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“A rigorous mind combined with a capacity for devotion;
a desire to find the exact, economical, shining phrase;
a wish to witness, and a wish to share.”— Chicago Tribune

“The gift of Oliver’s poetry is that she communicates the beauty she
finds in the world and makes it unforgettable” (Miami Herald ).
This has never been truer than in Long Life, a luminous collection
of seventeen essays and ten poems.

With the grace and precision that are the hallmarks of her
work, Oliver shows us how writing “is a way of offering praise to
the world” and suggests we see her poems as “little alleluias.”
Whether describing a goosefish stranded at low tide, the feeling of
being baptized by the mist from a whale’s blowhole, or the “con-
nection between soul and landscape,” Oliver invites readers to find
themselves and their experiences at the center of her world. In Long
Life she also speaks of poets and writers: Wordsworth’s “whirlwind”
of “beauty and strangeness”; Hawthorne’s “sweet-tempered” side;
and Emerson’s belief that “a man’s inclination, once awakened to it,
would be to turn all the heavy sails of his life to a moral purpose.”

With consummate craftsmanship, Mary Oliver has created a
breathtaking volume sure to add to her reputation as “one of our
very best poets” (New York Times Book Review).

“Oliver writes exquisitely lucid prose. Here, in her most generously
personal essays to date, she articulates the beliefs, observations, and
inspirations that feed her poetry. Essential . . . radiant.”—Booklist

Mary Oliver is the author of more than twenty books, including
The Leaf and the Cloud and What Do We Know. Her many accolades
include the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Award. She lives
in Provincetown, Massachusetts, with Molly Malone Cook.
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Foreword

I would rather write poems than prose, any day, any place. Yet
each has its force. Prose flows forward bravely and, often,
serenely, only slowly exposing emotion. Every character, every
idea piques our interest, until the complexity of it is its asset; we
begin to feel a whole culture under and behind it. Poems are less
cautious, and the voice of the poem remains somehow solitary.
And it is a flesh and bone voice, that slips and slides and leaps
over the bank and out onto any river it meets, landing, with sharp
blades, on the smallest piece of ice. Working on prose and work-
ing on poems elicit different paces from the heartbeat. One is
nicer to feel than the other, guess which one. When I have spent
a long time with prose I feel the weight of the work. But when I
work at poems, the word is in error; it isn’t like any other labor.
Poems either do not succeed, or they feel as much delivered as
created.

Still, the endeavors of narrative, or the amble of description
toward thought, have their enchantments. And there are so many
moods of prose—the explanation, the exhortation, the moral in-
struction, the comedy. And do not forget the fantastical story
made buoyant with glitter and the shadows of glitter, too small
and sweet, perhaps, for any other use.

We talk about poems turning the line—that magical de-

xiii
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vice—but of course prose turns, too, where the paper is about to
run out. Such steadiness! But the prose-horse is in harness, a
good, sturdy and comfortable harness, while the horse of poetry
has wings. And I would rather fly than plow.

I have written two books about writing poetry, and this is
not another one. I hoped to shun that subject altogether. I have
failed, but only very briefly and I hope in a sporting manner. In
time I will keep silence altogether. Poets must read and study, but
also they must learn to tilt and whisper, shout, or dance, each in
his or her own way, or we might just as well copy the old books.
But, no, that would never do, for always the new self swimming
around in the old world feels itself uniquely verbal. And that is
just the point: how the world, moist and bountiful, calls to each
of us to make a new and serious response. That’s the big question,
the one the world throws at you every morning. “Here you are,
alive. Would you like to make a comment?” This book is my
comment.

One more thing I want to mention before the pages actually
begin. Writing poems, for me but not necessarily for others, is a
way of offering praise to the world. In this book you will find, set
among the prose pieces, a few poems. Think of them that way, as
little alleluias. They’re not trying to explain anything, as the prose
does. They just sit there on the page, and breathe. A few lilies, or
wrens, or trout among the mysterious shadows, the cold water,
and the somber oaks.

xiv
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Flow

W , M. and I, about ten feet from the water. When there
is a storm and the wind pushes toward us from the southeast we
live about a foot from the water. It sings all day long and all night
as well, never the same music. Wind, temperature, where the tide
is, how the moon is tugging or shoving—each of these makes a
difference. The tide going out sounds harsher than the voice of its
rising, what seems like a disinclination to leave growls in it, with
the sound of dark, thick-stringed instruments. Coming in, it is
more playful. Every day my early morning walk along the water
grants me a second waking. My feet are nimble, now my ears
wake, and give thanks for the ocean’s song.

This enormity, this cauldron of changing greens and blues,
is the great palace of the earth. Everything is in it—monsters,
devils, jewels, swimming angels, soft-eyed mammals that unhesi-
tatingly exchange looks with us as we stand on the shore; also,
sunk with some ship or during off-loading, artifacts of past
decades or centuries; also the outpourings of fire under water, the
lava trails; and kelp fields, coral shelves, and so many other se-
crets—the remembered and faithfully repeated recitations of the
whales, the language of dolphins—and the multitude itself, the
numbers and the kinds of shark, seal, worm, vegetations, and fish:
cod, haddock, swordfish, hake, also the lavender sculpin, the


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chisel-mouth, the goldeye, the puffer, the tripletail, the star-
gazing minnow. How can we not know that, already, we live in
paradise?

�

But even paradise must have rules. I do not know whether or not
these rules were engendered in the beginning by divine deftness
or by chance. I rather think chance was the origin—though per-
haps the chance was offered divinely—for the rules are neither
nice nor neat; simply workable, and therefore, in the quest for life
rather than no-life, sublime. Every vitality must have a mecha-
nism that recommends it to existence—what seems like orna-
mentation or phantasm is pure utility. It comes from an engine of
mist and electricity that may be playful, and must be assertive.
And also, against the odds of endurance in the great-shouldered
sea, prolific.

�

On a July morning, after a moon tide, I walk along the water’s
edge. In the night, thousands of small fish have been caught on
the sand. Some, in the morning light, are already hot and have
lost the body’s capacity to move; others are still flickering, or
grinding into the wet sand, or trying, with snapping motions, to
move back down the swash. But it is their last hour. It is as if 
the ocean were spraying forth, purging itself, which certainly it is
not. The fish have simply been stranded, by their proximity to
shore and the unusually high tide. The sand lance has neither
length nor heft, most are no more than three or four inches long.
Others, not too many, are perhaps six or seven inches from face
to tail. Now, in their slippery huddle, they compose an unbroken


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rope at the edge of the water. At places this rope is half a foot
high.

Each fish has an olive-green, silvery, daintily freckled body;
what is known as a superior mouth, with the lower jaw extending
past the upper jaw; a pale belly; a caudal fin. The eyes are the
phantasms, with their glare and their circularity. In death the 
jaw hangs open. The tongue is pink in the pinch of the mouth,
the throat is a narrow, translucent chute. As the hour grows
warmer, blood-color gathers at the gills, the skin stiffens. And still
there are some shimmying and bucking a few inches toward the
receding water. But none gets back. The mischief of the tides has
them.

Now, a young man coming down the beach fills a plastic bag
with the lances, for bait. He gathers both the trembling and the
inert. Even dead this pretty little fish can catch another fish—
maybe a big fish.

The next morning I go back; the beach is pale, shining, and
absolutely clean.

�

But even as the multitude attracts our attention, so does the 
single creature and moment. I am walking with my dogs along
the beach at a low and still lowering tide, when a thrashing in the
shallows catches my eye. I wade to it; in the water that is little
more than ankle deep, there is a stranded goosefish. Such a
grotesque body, such a funeral of a mouth, the widest gate to
darkness, for the size of the whole fish, that you could ever 
imagine! Most of the goosefish, in fact, is mouth. But also how
glorious a color is each green eye—more vitally green than emer-
alds, than wet moss, than the leaves of violets, and shining, very


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much alive. I did not know what to do. One could not pick up
that spiny and toothy body. Then a man came walking along with
two children. They waded out and looked at the unhappy fish.
He asked me for my dog’s leash, which was hanging around my
shoulders, and he looped it lightly under the heavy body and with
the slightest tug drew the fish up, just inches, and slowly, as with
a fantastic, footless dog, he led it into deeper water. Hurrah for
that man’s inventive mind and good heart! The fish, with the
great mouth gaping, and the green eyes opening and closing, wal-
lowed along until it could set itself down into the water entirely.
Then it slipped neatly from the loop of the leash, and was gone.

�

Now it’s March, the bluebirds are skating the air. Now it’s April,
and the whales have come home. The finbacks and the hump-
backs and the rare right whales, arriving along the coast, coming
into the bay, sometimes into the harbor, their massive length and
weight churning and breaching as though they, like us, know
playfulness. He maketh the deep to boil like a pot, he maketh a path
to shine after him, said Job, who, I fear, could not know that there
is also a reasoning and a gentleness in these mountains of flesh.
Once a whale tangled in line came into the harbor with another
swimming just alongside, a companion that would not leave the
roped animal but lingered, while brave men went out in little
boats and were able to cut the entangling line away. The eye of
the humpback is like all the darkness and hope and pain one sees
in the eye of the elephant, in whose brain, it is avowed by those
who know, nothing is ever forgotten. It is an eye deeper than the
deepest well. Once on a late spring day M. and I were standing
on a boat deck when a humpback breached—leaped out of the


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water beside us—and trumpeted. Mist fountained from the
blowhole, light flung a rainbow through the moisture; softly the
mist rose and rained down onto the deck and baptized all of us.

�

One finds their bones sometimes, old and porous, come ashore
years ago and, caught in the rock groins jutting out from the
land, growing smaller, then smaller, decade by decade. Here, too,
other interesting things are uncovered. Some of these are man-
made: bits of broken dishes, nails and bolts swollen into thumbs
of iron flake, old fishing lures. Here also lie many broken and
empty shells, the most common those of the several kinds of
clams that live in these sands; also, scallops, whelks, oysters. And
there is the ice-cream-cone worm—or, at least, and especially af-
ter the somewhat but not altogether rock-tempered turbulence of
storm, its empty habitation. This is an excellent fortification in
the usual weathers—an elongated funnel perhaps four inches
long but sometimes less, that the worm builds into the sand and
of it, yet separate from it. Here it lives, upside-down, with its
feathery head just able to emerge under the water and feel
around. It can slip up and out a little also, then return entirely
and snugly into its strange cabin. The cone, or funnel, is made of
grains of sand glued together with a saliva produced by the worm
for this purpose. The cone is nearly weightless and grows more so
as it dries out. Its seamless wall is translucent, flecked with specks
of color according to the grains of sand gathered: some light,
some black, with much variety between. The grains are of a re-
markably similar size; the worm can make so judicious a selec-
tion.

After a while those I bring home disassemble, by themselves


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or some smallest accidental tap. Then what is there but a thim-
bleful of sand the color of old muslin? The arrangement was all,
and the energy that made the arrangement. Still, each is part of
the world. I take them back to the edge of the water, to the earth-
pile of ever reusable materials.

�

Seven of us, and one dog, are aboard the boat. It has a single wide
sail. Built years ago by the parents of our young captain, after the
manner of the Bahama dinghy, it is a workboat, fairly wide, with
a deep keel—a lovely creation if there ever was one. Josiah sits
with the lines in his hands. He seems to be in a kind of friendly
correspondence with the sail and the wind.

So we become, for the afternoon, sea creatures ourselves.
How light our bodies feel as we lounge against the planks and
trail our hands in the water. Ahead is the sandy point of our des-
tination, and between us and it not a single apportioning marker
but the wide water’s drowsy lap and slide, its abundance and
gleam. We stroll on its surface freely, citizens of the water world.
How different from the foot on the stone, the hand opening the
gate, the gravel path of the garden, the trudge through loose sand,
the heel sticking into the clay of the field! Such weight, on the
earth, is on our shoulders: gravity keeping us at home. But on the
water we shake off the harness of weight; we glide; we are pas-
sengers of a sleek ocean bird with its single white wing filled with
wind.

