been acceded to, he wrote again requesting payment for his previous articles and submitted no more.

Slowly events were pushing him, along with many others, in the direction of attitudes toward public events less passive, less merely non-cooperative, than those he had previously professed. He had grown up in an abolitionist atmosphere. His sister Helen and his aunt Maria Thoreau had been actual members, as he had not, of abolitionist societies. He had insisted, against strong opposition, that Wendell Phillips, an active abolitionist, should be allowed to speak at the Concord lyceum. But here was nothing inconsistent with his “hands off” attitude which the Mexican War had tested but not caused him to abandon. Now the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law was another outrage. In 1854 the runaway slave, Anthony Burns, had been returned to his “owner” by a government cutter. That same year Thoreau delivered the lecture called “Slavery in Massachusetts” which was later published in the abolitionist journal “The Liberator.”

“Civil Disobedience” had been a brilliant piece of special pleading; the new essay was pure indignation. “I have lived the last month—and I think every man in Massachusetts capable of the sentiment of patriotism must have had a similar experience—with a sense of suffering a vast and indefinite loss. I did not know at first what ailed me. At last it occurred to me that what I had lost was a country . . . Show me a free state and a court truly of justice, and I will fight for them, if need be; but show me Massachusetts, and I refuse her my allegiance, and express contempt for her courts.”

This was the first time Thoreau had ever admitted that any state was worth fighting for, and in this essay he seems to throw his philosophy of pure withdrawal or non-cooperation to the winds—almost as though he had found that no philosopher could remain calm in the face of such an outrage as he believed the state of Massachusetts had committed when it returned the slave to his master. “Civil Disobedience” had been a reasoned exposition; “Slavery in Massachusetts” was an outburst of savage indignation.

“I walk,” he said, “toward one of our ponds, but what signifies the beauty of Nature when men are base? We walk to lakes to see our serenity reflected in them; when we are not serene, we go not to them.” To some in his audience it may have seemed that the most forceful argument against slavery was hardly that it spoiled the walks of a peaceful citizen. But Thoreau was confessing that he had lost the most precious of his possessions and one which he had boasted nothing could deprive him of—namely, that serenity which came from an inner assurance that the righteous man could not be shaken by the deeds of evil men in a universe fundamentally good. The logic of his former position seemed no longer adequate though he could not formulate another.

Thoreau has been called, and accurately, “a reluctant crusader.” Though death was soon to cut short his career, he was to crusade once more in defense of an act which seemed to violate all his ethic of nonviolence. On May 21, 1856, John Brown, the fiery (some would say insane) abolitionist encouraged his four sons and a few of their followers to murder five pro-slavery citizens in Kansas. Three years later he himself led a small band of partisans in an attack on Harpers Ferry, Virginia, where he captured the United States arsenal and refused to surrender it to the Marines. Ten of Brown's followers, including two of his sons, were killed. Brown himself was then captured, charged with treason and murder, and hanged on December 2, 1859.

To many abolitionists he was a hero. Yet there is no doubt of the fact that, technically at least, he was guilty of both murder and armed insurrection. Under the circumstances it is not easy to see how Thoreau, who had always steadily opposed violence, could have approved. Perhaps the very fact that Brown's act was the act of an individual rather than that of an organization, the fact that he had followed his own conscience rather than government or society, seemed in Thoreau's eyes an extenuation at least. Brown had carried individual initiative and the determination to follow his own inner light to their ultimate extreme.

However that may be, Thoreau delivered two lectures in 1859, one called “A Plea for Captain John Brown,” given while Brown was in prison, the other “After the Death of John Brown.” Next year the first was published and also an article called “The Last Days of John Brown.” The first of the speeches was composed in a state of great excitement. “I put a piece of paper and a pencil under my pillow,” he wrote, “and when I could not sleep I wrote in the dark.” It was he who called the meeting at Concord Town Hall where the speech was to be delivered. When the selectman refused to ring the bell, he rang it himself. When the local Republicans sent word that they thought it inadvisable at the time, he replied that he was not asking for advice but calling a meeting.

To this day students of Thoreau differ as widely as possible over the question whether his championship of John Brown was a betrayal of his principles or an ultimate illustration of them. John Burroughs called it “the most significant act of his life,” but others have seen it as a complete betrayal of his professed faith in nonviolent methods. “Some 1800 years ago,” wrote Thoreau, “Christ was crucified; this morning, perchance, Captain Brown was hanged.” Yet it is strange that Thoreau, of all men, did not observe the difference between one who preached “resist not evil” and one who approved even murder as a method of resisting what he had concluded to be an evil.

Fortunately for his own peace of mind Thoreau was not compelled to witness the carnage of the Civil War of which he saw only the very beginning. But two things are certain: one is that he did not himself retract any of his previous declarations concerning the fundamental principles which he must, therefore, have felt somehow reconcilable with his new militancy; second that he did not abandon his accustomed attitudes or activities however remote they may seem from the concerns of such men as John Brown. During the very same year that he was publishing “A Plea,” he published also the tranquil essay “The Succession of Forest Trees,” and at about the same time he was writing an abolitionist friend that to ignore evil is “just the most fatal, and indeed, the only fatal weapon you can direct against evil, ever.” In the same letter he advises a certain would-be reader of Walden how to approach his book. He hopes this reader will ignore “Fort Sumter, ‘Old Abe' and all that.” “I do not,” he goes on, “so much regret the present condition of things in this country (provided I regret it at all) as I do that I ever heard of it . . . Blessed were the days before you read a President's message. Blessed are the young, for they do not read the President's message. Blessed are they who never read a newspaper, for they shall see Nature and, through her, God.” Fort Sumter was to surrender a few days later. Thoreau was obviously a very reluctant crusader indeed.

         

Near the end of 1860, Thoreau had caught a severe cold and when he refused to cancel a lecture engagement he developed a bronchitis which soon became acute tuberculosis—a disease which, as the saying used to be, “ran in the family.” Advised to try a different climate, he went on a trip to Minnesota with a young botanist, Horace Mann, Jr. It was soon obvious that the change was doing him no good and he was back in Concord two months later. He must have known that his end was near for he began to arrange his papers and, as he grew weaker, was compelled to resort to dictation. Ironically, the first indication of the solid fame which was to be his began to be evident at about the same time. A new editor of the Atlantic asked for more essays. The publisher of Walden, which had gone out of print, promised a new edition and, what is much more remarkable, offered to reprint the almost unread A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers.

Though unable to sleep, Thoreau was cheerful and more sociable than usual. He lay on a bed in the parlor and looked out of the window, though he apparently preferred to make few references to the delights he knew he would never enjoy again. To William Ellery Channing he remarked, “I cannot see on the outside at all. We thought ourselves great philosophers in those wet days, when we used to go out and sit down by the wall sides.” “This,” adds Channing, “was absolutely all he was ever heard to say of that outward world during his illness; neither could a stranger in the least infer that he had ever a friend in field or wood.” He died, apparently without physical pain, on the morning of May 6, 1862. At his funeral Emerson delivered the address, later published as an essay, which gives what is in some respects the best miniature portrait of Thoreau that has ever been drawn.

Death, it would seem, did not frighten him. The prospect of it neither shook his faith in a “somehow good” nor led him to recant any of the greatest or smallest of his many heresies. Sam Staples, who had been Thoreau's jailer during the one night he spent in prison, reported to Emerson: “Never spent an hour with more satisfaction. Never saw a man dying with so much satisfaction and peace.” Thoreau had once written: “The greater part of what my neighbors call good I believe in my soul to be evil, and if I repent of anything, it is very likely to be my good behavior. What demon possessed me that I behaved so well?” The fear of death—so likely to make cowards of us all—did not drive him to any last moment repentance. Near the end, one of his abolitionist friends made some reference to a future life and got the famous rebuke “One world at a time.” But the most tremendous (some would say blasphemous) retort was reserved for a pious relative who asked him if he had made his peace with God. “I am not aware,” came the reply, “that we ever quarreled.” In a novel these would no doubt be his last words, but it is perhaps just as appropriate that these last words were, in fact, not an epigram but some vague reference to the “wildness” which had so fascinated him. “Moose,” he murmured, and “Indians.”

         

“No man had a better unfinished life,” wrote his friend Channing, and in a sense it was unfinished. Dying at forty-five he had neither completed his work nor had more than a taste of the fame which was just about to be his. Among those who thought his future reputation should be in their hands—namely, sister Sophia, Channing, and an abolitionist friend Franklin Sanborn—quarrels broke out. But between them they did call attention to his work and various posthumous writings were published. Nevertheless, the influencial makers of literary opinion were not yet ready for more than a grudging recognition.

In 1865 James Russell Lowell published an essay, later reprinted in his widely read volume “My Study Windows,” in which he writes Thoreau down as hardly more than a member of the lunatic fringe which surrounded Emerson. To him Thoreau's philosophy was largely an affair of sour grapes. “Was he indolent, he finds none of the activities which attract or employ the rest of mankind, worthy of him . . . Was he poor, money was an unmixed evil.” Most of the modern love of Nature was, Lowell went on, a mere sentimental sickness and “to a healthy mind, the world is a constant challenge.” Thoreau should, in other words, have done precisely what he had refused to do, namely, accept, as Lowell had, the standards and values of what Thoreau called “this bustling nineteenth century.” The other influential writer to devote an early essay to him was Robert Louis Stevenson who called Thoreau “a skulker” or, as we should say, “a mere escapist.” But Stevenson later retracted this opinion, and this retraction might be taken as a sign of the swing of opinion although it was not until the turn of the century that Thoreau began to be generally recognized, not merely as a minor eccentric, but as the author of one of the indisputable masterpieces of American literature.

No doubt our changed estimate of him is due in part to the simple fact that the most original writers commonly require the passage of considerable time before they can be understood well enough to be appreciated. Only those for whom others have prepared the basis of an understanding “wake up one morning to find themselves famous.” No doubt the change was also an evidence of the fact that nineteenth century optimism was fading; that men, no longer convinced that “all's right with the world,” were in a better frame of mind to listen to a radical criticism of things as they are. But a third reason was simply that Thoreau was so skillful, so pungent and so arresting a writer that even those who are bewildered or repelled by his paradoxes come in time to savor the excellence of his style.