At the sandy point, Josiah throws out the anchor. Some of
us swim. Some of us sit and stare through the afternoon light.
Then, slowly, we come home, joking, laughing, and silent too.
Once a loon breaks from the water, it runs for a long while upon


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the surface before the noble body can rise. Shearwaters and pe-
trels fly around us; clouds, passing by, darken patches of the wa-
ter as they hurry to their tasks in the distance.

All through our gliding journey, on this day as on so many
others, a little song runs through my mind. I say a song because
it passes musically, but it is really just words, a thought that is nei-
ther strange nor complex. In fact, how strange it would be not to
think it—not to have such music inside one’s head and body, on
such an afternoon. What does it mean, say the words, that the
earth is so beautiful? And what shall I do about it? What is the
gift that I should bring to the world? What is the life that I should
live?


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Habits, Differences, 
and the Light That Abides

.

I   of a life, habit plays its sovereign role.
The religious literally wear it. Most people take action by habit in
small things more often than in important things, for it’s the sim-
ple matters that get done readily, while the more somber and in-
teresting, taking more effort and being more complex, often must
wait for another day. Thus, we could improve ourselves quite well
by habit, by its judicious assistance, but it’s more likely that habits
rule us.

The bird in the forest or the fox on the hill has no such op-
portunity to forgo the important for the trivial. Habit, for these,
is also the garment they wear, and indeed the very structure of
their body life. It’s now or never for all their vitalities—bonding,
nest building, raising a family, migrating or putting on the deeper
coat of winter—all is done on time and with devoted care, even
if events contain also playfulness, grace, and humor, those insep-
arable spirits of vitality. Neither does the tree hold back its leaves
but lets them flow open or glide away when the time is right. Nei-
ther does water make its own decision about freezing or not; that
moment rests with the rule of temperatures.

Men and women of faith who pray—that is, who come to a
certain assigned place, at definite times, and are not abashed to go


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down on their knees—will not tarry for the cup of coffee or the
newsbreak or the end of the movie when the moment arrives. The
habit, then, has become their life. What some might call the re-
strictions of the daily office they find to be an opportunity to fos-
ter the inner life. The hours are appointed and named; they are
the Lord’s. Life’s fretfulness is transcended. The different and the
novel are sweet, but regularity and repetition are also teachers.
Divine attentiveness cannot be kept casually, or visited only in
season, like Venice or Switzerland. Or, perhaps it can, but then
how attentive is it? And if you have no ceremony, no habits,
which may be opulent or may be simple but are exact and rigor-
ous and familiar, how can you reach toward the actuality of faith,
or even a moral life, except vaguely? The patterns of our lives re-
veal us. Our habits measure us. Our battles with our habits speak
of dreams yet to become real. I would like to be like the fox,
earnest in devotion and humor both, or the brave, compliant
pond shutting its heavy door for the long winter. But, not yet
have I reached that bright life or that white happiness—not yet.

.

M. and I have plagued each other with our differences for more
than forty years. But it is also a tonic. M. will hardly look at a
bush. She wants a speedboat; I want to sit down on the sand and
look around and get dreamy; I want to see what spirits are peek-
ing out of the faces of the roses. Years ago M. took flying lessons.
In the afternoons I got to stand at the edge of the harbor and
watch her stall the small plane over the water. That means you cut
the engine and let the plane drop, nose first, down. Then you


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start the engine again, while the plane is dropping, and you level
it, hopefully, and swoop away. Week after week M. came home
looking the way I feel when I’ve seen wild swans. It was terrify-
ing, and wonderful.

Along with the differences that abide in each of us, there is
also in each of us the maverick, the darling stubborn one who
won’t listen, who insists, who chooses preference or the spirited
guess over yardsticks or even history. I suspect this maverick is
somewhat what the soul is, or at least that the soul lives close by
and companionably with its agitating and inquiring force. And of
course all of it, the differences and the maverick uprisings, are
part of the richness of life. If you are too much like myself, what
shall I learn of you, or you of me? I bring home sassafras leaves
and M. looks and admires. She tells me how it feels to float in the
air above the town and the harbor, and my world is sweetened by
her description of those blue miles. The touch of our separate ex-
citements is another of the gifts of our life together.

.

I read Jacob Boehme and am caught in his shining web. Here are
Desire and Will that should be (he says) as two arms at one task;
in my life they are less cooperative. Will keeps sliding away down
the hill, to play when work is called for, and Desire piously wants
to labor when the best season of merriment is around me. Trou-
blemakers, both of them. And as for Boehme’s third ingredient,
that one remains the luminous shadow. I think it is called grace,
in my language; and in my days the trail grows warm often, but
the flame of it is still somewhere else. Nevertheless, I believe, with


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William James, that the religious life, however it is perceived and
followed, is, as he wrote, “mankind’s most important function.”
It is my Desire, thoroughly so. It is my Will, too, when I recall it
from its dancing in the field, loathe to go into the schoolhouse.

But, anyway, I make little use of the schoolhouse; it is the
natural world that has always offered the hint of our single and
immense divinity—a million unopened fountains. In such a
mood then, not of understanding but of knowing I am blessed
even as moving from shade to sunlight we feel the engendering
heat, I live my life. I walk along every path, or maybe I lie down
at the edge of the pond to do a little summing up. Once in 
the early morning, I came upon a tree that was covered as if in
limpid leaves, but they weren’t leaves, they were butterflies—
monarchs—thousands of them asleep, creating for a night and
morning a single tree of orange silks, small patches of orange
silks. Once I looked across a hillside and saw three deer, lying
down, and a flock of geese moving among them, stepping over
their legs, casually brushing against their shoulders as they pulled
at the pale winter grass. Once I saw the freshly built dam of two
beaver, a half moon of mud and slender branches, the leaves still
fresh upon them; then, as I watched, the water shoved with its sil-
ver gloves and it broke, it left the world forever. Hurry, hurry,
open every door! says my heart. The black ants, running up and
down their organized hill, are an opportunity. The soft toad in
the hot sand is an opportunity. One hour at the edge of the wav-
ing sea is a feast of opportunities. Every morning, tumult and
quietude marry each other and create light. The sun rises like a
rosy plum. Birds, floating in the water, turn to watch. Sometimes,
also, or so it seems, does the wind.


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

Poem: Can You Imagine?

For example, what the trees do
not only in lightning storms
or the watery dark of a summer night
or under the white nets of winter
but now, and now, and now—whenever
we’re not looking. Surely you can’t imagine
they just stand there looking the way they look
when we’re looking; surely you can’t imagine
they don’t dance, from the root up, wishing
to travel a little, not cramped so much as wanting
a better view, or more sun, or just as avidly
more shade—surely you can’t imagine they just
stand there loving every
minute of it, the birds or the emptiness, the dark rings
of the years slowly and without a sound
thickening, and nothing different unless the wind,
and then only in its own mood, comes
to visit, surely you can’t imagine
patience, and happiness, like that.
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Three Histories and a Hummingbird

.

We went together into the woods to visit the dear
graves, and could not find them. We walked down the
familiar wood road, but with difficulty. Tree branches
and even entire trees had fallen and nothing had been
cleared away. The road became a path, as it always had,
then the path became uncertain. The trees, mostly
birch and pine and oak, had grown so very large since
we had last seen them.

It was April, a mourning cloak sailed by, and a blue-
headed vireo sang high in a tree, not for us but we
could think so if we wanted to. So we did that. But the
graves we could not find.

.

Judith Jefferson, sister of the father of the president,
married George Farrar; they had a son named William,
whose daughter, Judith, married a man named John
Bowdoin.

Their daughter, Mary, married Vincent Allen, whose
son Turner Allen moved to North Carolina and mar-
ried Martha Montgomery, about whom we know only
a little; she died young.


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Their oldest son, William Vincent, married Ella Jones
—we are now in the time of the War Between the
States. Ella was perhaps Welsh, something not entirely
known, in any case her father was Dr. John Hughes
Jones, and there was little more to his story after the
stormy night he caught pneumonia, traveling back
from a sick man’s farmhouse. Holy, holy, holy are the
better labors of men. Ella Jones and William Vincent
Allen had three sons; the youngest, Samuel, married
Mollie Reinacher, not in the South but in California.
Their oldest daughter, Ruth—now we are in the twen-
tieth century—married Frederick J. Cook of San Fran-
cisco. And their daughter is Molly Malone Cook, who
is the Whistler.

.

I had an aunt named Agnes, this is what I know about
her. Agnes means lamb, the gentle animal, therefore
she was inaptly named. She was the youngest of three
sisters, and perhaps spoiled. Once, in the city where
she was born, she walked down the main street at the
head of a parade, hand in hand with Buffalo Bill.

All the applause indicated, finally, nothing. She 
married a man whose hands could not cease from their
small expressions of anguish; they shook always. He
killed himself the unspectacular way, sluicing the 
exhaust of his car back into its interior. For a few years
my aunt kept to her room. Later she began to go out
into the night, with escorts, more than one. Which
also came to nothing.



Oliver Long Life rev pp  1/16/04  2:33 PM  Page 16



Finally I think she hated everything and then there was
nothing left but the birds. She fed them extravagantly
until the neighbors complained that the pigeons were
wasting away the shingles of their houses. Also she fed
homeless cats, but then they proliferated and she 
demanded they be shot.

This is the way she went on, holy, holy, holy, spending
her life, feeding birds and being mean, until both, I
think, were habits she could not break. Her sting
raised welts in all our hearts.

Little by little the house grew empty; my grandfather
died, my father, my grandmother, then my mother,
and then she was alone. She moved to an apartment
not far away; someone told me once that she was seen
often on the sidewalk and curb, with bags of birdseed
which she scattered about. I did nothing, God forgive
me. A few years later a cousin sent me a postcard. It
read, “Your aunt died, I thought you would want to
know.” He did not say which aunt, but in any case it
is over now surely. When I was a little girl my grand-
mother used to pick bouquets of flowers from our gar-
dens and take them to the graves, every Sunday. She
never missed. That was the old way. Which has van-
ished now. No one goes to the graves. It was a Sunday
dream. It was a dream.

.

What can we do about God, who makes and then
breaks every god-forsaken, beautiful day?


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What can we do about all those graves 
in the woods, in old pastures in small towns in the 
bellies of cities?

God’s heavy footsteps through the bracken through the
bog through the dark wood his breath like a swollen river

his switch, lopping the flowers, forgive me, Lord, how I

still, sometimes,
crave understanding.

.

Down the road I went, in the morning, to see if the
hummingbird was on his branch—to feel, if he was
not, the little ping of his absence. Time was, he was
there almost every day, swinging his head like a green
jewel above the larkspur and the lilies. Then the rains
came, then the fall, then the white sheet of the winter,
and I waited. But he has not come back again, not
ever, not yet.



Oliver Long Life rev pp  1/16/04  2:33 PM  Page 18



     

Wordsworth’s Mountain
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Wordsworth’s Mountain

.

T      of total welcome among the frosts of the
winter morning. Beauty has its purposes, which, all our lives and
at every season, it is our opportunity, and our joy, to divine.
Nothing outside ourselves makes us desire to do so; the questions,
and the striving toward answers, come from within. The field I
am looking at is perhaps twenty acres altogether, long and broad.
The sun has not yet risen but is sending its first showers over the
mountains, a kind of rehearsal, a slant light with even a golden
cast. I do not exaggerate. The light touches every blade of frozen
grass, which then burns as a particular as well as part of the gen-
eral view. The still upright weeds have become wands, encased in
a temporary shirt of ice and light. Neither does this first light miss
the opportunity of the small pond, or the groups of pine trees.
And now: enough of silver, behold the pink, even a vague, un-
surpassable flush of pale green. It is the performance of this hour
only, the dawning of the day, fresh and ever new. This is to say
nothing against afternoons evenings or even midnight. Each has
its portion of the spectacular. But dawn—dawn is a gift. Much is
revealed about a person by his or her passion, or indifference, to
this opening of the door of day. No one who loves dawn, and is
abroad to see it, could be a stranger to me.