Perhaps it is only after the shock (pleasant or unpleasant) of his ideas has to some extent worn off that one begins to appreciate the sheer literary brilliance of his writing. He had always, so Emerson said, “looked forward to authorship as his work in life.” And no one was ever a more careful workman. Even the journal was often rewritten again and again, and many of the perfect phrases in Walden which seem so spontaneous were, we now know, polished and repolished until often the first version becomes almost unrecognizable. A journal entry includes the flat statement “I have traveled some in New England, especially in Concord,” but in Walden it is transformed into the paradox “I have traveled a good deal in Concord.” An early version of an even more famous passage begins with a sentence which sounds almost like sociologist gobbledygook “a stereotype but unconscious despair is concealed under what are called the amusements of mankind.” It becomes instead “the mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.”

In a letter to a friend he once wrote: “Don't suppose that you can tell it precisely the first dozen times you try, but at 'em again . . . Not that the story need be long, but it will take a long time to make it short.” Or again: “Nothing goes by luck in composition . . . The best you can write will be the best you are. Every sentence is a result of a long probation. The author's character is read from title page to end. Of this he never corrects the proofs.” Of no writer was it ever more true that the style is the man.

What are some of the more obvious characteristics of that style? Obviously it's bottom-most foundation is the tang and twang of New England popular speech. There is in Thoreau a tinge of even the cracker-box philosopher. Hence one is likely to begin by calling his manner plain or homely. But as is always true in such cases popular speech is only a beginning, and it is refined until its essential character and potential effectiveness are brought by an artist to a perfection the popular speakers seldom quite achieve. “Poetic” was the word of praise which he most often used of any piece of writing, and it was the potential poetry of speech that he strove to capture.

Moreover, Thoreau was not merely a listener to New England talk and an appreciator of its virtues. He was also a passionate and careful reader of at least those classics of literature which appealed to him. And some of the writers whom he most admired were at the greatest possible remove from the homely. Echoes of Sir Thomas Browne, the seventeenth-century master of a style so ornate and artificial that he even invented a part of his vocabulary, are heard again and again in, for instance, such sentences as this from the last chapter of Walden where, indeed, even the thought is borrowed from Browne: “What does Africa—what does the West stand for? Is not our own interior white on the chart?” Even closer to the rhythm and manner of Browne are such passages from A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers as this: “Fame itself is but an epitaph; as late as false, as true. But they are only true epitaphs which Old Mortality retouches.” At the opposite extreme is the homely, cracker-box philosophy of the phrase which Emerson quoted in his funeral speech: “Some circumstantial evidence is very strong, as when you find a trout in the milk.”

Concentration, vigor, and a certain fillip of surprise toward the end of a sentence are other characteristics of his style. Any moderately competent writer might have written the first clause in one of the sentences already quoted: “The greater part of what my neighbors call good I believe in my soul to be evil.” A better one might have added, “If I repent of anything, it is very likely to be of my good behavior.” But only Thoreau could have capped the climax with “What demon possessed me that I behaved so well!” “I fear chiefly,” he wrote in Walden, “lest my expression may not be extra-vagant enough” and powerful extravagance, tinged with conscious humor, is one of the hallmarks of his style.

Serious minded people are likely to miss the pervasive humor which was another New England characteristic Thoreau caught and used in his own original way. Of the many failures to comprehend in Lowell's derogatory essay, the most astonishing is his flat, unqualified statement “Thoreau had no humor.” What he must have meant was that the bantering jocosity, the joke which labels itself joke, was foreign to Thoreau. His humor was, on the other hand, part of his philosophy. He meant his jokes and was never more serious than when he was being funny. Sometimes humor is seen to play over a passage of deliberate exaggeration and takes the curse off of what might otherwise be fanaticism—as for instance when he describes the living arrangements at Walden, or when he suggests that those who are really hard-pressed by lack of money might take up residence in a tool box by the railway line. Sometimes it is a form of realism which loads a comment with scorn—as in his remark concerning a certain Dr. Morton who was measuring the skull capacity of anthropological specimens by weighing the quantity of mustard seed necessary to fill the brain pan. “Of all the ways invented to come at the knowledge of a living man, this seems to me the worst, as it is the most belated.” Note especially the fillip of the concluding clause. Humor, in some form or another, is seldom absent for long from Thoreau's writing.

Some years ago T. S. Eliot popularized the phrase “unity of sensibility.” It referred to something which he thought characteristic of the English writers of the seventeenth century, but the secret of which had been almost entirely lost by the modern world. What it implies is the ability to perceive and to present the totality of an experience in such a way that the distinction between the playful and the grave, the comic and the serious, the poetic and the prosaic, the religious and the secular, disappears and the whole complex total is present at once. That is precisely the effect that Thoreau achieves in his most memorable passages, and it is perhaps significant that the seventeenth century writers were those he most admired.

How then are we to “take” Thoreau? Not as a joker, but not as a merely solemn preacher either. As an exaggerator, yes; but not as a reckless exaggerator since his exaggerations are intended to emphasize a truth. Perhaps every individual—and Thoreau said that he would like there to be in the world as many different kinds of people as possible—must decide for himself how and how much he should, for the good of his soul, “take.” The one thing really unpardonable is to dismiss Thoreau unheard and unpondered.

Most of his contemporaries tried to do just that. So did many of the critics who came just after him. But he has insisted upon being listened to—with admiration, with irritation, or even in anger—but listened to somehow nevertheless. His is one of the voices from the past which the world has been unable to ignore even though it has heeded it little.


 
A WEEK ON THE

CONCORD AND

MERRIMACK RIVERS


                                                                                                                                                         

IN THE FALL OF 1839, SHORTLY AFTER HE HAD PASSED his twenty-second birthday, Thoreau made a seven-day rowboat excursion with his brother John. Apparently he intended from the beginning to write some kind of account of this mild adventure but the plan was slow in maturing and after the death of brother John in 1842 he determined to make it, among many other things, a memorial. But he did not get seriously down to the task until his retirement to Walden in 1845 when he began to write rapidly and he had finished about a year later what was to be the first of the only two volumes published during his lifetime.

That this book was rejected by several publishers and finally printed at his own expense is not surprising, for though there are brilliant and original passages it is a scattered, unfocused work. Only a few years later he was to find himself as a writer in Walden but he had not yet mastered a form perfectly suited to what he had to say. The framework is a narrative of the actual excursion treated sometimes as a sort of mild parody of the explorers tall tale, but this narrative is interrupted so frequently to make way for such literary and philosophical ideas as occurred to him that the thread is often broken and one is half inclined to sympathize with what James Russell Lowell said in the condescending review he wrote of it. The two rivers, Lowell said, were too often made to “run Thoreau or Emerson or indeed anything but their own transparent element”; and he protested that “we were bid to a river party—not to be preached at.” Nevertheless he ended with the sentence: “The style is compact, and the language has an antique purity like wine grown colorless with age.” The selection which follows omits chiefly those passages which are not relevant to the river journey.

Modern readers who enjoy the benefits of hindsight can read the book with more tolerance for its awkwardness and a keener appreciation of those fine passages which anticipate the maturer Thoreau. Two of his major themes—his mysticism and his sympathy with “wildness”—emerge clearly, though there is yet hardly a hint of the other major theme, his criticism of contemporary society and of the lives of quiet desperation led by the mass of men.

Printing cost Thoreau $290.00 for one thousand copies and when at the end of four years only 218 had been sold the printer returned the rest to the author. Thoreau's comment was characteristic. On October 28, 1853, he wrote into his Journal: “I have now a library of nearly nine hundred volumes, over seven hundred of which I wrote myself.”


 
CONCORD RIVER


                                                                                                                                                         

“Beneath low hills, in the broad interval

Through which at will our Indian rivulet

Winds mindful still of sannup and of squaw,

Whose pipe and arrow oft the plough unburies,

Here, in pine houses, built of new-fallen trees,

Supplanters of the tribe, the farmers dwell.”

—EMERSON.



THE MUSKETAQUID, or Grass-ground River, though probably as old as the Nile or Euphrates, did not begin to have a place in civilized history, until the fame of its grassy meadows and its fish attracted settlers out of England in 1635, when it received the other but kindred name of CONCORD from the first plantation on its banks, which appears to have been commenced in a spirit of peace and harmony. It will be Grass-ground River as long as grass grows and water runs here; it will be Concord River only while men lead peaceable lives on its banks. To an extinct race it was grass-ground, where they hunted and fished, and it is still perennial grass-ground to Concord farmers, who own the Great Meadows, and get the hay from year to year. “One branch of it,” according to the Historian of Concord, for I love to quote so good authority, “rises in the south part of Hopkinton, and another from a pond and a large cedar swamp in Westborough,” and flowing between Hopkinton and Southborough, through Framingham, and between Sudbury and Wayland, where it is sometimes called Sudbury River, it enters Concord at the south part of the town, and after receiving the North or Assabeth River, which has its source a little further to the north and west, goes out at the northeast angle, and flowing between Bedford, and Carlisle, and through Billerica, empties into the Merrimack at Lowell. In Concord it is, in summer, from four to fifteen feet deep, and from one hundred to three hundred feet wide, but in the spring freshets, when it overflows its banks, it is in some places nearly a mile wide. Between Sudbury and Wayland the meadows acquire their greatest breadth, and when covered with water, they form a handsome chain of shallow vernal lakes, resorted to by numerous gulls and ducks. Just above Sherman's Bridge, between these towns, is the largest expanse, and when the wind blows freshly in a raw March day, heaving up the surface into dark and sober billows or regular swells, skirted as it is in the distance with alder swamps and smoke-like maples, it looks like a smaller Lake Huron, and is very pleasant and exciting for a landsman to row or sail over. The farm-houses along the Sudbury shore, which rises gently to a considerable height, command fine water prospects at this season. The shore is more flat on the Wayland side, and this town is the greatest loser by the flood. Its farmers tell me that thousands of acres are flooded now, since the dams have been erected, where they remember to have seen the white honeysuckle or clover growing once, and they could go dry with shoes only in summer. Now there is nothing but bluejoint and sedge and cut-grass there, standing in water all the year round. For a long time, they made the most of the driest season to get their hay, working sometimes till nine o'clock at night, sedulously paring with their scythes in the twilight round the hummocks left by the ice; but now it is not worth the getting, when they can come at it, and they look sadly round to their wood-lots and upland as a last resource.

It is worth the while to make a voyage up this stream, if you go no farther than Sudbury, only to see how much country there is in the rear of us; great hills, and a hundred brooks, and farm-houses, and barns, and hay-stacks, you never saw before, and men everywhere; Sudbury, that is Southborough men, and Wayland, and Nine-Acre-Corner men, and Bound Rock, where four towns bound on a rock in the river, Lincoln, Wayland, Sudbury, Concord. Many waves are there agitated by the wind, keeping nature fresh, the spray blowing in your face, reeds and rushes waving; ducks by the hundred, all uneasy in the surf, in the raw wind, just ready to rise, and now going off with a clatter and a whistling, like riggers straight for Labrador, flying against the stiff gale with reefed wings, or else circling round first, with all their paddles briskly moving, just over the surf, to reconnoitre you before they leave these parts; gulls wheeling overhead, muskrats swimming for dear life, wet and cold, with no fire to warm them by that you know of; their labored homes rising here and there like haystacks; and countless mice and moles and winged titmice along the sunny, windy shore; cranberries tossed on the waves and heaving up on the beach, their little red skiffs beating about among the alders;—such healthy natural tumult as proves the last day is not yet at hand. And there stand all around the alders, and birches, and oaks, and maples full of glee and sap, holding in their buds until the waters subside. You shall perhaps run aground on Cranberry Island, only some spires of last year's pipegrass above water, to show where the danger is, and get as good a freezing there as anywhere on the North-west Coast. I never voyaged so far in all my life. You shall see men you never heard of before, whose names you don't know, going away down through the meadows with long ducking guns, with watertight boots, wading through the fowl-meadow grass, on bleak, wintry, distant shores, with guns at half cock; and they shall see teal, blue-winged, green-winged shelldrakes, whistlers, black ducks, ospreys, and many other wild and noble sights before night, such as they who sit in parlors never dream of. You shall see rude and sturdy, experienced and wise men, keeping their castles, or teaming up their summer's wood, or chopping alone in the woods, men fuller of talk and rare adventure in the sun and wind and rain, than a chestnut is of meat; who were out not only in 1775 and 1812, but have been out every day of their lives; greater men than Homer, or Chaucer, or Shakspeare, only they never got time to say so; they never took to the way of writing. Look at their fields, and imagine what they might write, if ever they should put pen to paper. Or what have they not written on the face of the earth already, clearing, and burning, and scratching, and harrowing, and plowing, and subsoiling, in and in, and out and out, and over and over, again and again, erasing what they had already written for want of parchment.

As yesterday and the historical ages are past, as the work of to-day is present, so some flitting perspectives, and demi-experiences of the life that is in nature are in time veritably future, or rather outside to time, perennial, young, divine, in the wind and rain which never die.



The respectable folks,—

Where dwell they?

They whisper in the oaks,

And they sigh in the hay;

Summer and winter, night and day,

Out on the meadow, there dwell they.

They never die,

Nor snivel, nor cry,

Nor ask our pity

With a wet eye.

A sound estate they ever mend,

To every asker readily lend;

To the ocean-wealth

To the meadow health,

To Time his length,

To the rocks strength,

To the stars light,

To the weary night,

To the busy day,

To the idle play;

And so their good cheer never ends,

For all are their debtors, and all their friends.



Concord River is remarkable for the gentleness of its current, which is scarcely perceptible, and some have referred to its influence the proverbial moderation of the inhabitants of Concord, as exhibited in the Revolution, and on later occasions. It has been proposed that the town should adopt for its coat of arms a field verdant, with the Concord circling nine times round. I have read that a descent of an eighth of an inch in a mile is sufficient to produce a flow. Our river has, probably, very near the smallest allowance. The story is current, at any rate, though I believe that strict history will not bear it out, that the only bridge ever carried away on the main branch, within the limits of the town, was driven up stream by the wind. But wherever it makes a sudden bend it is shallower and swifter, and asserts its title to be called a river. Compared with the other tributaries of the Merrimack, it appears to have been properly named Musketaquid, or Meadow River, by the Indians. For the most part, it creeps through broad meadows, adorned with scattered oaks, where the cranberry is found in abundance, covering the ground like a mossbed. A row of sunken dwarf willows borders the stream on one or both sides, while at a greater distance the meadow is skirted with maples, alders, and other fluviatile trees, overrun with the grape vine, which bears fruit in its season, purple, red, white, and other grapes. Still further from the stream, on the edge of the firm land, are seen the gray and white dwellings of the inhabitants. According to the valuation of 1831, there were in Concord two thousand one hundred and eleven acres, or about one-seventh of the whole territory, in meadow; this standing next in the list after pasturage and unimproved lands; and, judging from the returns of previous years, the meadow is not reclaimed so fast as the woods are cleared.

The sluggish artery of the Concord meadows steals thus unobserved through the town, without a murmur or a pulse-beat, its general course from south-west to north-east, and its length about fifty miles; a huge volume of matter, ceaselessly rolling through the plains and valleys of the substantial earth, with the moccasined tread of an Indian warrior, making haste from the high places of the earth to its ancient reservoir. The murmurs of many a famous river on the other side of the globe reach even to us here, as to more distant dwellers on its banks; many a poet's stream floating the helms and shields of heroes on its bosom. The Xanthus or Scamander is not a mere dry channel and bed of a mountain torrent, but fed by the ever-flowing springs of fame;—



“And thou Simois, that as an arrowe, clere

Through Troy rennest, aie downward to the sea;”—



and I trust that I may be allowed to associate our muddy but much abused Concord River with the most famous in history.



“Sure there are poets which did never dream

Upon Parnassus, nor did taste the stream

Of Helicon; we therefore may suppose

Those made not poets, but the poets those.”



The Mississippi, the Ganges, and the Nile, those journeying atoms from the Rocky Mountains, the Himmaleh, and Mountains of the Moon, have a kind of personal importance in the annals of the world. The heavens are not yet drained over their sources, but the Mountains or the Moon still send their annual tribute to the Pasha without fail, as they did to the Pharaohs, though he must collect the rest of his revenue at the point of the sword. Rivers must have been the guides which conducted the footsteps of the first travellers. They are the constant lure, when they flow by our doors, to distant enterprise and adventure, and, by a natural impulse, the dwellers on their banks will at length accompany their currents to the lowlands of the globe, or explore at their invitation the interior of continents. They are the natural highways of all nations, not only levelling the ground, and removing obstacles from the path of the traveller, quenching his thirst, and bearing him on their bosoms, but conducting him through the most interesting scenery, the most populous portions of the globe and where the animal and vegetable kingdoms attain their greatest perfection.

I had often stood on the banks of the Concord, watching the lapse of the current, an emblem of all progress, following the same law with the system, with time, and all that is made; the weeds at the bottom gently bending down the stream, shaken by the watery wind, still planted where their seeds had sunk, but ere long to die and go down likewise; the shining pebbles, not yet anxious to better their condition, the chips and weeds, and occasional logs and stems of trees, that floated past, fulfilling their fate, were objects of singular interest to me, and at last I resolved to launch myself on its bosom and float wither it would bear me.


 
SATURDAY


                                                                                                                                                         

“Come, come, my lovely fair, and let us try

These rural delicates.”

—Invitation to the Soul. QUARLES

AT LENGTH, on Saturday, the last day of August, 1839, we two, brothers, and natives of Concord, weighed anchor in this river port; for Concord, too, lies under the sun, a port of entry and departure for the bodies as well as the souls of men; one shore at least exempted from all duties but such as an honest man will gladly discharge. A warm drizzling rain had obscured the morning, and threatened to delay our voyage, but at length the leaves and grass were dried, and it came out a mild afternoon, as serene and fresh as if nature were maturing some greater scheme of her own. After this long dripping and oozing from every pore, she began to respire again more healthily than ever. So with a vigorous shove we launched our boat from the bank, while the flags and bulrushes curtseyed a God-speed, and dropped silently down the stream.

Our boat, which had cost us a week's labor in the spring, was in form like a fisherman's dory, fifteen feet long by three and a half in breadth at the widest part, painted green below, with a border of blue, with reference to the two elements in which it was to spend its existence. It had been loaded the evening before at our door, half a mile from the river, with potatoes and melons from a patch which we had cultivated, and a few utensils, and was provided with wheels in order to be rolled around falls, as well as with two sets of oars, and several slender poles for shoving in shallow places, and also two masts, one of which served for a tent-pole at night; for a buffalo skin was to be our bed, and a tent of cotton cloth our roof. It was strongly built but heavy, and hardly of better model than usual. If rightly made, a boat would be a sort of amphibious animal, a creature of two elements, related by one half its structure to some swift and shapely fish, and by the other to some strong-winged and graceful bird. The fish shows where there should be the greatest breadth of beam and depth in the hold; its fins direct where to set the oars, and the tail gives some hint for the form and position of the rudder. The bird shows how to rig and trim the sails, and what form to give to the prow that it may balance the boat and divide the air and water best. These hints we had but partially obeyed. But the eyes, though they are no sailors, will never be satisfied with any model, however fashionable, which does not answer all the requisitions of art. However, as art is all of a ship but the wood, and yet the wood alone will rudely serve the purpose of a ship, so our boat being of wood gladly availed itself of the old law that the heavier shall float the lighter, and though a dull water fowl, proved a sufficient buoy for our purpose.



“Were it the will of Heaven, an osier bough

Were vessel safe enough the seas to plow.”



Some village friends stood upon a promontory lower down the stream to wave us a last farewell; but we, having already performed these shore rites with excusable reserve, as befits those who are embarked on unusual enterprises, who behold but speak not, silently glided past the firm lands of Concord, both peopled cape and lonely summer meadow, with steady sweeps. And yet we did unbend so far as to let our guns speak for us, when at length we had swept out of sight, and thus left the woods to ring again with their echoes; and it may be many russet-clad children lurking in those broad meadows, with the bittern and the woodcock and the rail, though wholly concealed by brakes and hardhack and meadow-sweet, heard our salute that afternoon.

We were soon floating past the first regular battle ground of the Revolution, resting on our oars between the still visible abutments of that “North Bridge,” over which in April, 1775, rolled the first faint tide of that war, which ceased not, till, as we read on the stone on our right, it “gave peace to these United States.” As a Concord poet has sung,—



“By the rude bridge that arched the flood,

Their flag to April's breeze unfurled,

Here once the embattled farmers stood,

And fired the shot heard round the world.



“The foe long since in silence slept;

Alike the conqueror silent sleeps;

And Time the ruined bridge has swept

Down the dark stream which seaward creeps.”



Our reflections had already acquired a historical remoteness from the scenes we had left, and we ourselves essayed to sing.



Ah, 't is in vain the peaceful din

That wakes the ignoble town,

Not thus did braver spirits win

A patriot's renown.