Poe claimed he could hear the night darkness as it poured,



Oliver Long Life rev pp  1/16/04  2:33 PM  Page 21



in the evening, into the world. I remember this now and think,
reversing the hour but not the idea, that I will hear some sound
of the morning as it settles upward. What I hear, though, is no
such sprawling and powerful anthem, as it would have to be, but
the rustling of a flock of snow buntings, high and wild in the cold
air, like seeds, rushing toward me, and then away. Seeds that sing.
I see, on this morning, nothing else, or nothing else moving. Fox
tracks are ahead of mine, dimpling the frost, but the fox is
nowhere in view.

.

When I was a child, living in a small town surrounded by woods
and a winding creek—woods more pastoral than truly wild—my
great pleasure, and my secret, was to fashion for myself a number
of little houses. They were huts really, made of sticks and grass,
maybe a small heap of fresh leaves inside. There was never a clo-
sure but always an open doorway, and I would sit just inside,
looking out into the world. Such architectures were the capsules
of safety, and freedom as well, open to the wind, made of grass
and smelling like leaves and flowers. I was lucky, no one ever
found any of my houses, or harmed them. They fell apart of the
weather, an event that caused me no grief; I moved on to another
place of leaves and earth, and built anew.

Many children build in this way, but more often than not as
a social act, where they play the games of territory and society.
For me it was important to be alone; solitude was a prerequisite
to being openly and joyfully susceptible and responsive to the
world of leaves, light, birdsong, flowers, flowing water. Most of


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the adult world spoke of such things as opportunities, and mate-
rials. To the young these materials are still celestial; for every child
the garden is recreated. Then the occlusions begin. The mountain
and the forest are sublime but the valley soil raises richer crops.
The perfect gift is no longer a single house but a house, or a
mind, divided. Man finds he has two halves to his existence:
leisure and occupation, and from these separate considerations he
now looks upon the world. In leisure he remembers radiance; in
labor he looks for results.

But in those early years I did not think about such things. I
simply went out into the green world and made my house, a kind
of cowl, or a dream, or a palace of grass.

.

And now I am thinking of the poet Wordsworth, and the strange
adventure that one night overtook him. When he was still a
young boy, in love with summer and night, he went down to a
lake, “borrowed” a rowboat, and rowed out upon the water. At
first he felt himself embraced by pleasures: the moonlight, the
sound of the oars in the calm water. Then, suddenly, a mountain
peak nearby, with which he was familiar, or felt he was familiar,
revealed, to his mind and eye, a horrifying flexibility. All crag and
weight, it perceived him; it leaned down over the water; it seemed
to pursue him. Of course he was terrified, and rowed hard, flee-
ing back across the water. But the experience led him, led his
mind, from simple devotion of that beauty which is a harmony, a
kindly ministry of thought, to nature’s deeper and inexplicable
greatness. The gleam and the tranquility of the natural world he


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loved always, and now he honored also the world’s brawn and
mystery, its machinations that lie beyond our understanding—
that are not even nameable. What Wordsworth praised thereafter
was more than the arrangement of concretions and vapors into
appreciable and balanced landscapes; it was, also, the whirlwind.
The beauty and strangeness of the world may fill the eyes with its
cordial refreshment. Equally it may offer the heart a dish of ter-
ror. On one side is radiance; on another is the abyss.

.

Wordsworth, though he did not think so on that summer
evening, was a lucky boy. I, in my hut of leaves, was a lucky girl.
Something touched, between us and the universe. It does not al-
ways happen. But if it does, we know forever where we live, no
matter where we sleep, or eat our dinner, or sit at table and write
words on paper.

And we might, in our lives, have many thresholds, many
houses to walk out from and view the stars, or to turn and go
back to for warmth and company. But the real one—the actual
house not of beams and nails but of existence itself—is all of
earth, with no door, no address separate from oceans or stars, or
from pleasure or wretchedness either, or hope, or weakness, or
greed.

How wonderful that the universe is beautiful in so many
places and in so many ways. But also the universe is brisk and
businesslike, and no doubt does not give its delicate landscapes or
its thunderous displays of power, and perhaps perception, too, for
our sakes or our improvement. Nevertheless, its intonations are


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our best tonics, if we would take them. For the universe is full of
radiant suggestion. For whatever reason, the heart cannot sepa-
rate the world’s appearance and actions from morality and valor,
and the power of every idea is intensified, if not actually created,
by its expression in substance. Over and over in the butterfly we
see the idea of transcendence. In the forest we see not the inert
but the aspiring. In water that departs forever and forever returns,
we experience eternity.


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Dog Talk

H      in the fields, poking about in the grass.
By the time I reach him the last of the newborn field mice are dis-
appearing down his throat. His eyes roll upward to read my
mood—praise, amusement or disapproval—but I only touch his
head casually and walk on. Let him make his own judgment. The
mice construct thick, cupped nests deep in the grass from which
they travel along a multitude of tunneled paths—to the creek
perhaps, or into the orchard to find a bruised apple or a leaf of
mint, or buckberries. Then they hurry home again, to the peep
and swirl of their nestlings. But these babes have been crunched
on Ben’s molars, have begun the descent through darkness and
acids toward transformation. I hope they were well crunched.

At home Ben “wolfs” his food, as the saying goes. He barely
lifts his face from the bowl, scarcely breathes until all is gone. He
came to us a lost dog, down from the Blue Ridge, and certainly
he had known trouble and probably, at least for a while, hunger.
He came with a split tongue, a wound mysterious and long
healed, made perhaps on a roughly opened can, or by another
dog during trough feeding. It is one of the secrets we will never
know. The rip is an inch long, at the front of the tongue, not
quite centered. Now the tongue brims forward on its final slide in
two directions, or hangs to both sides of his right fang tooth,
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which stands above the mossy bulk of the tongue like a white bird
on a pink sea.

Other quirks and mannerisms, frights and anxieties, Ben
brought with him, and has kept. Mostly he wants reasonable
things—quiet, security, both M. and me within sight. He is
frightened of lightning, brooms, kindling, backfire, and trucks
generally. He loves fields, freedom, rabbit-smell, rides in the car,
lots of food. I think he can drink a gallon of water at a single stint.
I think he can run for eight hours without halt. Or, he used to.

Where’s Ben?
Down in the creek, getting muddy.

Where’s Ben?
Out in the field eating mice again.

Where’s Ben?
Upstairs in his bedroom sleeping on his four 
pillows and his blue blanket.

�

Of night and the dog: you cannot elaborate the dark thickness of
it as he can, you cannot separate the rich, rank threads as they
make their way through the grasses: mouse, vole, mink, nails of
the fox then the thin stream of his urine, drops sticking to the
grass blades, necklace of pale gold. And the rabbit—his paw
smell, his juice or a single strand of fur, or a bleat from a gland
under the white tail, or a bead of excrement, black pearls dropped
off here and there. I have seen Ben place his nose meticulously
into the shallow dampness of a deer’s hoofprint and shut his eyes
as if listening. But it is smell he is listening to. The wild, high mu-
sic of smell, that we know so little about.


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Tonight Ben charges up the yard; Bear follows. They run into the
field and are gone. A soft wind, like a belt of silk, wraps the house.
I follow them to the end of the field where I hear the long-eared
owl, at wood’s edge, in one of the tall pines. All night the owl will
sit there inventing his catty racket, except when he opens pale
wings and drifts moth-like over the grass. I have seen both dogs
look up as the bird floats by, and I suppose the field mouse hears
it too, in the pebble of his tiny heart. Though I hear nothing.

�

Bear is small and white with a curly tail. He was meant to be idle
and pretty but learned instead to love the world, and to romp
roughly with the big dogs. The brotherliness of the two, Ben and
Bear, increases with each year. They have their separate habits,
their own favorite sleeping places, for example, yet each worries
without letup if the other is missing. They both bark rapturously
and in support of each other. They both sneeze to express plea-
sure, and yawn in humorous admittance of embarrassment. In
the car, when we are getting close to home and the smell of the
ocean begins to surround them, they both sit bolt upright and
hum.

With what vigor
and intention to please himself
the little white dog
flings himself into every puddle
on the muddy road.

�

Some things are unchangeably wild, others are stolidly tame. The
tiger is wild, and the coyote, and the owl. I am tame, you are
tame. There are wild things that have been altered, but only into
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a semblance of tameness, it is no real change. But the dog lives in
both worlds. Ben is devoted, he hates the door between us, is
afraid of separation. But he had, for a number of years, a dog
friend to whom he was also loyal. Every day they and a few oth-
ers gathered into a noisy gang, and some of their games were
bloody. Dog is docile, and then forgets. Dog promises then for-
gets. Voices call him. Wolf faces appear in dreams. He finds him-
self running over incredible lush or barren stretches of land, noth-
ing any of us has ever seen. Deep in the dream, his paws twitch,
his lip lifts. The dreaming dog leaps through the underbrush, en-
ters the earth through a narrow tunnel, and is home. The dog
wakes and the disturbance in his eyes when you say his name is a
recognizable cloud. How glad he is to see you, and he sneezes a
little to tell you so.

But ah! the falling-back, fading dream where he was almost
there again, in the pure, rocky, weather-ruled beginning. Where
he was almost wild again and knew nothing else but that life, no
other possibility. A world of trees and dogs and the white moon,
the nest, the breast, the heart-warming milk! The thick-mantled
ferocity at the end of the tunnel, known as father, a warrior he
himself would grow to be.

Dog promises and then forgets, blame him not. The tooth
glitters in the ridged mouth. The fur lifts along the spine. He lifts
a leg and sprays a radiant mist over a stone, or a dead toad, or
somebody’s hat. He understands what is wanted, and tries, and
tries again, and is good for a long time, and then forgets.

�

And it is exceedingly short, his galloping life. Dogs die so soon. I
have my stories of that grief, no doubt many of you do also. It is
almost a failure of will, a failure of love, to let them grow old—
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or so it feels. We would do anything to keep them with us, and
to keep them young. The one gift we cannot give.

The Summer Beach

Baba, Chico, Obediah, Phoebe, Abigail, Emily,
Emma, Josie, Pushpa, Chester, Zara, Lucky, Benjamin,
Bear, Henry, Atisha, Ollie, Beulah, Gussie, Cody,
Angelina, Lightning, Holly, Suki, Buster, Bazougey,
Tyler, Milo, Magic, Taffy, Buffy, Thumper, Katie,
Petey; Bennie, Edie, Max, Luke, Jessie, Keesha, Jasper, 
Brick, Briar Rose.

Bear lifts his head and listens brightly. He growls in excite-
ment and runs to the window to look. Is it a trick or a gift, my
saying aloud the names of the dogs without producing the dogs?
All winter he will hurry to listen to this puzzle, this strange and
wonderful pleasure.

�

But I want to extol not the sweetness nor the placidity of the dog,
but the wilderness out of which he cannot step entirely, and from
which we benefit. For wilderness is our first home too, and in our
wild ride into modernity with all its concerns and problems we
need also all the good attachments to that origin that we can keep
or restore. Dog is one of the messengers of that rich and still mag-
ical first world. The dog would remind us of the pleasures of the
body with its graceful physicality, and the acuity and rapture of
the senses, and the beauty of forest and ocean and rain and our
own breath. There is not a dog that romps and runs but we learn
from him.

The other dog—the one that all its life walks leashed and
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obedient down the sidewalk—is what a chair is to a tree. It is a
possession only, the ornament of a human life. Such dogs can re-
mind us of nothing large or noble or mysterious or lost. They
cannot make us sweeter or more kind.

Only unleashed dogs can do that. They are a kind of poetry
themselves when they are devoted not only to us but to the wet
night, to the moon and the rabbit-smell in the grass and their
own bodies leaping forward.

�

Thunder that is still too far away for us to hear presses down on
Ben’s ears and he wakes us and leans hot and chesty first against
M., then against me, and listens to our slow, warm words that
mean we love him. But when the storm has passed, he is brave
again and wants to go out. We open the door and he glides away
without a backward glance. It is early, in the blue and grainy air
we can just see him running along the edge of the water, into the
first pink suggestion of sunrise. And we are caught by the old
affinity, a joyfulness—his great and seemly pleasure in the physi-
cal world. Because of the dog’s joyfulness, our own is increased. It
is no small gift. It is not the least reason why we should honor as
well as love the dog of our own life, and the dog down the street,
and all the dogs not yet born. What would the world be like with-
out music or rivers or the green and tender grass? What would
this world be like without dogs?



Oliver Long Life rev pp  1/16/04  2:33 PM  Page 31



The Perfect Days

A  is a mountain; on every sunny summer day it is
exceedingly the same. A forest in fall, on one long blue day after
another, is the same, and so it may be said for a lake, and even the
oceans, whose energies run in habits that are discoverable and re-
liable. Ah, what a simple place then is the granular and leafy and
liquid world! Except for that old master of motion, Aeolus, who
keeps the winds in his cave, allowing them out only at his whim
or command, to glide over the world and thus to make it not one
world but a thousand—a thousand thousand! Somewhere in the
past the word we use—“weather”—shaped itself out of the word
meaning wind, or air. Who comes, the whisperer or the howler—
the trampler, or the tender fingers of spring? It is the node of
change among the fair certainties—the catalyst that can shake out
our hours from quietude to rampage, or back again to beatitude.

I prefer weather in the smallest quantities. A drop will do.
The best weather, it might be said, is no weather. Like the poet
Wordsworth, who preferred lakes to seacoasts, and moderate and
green mountains to rugged, snowcapped peaks, and long, easy
walks during which one might reflect, or even be creative, to the
exertions that make history, I like best weather’s small, beneficent
motions. They are not the sublime motions. Storm, cyclone,
flood, ice and avalanche make news, and often have need of he-
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roes. But they do not make poems. True, Shelley wrote much
about Mont Blanc, its terrifying scenery and continually rear-
ranging and polishing winds. But he himself was at a safe dis-
tance; he kept his pen wet and his paper dry and his wits focused
on—thought. Excitement has its advocates, but I have never re-
gretted missing the Bennington tornado of two or three summers
ago, when the sky turned a lurid green (so it has been reported),
and the trees fell like ranks of soldiers in the woods and across the
roads.

The problem is, one wants, both in life and in writing, a
story. And the ferocious weathers are the perfect foundation; in
all tempests we must do something. We must get somewhere—
and so the story begins. Truly, the heart delights in it. Adversity,
even tragedy, is cathartic, and a teacher. Challenge and personal
valor are admired by us all. On the windless days, when the
maples have put forth their deep canopies, and the sky is wearing
its new blue immensities, and the wind has dusted itself not an
hour ago in some spicy field and hardly touches us as it passes by,
what is it we do? We lie down and rest upon the generous earth.
Very likely we fall asleep.

�

Once, years ago, I emerged from the woods in the early morning
at the end of a walk and—it was the most casual of moments—
as I stepped from under the trees into the mild, pouring-down
sunlight I experienced a sudden impact, a seizure of happiness. It
was not the drowning sort of happiness, rather the floating sort.
I made no struggle toward it; it was given. Time seemed to van-
ish. Urgency vanished. Any important difference between myself
and all other things vanished. I knew that I belonged to the
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world, and felt comfortably my own containment in the totality.
I did not feel that I understood any mystery, not at all; rather that
I could be happy and feel blessed within the perplexity—the
summer morning, its gentleness, the sense of the great work be-
ing done though the grass where I stood scarcely trembled. As I
say, it was the most casual of moments, not mystical as the word
is usually meant, for there was no vision, or anything extraordi-
nary at all, but only a sudden awareness of the citizenry of all
things within one world: leaves, dust, thrushes and finches, men
and women. And yet it was a moment I have never forgotten, and
upon which I have based many decisions in the years since.

My story contains neither a mountain, nor a canyon, nor a
blizzard, nor hail, nor spike of wind striking the earth and lifting
whatever is in its path. I think the rare and wonderful awareness
I felt would not have arrived in any such busy hour. Most stories
about weather are swift to describe meeting the face of the storm
and the argument of the air, climbing the narrow and icy trail,
crossing the half-frozen swamp. I would not make such stories
less by obtaining anything special for the other side of the issue.
Nor would I suggest that a meeting of individual spirit and uni-
verse is impossible within the harrowing blast. Yet I would hazard
this guess, that it is more likely to happen to someone attentively
entering the quiet moment, when the sun-soaked world is gliding
on under the blessings of blue sky, and the wind god is asleep.
Then, if ever, we may peek under the veil of all appearances and
partialities. We may be touched by the most powerful of suppo-
sitions—even to a certainty—as we stand in the rose petals of the
sun and hear a murmur from the wind no louder than the sound
it makes as it dozes under the bee’s wings. This, too, I suggest, is
weather, and worthy of report.
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Poem: Just as the Calendar Began to Say Summer

I went out of the schoolhouse fast
and through the gardens and to the woods,
and spent all summer forgetting what I’d been taught—

two times two, and diligence, and so forth,
how to be modest and useful, and how to succeed and so forth,
machines and oil and plastic and money and so forth.

By fall I had healed somewhat, but was summoned back
to the chalky rooms and the desks, to sit and remember

the way the river kept rolling its pebbles,
the way the wild wrens sang though they hadn’t a penny in the

bank,
the way the flowers were dressed in nothing but light.
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Waste Land: An Elegy

A  ’ old burn dump, not officially used for years,
discarded peppermint and raspberries reconnected their roots to
the gravelly earth and went on growing; a couple of apple trees
blossomed and bore each year a bushel of green and bumpy fruit.
Blackberries drifted up and down the slopes; thistles, Bouncing
Bet, everlasting, goldenrod, wild carrot lifted their leaves and
then their flowers and then their rafts of seeds. Honeysuckle, in
uplifted waves, washed toward some pink roses, no longer a neat
and civilized hedge but a thorny ledge, with darkness at its hem.
Now the burn dump is no more. The old world had its necessi-
ties; presently there are new ones, and they are not so simply
met—nor will the old parcels of land suffice. On these few acres
of land, and more, will be established the heartland of our town’s
sewage, where the buried pipes will converge with the waste of
our lives. What a sad hilarity! I want to talk about flowers, but the
necessity has become, for our visitor-rich town, how to deal with
the daily sewage of, it may be, sixty thousand souls. At least that
was a weekend estimate a few years ago. They come, to this last
town on the long Cape, in good part for the very beauty that their
numbers imperil. They come for fellowship, the beaches and the
sun, the entertainment, the shops and restaurants. They inhabit
old captains’ houses turned into inns, or the condominiums ever
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rising along newly created streets and crowded cul-de-sacs. So,
this is an elegy.

In the summers, black snakes swirled among the creamy
blossoms of the honeysuckle and the pink-petaled roses. When I
walked through the grass, their black faces appeared, like exotic
flowers. There were almost always two of them, sometimes three.
One had eyes the color of garnets. It gave no greeting, only a
long, motionless gaze. And they were brave, those snakes. Occa-
sionally when I came upon a pair sleeping in the sun, on stones
or a heap of old asphalt shingles, one of them would streak to-
ward me and fling itself against my body, before it turned and fol-
lowed the other away, whipping after it into the shadows under
the roses.

Soon they will be off, hunting another place to live. Which
may not be so easy, for the world today is nothing if it is not
sprawl, and this not only within the residential areas but the
seemingly endless facilities such settlements need. And we do
need them. (So, this is an elegy.) Box turtles nested here, and
painted turtles also. Out of the shallow ponds below the crest of
the hill, snapping turtles crawled to lay their pale, leathery eggs.
Raccoons aspire to them; many of the nests were ransacked as
soon as the turtle had shuffled away. Foxes left their dainty tracks,
and in summer the red-coated deer.

The toad was always here, with his gold-rimmed eyes.
And, in a certain shaded place nearby, the uncommon, cool

and gleaming bunchberry.
For years there were signs posted, prohibitions against leav-

ing trash. In more recent years another sign designated the area a
motorcycle and motorbike course. The bikes appeared most often
in the afternoons; they snarled over the field, they cut ruts along
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the trails, they raced with a furious, uncontainable form of boy-
energy and noise. I hated it, yet did not resent it. There must be
a place for boys and their trappings, though surely it should not
have been here, on one of the few town-owned woodlands fresh
and untrammeled except for its polluted center. Also it joined
seamlessly with the National Seashore, and what young boy
hunched over the handlebars of his bike could remember that in-
visible line? So sections of the park’s shady paths also became rut-
ted by tires and besotted by blown trash. But when space is lim-
ited for recreations of such different kinds, compatibility is given
improbable tasks.

As for the trash, which gathered in spite of the signs, it did
what trash does and ever will do; it lay there, and did not grow
thin or fade or even, much of it, rot. Old stoves were predomi-
nant. And dozens of tires, lining the bike track, the standing wa-
ter within them breeding uncountable numbers of mosquitoes.

And yet, at certain hours, in the absence of boys and their
bikes, I could walk here and see birds I found nowhere else: the
indigo bunting, for example, and the black-billed cuckoo. And
their more findable associates: goldfinches, catbirds, the brown
thrasher, the yellowthroat, palm warblers, the grosbeak. The
ruby-throated hummingbird nested here, but even now I will not
tell you in precisely what tree. It was a secret to be kept then, so
why not keep it still, now that the birds and the tree itself have
vanished? And there were daisies, and butter-and-eggs, and milk-
weed with its mauve pendants, and Black-eyed Susans. There
were rugosas, white and red. In the summer light they shot up-
ward heavy with buds and pleated, glossy leaves. Then sagged un-
der their own sweet weight.

But this is an elegy. Now there are buildings to take care of
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this new and important work. A brick building, neat and Cape
Cod enough that it could almost be a bank! And behind it a huge,
circular, cement construction—I cannot call it a building—
round and thick-walled: not built for beauty, and not yet fin-
ished. Piles of pipes are everywhere. The blackberries that
climbed up and down the hill, the goldenrod, the honeysuckle are
gone; the pink roses are gone; the fox tracks are gone.

The land itself has been capped against the poisons that have
been seeping all these years into the ground, from the fires, from
the unknown elements cast away: oils and paints and car batter-
ies and a hundred offensive substances more. And, imagine! for
what unaware years I picked the blackberries and the raspberries,
and thought them sweet and fine—thought them good fortune.
And found, on the rubbled hillsides, strange shapes of old jars,
glass bent and reshaped by the flames. Nuggets of deep blue from
medicine containers; once a glass airplane that originally held
candy, with a chip missing from one wing.

But, this is an elegy. A part of the book of not-wanting-to-
let-go. And, go it must; and go it has. The pink roses and the toad
with gold-rimmed eyes. The young boys on bikes who in fact are
men now. Even the tires are gone. The town government has
made its not unreasonable decision. We cannot continue with
failing cesspools; we cannot condone seepage into the water sup-
ply, or into the blue harbor that lies along the town’s frontage.
And, we are so many.

In May the moccasin flowers blossomed, even in this thin
soil, extravagantly. They stood in gatherings of six or seven, like
small choirs getting ready to sing. Very rarely, one flower would
rise pure white.

I do not like what has happened. I do not hold the loss
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lightly. I wish to be reasonable; I know I must be amenable to
what is necessary. But—such few choices! I apologize to the hum-
mingbird. I hope the snakes have found a new home. I hope the
new system works. I am glad that I have a good memory; I will
not forget the dainty tracks of the fox, or the goldfinches, or 
the everlasting. I think I know what our manifest, tree-filled,
creature-lively world is—our garden and our pasture and our
recreation. Also it is our schoolhouse, courthouse, church, grave-
yard, and the soft breath of eternity.

I walk in the world to love it. Only one question, really,
frightens me. I wonder why, in all the years I walked in the old
burn dump—this waste place, this secret garden—I never met
another soul there, who had come forth for a like reason.


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       

Artists of the Beautiful
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Emerson: An Introduction

T  and particular value of anything, or any
person, inevitably must alter according to the time and place
from which we take our view. In any new discussion of Emerson,
these two weights are upon us. By time, of course, I mean our en-
trance into the twenty-first century; it has been two hundred
years since Emerson’s birth in Boston. By place, I mean his deliv-
ery from the town of Concord, and all his corporeal existence
anywhere. Now he is only within the wider, immeasurable world
of our thoughts. He lives nowhere but on the page, and in the at-
tentive mind that leans above that page.