There is one field beside this stream,

Wherein no foot does fall,

But yet it beareth in my dream

A richer crop than all.



Let me believe a dream so dear,

Some heart beat high that day,

Above the petty Province here,

And Britain far away;



Some hero of the ancient mould,

Some arm of knightly worth,

Of strength unbought, and faith unsold,

Honored this spot of earth;



Who sought the prize his heart described,

And did not ask release,

Whose free born valor was not bribed

          By prospect of a peace.



The men who stood on yonder height

That day are long since gone;

Not the same hand directs the fight

And monumental stone.



Ye were the Grecian cities then,

The Romes of modern birth.

Where the New England husbandmen

Have shown a Roman worth.



In vain I search a foreign land,

To find our Bunker Hill,

And Lexington and Concord stand

By no Laconian rill.



With such thoughts we swept gently by this now peaceful pasture ground, on waves of Concord, in which was long since drowned the din of war.



But since we sailed

Some things have failed,

And many a dream

Gone down the stream.



Here then an aged shepherd dwelt,

Who to his flock his substance dealt,

And ruled them with a vigorous crook,

By precept of the sacred Book;

But he the pierless bridge passed o'er,

And solitary left the shore.



Anon a youthful pastor came,

Whose crook was not unknown to fame,

His lambs he viewed with gentle glance,

Spread o'er the country's wide expanse,

And fed with “Mosses from the Manse.”

Here was our Hawthorne in the dale,

And here the shepherd told his tale.



That slight shaft had now sunk behind the hills, and we had floated round the neighboring bend, and under the new North Bridge between Ponkawtasset and the Poplar Hill into the Great Meadows, which, like a broad moccasin print, have levelled a fertile and juicy place in nature.



On Ponkawtasset, since, with such delay,

Down this still stream we took our meadowy way,

A poet wise has settled, whose fine ray

Doth faintly shine on Concord's twilight day.



Like those first stars, whose silver beams on high,

Shining more brightly as the day goes by,

Most travellers cannot at first descry,

But eyes that wont to range the evening sky,



And know celestial lights, do plainly see,

And gladly hail them, numbering two or three;

For lore that's deep must deeply studied be,

As from deep wells men read star-poetry.



These stars are never pal'd, though out of sight,

But like the sun they shine forever bright;

Aye, they are suns, though earth must in its flight

Put out its eyes that it may see their light.



Who would neglect the least celestial sound,

Or faintest light that falls on earthly ground,

If he could know it one day would be found

That star in Cygnus whither we are bound,

And pale our sun with heavenly radiance round?



Gradually the village murmur subsided, and we seemed to be embarked on the placid current of our dreams, floating from past to future as silently as one awakes to fresh morning or evening thoughts. We glided noiselessly down the stream, occasionally driving a pickerel from the covert of the pads, or a bream from her nest, and the smaller bittern now and then sailed away on sluggish wings from some recess in the shore, or the larger lifted itself out of the long grass at our approach, and carried its precious legs away to deposit them in a place of safety. The tortoises also rapidly dropped into the water, as our boat ruffled the surface amid the willows, breaking the reflections of the trees. The banks had passed the height of their beauty, and some of the brighter flowers showed by their faded tints that the season was verging towards the afternoon of the year; but this sombre tinge enhanced their sincerity, and in the still unabated heats they seemed like a mossy brink of some cool well. The narrow-leaved willow lay along the surface of the water in masses of light green foliage, interspersed with the large white balls of the button-bush. The rose-colored polygonum raised its head proudly above the water on either hand, and, flowering at this season, and in these localities, in the midst of dense fields of the white species which skirted the sides of the stream, its little streak of red looked very rare and precious. The pure white blossoms of the arrowhead stood in the shallower parts, and a few cardinals on the margin still proudly surveyed themselves reflected in the water, though the latter, as well as the pickerel-weed, was now nearly out of blossom. The snake-head, chelone glabra, grew close to the shore, while a kind of coreopsis, turning its brazen face to the sun, full and rank, and a tall dull red flower, eupatorium purpureum, or trumpet weed, formed the rear rank of the fluvial array. The bright blue flowers of the soap-wort gentian were sprinkled here and there in the adjacent meadows, like flowers which Proserpine had dropped, and still further in the fields, or higher on the bank, were seen the Virginian rhexia, and drooping neottia or ladies'-tresses; while from the more distant waysides, which we occasionally passed, and banks where the sun had lodged, was reflected a dull yellow beam from the ranks of tansy, now in its prime. In short, nature seemed to have adorned herself for our departure with a profusion of fringes and curls, mingled with the bright tints of flowers, reflected in the water. But we missed the white water-lily, which is the queen of river flowers, its reign being over for this season. He makes his voyage too late, perhaps, by a true water clock who delays so long. Many of this species inhabit our Concord water. I have passed down the river before sunrise on a summer morning between fields of lilies still shut in sleep; and when at length the flakes of sunlight from over the bank fell on the surface of the water, whole fields of white blossoms seemed to flash open before me, as I floated along, like the unfolding of a banner, so sensible is this flower to the influence of the sun's rays.

As we were floating through the last of these familiar meadows, we observed the large and conspicuous flowers of the hibiscus, covering the dwarf willows, and mingled with the leaves of the grape, and wished that we could inform one of our friends behind of the locality of this somewhat rare and inaccessible flower before it was too late to pluck it; but we were just gliding out of sight of the village spire before it occurred to us that the farmer in the adjacent meadow would go to church on the morrow, and would carry this news for us; and so by the Monday, while we should be floating on the Merrimack, our friend would be reaching to pluck this blossom on the bank of the Concord.

After a pause at Ball's Hill, the St. Ann's of Concord voyageurs, not to say any prayer for the success of our voyage, but to gather the few berries which were still left on the hills, hanging by very slender threads, we weighed anchor again, and were soon out of sight of our native village. The land seemed to grow fairer as we withdrew from it. Far away to the south-west lay the quiet village, left alone under its elms and button-woods in mid afternoon; and the hills, notwithstanding their blue, ethereal faces, seemed to cast a saddened eye on their old playfellows; but, turning short to the north, we bade adieu to their familiar outlines, and addressed ourselves to new scenes and adventures. Nought was familiar but the heavens, from under whose roof the voyageur never passes; but with their countenance, and the acquaintance we had with river and wood, we trusted to fare well under any circumstances.

From this point, the river runs perfectly straight for a mile or more to Carlisle Bridge, which consists of twenty wooden piers, and when we looked back over it, its surface was reduced to a line's breadth, and appeared like a cobweb gleaming in the sun. Here and there might be seen a pole sticking up, to mark the place where some fisherman had enjoyed unusual luck, and in return had consecrated his rod to the deities who preside over these shallows. It was full twice as broad as before, deep and tranquil, with a muddy bottom, and bordered with willows, beyond which spread broad lagoons covered with pads, bulrushes, and flags.

Late in the afternoon we passed a man on the shore fishing with a long birch pole, its silvery bark left on, and a dog at his side, rowing so near as to agitate his cork with our oars, and drive away luck for a season; and when we had rowed a mile as straight as an arrow, with our faces turned towards him, and the bubbles in our wake still visible on the tranquil surface, there stood the fisher still with his dog, like statues under the other side of the heavens, the only objects to relieve the eye in the extended meadow; and there would he stand abiding his luck, till he took his way home through the fields at evening with his fish. Thus, by one bait or another, Nature allures inhabitants into all her recesses. This man was the last of our townsmen whom we saw, and we silently through him bade adieu to our friends.

         

The characteristics and pursuits of various ages and races of men are always existing in epitome in every neighborhood. The pleasures of my earliest youth have become the inheritance of other men. This man is still a fisher, and belongs to an era in which I myself have lived. Perchance he is not confounded by many knowledges, and has not sought out many inventions, but how to take many fishes before the sun sets, with his slender birchen pole and flaxen line, that is invention enough for him. It is good even to be a fisherman in summer and in winter. Some men are judges these August days, sitting on benches, even till the court rises; they sit judging there honorably, between the seasons and between meals, leading a civil politic life, arbitrating in the case of Spaulding versus Cummings, it may be, from highest noon till the red vesper sinks into the west. The fisherman, meanwhile, stands in three feet of water, under the same summer's sun, arbitrating in other cases between muckworm and shiner, amid the fragrance of water-lilies, mint, and pontederia, leading his life many rods from the dry land, within a pole's length of where the larger fishes swim. Human life is to him very much like a river,



—“renning aie downward to the sea.”



This was his observation. His honor made a great discovery in bailments.

I can just remember an old brown-coated man who was the Walton of this stream, who had come over from Newcastle, England, with his son, the latter a stout and hearty man who had lifted an anchor in his day. A straight old man he was who took his way in silence through the meadows, having passed the period of communication with his fellows; his old experienced coat hanging long and straight and brown as the yellow pine bark, glittering with so much smothered sunlight, if you stood near enough, no work of art but naturalized at length. I often discovered him unexpectedly amid the pads and the gray willows when he moved, fishing in some old country method,—for youth and age then went a-fishing together,—full of incommunicable thoughts, perchance about his own Tyne and Northumberland. He was always to be seen in serene afternoons haunting the river, and almost rustling with the sedge; so many sunny hours in an old man's life, entrapping silly fish, almost grown to be the sun's familiar; what need had he of hat or raiment any, having served out his time, and seen through such thin disguises? I have seen how his coeval fates rewarded him with the yellow perch, and yet I thought his luck was not in proportion to his years; and I have seen when, with slow steps and weighed down with aged thoughts, he disappeared with his fish under his low-roofed house on the skirts of the village. I think nobody else saw him; nobody else remembers him now, for he soon after died, and migrated to new Tyne streams. His fishing was not a sport, nor solely a means of subsistence, but a sort of solemn sacrament and withdrawal from the world, just as the aged read their Bibles.