This has some advantage for us, for he is now the Emerson
of our choice: he is the man of his own time—his own history—
or he is one of the mentors of ours. Each of these possibilities has
its attractions, for the man alive was unbelievably sweet and, for
all his devotion to reason, wondrously spontaneous. Yet as time’s
passage has broken him free of all mortal events, we begin to
know him more clearly for the labors of his life: the life of his
mind. Surely he was looking for something that would abide be-
yond the Tuesday or the Saturday, beyond even his first powerful
or cautionary or lovely effect. “The office of the scholar,” he
wrote in “The American Scholar,” “is to cheer, to raise, and to
guide men by showing them facts amidst appearances.” The lofty
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fun of it is that his “appearances” were all merely material and
temporal—brick walls, garden walls, ripening pears—while his
facts were all of a shifty vapor and an unauthored goodwill—the
luminosity of the pears, the musics of birds and the wind, the af-
firmative staring-out light of the night stars. And his belief that a
man’s inclination, once awakened to it, would be to turn all the
heavy sails of his life to a moral purpose.

The story of his life, as we can best perceive it from its appear-
ances, is as follows. Ralph Waldo Emerson was born in ; his
father, William Emerson, died in . The family—his mother,
two sisters, and five brothers—were poor, devout, and intellectu-
ally ambitious. Death’s fast or slow lightning was a too-frequent
presence. Both girls and one boy died in childhood; Emerson’s
brothers William, Edward, and Charles survived only into early
manhood. The only remaining brother to live a life of full length
was Robert, who was a man of childish mind. Even as the poet
Walt Whitman for most of his life took responsibility for his
child-minded brother, Eddie, so did Emerson keep watch over
this truculent survivor.

Emerson graduated from Harvard College, then divinity
school, and in  began preaching at the Second Church (Uni-
tarian) in Boston. In that year also he married the beautiful but
frail Ellen Tucker. Her health never improved, and in  she
died. Emerson was then twenty-nine years old.

I think it is fair to say that from this point on, the greater
energies of his life found their sustenance in the richness and the
steadfastness of his inner life. Soon after Ellen Tucker’s death he
left the pulpit. He had come to believe that the taking of the
sacrament was no more, nor was meant to be more, than an act



Oliver Long Life rev pp  1/16/04  2:33 PM  Page 44



of spiritual remembrance. This disclosure he made to his congre-
gation, who perhaps were grateful for his forthrightness but in all
honesty did not wish to keep such a preacher. Soon after, Emer-
son booked passage to Europe. He traveled slowly across the con-
tinent and, finally, to England. He was deeply touched by the
magnificence of the past, so apparent in the cities, in their art and
architecture. He also made it his business to explore the present.
The list of those with whom he met and talked is amazing: Co-
leridge, Wordsworth, Walter Savage Lander, and John Stuart Mill
among them. His meeting with Thomas Carlyle began a lifelong
friendship, their letters going back and forth across the Atlantic
until Emerson’s death in .

Emerson returned from Europe and established a manner of
living that he would scarcely alter for the rest of his life. He mar-
ried again, a young woman named Lydia Jackson. In his journals,
which he had begun in college and never abandoned, he tore
down wall after wall in his search for a style and for ideas that
would reach forth and touch both poles: his certainty and his flu-
idity. He bought a house in the town of Concord, an easy dis-
tance from Boston yet a place with its own extraordinary style
and whose citizens were farmers, tradesmen, teachers, and the
liveliest of utopians. Here, as husband and father, as writer and
lecturer, Emerson would live for years his seemingly quiet, seem-
ingly peaceful life.

The best use of literature bends not toward the narrow and the
absolute but to the extravagant and the possible. Answers are no
part of it; rather, it is the opinions, the rhapsodic persuasions, the
engrafted logics, the clues that are to the mind of the reader the
possible keys to his own self-quarrels, his own predicament. This
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is the crux of Emerson, who does not advance straight ahead but
wanders to all sides of an issue; who delivers suggestions with a
kindly gesture—who opens doors and tells us to look at things for
ourselves. The one thing he is adamant about is that we should
look—we must look—for that is the liquor of life, that brooding
upon issues, that attention to thought even as we weed the gar-
den or milk the cow.

This policy, if such it might be called, he established at the
start. The first book he published was called Nature; in it he
refers, with equal serenity, to “Nature” and to “nature.” We un-
derstand clearly that by the first he means “this web of God”—
everything that is not the mind uttering such words—yet he sets
our lives down among the small-lettered noun as well, as though
to burden us equally with the sublime and the common. It is as
if the combination—the necessary honoring of both—were the
issue of utmost importance. Nature is a text that is entirely about
divinity and first purposes, a book of manners, almost, but for the
inner man. It does not demean by diction or implication the life
that we are most apt to call “real,” but it presupposes the heart’s
spiritual awakening as the true work of our lives. That this might
take place in as many ways as there are persons alive did not at all
disturb Emerson, and that its occurrence was the beginning of
paradise here among the temporal fields was one of his few unas-
sailable certainties.

In , at the issue of this initial volume, and in the first
years following, he was a man scarcely known to the world. De-
scended from seven generations of preachers, in conventional
terms a failed churchman himself, he held no more important
post than his membership in the Concord volunteer Fire Associ-
ation. If he tried to be at home among the stars, so, too, he strove
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to be comfortable in his own living room. Mentor to Thoreau
and neighbor to Hawthorne, the idiosyncratic Bronson Alcott,
the passionate Margaret Fuller, the talkative Ellery Channing,
and the excitable Jones Very, he adorned his society with friend-
liness and participation. His house was often full of friends, and
talk. Julian Hawthorne, then a young boy, remembers him sitting
in the parlor, “legs crossed and—such was their flexibility—with
one foot hitched behind the other ankle. Leaning forward, elbow
on one knee, he faced his guests and held converse.” There was
an evening when his daughter Ellen called him away to talk to the
butcher about mutton. It is reported that he rose mildly to do as
he was bid. And there is another story—as he reported it himself
in his journal, on a June day: “Now for near five years I have been
indulged by the gracious Heaven in my long holiday in this
goodly house of mine, entertaining and entertained by so many
worthy and gifted friends, and all this time poor Nancy Barron,
the mad-woman, has been screaming herself hoarse at the Poor-
house across the brook and I still hear her whenever I open my
window.”

Emerson was the leading member of the group we know as
the New England transcendentalists. It is hardly a proper philos-
ophy; certainly it is not a school of thought in which all members
were in agreement. Impossible such a finding would have been
with the various sensibilities of Concord! For each member,
therefore, it must be reported somewhat differently. For Emer-
son, it devolved from Coleridge and German philosophy, from
Swedenborg, no doubt from half a hundred other voices, as from
his religious beliefs and his own appreciation of the world’s more-
than-utilitarian beauty. For Emerson, the value and distinction of
transcendentalism was very much akin to this swerving and
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rolling away from acute definition. All the world is taken in
through the eye, to reach the soul, where it becomes more, repre-
sentative of a realm deeper than appearances: a realm ideal and
sublime, the deep stillness that is, whose whole proclamation is
the silence and the lack of material instance in which, patiently
and radiantly, the universe exists. Emerson would not turn from
the world, which was domestic, and social, and collective, and re-
quired action. Neither would he swerve from that unperturbable
inner radiance, mystical, forming no rational word but drenched
with passionate and untranslatable song. A man should want to
be domestic, steady, moral, politic, reasonable. He should want
also to be subsumed, whirled, to know himself as dust in the fin-
gers of the wind. This was his supple, unbreakable faith.

His certainty that a man must live also in this world, enjoined
with the similar faith of the other transcendentalists, was no small
force in the New England of the s and s, especially in
speech and action on behalf of abolition. Slow as he often was to
express outrage, Emerson burst forth in his journal thus: “This
filthy enactment [of the Fugitive Slave Law] was made in the th
century, by people who could read and write. I will not obey it,
by God.” And he did not.

Writing that loses its elegance loses its significance. Moreover, it
is no simple matter to be both inspirational and moderate. Emer-
son’s trick—I use the word in no belittling sense—was to fill his
essays with “things” at the same time that his subject was con-
ceptual, invisible, no more than a glimmer, but a glimmer of im-
measurable sharpness inside the eye. So he attached the common
word to the startling idea. “Hitch your wagon to a star,” he ad-
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vised. “The drop is a small ocean.” “A foolish consistency is the
hobgoblin of little minds.” “We live amid surfaces, and the true
art of life is to skate well on them.” “Sleep lingers all our lifetime
about the eyes, as night hovers all day in the boughs of the fir
tree.” “The soul makes the body.” “Prayer is the contemplation of
the facts of life from the highest point of view,” he says, and sud-
denly that elite mystical practice seems clearer than ever before,
and possible to each of us.

Of course his writing is made up of the nineteenth-century
sentence, so nimble with commas. The sparks of his expression
move forward softly and reasonably, in their shapely phrases—
then they leap. He rests upon the gnomic as a poet will rest upon
meter, and comes not to a conclusion but to a pause in which the
reader’s own impetus, given such a bright shove, takes over. And
yet it is not ornamental eloquence, but natural, fecund, ripe, full
of seed, and possibility. Even, or especially (it is his specialty, af-
ter all), when talking about the utterly unprovable, he sends out
good news, as good reports come all day from the mockingbird,
or the soft tongues of the Merrimack. The writing is a pleasure to
the ear, and thus a tonic to the heart, at the same time that it
strikes the mind.

Thus he wrote and lectured, often in Boston and New York
but also as far west as Missouri and beyond. He did not especially
like travel, or being away from home, but needed the money and
trusted the lecturing process as a way for him to develop and pol-
ish his essays for eventual publication.

In , Emerson, by then an established writer widely honored
on both sides of the Atlantic, returned to England. The audiences
for his lectures were large and curious. Crabb Robinson, in his di-
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ary of those years, relates first his own response and then the re-
action of the writer Harriet Martineau:

Tuesday, I heard Emerson’s first lecture, “On the Laws of

Thought;” one of those rhapsodical exercises of mind, like

Coleridge’s in his “Table Talk,” and Carlyle’s in his Lectures,

which leave a dreamy sense of pleasure, not easy to analyze,

or render an account of. . . . I can do no better than tell you

what Harriet Martineau says about him, which, I think, ad-

mirably describes the character of his mind. “He is a man so

sui generis, that I do not wonder at his not being appre-

hended till he is seen. His influence is of a curious sort.

There is a vague nobleness and thorough sweetness about

him, which move people to their very depths, without their

being able to explain why. The logicians have an incessant

triumph over him, but their triumph is of no avail. He con-

quers minds, as well as hearts, wherever he goes; and with-

out convincing anybody’s reason of any one thing, exalts

their reason, and makes their minds worth more than they

ever were before.”  , .

That we are spirits that have descended into our bodies, of this
Emerson was sure. That each man was utterly important and lim-
itless, an “infinitude,” of this he was also sure. And it was a faith
that leads, as he shows us again and again, not to stasis but to ac-
tivity, to the creation of the moral person from the indecisive per-
son. Attachment to the Ideal, without participation in the world
of men and women, was the business of foxes and flowers, not of
men, not of women. This was, for Emerson himself, difficult.
Outwardly he was calm, reasonable, patient. All his wildness was
in his head—such a good place for it! Yet his certainty that
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thought, though it might grow most robust in the mind’s repose,
was sent and meant for participation in the world, never altered,
never ebbed. There are, for myself, a hundred reasons why I
would find my life—not only my literary, thoughtful life but my
emotional, responsive life—impoverished by Emerson’s absence,
but none is greater than this uncloseting of thought into the
world’s brilliant, perilous present. I think of him whenever I set
to work on something worthy. And there he is also, avuncular and
sweet, but firm and corrective, when I am below the mark. What
we bring forth, he has taught me as deeply as any writer could, is
predictable.

But let him have the last word. In his journal he wrote:

I have confidence in the laws of morals as of botany. I have

planted maize in my field every June for seventeen years and

I never knew it come up strychnine. My parsley, beet,

turnip, carrot, buck-thorn, chestnut, acorn, are as sure. I be-

lieve that justice produces justice, and injustice injustice.