         

Whether we live by the sea-side, or by the lakes and rivers, or on the prairie, it concerns us to attend to the nature of fishes, since they are not phenomena confined to certain localities only, but forms and phases of the life in nature universally dispersed. The countless shoals which annually coast the shores of Europe and America are not so interesting to the student of nature as the more fertile law itself, which deposits their spawn on the tops of mountains, and on the interior plains; the fish principle in nature, from which it results that they may be found in water in so many places, in greater or less numbers. The natural historian is not a fisherman, who prays for cloudy days and good luck merely, but as fishing has been styled “a contemplative man's recreation,” introducing him profitably to woods and water, so the fruit of the naturalist's observations is not in new genera or species, but in new contemplations still, and science is only a more contemplative man's recreation. The seeds of the life of fishes are everywhere disseminated, whether the winds waft them, or the waters float them, or the deep earth holds them; wherever a pond is dug, straightway it is stocked with this vivacious race. They have a lease of nature, and it is not yet out. The Chinese are bribed to carry their ova from province to province in jars or in hollow reeds, or the water-birds to transport them to the mountain tarns and interior lakes. There are fishes wherever there is a fluid medium, and even in clouds and in melted metals we detect their semblance. Think how in winter you can sink a line down straight in a pasture through snow and through ice, and pull up a bright, slippery, dumb, subterranean silver or golden fish! It is curious, also, to reflect how they make one family, from the largest to the smallest. The least minnow, that lies on the ice as bait for pickerel, looks like a huge seafish cast up on the shore. In the waters of this town there are about a dozen distinct species, though the inexperienced would expect many more.

         

That was a long pull from Ball's Hill to Carlisle Bridge, sitting with our faces to the south, a slight breeze rising from the north; but nevertheless water still runs and grass grows, for now, having passed the bridge between Carlisle and Bedford, we see men haying far off in the meadow, their heads waving like the grass which they cut. In the distance the wind seemed to bend all alike. As the night stole over, such a freshness was wafted across the meadow that every blade of cut-grass seemed to teem with life. Faint purple clouds began to be reflected in the water, and the cow-bells tinkled louder along the banks, while, like sly water rats, we stole along nearer the shore, looking for a place to pitch our camp.

At length, when we had made about seven miles, as far as Billerica, we moored our boat on the west side of a little rising ground which in the spring forms an island in the river. Here we found huckleberries still hanging upon the bushes, where they seemed to have slowly ripened for our especial use. Bread and sugar, and cocoa boiled in river water, made our repast, and as we had drank in the fluvial prospect all day, so now we took a draught of the water with our evening meal to propitiate the river gods, and whet our vision for the sights it was to behold. The sun was setting on the one hand, while our eminence was contributing its shadow to the night, on the other. It seemed insensibly to grow lighter as the night shut in, and a distant and solitary farmhouse was revealed, which before lurked in the shadows of the noon. There was no other house in sight, nor any cultivated field. To the right and left, as far as the horizon, were straggling pine woods with their plumes against the sky, and across the river were rugged hills, covered with shrub oaks, tangled with grape vines and ivy, with here and there a gray rock jutting out from the maze. The sides of these cliffs, though a quarter of a mile distant, were almost heard to rustle while we looked at them, it was such a leafy wilderness; a place for fauns and satyrs, and where bats hung all day to the rocks, and at evening flitted over the water, and fireflies husbanded their light under the grass and leaves against the night. When we had pitched our tents on the hillside, a few rods from the shore, we sat looking through its triangular door in the twilight at our lonely mast on the shore, just seen above the alders, and hardly yet come to a standstill from the swaying of the stream; the first encroachment of commerce on this land. There was our port, our Ostia. That straight geometrical line against the water and the sky stood for the last refinements of civilized life, and what of sublimity there is in history was there symbolized.

For the most part, there was no recognition of human life in the night, no human breathing was heard, only the breathing of the wind. As we sat up, kept awake by the novelty of our situation, we heard at intervals foxes stepping about over the dead leaves, and brushing the dewy grass close to our tent, and once a musquash fumbling among the potatoes and melons in our boat, but when we hastened to the shore we could detect only a ripple in the water ruffling the disk of a star. At intervals we were serenaded by the song of a dreaming sparrow or the throttled cry of an owl, but after each sound which near at hand broke the stillness of the night, each crackling of the twigs, or rustling among the leaves, there was a sudden pause, and deeper and more conscious silence, as if the intruder were aware that no life was rightfully abroad at that hour. There was a fire in Lowell, as we judged, this night, and we saw the horizon blazing, and heard the distant alarm bells, as it were a faint tinkling music borne to those woods. But the most constant and memorable sound of a summer's night, which we did not fail to hear every night afterward, though at no time so incessantly and so favorably as now, was the barking of the house dogs, from the loudest and hoarsest bark to the faintest aerial palpitation under the eaves of heaven, from the patient but anxious mastiff to the timid and wakeful terrier, at first loud and rapid, then faint and slow, to be imitated only in a whisper; wow-wow-wow-wow—wo—wo—w—w. Even in a retired and uninhabited district like this, it was a sufficiency of sound for the ear of night, and more impressive than any music. I have heard the voice of a hound, just before daylight, while the stars were shining, from over the woods and river, far in the horizon, when it sounded as sweet and melodious as an instrument. The hounding of a dog pursuing a fox or other animal in the horizon, may have first suggested the notes of the hunting horn to alternate with and relieve the lungs of the dog. This natural bugle long resounded in the woods of the ancient world before the horn was invented. The very dogs that sullenly bay the moon from farmyards in these nights, excite more heroism in our breasts than all the civil exhortations or war sermons of the age. “I had rather be a dog, and bay the moon,” than many a Roman that I know. The night is equally indebted to the clarion of the cock, with wakeful hope, from the very setting of the sun, prematurely ushering in the dawn. All these sounds, the crowing of cocks, the baying of dogs, and the hum of insects at noon, are the evidence of nature's health or sound state. Such is the never failing beauty and accuracy of language, the most perfect art in the world; the chisel of a thousand years retouches it.

At length the antepenultimate and drowsy hours drew on, and all sounds were denied entrance to our ears.



Who sleeps by day and walks by night,

Will meet no spirit but some sprite.


 
SUNDAY


                                                                                                                                                         

                                    “The river calmly flows,

Through shining banks, through lonely glen,

Where the owl shrieks, though ne'er the cheer of men

Has stirred its mute repose,

Still if you should walk there, you would go there again.”

—CHANNING

                  “The Indians tell us of a beautiful River lying far to the south, which they call Merrimac.”

SIEUR DE MONTS Relations of the Jesuits, 1604.

IN THE morning the river and adjacent country were covered with a dense fog, through which the smoke of our fire curled up like a still subtiler mist; but before we had rowed many rods, the sun arose and the fog rapidly dispersed, leaving a slight steam only to curl along the surface of the water. It was a quiet Sunday morning, with more of the auroral rosy and white than of the yellow light in it, as if it dated from earlier than the fall of man, and still preserved a heathenish integrity;—



An early unconverted Saint,

Free from noontide or evening taint,

Heathen without reproach,

That did upon the civil day encroach,

And ever since its birth

Had trod the outskirts of the earth.



But the impressions which the morning makes vanish with its dews, and not even the most “persevering mortal” can preserve the memory of its freshness to mid-day. As we passed the various islands, or what were islands in the spring, rowing with our backs down stream, we gave names to them. The one on which we had camped we called Fox Island, and one fine densely wooded island surrounded by deep water and overrun by grape vines, which looked like a mass of verdure and of flowers cast upon the waves, we named Grape Island. From Ball's Hill to Billerica meeting-house, the river was still twice as broad as in Concord, a deep, dark, and dead stream, flowing between gentle hills and sometimes cliffs, and well wooded all the way. It was a long woodland lake bordered with willows. For long reaches we could see neither house nor cultivated field, nor any sign of the vicinity of man. Now we coasted along some shallow shore by the edge of a dense palisade of bulrushes, which straightly bounded the water as if clipt by art, reminding us of the reed forts of the East Indians, of which we had read; and now the bank slightly raised was overhung with graceful grasses and various species of brake, whose downy stems stood closely grouped and naked as in a vase, while their heads spread several feet on either side. The dead limbs of the willow were rounded and adorned by the climbing mikania, mikania scandens, which filled every crevice in the leafy bank, contrasting agreeably with the gray bark of its supporter and the balls of the buttonbush. The water willow, salix Purshiana, when it is of large size and entire, is the most graceful and ethereal of our trees. Its masses of light green foliage, piled one upon another to the height of twenty or thirty feet, seemed to float on the surface of the water, while the slight gray stems and the shore were hardly visible between them. No tree is so wedded to the water, and harmonizes so well with still streams. It is even more graceful than the weeping willow, or any pendulous trees, which dip their branches in the stream instead of being buoyed up by it. Its limbs curved outward over the surface as if attracted by it. It had not a New England but an oriental character, reminding us of trim Persian gardens, of Haroun Alraschid, and the artificial lakes of the east.

As we thus dipped our way along between fresh masses of foliage overrun with the grape and smaller flowering vines, the surface was so calm, and both air and water so transparent, that the flight of a kingfisher or robin over the river was as distinctly seen reflected in the water below as in the air above. The birds seemed to flit through submerged groves, alighting on the yielding sprays, and their clear notes to come up from below. We were uncertain whether the water floated the land, or the land held the water in its bosom. It was such a season, in short, as that in which one of our Concord poets sailed on its stream, and sung its quiet glories.



“There is an inward voice, that in the stream

Sends forth its spirit to the listening ear,

And in a calm content it floweth on.

Like wisdom, welcome with its own respect,

Clear in its breast lie all these beauteous thoughts,

It doth receive the green and graceful trees,

And the gray rocks smile in its peaceful arms,—”



And more he sung, but too serious for our page. For every oak and birch, too, growing on the hilltop, as well as for these elms and willows, we knew that there was a graceful, ethereal and ideal tree making down from the roots, and sometimes Nature in high tides brings her mirror to its foot and makes it visible. The stillness was intense and almost conscious, as if it were a natural Sabbath. The air was so elastic and crystalline that it had the same effect on the landscape that a glass has on a picture, to give it an ideal remoteness and perfection. The landscape was clothed in a mild and quiet light, in which the woods and fences checkered and partitioned it with new regularity, and rough and uneven fields stretched away with lawn-like smoothness to the horizon, and the clouds, finely distinct and picturesque, seemed a fit drapery to hang over fairy-land. The world seemed decked for some holyday or prouder pageantry, with silken streamers flying, and the course of our lives to wind on before us like a green lane into a country maze, at the season when fruit trees are in blossom.

Why should not our whole life and its scenery be actually thus fair and distinct? All our lives want a suitable background. They should at least, like the life of the anchorite, be as impressive to behold as objects in the desert, a broken shaft or crumbling mound against a limitless horizon. Character always secures for itself this advantage, and is thus distinct and unrelated to near or trivial objects, whether things or persons. On this same stream a maiden once sailed in my boat, thus unattended but by invisible guardians, and as she sat in the prow there was nothing but herself between the steersman and the sky. I could then say with the poet:—



Sweet falls the summer air

Over her frame who sails with me;

Her way like that is beautifully free,

Her nature far more rare,

And is her constant heart of virgin purity.”