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Hawthorne’s Mosses from an Old Manse

W Nathaniel Hawthorne began gathering his stories and
sketches for Mosses from an Old Manse, he was living in Concord,
Massachusetts, and in just such a house as he describes at the out-
set of the book. It was a sturdy house, built by Ralph Waldo
Emerson’s grandfather, the Reverend William Emerson. Some
years earlier it had been lived in by Emerson himself, and here—
very likely in the same room that Hawthorne describes*—Emer-
son completed his first book, Nature. One would have to look a
long time—possibly forever—to find a house, or a chamber, that
could claim an equal quantity of splendor

Hawthorne lived in Rev. Emerson’s house from the summer
of  into the fall of . In “The Old Manse” he tells us of the
pleasure it brought him, and this is no small matter for a man
who has left such an impression of his solemnity, who as a neigh-
bor was remembered mostly for his silence, and who as a writer
is known best for his aptitude in describing the darker portions of
the soul. But clearly, in the writing chamber he was to use, made
fresh and comfortable by his wife, Sophia, he was charmed:



*Emerson says the room where he wrote was on the second floor, facing
northwest. Hawthorne also speaks of a northwest room, that looked “down
into the orchard.”
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When I first saw the room, its walls were blackened with the

smoke of unnumbered years, and made still blacker by the

grim prints of Puritan ministers that hung around. These

worthies looked strangely like bad angels, or, at least, like

men who had wrestled so continually and so sternly with

the devil, that somewhat of his sooty fierceness had been

imparted to their own visages. They had all vanished now.

A cheerful coat of paint, and golden-tinted paper-hangings,

lighted up the small apartment; while the shadow of a wil-

low tree, that swept against the overhanging eaves, attem-

pered the cheery western sunshine.
—“The Old Manse”

Hawthorne tells us that “The Old Manse” came slowly, and only
with great difficulty. The rest of the tales and sketches were
arranged; publication waited for these delicate and sweet-tem-
pered paragraphs, this welcome into the man’s residence, and
with that welcome a kind of opening of the heart. The sketch is
long; it is not profound, nor mystical, nor does it hold any single
theme; yet it is the revelatory piece in the book. In it we meet a
Hawthorne rarely otherwise disclosed. Think of The Scarlet Let-
ter and The House of the Seven Gables: the shadows, the sins, the
moral retributions, the gravity, the import. The somber inten-
tions of those books would never allow us to imagine
Hawthorne’s capacity for gladness and for idling, the cordiality
and the enthusiasm he felt toward the surrounding natural world,
toward friendship, even toward the ghosts of the old manse, one
of whom he describes with both probity and humor:

Houses of any antiquity, in New England, are so invariably

possessed with spirits, that the matter seems hardly worth
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alluding to. Our ghost used to heave deep sighs in a particu-

lar corner of the parlor, and sometimes rustled paper, as if he

were turning over a sermon, in the long upper entry;—

where, nevertheless, he was invisible, in spite of the bright

moonshine that fell through the eastern window. Not im-

probably, he wished me to edit and publish a selection from

a chest full of manuscript discourses, that stood in the garret.

—“The Old Manse”

�

Hawthorne was born on July , , in the old port town of
Salem, Massachusetts. He and two sisters were the children of
Elizabeth Clarke Manning and Nathaniel Hathorne,* a ship 
captain. The children were still young when Captain Hathorne
perished, in a distant part of the world, of an unnamed fever; the
family was left poor, and none of them, certainly not Nathaniel’s
mother, owned the gift of disarming such loss. Religious devotion
and spiritual gloom need not necessarily cling together, but in 
the Hathorne household, from all we can discover, they were 
inseparable.

Nathaniel grew up physically active and strikingly hand-
some; he was also, for good reason, shy, and probably lonely. In
 he graduated from Bowdoin College in Maine, then re-
turned to Salem. Residents of the town frequently saw him, in the
late afternoons, roaming along the streets and the shore: a solitary
wanderer. One may with confidence record that he was steadfast;
for a decade he continued to live in his mother’s house, where he
worked at his writing, finishing stories he later burned and one
novel that made not the slightest noise in the literary world. Then



*The “w” in Hawthorne was added to the original spelling by Nathaniel
the writer.
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he met the Peabody sisters of Salem, and with one of them,
Sophia, he fell in love. Five years later, in , they married. They
were, Hawthorne wrote to a friend, close to “ridiculous” in their
happiness.

�

Such happiness, however, neither writes nor sells stories. After the
publication of the novels for which he is most widely known, his
financial situation would improve—somewhat. Still, as we know,
he held the position of surveyor at the Salem Custom House and
the finer appointment of American Consul in England even later,
for no other reason, at either opportunity, than his need for fi-
nancial security. One can imagine, then, the difficulty of sup-
porting his family, which soon contained three children, in the
early years. He was publishing stories, but the “fame” of being an
author was not golden enough, nor silver either. Payment was
meager, and in Hawthorne’s case, as we learn from his correspon-
dence, often it was no more than visionary.

For this reason, which is neither glorious nor inglorious but
very real, his collecting of stories for Mosses was not the gathering
of a man secure enough, in this world, to pick and choose, or to
wait. The invitation to publish the book had come in , and
he intended to fulfill it. Hawthorne had written much and well
in the writing chamber in the old manse, and the major part of
Mosses represents work produced during that time. Except for the
opening piece, he wrote nothing new. He used what existed—not
all of it, certainly, but his intent was to fill the pages. The result
is a book with an extraordinary breadth of styles; here are dark,
brooding tales, arch and humorous sketches, and stories of a 
curiously intense allegorical slant; here also are writings that have
their genesis in Hawthorne’s own experiences, or ideas, or remi-
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niscences. Among the most striking of his stories—I am thinking
of “The Birthmark,” “Young Goodman Brown,” “Rappaccini’s
Daughter,” and “The Artist of the Beautiful” in particular—these
sketches are interspersed, composed in the flute-note of rapture
or the little triangle clatter of praise: “Passages from a Relin-
quished Work,” “Sketches from Memory,” “Buds and Bird
Voices,” “The Old Apple Dealer,” and also the robust meditation
“Fire Worship.” One may look at such a collection of writings ei-
ther way—one may say: but no invisible magnet, or idea, holds
these choice particles; how can it then be a book, which is surely
more than a simple gathering of accomplishments? Or, just as
easily—if one is not staked to the rules—one may say: what vari-
ety, what richness!

�

Hawthorne is one of the great imaginers of evil, and also of its
henchmen: lassitude, doubt, despair, unmitigated ambition—all
varieties of human weakness and vanity that wreck the work of
conscience. It is his primary theme, the instructing of the mali-
cious toward its various appearances. Hawthorne’s heritage was
pure Salem, and not just his mother’s house—it was his own
great-great-grandfather William Hathorne who ordered the
whipping of Anne Coleman and four other Friends through the
streets of Salem; and it was his great-grandfather John Hathorne
who sat magistrate at the trial of the accused witches of Salem.
The shadow of this history could not fail to reach into the nine-
teenth century to darken Nathaniel Hawthorne. The Puritan
strain was his—not to live by, as his forbears did, but to brood
upon, to examine, to explore.

From it came the novels The Scarlet Letter and The House of



Oliver Long Life rev pp  1/16/04  2:33 PM  Page 56



the Seven Gables. Also from the dreadful pall of this history came
the turbulent “Young Goodman Brown,” very likely his most
widely known story. It casts into that old shadow in an attempt to
find, I think, the point—the exact point—at which the soul is cap-
tured, and how, and why. Young Goodman Brown simply sets off
into the forest on an unnamed errand. We have no notion what
sort of journey this is, yet we feel his own wretched uneasiness as
the appearances of things, and people, previously reliable, begin to
be proven—or believed—false. It is vitally unnerving. “Young
Goodman Brown” is not really a story about the perturbation of
the actual—the “witches” that sweep across the air, the walking
stick that writhes like a serpent; it is about the human heart that,
imagining awful things, is responsive to them, and so falls into a
pollution and dismay of the mind. The “satanic” theatrics may even
be conceived as the leitmotif, compared with the horror of Good-
man Brown’s spiritual failing. Nor does Hawthorne expend any
measure of words of pity for Goodman Brown’s fate. The story
stands, simply, as an adjudication for spiritual strength.

In “The Birthmark,” the malevolent force develops from
something admirable gone awry—the desire for knowledge and its
attendant power, unsoftened by human warmth; the same force
appears equally if not more sinister in “Rappaccini’s Daughter.” In
“Roger Malvin’s Burial,” a decent man is brought to a life of dis-
tress by a moment of deceit, in which he does not tell the truth
but fabricates an action he wished to but did not accomplish; the
retribution is without mercy. Such stories are Hawthorne’s finest,
and they are Puritan in this sense: they are harsh, unrelenting, and
fearful in their certainty. But they are also something else, for the
origin of Hawthorne’s certainty is not that of the Puritan within
his religious confines, but that of the humanist who sees the moral
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actions of the conscience as the creator of good or evil. In this
grand alteration of his inheritance, Hawthorne is timelessly alive,
compassionate, elastic, and modern.

Still, a reader may desire relief from such seriousness, and be
glad therefore that in another tone altogether Hawthorne plays
with fantasy, creating the airy landscapes of a half-dozen stories in
which the sky is literally the limit: one may walk upon the pale
clouds into fantastic marble halls, or vast, improbable castles, or
ride in a celestial train to the very edge of heaven. These stories
are serious but not somber. They are parables perhaps, but they
flow forward in so likable a manner they are able to review the
weaknesses and absurdities of humankind without hurt, or the
weight we feel with pedantic judgment. Perhaps, of this type of
story, the beautiful “Monsieur du Miroir” is the most successful,
in which, with sparkling good humor, Hawthorne describes that
other man who follows him everywhere there is a water or a mir-
ror surface.

One of this singular person’s most remarkable peculiarities

is his fondness for water, wherein he excels any temperance-

man whatever. . . .When no cleaner bathing-place happened

to be at hand, I have seen the foolish fellow in a horse-pond.

Sometimes he refreshes himself in the trough of a town-

pump, without caring what the people think about him. Of-

ten, while carefully picking my way along the street, after a

heavy shower, I have been scandalized to see M. du Miroir,

in full dress, paddling from one mud-puddle to another, and

plunging into the filthy depths of each. Seldom have I

peeped into a well, without discerning this ridiculous gen-

tleman at the bottom, whence he gazes up, as through a long

telescopic tube, and probably makes discoveries among the

stars by daylight. Wandering along lonesome paths, or in
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pathless forests, when I have come to virgin-fountains, of

which it would have been pleasant to deem myself the first

discoverer, I have started to find M. du Miroir there before

me. The solitude seemed lonelier for his presence.

—Monsieur du Miroir

Of that light and lovely tone, in order to understand
Hawthorne, we must speak more. For it is greatly from his un-
failing capacity to write the sweetest prose—and to create with it
a virtual atmosphere—that his stories take breath and live. Often
enough the forward action is slight, or obvious, and the charac-
ters but scantily drawn. But the surround, the detail, is deep and
luxurious. Henry James wrote of Hawthorne, “He thought noth-
ing too trivial to be suggestive.”* Such a style is not unique to
Hawthorne, nor to the nineteenth century; some of Poe’s work is
equally shaded and embellished by scenery and setting, and it car-
ries as much of the weight of the story as the action. “The Tell-
Tale Heart” is one, “The Black Cat” another; “The Pit and the
Pendulum” leaps to the list. Hemingway’s “Big Two-Hearted
River,” in which a man simply goes fishing, is another story in
which every leaf and ripple of the atmosphere adds to its import,
its weight and pressure—its reality. Our own era more commonly
offers a brisker prose, with a more complex plot, or plots, thread-
ing along, and much of the surround left to the imagination. The
difference is neither plus nor minus, of course, but simply one of
the alternations which readers must allow as they begin to climb
the delectable mountains of old books.

�



*From English Men of Letters, edited by John Morley (New York: Harper
and Brothers, ). The long chapter on Hawthorne was written by Henry
James, Jr., as he was known at that time.
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Hawthorne began his consulship in England in ; when it was
over, he spent two years traveling on the continent and lived for
a while in Italy. He and Sophia and the children returned to New
England in , and immediately took up residence in another
Concord house, known as the Wayside Inn. He was by then the
author of four novels and a number of collections of stories. His
fame was established, his readers were many, and his literary peers
acknowledged him among the foremost writers of his time. He
had laid out ideas for and had begun work on two new novels.

But fate had other ideas. Sturdy and vigorous and seemingly
full of shining health he had always been; now he began to show
signs of decline. No one has given a name to what was wrong, but
all saw it; his hair turned white, his energy flagged, his spirit
struggled. In his sixtieth year he died while on a trip in New
Hampshire where he had gone hoping to recruit his old health
once again. He was brought to Sleepy Hollow, Concord’s green
and lush burial ground. There, already, were more than a few men
he had known, Thoreau among them. Julian, Hawthorne’s son,
remembered riding with his mother through the Sleepy Hollow
gates after the burial ceremony. “There, on each side of the way,
stood men with gray heads and lowered eyes.”* The men, stand-
ing there to pay homage, were Longfellow, Holmes, Emerson,
Franklin Pierce,† Whittier, and Lowell.

�



*The Memoirs of Julian Hawthorne, edited by Edith Garrigues
Hawthorne (New York: Macmillan, ), –.

†Hawthorne and Franklin Pierce (U.S. president from –) began
a lifelong friendship while both were at Bowdoin College.
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Probably the years spent in Concord were Hawthorne’s happiest.
He worked well there, and for all his taciturnity he liked being
part of Concord’s select and neighborly society. One friend was
Ellery Channing; on any day Channing might arrive at the old
manse, and the two friends would go off together:

Strange and happy times were those, when we cast aside all

irksome forms and straight-laced habitudes, and delivered

ourselves up to the free air, to live like the Indians or any less

conventional race, during one bright semi-circle of the sun.

Rowing our boat against the current, between wide mead-

ows, we turned aside into the Assabeth. A more lovely

stream than this, for a mile above its junction with the Con-

cord, has never flowed on earth—nowhere, indeed, except

to lave the interior regions of a poet’s imagination.
—“The Old Manse”

No writer is capable of a more tender expressiveness than
Hawthorne. In his craft he has the thoughtful charm that is the
lighter element of intellect. He has also that gravity which is the
pace of moral purpose. In his steadfastness he is another Owen
Warland, who, in “The Artist of the Beautiful,” feels alive only
when striving, not to demystify beauty, but to commit himself to
its spiritual requirements.

In no other book of his, I think, does Hawthorne pass on to
us such a sense of the thoughtful, cheerful, easy-hearted atmos-
phere of his life. Here only, along with his probing tales of evil,
we are given stories full of wit and sunshine, which are, though
Hawthorne lacked the poet’s cadence, created throughout with a
poet’s skill.


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The House of the Seven Gables

All three of the essays in this part of the book were written initially as in-

troductions for the Modern Library Classics series. I beg the reader’s indul-

gence for material, in this third essay, that repeats information concerning

Hawthorne’s history and life. It goes by fast, and was necessary, of course, to

this separate introduction.

W   passing year the great old novels grow more
quaint, but no less spectacular. The characters in Nathaniel
Hawthorne’s The House of the Seven Gables have about them cer-
tain casual differences from us—their clothes, the slight tarnish of
their gentility, a little stiffness in their conversation. We read, at
first, about them; it is their story. But there are few stories in the
world, after all. There is the story of Wickedness, the story of
Good, the story of Love, and the story of Time. It is the telling
that is the charm, for it is the expression that gives to our imagi-
nations the experience of the tale. And that, surely, is the singu-
lar gift of every good book: the scenes and moments—the “fancy
pictures,” as Hawthorne calls them—that with their prolonged
and indelible coloration convey again the joy and anguish of dis-
tant landscapes. Though the present century is sparkling new, we
must enter the old books not with a rude curiosity but with a re-
alization that beneath surface differences the characters are not


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strange, they are not different; they are exactly ourselves. And the
stories that offer a real entertainment do not stop there. We real-
ize them also as portions of a communal narrative, as one story
after another displays—for literature is about displaying, not hid-
ing—old hopes and clarities, old passions and transgressions, old
charities and judgments.

And there is of course the actual writing itself. Every age de-
velops its peculiarities and distinctions of style. Books of our own
time favor a kind of fly-by posture; they are frequently built of
briskness and implication rather than detail. The House of the
Seven Gables was published in , at the center of the nineteenth
century. Most books of that period take their good old time—
The House of the Seven Gables certainly does. One could write out
the events that unfold in its pages with fewer words than
Hawthorne uses in some of the most static—yet marvelous, po-
etic, and deeply resonant—scenes in the book. They reveal
Hawthorne as one of the sweetest prose stylists of his time. They
are almost paintings, and they are written for the long and search-
ing look. Like the great, black house itself, they offer up their
meanings slowly, as the hours turn and the light changes and the
mind begins to read in a kind of largo of sympathy.

The old house, in the damp and flowing east wind, its roof
roughened by mosses and even flowers, stands at the center of the
tale. Its task now is merely to endure, to shelter present poverty
and melancholy as, in the past, it sheltered power and pride. Like
another unforgettable and depressing structure, in Edgar Allan
Poe’s “The Fall of the House of Usher,” it is an emblem of the life
within. “The aspect of the venerable mansion has always affected
me like a human countenance,” says the narrator at the start of


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Hawthorne’s tale. This is not greatly different from the beginning
of Poe’s story, in which the narrator looks upon the scene, “upon
the mere house, and the simple landscape features of the do-
main—upon the bleak walls—upon the vacant eye-like win-
dows—upon a few rank sedges … with an utter depression of
soul.” The depths to which one falls from that “utter depression”
is the subject of Poe’s stories over and over again. His characters
plunge into the caverns of the mind, to its display of amazing and
often horrifying complexities and irregularities. All Hawthorne’s
effort, from a similar melancholy, is in another direction. The
soul itself is not Hawthorne’s subject, but the soul and its brother
souls, and its sister souls: “Persons who have wandered, or been
expelled, out of the common track of things, even were it for a
better system, desire nothing so much as to be led back. They
shiver in their loneliness, be it on a mountain-top or in a dun-
geon.”

While the House of Usher tumbles toward oblivion, the
House of the Seven Gables stands, for its occupants make small
but important gestures of resistance. They do not wish to be ir-
regular; they desire re-entrance into the world. For them the or-
dinary is glossed in the finest light, and human decency is crucial.
Although they have had no power against the wickedness that has
pressed upon them, they know it for what it is. It is the fineness
of this certainty—this decisive sense of what should be and what
should not be—that makes them so appealing, and their tale so
timelessly relevant. Moral transgression is Hawthorne’s central
subject. Inevitably, the tensions between goodness and wicked-
ness, and between society and the individual, are never far from
that center. In The House of the Seven Gables, Hawthorne’s subject
more particularly is the corruption of power and the almost end-
lessly inherited tendency to its continuance. It is, also, about the
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possibility or impossibility of reparation. It is, therefore, about
the future being held hostage by the past. But most of all, it is
about lives caught in the common fire of history.

In an extraordinary and savage pocket of the seventeenth century,
 exactly, the Puritan community of New England—in Salem,
Massachusetts, precisely—plunged into a seemingly unquench-
able hysteria that ended in “the work of blood.” The Puritan
community “discovered” among its population certain persons,
men and women both, whom they declared, by trial, to be
witches, and whom they condemned to die. Before the horror
was over nineteen men and women were hanged. A twentieth
man died while being tortured, a scene readers of Arthur Miller’s
play The Crucible, based on these events, will not easily forget.

The men and women were hanged and buried in the stony
surround of Gallows Hill. All protested their innocence and, in
one case at least, expressed their wrath. It is recalled that Sarah
Good, before she died, cursed one of the judges aloud: “God will
give you blood to drink,” she cried. Another of the judges was a
man named John Hathorne.

There is in Hawthorne’s story a powerful and merciless judge
who is descended from a man who was one of the witchcraft-
trial judges. Clearly and importantly, we are meant to feel the
long shadow. Characters in books are not ever actual people 
living or dead, not quite, and events do not become a narrative,
not exactly. It is, as Hawthorne says, “a mixing.” In this case it
must have been a mixing, for him, of singular poignancy and
weight, for the John Hathorne who took part in the Salem trials
was the great-great-grandfather of Nathaniel Hawthorne the
writer.

. . .


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In the society of Concord, Massachusetts, a hundred and fifty
years after these events, Thoreau was independent and cocksure;
Emerson was brilliant and enigmatic. Hawthorne was the broody
man. He seemed able to enter no more than the edges of society,
even in the cordiality of Concord. His son Julian would write
years later of wandering through the fields and woods with
Thoreau. But of his father he recalled, “He didn’t drink, or care
for tobacco; on the whole he preferred looking on to joining in,
and could exercise a gift of silence.” Emerson and Hawthorne,
though they were courteous, and though Emerson, with others,
gave assistance when Hawthorne and his bride, Sophia Peabody,
moved into the old manse in Concord, were able to form no last-
ing or deep relationship. The journals of each man give evidence
of this holding back. It had to do with their differences of
thought and work as well as their unmatchable sensibilities, no
doubt. But in any case Hawthorne was a man steeped in solitude,
and except for friendships made during his college years and for
his relationship with Sophia, he remained so.

His life story does little to release us from this sense of a man
alone with his thoughts, and alone in the universe. He was born
on July , , in Salem, Massachusetts. His father, Nathaniel
Hathorne, was a ship captain who died half the world away when
the boy was young. His youth, except for his years at Bowdoin
College, was spent with his mother and his two sisters in their
Salem home, and if he or any of them was merry at times, we
have no news of it. Until her own death, his mother, according to
custom, dressed in black and took her meals by herself in her own
room. True, Hawthorne had uncles and other relatives, and like
any boy he took part in sports and school activities. But he re-
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turned always to this house, where, after graduating from Bow-
doin, he spent day after day in his own room—a decade of
days—reading and writing. In the evenings, he took long walks
alone. “Castle Dismal” he called the house. “In the last ten years
I have not lived, but only dreamed of living,” he once wrote to a
friend.

He began to publish stories and also a novel, Fanshawe,
which went unnoticed in the world. Then, a stroke of the best,
sweetest good fortune: his sisters introduced him to a neighbor-
ing family, the Peabodys—three young women—and one of
them, Sophia, he married five years later. Sophia Peabody made
no secret of her happiness to be married to “this very king and
poet of the world.”

One of Hawthorne’s classmates at Bowdoin College was
Franklin Pierce, later President Pierce. Perhaps it was a mixed
blessing, this deepest of Hawthorne’s friendships. While running
for the office of president, Pierce asked Hawthorne to write his
campaign biography, which Hawthorne did. Necessarily, he pre-
sented Pierce’s views in a favorable light, including a statement on
slavery (an institution Pierce was willing to leave intact). Such
writing could not have enhanced relationships with his abolition-
ist neighbors in Concord.

The question of benefit or disruption stemming from the
friendship between Pierce and Hawthorne is unanswerable, but
the question is there. When Pierce became president, he offered
Hawthorne the position of American consul in Liverpool, Eng-
land, a busy and important post. Hawthorne by this time had
published his two best-known works, The Scarlet Letter () and
The House of the Seven Gables (), as well as The Wonder Book
(), The Blithedale Romance (), The Snow Image, and Other
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Twice-Told Tales, (), and Tanglewood Tales (). His reputa-
tion as a writer was established and growing; it was a risky mo-
ment for interruption. It was also the first time Hawthorne felt he
could give his family, which now included three young children,
security and comfort. He accepted the consular position, and
held it for five years, from  to . During this period, he ac-
complished almost nothing in the way of writing.

At the election of a new president, Hawthorne was replaced.
The family spent another two years in Europe, living primarily in
Italy, before they returned to America and to Concord. But the
vitality of the writer Hawthorne was, it would appear, not re-
newable. He completed a novel, The Marble Faun (). In the
next years he began but failed to finish two final works, Septimus
Felton and The Dolliver Romance.