At evening, still the very stars seem but this maiden's emissaries and reporters of her progress.



Low in the eastern sky

Is set thy glancing eye;

And though its gracious light

Ne'er riseth to my sight,

Yet every star that climbs

Above the gnarled limbs

Of yonder hill,

Conveys thy gentle will.



Believe I knew thy thought,

And that the zephyrs brought

Thy kindest wishes through,

As mine they bear to you,

That some attentive cloud

Did pause amid the crowd

Over my head,

While gentle things were said.



Believe the thrushes sung,

And that the flower bells rung,

That herbs exhaled their scent,

And beasts knew what was meant,

The trees a welcome waved,

And lakes their margins laved,

When thy free mind

To my retreat did wind.



It was a summer eve,

The air did gently heave,

While yet a low hung cloud

Thy eastern skies did shroud;

The lightning's silent gleam,

Startling my drowsy dream,

Seemed like the flash

Under thy dark eyelash.



Still will I strive to be

As if thou wert with me;

Whatever path I take,

It shall be for thy sake,

Of gentle slope and wide,

As thou wert by my side,

Without a root

To trip thy gentle foot.



I'll walk with gentle pace,

And choose the smoothest place,

And careful dip the oar,

And shun the winding shore,

And gently steer my boat

Where water lilies float,

And cardinal flowers

Stand in their sylvan bowers.



It required some rudeness to disturb with our boat the mirror-like surface of the water, in which every twig and blade of grass was so faithfully reflected; too faithfully indeed for art to imitate, for only Nature may exaggerate herself. The shallowest still water is unfathomable. Wherever the trees and skies are reflected there is more than Atlantic depth, and no danger of fancy running aground. We noticed that it required a separate intention of the eye, a more free and abstracted vision, to see the reflected trees and the sky, than to see the river bottom merely; and so are there manifold visions in the direction of every object, and even the most opaque reflect the heavens from their surface. Some men have their eyes naturally intended to the one, and some to the other object.



“A man that looks on glass,

On it may stay his eye,

Or, if he pleaseth, through it pass,

And the heavens espy.”



Two men in a skiff, whom we passed hereabouts, floating buoyantly amid the reflections of the trees, like a feather in mid air, or a leaf which is wafted gently from its twig to the water without turning over, seemed still in their element, and to have very delicately availed themselves of the natural laws. Their floating there was a beautiful and successful experiment in natural philosophy, and it served to ennoble in our eyes the art of navigation, for as birds fly and fishes swim, so these men sailed. It reminded us how much fairer and nobler all the actions of man might be, and that our life in its whole economy might be as beautiful as the fairest works of art or nature.

The sun lodged on the old gray cliffs, and glanced from every pad; the bulrushes and flags seemed to rejoice in the delicious light and air; the meadows were a-drinking at their leisure; the frogs sat meditating, all Sabbath thoughts, summing up their week, with one eye out on the golden sun, and one toe upon a reed, eyeing the wondrous universe in which they act their part; the fishes swam more staid and soberly, as maidens go to church; shoals of golden and silver minnows rose to the surface to behold the heavens, and then sheered off into more sombre aisles; they swept by as if moved by one mind, continually gliding past each other, and yet preserving the form of their battalion unchanged, as if they were still embraced by the transparent membrane which held the spawn; a young band of brethren and sisters, trying their new fins; now they wheeled, now shot ahead, and when we drove them to the shore and cut them off, they dexterously tacked and passed underneath the boat. Over the old wooden bridges no traveller crossed, and neither the river nor the fishes avoided to glide between the abutments.

Here was a village not far off behind the woods, Billerica, settled not long ago, and the children still bear the names of the first settlers in this late “howling wilderness;” yet to all intents and purposes it is as old as Fernay or as Mantua, an old gray town, where men grow old and sleep already under moss-grown monuments,—outgrow their usefulness. This is ancient Billerica (Villarica?), now in its dotage. I never heard that it was young. See, is not Nature here gone to decay, farms all run out, meeting-house grown gray and racked with age? If you would know of its early youth, ask those old gray rocks in the pasture. It has a bell that sounds sometimes as far as Concord woods; I have heard that, aye,—hear it now. No wonder that such a sound startled the dreaming Indian, and frightened his game, when the first bells were swung on trees, and sounded through the forest beyond the plantations of the white man. But to-day I like best the echo amid these cliffs and woods. It is no feeble imitation, but rather its original, or as if some rural Orpheus played over the strain again to show how it should sound.



Dong, sounds the brass in the east,

As if to a funeral feast,

But I like that sound best

Out of the fluttering west.



The steeple ringeth a knell,

But the fairies' silvery bell

Is the voice of that gentle folk,

Or else the horizon that spoke.

Its metal is not of brass,

But air, and water, and glass,

And under a cloud it is swung,

And by the wind it is rung.



When the steeple tolleth the noon,

It soundeth not so soon,

Yet it rings a far earlier hour,

And the sun has not reached its tower.



On the other hand, the road runs up to Carlisle, city of the woods, which, if it is less civil, is the more natural. It does well hold the earth together. It gets laughed at because it is a small town, I know, but nevertheless it is a place where great men may be born any day, for fair winds and foul blow right on over it without distinction. It has a meeting-house and horse-sheds, a tavern and a blacksmith's shop for centre, and a good deal of wood to cut and cord yet. And



“Bedford, most noble Bedford,

I shall not thee forget.”



History has remembered thee; especially that meek and humble petition of thy old planters, like the wailing of the Lord's own people, “To the gentlemen, the selectmen” of Concord, praying to be erected into a separate parish. We can hardly credit that so plaintive a psalm resounded but little more than a century ago along these Babylonish waters. “In the extreme difficult seasons of heat and cold,” said they, “we were ready to say of the Sabbath, Behold what a weariness is it.”—“Gentlemen, if our seeking to draw off proceed from any disaffection to our present reverend pastor, or the Christian society with whom we have taken such sweet counsel together, and walked unto the house of God in company, then hear us not this day, but we greatly desire, if God please, to be eased of our burden on the Sabbath, the travel and fatigue thereof, that the word of God may be nigh to us, near to our houses, and in our hearts, that we and our little ones may serve the Lord. We hope that God, who stirred up the spirit of Cyrus to set forward temple work, has stirred us up to ask, and will stir you up to grant, the prayer of our petition; so shall your humble petitioners ever pray, as in duty bound,—.” And so the temple work went forward here to a happy conclusion. Yonder in Carlisle the building of the temple was many wearisome years delayed, not that there was wanting of Shittim wood, or the gold of Ophir, but a site therefor convenient to all the worshippers; whether on “Buttrick's Plain,” or rather on “Poplar Hill:” it was a tedious question.

In this Billerica solid men must have lived, select from year to year, a series of town clerks, at least, and there are old records that you may search. Some spring the white man came, built him a house, and made a clearing here, letting in the sun, dried up a farm, piled up the old gray stones in fences, cut down the pines around his dwelling, planted orchard seeds brought from the old country, and persuaded the civil apple tree to blossom next to the wild pine and the juniper, shedding its perfume in the wilderness. Their old stocks still remain. He culled the graceful elm from out the woods and from the river-side, and so refined and smoothed his village plot. And thus he plants a town. He rudely bridged the stream, and drove his team afield into the river meadows, cut the wild grass, and laid bare the homes of beaver, otter, muskrat, and with the whetting of his scythe scared off the deer and bear. He set up a mill, and fields of English grain sprang in the virgin soil. And with his grain he scattered the seeds of the dandelion and the wild trefoil over the meadows, mingling his English flowers with the wild native ones. The bristling burdock, the sweet scented catnip, and the humble yarrow, planted themselves along his woodland road, they too seeking “freedom to worship God” in their way. The white man's mullein soon reigned in Indian corn-fields, and sweet scented English grasses clothed the new soil. Where, then, could the red man set his foot? The honey bee hummed through the Massachusetts woods, and sipped the wild flowers round the Indian's wigwam, perchance unnoticed, when, with prophetic warning, it stung the red child's hand, forerunner of that industrious tribe that was to come and pluck the wild flower of his race up by the root.

The white man comes, pale as the dawn, with a load of thought, with a slumbering intelligence as a fire raked up, knowing well what he knows, not guessing but calculating; strong in community, yielding obedience to authority; of experienced race; of wonderful, wonderful common sense; dull but capable, slow but persevering, severe but just, of little humor but genuine; a laboring man, despising game and sport; building a house that endures, a framed house. He buys the Indian's moccasins and baskets, then buys his hunting grounds, and at length forgets where he is buried, and plows up his bones. And here town records, old, tattered, time-worn, weather-stained chronicles, contain the Indian sachem's mark, perchance an arrow or a beaver, and the few fatal words by which he deeded his hunting grounds away. He comes with a list of ancient Saxon, Norman, and Celtic names, and strews them up and down this river,—Framingham, Sudbury, Bedford, Carlisle, Billerica, Chelmsford,—and this is New Angle-land, and these are the new West Saxons, whom the red men call, not Angle-ish or English, but Yengeese, and so at last they are known for Yankees.

When we were opposite to the middle of Billerica, the fields on either hand had a soft and cultivated English aspect, the village spire being seen over the copses which skirt the river, and sometimes an orchard straggled down to the water side, though, generally, our course this forenoon was the wildest part of our voyage. It seemed that men led a quiet and very civil life there. The inhabitants were plainly cultivators of the earth, and lived under an organized political government. The school-house stood with a meek aspect, entreating a long truce to war and savage life. Every one finds by his own experience, as well as in history, that the era in which men cultivate the apple, and the amenities of the garden, is essentially different from that of the hunter and forest life, and neither can displace the other without loss. We have all had our day dreams, as well as more prophetic nocturnal visions, but as for farming, I am convinced that my genius dates from an older era than the agricultural. I would at least strike my spade into the earth with such careless freedom but accuracy as the woodpecker his bill into a tree. There is in my nature, methinks, a singular yearning toward all wildness. I know of no redeeming qualities in myself but a sincere love for some things, and when I am reproved I fall back on to this ground. What have I to do with plows? I cut another furrow than you see. Where the off ox treads, there is it not, it is further off; where the nigh ox walks, it will not be, it is nigher still. If corn fails, my crop fails not, and what are drought and rain to me? The rude Saxon pioneer will sometimes pine for that refinement and artificial beauty which are English, and love to hear the sound of such sweet and classical names as the Pentland and Malvern Hills, the Cliffs of Dover and the Trossacks, Richmond, Derwent, and Winandermere, which are to him now instead of the Acropolis and Parthenon, of Baiæ, and Athens with its sea walls, and Arcadia and Tempe.



Greece, who am I that should remember thee,

Thy Marathon and thy Thermopylæ?

Is my life vulgar, my fate mean,

Which on these golden memories can lean?



We are apt enough to be pleased with such books as Evelyn's Sylva, Acetarium, and Kalendarium Hortense, but they imply a relaxed nerve in the reader. Gardening is civil and social, but it wants the vigor and freedom of the forest and the outlaw. There may be an excess of cultivation as well as of anything else, until civilization becomes pathetic. A highly cultivated man,—all whose bones can be bent! whose heaven-born virtues are but good manners! The young pines springing up in the corn-fields from year to year are to me a refreshing fact. We talk of civilizing the Indian, but that is not the name for his improvement. By the wary independence and aloofness of his dim forest life he preserves his intercourse with his native gods, and is admitted from time to time to a rare and peculiar society with Nature. He has glances of starry recognition to which our saloons are strangers. The steady illumination of his genius, dim only because distant, is like the faint but satisfying light of the stars compared with the dazzling but ineffectual and short-lived blaze of candles. The Society Islanders had their day-born gods, but they were not supposed to be “of equal antiquity with the atua fauau po, or night-born gods.” It is true, there are the innocent pleasures of country life, and it is sometimes pleasant to make the earth yield her increase, and gather the fruits in their season, but the heroic spirit will not fail to dream of remoter retirements and more rugged paths. It will have its garden plots and its parterres elsewhere than on the earth, and gather nuts and berries by the way for its subsistence, or orchard fruits with such heedlessness as berries. We would not always be soothing and taming Nature, breaking the horse and the ox, but sometimes ride the horse wild and chase the buffalo. The Indian's intercourse with Nature is at least such as admits of the greatest independence of each. If he is somewhat of a stranger in her midst, the gardener is too much of a familiar. There is something vulgar and foul in the latter's closeness to his mistress, something noble and cleanly in the former's distance. In civilization, as in a southern latitude, man degenerates at length, and yields to the incursion of more northern tribes,



“Some nation yet shut in

With hills of ice.”



There are other, savager, and more primeval aspects of Nature than our poets have sung. It is only white man's poetry. Homer and Ossian even can never revive in London or Boston. And yet behold how these cities are refreshed by the mere tradition, or the imperfectly transmitted fragrance and flavor of these wild fruits. If we could listen but for an instant to the chaunt of the Indian muse, we should understand why he will not exchange his savageness for civilization. Nations are not whimsical. Steel and blankets are strong temptations; but the Indian does well to continue Indian.

After sitting in my chamber many days, reading the poets, I have been out early on a foggy morning, and heard the cry of an owl in a neighboring wood as from a nature behind the common, unexplored by science or by literature. None of the feathered race has yet realized my youthful conceptions of the woodland depths. I have seen the red Election-bird brought from their recesses on my comrades' string, and fancied that their plumage would assume stranger and more dazzling colors, like the tints of evening, in proportion as I advanced further into the darkness and solitude of the forest. Still less have I seen such strong and wild tints on any poet's string.

         

By noon we were let down into the Merrimack through the locks at Middlesex, just above Pawtucket Falls, by a serene and liberal-minded man, who came quietly from his book, though his duties, we supposed, did not require him to open the locks on Sundays. With him we had a just and equal encounter of the eyes, as between two honest men.

The movements of the eyes express the perpetual and unconscious courtesy of the parties. It is said that a rogue does not look you in the face, neither does an honest man look at you as if he had his reputation to establish. I have seen some who did not know when to turn aside their eyes in meeting yours. A truly confident and magnanimous spirit is wiser than to contend for the mastery in such encounters. Serpents alone conquer by the steadiness of their gaze. My friend looks me in the face and sees me, that is all.

The best relations were at once established between us and this man, and though few words were spoken, he could not conceal a visible interest in us and our excursion. He was a lover of the higher mathematics, as we found, and in the midst of some vast sunny problem, when we overtook him and whispered our conjectures. By this man we were presented with the freedom of the Merrimack. We now felt as if we were fairly launched on the ocean-stream of our voyage, and were pleased to find that our boat would float on Merrimack water. We began again busily to put in practice those old arts of rowing, steering, and paddling. It seemed a strange phenomenon to us that the two rivers should mingle their waters so readily, since we had never associated them in our thoughts.

As we glided over the broad bosom of the Merrimack, between Chelmsford and Dracut, at noon, here a quarter of a mile wide, the rattling of our oars was echoed over the water to those villages, and their slight sounds to us. Their harbors lay as smooth and fairy-like as the Lido, or Syracuse, or Rhodes, in our imagination, while, like some strange roving craft, we flitted past what seemed the dwellings of noble home-staying men, seemingly as conspicuous as if on an eminence, or floating upon a tide which came up to those villagers' breasts. At a third of a mile over the water we heard distinctly some children repeating their catechism in a cottage near the shore, while in the broad shallows between, a herd of cows stood lashing their sides, and waging war with the flies.

Two hundred years ago other catechising than this was going on here; for here came the sachem Wannalancet, and his people, and sometimes Tahatawan, our Concord Sachem, who afterwards had a church at home, to catch fish at the falls; and here also came John Eliot, with the Bible and Catechism and Baxter's Call to the Unconverted, and other tracts, done into the Massachusetts tongue, and taught them Christianity meanwhile. “This place,” says Gookin, referring to Wamesit, “being an ancient and capital seat of Indians, they come to fish; and this good man takes this opportunity to spread the net of the gospel, to fish for their souls.”—“May 5th, 1674,” he continues, “according to our usual custom, Mr. Eliot and myself took our journey to Wamesit, or Pawtuckett; and arriving there that evening, Mr. Eliot preached to as many of them as could be got together, out of Matt. xxii. 1–14, the parable of the marriage of the king's son. We met at the wigwam of one called Wannalancet, about two miles from the town, near Pawtuckett Falls, and bordering upon Merrimak river. This person, Wannalancet, is the eldest son of old Pasaconaway, the chiefest sachem of Pawtuckett. He is a sober and grave person, and of years, between fifty and sixty. He hath been always loving and friendly to the English.” As yet, however, they had not prevailed on him to embrace the Christian religion. “But at this time,” says Gookin, “May 6, 1674,”—“after some deliberation and serious pause, he stood up, and made a speech to this effect:—‘I must acknowledge I have, all my days, used to pass in an old canoe, (alluding to his frequent custom to pass in a canoe upon the river) and now you exhort me to change and leave my old canoe, and embark in a new canoe, to which I have hitherto been unwilling; but now I yield up myself to your advice, and enter into a new canoe, and to engage to pray to God hereafter.'” One “Mr. Richard Daniel, a gentleman that lived in Billerica,” who with other “persons of quality” was present, “desired brother Eliot to tell the sachem from him, that it may be, while he went in his old canoe, he passed in a quiet stream; but the end thereof was death and destruction to soul and body. But now he went into a new canoe, perhaps he would meet with storms and trials, but yet he should be encouraged to persevere, for the end of his voyage would be everlasting rest.”—“Since that time, I hear this sachem doth persevere, and is a constant and diligent hearer of God's word, and sanctifieth the Sabbath, though he doth travel to Wamesit meeting every Sabbath, which is above two miles; and though sundry of his people have deserted him, since he subjected to the gospel, yet he continues and persists.”1

Already, as appears from the records, “At a General Court held at Boston in New England, the 7th of the first month, 1643–4.”—“Wassamequin, Nashoonon, Kutchamaquin, Massaconomet, and Squaw Sachem, did voluntarily submit themselves” to the English; and among other things did “promise to be willing from time to time to be instructed in the knowledge of God.” Being asked “Not to do any unnecessary work on the Sabbath day, especially within the gates of Christian towns,” they answered, “It is easy to them; they have not much to do on any day, and they can well take their rest on that day.”—“So,” says Winthrop, in his Journal, “we causing them to understand the articles, and all the ten commandments of God, and they freely assenting to all, they were solemnly received, and then presented the Court with twenty-six fathom more of wampom; and the Court gave each of them a coat of two yards of cloth, and their dinner; and to them and their men, every of them, a cup of sack at their departure; and so they took leave and went away.”

         

What journeying on foot and on horseback through the wilderness, to preach the gospel to these minks and muskrats! who first, no doubt, listened with their red ears out of a natural hospitality and courtesy, and afterward from curiosity or even interest, till at length there were “praying Indians,” and, as the General Court wrote to Cromwell, the “work is brought to this perfection, that some of the Indians themselves can pray and prophesy in a comfortable manner.”

It was in fact an old battle and hunting ground through which we had been floating, the ancient dwelling-place of a race of hunters and warriors. Their weirs of stone, their arrowheads and hatchets, their pestles, and the mortars in which they pounded Indian corn before the white man had tasted it, lay concealed in the mud of the river bottom. Tradition still points out the spots where they took fish in the greatest numbers, by such arts as they possessed. It is a rapid story the historian will have to put together. Miantonimo,—Winthrop,—Webster. Soon he comes from Mount Hope to Bunker Hill, from bear-skins, parched corn, bows and arrows, to tiled roofs, wheat fields, guns and swords. Pawtucket and Wamesit, where the Indians resorted in the fishing season, are now Lowell, the city of spindles, and Manchester of America, which sends it cotton cloth round the globe. Even we youthful voyagers had spent a part of our lives in the village of Chelmsford, when the present city, whose bells we heard, was its obscure north district only, and the giant weaver was not yet fairly born. So old are we; so young is it.

We were thus entering the State of New Hampshire on the bosom of the flood formed by the tribute of its innumerable valleys. The river was the only key which could unlock its maze, presenting its hills and valleys, its lakes and streams, in their natural order and position. The MERRIMACK, or Sturgeon River, is formed by the confluence of the Pemigewasset, which rises near the Notch of the White Mountains, and the Winnepisiogee, which drains the lake of the same name, signifying “The Smile of the Great Spirit.” From their junction it runs south seventy-eight miles to Massachusetts, and thence east thirty-five miles to the sea. I have traced its stream from where it bubbles out of the rocks of the White Mountains above the clouds, to where it is lost amid the salt billows of the ocean on Plum Island beach. At first it comes on murmuring to itself by the base of stately and retired mountains, through moist primitive woods whose juices it receives, where the bear still drinks it, and the cabins of settlers are far between, and there are few to cross its stream; enjoying in solitude its cascades still unknown to fame; by long ranges of mountains of Sandwich and of Squam, slumbering like tumuli of Titans, with the peaks of Mossehillock, the Haystack, and Kearsarge reflected in its waters; where the maple and the raspberry, those lovers of the hills, flourish amid temperate dews;—flowing long and full of meaning, but untranslatable as its name Pemigewasset, by many a pastured Pelion and Ossa, where unnamed muses haunt, tended by Oreads, Dryads, Naiads, and receiving the tribute of many an untasted Hippocrene. There are earth, air, fire, and water,—very well, this is water, and down it comes.



Such water do the gods distil,

And pour down every hill

For their New England men;

A draught of this wild nectar bring,

And I'll not taste the spring

Of Helicon again.



Falling all the way, and yet not discouraged by the lowest fall. By the law of its birth never to become stagnant, for it has come out of the clouds, and down the sides of precipices worn in the flood, through beaver dams broke loose, not splitting but splicing and mending itself, until it found a breathing place in this low land. There is no danger now that the sun will steal it back to heaven again before it reach the sea, for it has a warrant even to recover its own dews into its bosom again with interest at every eve.

It was already the water of Squam and Newfound Lake and Winnepisiogee, and White Mountain snow, dissolved, on which we were floating, and Smith's and Baker's and Mad rivers, and Nashua and Souhegan and Piscataquoag, and Suncook and Soucook and Contoocook, mingled in incalculable proportions, still fluid, yellowish, restless all, with an ancient, ineradicable inclination to the sea.

So it flows on down by Lowell and Haverhill, at which last place it first suffers a sea change, and a few masts betray the vicinity of the ocean. Between the towns of Amesbury and Newbury it is a broad commercial river, from a third to half a mile in width, no longer skirted with yellow and crumbling banks, but backed by high green hills and pastures, with frequent white beaches on which the fishermen draw up their nets. I have passed down this portion of the river in a steamboat, and it was a pleasant sight to watch from its deck the fishermen dragging their seines on the distant shore, as in pictures of a foreign strand. At intervals you may meet with a schooner laden with lumber, standing up to Haverhill, or else lying at anchor or aground, waiting for wind or tide; until, at last, you glide under the famous Chain Bridge, and are landed at Newburyport. Thus she who at first was “poore of waters, naked of renowne,” having received so many fair tributaries, as was said of the Forth,



“Doth grow the greater still, the further downe;

Till that abounding both in power and fame,

She long doth strive to give the sea her name;”



or if not her name, in this case, at least the impulse of her stream. From the steeples of Newburyport, you may review this river stretching far up into the country, with many a white sail glancing over it like an inland sea, and behold, as one wrote who was born on its head-waters, “Down out at its mouth, the dark inky main blending with the blue above. Plum Island, its sand ridges scolloping along the horizon like the sea serpent, and the distant outline broken by many a tall ship, leaning, still, against the sky.”

Rising at an equal height with the Connecticut, the Merrimack reaches the sea by a course only half as long, and hence has no leisure to form broad and fertile meadows like the former, but is hurried along rapids, and down numerous falls without long delay. The banks are generally steep and high, with a narrow interval reaching back to the hills, which is only occasionally and partially overflown at present, and is much valued by the farmers. Between Chelmsford and Concord in New Hampshire, it varies from twenty to seventy-five rods in width. It is probably wider than it was formerly, in many places, owing to the trees having been cut down, and the consequent wasting away of its banks. The influence of the Pawtucket dam is felt as far up as Cromwell's Falls, and many think that the banks are being abraded and the river filled up again by this cause. Like all our rivers, it is liable to freshets, and the Pemigewasset has been known to rise twenty-five feet in a few hours. It is navigable for vessels of burden about twenty miles, for canal boats by means of locks as far as Concord in New Hampshire, about seventy-five miles from its mouth, and for smaller boats to Plymouth, one hundred and thirteen miles. A small steamboat once plied between Lowell and Nashua, before the railroad was built, and one now runs from Newburyport to Haverhill.

Unfitted to some extent for the purposes of commerce by the sand-bar at its mouth, see how this river was devoted from the first to the service of manufactures. Issuing from the iron region of Franconia, and flowing through still uncut forests, by inexhaustible ledges of granite, with Squam, and Winnepisiogee, and Newfound, and Massabesic lakes for its millponds, it falls over a succession of natural dams, where it has been offering its privileges in vain for ages, until at last the Yankee race came to improve them. Standing here at its mouth, look up its sparkling stream to its source,—a silver cascade which falls all the way from the White Mountains to the sea,—and behold a city on each successive plateau, a busy colony of human beaver around every fall. Not to mention Newburyport and Haverhill, see Lawrence, and Lowell, and Nashua, and Manchester, and Concord, gleaming one above the other. When at length it has escaped from under the last of the factories it has a level and unmolested passage to the sea, a mere waste water, as it were, bearing little with it but its fame; its pleasant course revealed by the morning fog which hangs over it, and the sails of the few small vessels which transact the commerce of Haverhill and Newburyport. But its real vessels are railroad cars, and its true and main stream, flowing by an iron channel further south, may be traced by a long line of vapor amid the hills, which no morning wind ever disperses, to where it empties into the sea at Boston. This side is the louder murmur now. Instead of the scream of a fish-hawk scaring the fishes, is heard the whistle of the steam-engine, arousing a country to its progress.

         

This river too was at length discovered by the white man, “trending up into the land,” he knew not how far, possibly an inlet to the South Sea. Its valley, as far as the Winnepisiogee, was first surveyed in 1652. The first settlers of Massachusetts supposed that the Connecticut, in one part of its course, ran north-west, “so near the great lake as the Indians do pass their canoes into it over land.” From which lake and the “hideous swamps” about it, as they supposed, came all the beaver that was traded between Virginia and Canada,—and the Potomac was thought to come out of or from very near it. Afterward the Connecticut came so near the course of the Merrimack, that with a little pains they expected to divert the current of the trade into the latter river, and its profits from their Dutch neighbors into their own pockets.

Unlike the Concord, the Merrimack is not a dead but a living stream, though it has less life within its waters and on its banks. It has a swift current, and, in this part of its course, a clayey bottom, almost no weeds, and comparatively few fishes. We looked down into its yellow water with the more curiosity, who were accustomed to the Nile-like blackness of the former river. Shad and alewives are taken here in their season, but salmon, though at one time more numerous than shad, are now more rare. Bass, also, are taken occasionally; but locks and dams have proved more or less destructive to the fisheries. The shad make their appearance early in May, at the same time with the blossoms of the pyrus, one of the most conspicuous early flowers, which is for this reason called the shad-blossom. An insect, called the shad-fly, also appears at the same time, covering the houses and fences. We are told that “their greatest run is when the apple trees are in full blossom. The old shad return in August; the young, three or four inches long, in September. These are very fond of flies.” A rather picturesque and luxurious mode of fishing was formerly practised on the Connecticut, at Bellows Falls, where a large rock divides the stream. “On the steep sides of the island rock,” says Belknap, “hang several arm chairs, fastened to ladders, and secured by a counterpoise, in which fishermen sit to catch salmon and shad with dipping nets.” The remains of Indian weirs, made of large stones, are still to be seen in the Winnepisiogee, one of the head-waters of this river.

It cannot but affect our philosophy favorably to be reminded of these shoals of migratory fishes, of salmon, shad, alewives, marsh-bankers, and others, which penetrate up the innumerable rivers of our coast in the spring, even to the interior lakes, their scales gleaming in the sun; and again, of the fry, which in still greater numbers wend their way downward to the sea. “And is it not pretty sport,” wrote Capt. John Smith, who was on this coast as early as 1614, “to pull up twopence, sixpence, and twelvepence, as fast as you can haul and veer a line?”—“And what sport doth yield a more pleasing content, and less hurt or charge, than angling with a hook, and crossing the sweet air from isle to isle, over the silent streams of a calm sea.”

         

On the sandy shore, opposite the Glass-house village in Chelmsford, at the Great Bend, where we landed to rest us and gather a few wild plums, we discovered the campanula rotundifolia, a new flower to us, the harebell of the poets, which is common to both hemispheres, growing close to the water. Here, in the shady branches of an apple tree on the sand, we took our nooning, where there was not a zephyr to disturb the repose of this glorious Sabbath day, and we reflected serenely on the long past and successful labors of Latona.



“So silent is the cessile air,

That every cry and call,

The hills and dales, and forest fair,

Again repeats them all.



“The herds beneath some leafy trees,

Amidst the flowers they lie,

The stable ships upon the seas

Tend up their sails to dry.”



As we thus rested in the shade, or rowed leisurely along, we had recourse, from time to time, to the Gazetteer, which was our Navigator, and from its bald natural facts extracted the pleasure of poetry. Beaver river comes in a little lower down, draining the meadows of Pelham, Windham, and Londonderry. The Scotch-Irish settlers of the latter town, according to this authority, were the first to introduce the potato into New England, as well as the manufacture of linen cloth.

Everything that is printed and bound in a book contains some echo at least of the best that is in literature. Indeed, the best books have a use like sticks and stones, which is above or beside their design, not anticipated in the preface, nor concluded in the appendix. Even Virgil's poetry serves a very different use to me to-day from what it did to his contemporaries. It has often an acquired and accidental value merely, proving that man is still man in the world. It is pleasant to meet with such still lines as,



“Jam læto turgent in palmite gemmæ;”

Now the buds swell on the joyful stem;



or



“Strata jacent passim sua quæque sub arbore poma.”

The apples lie scattered everywhere, each under its tree.



In an ancient and dead language, any recognition of living nature attracts us. These are such sentences as were written while grass grew and water ran. It is no small recommendation when a book will stand the test of mere unobstructed sunshine and daylight.

What would we not give for some great poem to read now, which would be in harmony with the scenery,—for if men read aright, methinks they would never read anything but poems. No history nor philosophy can supply their place.

The wisest definition of poetry the poet will instantly prove false by setting aside its requisitions. We can, therefore, publish only our advertisement of it.

There is no doubt that the loftiest written wisdom is either rhymed, or in some way musically measured,—is, in form as well as substance, poetry; and a volume which should contain the condensed wisdom of mankind, need not have one rhythmless line.
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