For Hawthorne now, it was twilight. His health declined.
Always chary of doctors, he would seek no professional advice.
Sophia finally asked Oliver Wendell Holmes, as a friend and a
medical man, to judge what he could of Hawthorne’s condition.
Holmes said nothing definite to Sophia; privately he reported:
“The shark’s tooth is on him.” In the spring Hawthorne set out
with Pierce, now the ex-president, for a journey through New
England, a trip designed by Pierce to improve Hawthorne’s con-
dition if possible. But Hawthorne did not survive the journey; he
died in his sleep in a hotel in Plymouth, New Hampshire, where
the two old friends were staying. It was May , . Hawthorne
was fifty-nine years old.

In The House of the Seven Gables Hawthorne uses, as a distant but
essential stage, a fictive retelling of the Puritan madness, in which
a citizen of the unnamed town, Matthew Maule, is hanged as a
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witch. His accuser, a Colonel Pyncheon, who has for some time
coveted Maule’s two or three acres, comes into possession of them
after Maule’s death. Upon this rough ground the iron-hearted
Pyncheon builds his house, and Hawthorne his dark story.

Besides the horror of the witchcraft hysteria itself, no reader
will miss the implication of moral corruption that comes into ex-
istence with the original hammering together of the seven gables.
Hawthorne’s point is simple but runs as deep as men’s hearts: the
effect of such corruption may be—in fact, will be—inherited,
along with all the visible amassments of the powerful and the
rich, and it is a dreadful inheritance. After the completion of
Colonel Pyncheon’s house upon Matthew Maule’s land, a spring
that formerly offered the sweetest water turns sour—altered, it is
suggested, not by nature but by the wickedness that has taken
place. It has been, ever since Maule’s death, “productive of in-
testinal mischief to those who quench their thirst there.”

It is a theatrical moment. Indeed, among the events of the
novel there are many moments of theatricality. The characters too
are sometimes theatrical enough that it is tempting to read them
with more than a touch of allegory, in this Romance in which
human vice and virtue hold their long-standing contest. It is no
great surprise that Pilgrim’s Progress was one of Hawthorne’s fa-
vorite books.

Hepzibah Pyncheon is such a paragon of fortitude and loy-
alty that she could represent in our minds these attributes alone,
save for the exquisite and telling details drawn by Hawthorne to
help us see and feel this steadfast life: Miss Hepzibah Pyncheon
steps “into the dusky, time-darkened passage; a tall figure, clad in
black silk, with a long and shrunken waist, feeling her way toward
the stairs like a near-sighted person, as in truth she is.” Poor, sen-
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sitive, white-haired Clifford Pyncheon, whose life has been ran-
sacked and who can hardly speak above a whisper, astonishes us
suddenly by his brief excitations. First he attempts to leap from a
window in order to join the gathering of people below, a symbolic
as well as a perilous act; later, setting the whole house ajar, he cries
aloud, “I want my happiness! … I want my happiness!”—every
man’s natural, though it be an impossible, desire.

The young Phoebe is all quickness and delight; she is any-
thing but odd, peculiar, extraordinary. She alone is not past-pos-
sessed. “Phoebe, and the fire that boiled the teakettle, were
equally bright, cheerful, and efficient, in their respective offices,”
writes Hawthorne. She is the unfettered future or, at least, its pos-
sibility. Holgrave is also of the future. He is patient and skillful,
he is modern and savvy. Nowhere in The House of the Seven Gables
is nature itself, in its uncombed and original state, of consequence
to the ongoing drama; this is a book totally about the nature of
man. Holgrave labors to restore the neglected gardens in back of
the great house. He also takes photographs and, it is made clear
that his skill, not merely the sunlight, is in this labor the essential
and defining agent.

Judge Pyncheon, descendant of the old colonel, is, as we
might expect, well dressed, well fed, well housed, well fawned
upon; he struts when he walks, he gleams when he perspires,
when he travels about the town holding in his breast a secret that
has for years broadcast wreckage over other lives. Again and again
it is Hawthorne’s word for him: he is an “iron-hearted” man.

Eventually Judge Pyncheon will return to the old black
house. Culmination is part of theater, and it is necessary to
Hawthorne’s ultimate intimation: moral error may be chastened,
and upon the ashes of its awful cost, the future may be wrestled
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from the past. Such freedom, to go forward without moral cul-
pability or moral injury, is what The House of the Seven Gables
seeks and, insofar as it is humanly possible, finds, with time,
courage, and the assistance of the great elf Death. When the judge
returns to the house we sense that something terrible will be laid
to rest, at last.

The House of the Seven Gables is a moral tale, and moral tales
as we know have a tendency to be tedious. Piety is not much of a
spice. But Hawthorne created, in Hepzibah and Clifford espe-
cially, characters so worn and odd, yet so firm, that we dare not
mock their oddness lest in doing so we insult their decency. At
the same time, along with the vanity and prosperity of Judge Pyn-
cheon we must consider the misfortune of his inheritance, and
the continuance of that misfortune. In the higher order of
things—and all great books are about such elevation—it is the
powerful, wealthy judge who is the shivering outcast, from fam-
ily, from friendship, from love, and from true labor, all the things
that make life round and shining. Imagine thinking money and
dinner, malice and self-importance, all day long! “Unless you
have lived a moral life you have lived no life at all,” said
Hawthorne’s old friend Emerson. Hawthorne certainly would
have agreed. And thus we see the judge not only as wicked but
also as pathetic, absent, unalive: And we come to see Hepzibah
and Clifford, those sufferers, for what they are. They have crossed
the desert; they have reached the pole; they have flown to the
moon! They are moral. They are heroic.

There is at the end of the book no going back, no retrieval
but only, finally, settlement and release. What is attained is the
one possible gift—the chance to begin anew, with youth and love,
with hope and honor. One wishes for more. But evil has, like
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everything else, a past tense that cannot be erased. Wickedness,
we see—but the Judge does not—is not simply an action against,
it is a ravishment of, other lives. At its heart, the story of The
House of the Seven Gables is about the sweetness of moral order,
and the sourness—the terrible and prolonged bitterness—of its
lack.


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      

Dust
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Prose Poem: Are You Okay?

A small spider had crawled into the keyhole of the door.
I fetched it out, carefully, and put it in my 
window with a bit of leaf, where she—if it was she—
could catch the wind’s not-so-soft talk, and plan the rest
of her life.

For a long time she was motionless. Or so it seemed, for I
don’t know what adventures she might have risked in the
night. Nor do I know whether, in the day hours, she was
unable to move, or waiting for something to happen, or,
simply, asleep.

She finally grew a small bottle-body, and ran a few
strands up and down the screen. And then, one morning,
she was gone.

It’s a hot and dusty world. Glimmering, and dangerous.
Once a little jumping spider, on a porch railing, came to
my hand, and stood up on its back legs and stared, with
exquisite green eyes, into my face. You can say that it 
wasn’t so; it was so. This was on a warm summer day. A
few sailboats were gliding around the harbor that
stretches out and becomes the ocean, and who knows
where the world ends. Good luck, little spider of the 
keyhole. Live as long as you can.


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Poem: Softest of Mornings

Softest of mornings, hello.
And what will you do today, I wonder,

to my heart?
And how much honey can the heart stand, I wonder,

before it must break?

This is trivial, or nothing: a snail
climbing a trellis of leaves

and the blue trumpets of its flowers.

No doubt clocks are ticking loudly
all over the world.

I don’t hear them. The snail’s pale horns
extend and wave this way and that

as her finger-body shuffles forward, leaving behind
the silvery path of her slime.

Oh, softest of mornings, how shall I break this?
How shall I move away from the snail, and the flowers?
How shall I go on, with my introspective and ambitious life?


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Dust

.

M.   everything. There is not an envelope, with its
singular name, address (best if written by-hand), postmark, and
stamp that she would not keep, though the envelope be empty.
To M. its emptiness does not reduce the envelope to irrelevance.
Of course she would rather there be something inside—a letter!
or, oh lovely chance, a photograph!—but even without these trea-
sures and pleasures the envelope is a part of the mystery to be
cherished. What was it the envelope held, to whom was it sent
and why, and what did it matter? M. is both a sleuth and a shep-
herd. She would know all stories that are gone now, dispersed to
the wind, to the ages, through layers of uncaring, lost in pigeon-
holes in the backs of abandoned desks, or the files of defunct in-
stitutions, or the sagging brown boxes in yard sales in summer, in
distant towns, bought at last for a dollar or a song, and put into
someone’s car and driven off, or—unsold at the end of the long
warm day—carried up the stairs and put back, for another sea-
son, under the eaves of the old barn. From none of this can M.
back away, or remain indifferent. And, not letters only but
things—old clothes, hats, mirrors with a streak of tarnish, books
so old and dry they have summoned toward themselves every
possible blot of moisture, so that they are swollen and unshut-
table now forever, though they have become dry as bone again.


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Things! Chiffon, and lace, and bruised velvet. Shoes, with tiny
buttons along the sides. And photographs, the unnameable faces
gazing out, everything to say and no way, no way ever again, to
be heard.

.

It is five o’clock or maybe earlier on a winter morning when I
come down the stairs. The sky is black, but not for long. I make
coffee and walk from window to window, lifting the shades,
watching the pink, tangerine, apricot, lavender light dart and sail
along the eastern horizon, then climb like a mist and tremble
there, on the inner curve of the darkness. The intimacy of the
universe! The colors float down into the water, everything turns
blue. Black ducks are dabbling near the rocks. Even now, in win-
ter, many of them remain together in affectionate pairs. Flocks of
brant move by, those elegant, small geese. The light grows
stronger, whiter, the pinks and rouges fade as the sun hesitates,
then leaps from the water. Gulls are already in the air.

In spring these sunrises will continue, beyond the blue iris
and the pink mallow of the garden. Laughing gulls will fly by the
house, with the black faces of spring. Black-bellied plovers feed
along the shallows. In April, humpbacked whales sometimes
swim into the harbor, tossing as they move their huge bodies for-
ward. Dolphins come too, leaping through the waves.

Surf scoters come near the house, and the common eider
and the gentle-eyed old squaw. A red-throated loon appears one
morning just in front of the house; like a small torpedo it dashes
down through the clear water.


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In the summer common terns and least terns gather in the
afternoon to feed, dropping, and dropping, and dropping again
into the waves. The wings of each one are like two white petals
on the rise; they give a quick shake to shed water, a break in the
rhythm of the bird ascending.

Of course there are storms too, when the whole house rocks
and the waves upbeat on the underside of the deck-boards, and
sometimes win, and the wind sizzles, and you had better be on
the ocean’s side then, or you would be afraid.

In late summer, one or two small dogfish often swam near
us. And, once, a pair of swans.

Then the summer would pass, and the long fall, and winter
would swell around us again, and we would breathe deep and
slow as we did our work in this crooked old seaside house that,
for a little while, was ours.

.

For the first time in twenty-five years there is no small footstool
next to the bed, on which to break one’s toes. The little dogs, first
Jasper and then Bear, are gone. How neatening is loss, since it
only takes away! One less mouth to feed, to walk, to bathe, to
hold. One less sentient creature to cherish, to worry over, to feel
for, to receive comfort from. And where is he, little Bear, the lat-
est to leave us? We watch the white clouds carefully; sooner or
later we will see him, sailing away in careless and beautiful seren-
ity. Of what rich and ornate stuff the powerful and uncontainable
gods invented the world, out of the rampant dust! The silky
brant, the scarf of chiffon, the letter, the empty envelope, the
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black ducks, the old shoes, the little white dog fall away, fall away,
and all the music of our lives is in them. The gods act as they act
for what purpose we do not know, but this we do understand: the
world could not be made without the swirl and whirlwind of our
deepest attention and our cherishing. And if I mean the god of
the sky, I mean also the god of the river—not only the god of the
gold-speckled cathedral but the lord of the green field, where peo-
ple pause casually and snap each other’s picture; where thrushes
release their darkling songs; where little dogs bark and leap, their
ears tossing, joyously, as they run toward us.


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Sand Dabs, Seven*

There is no pencil in the world that doesn’t have the ability to
strike out as well as to instigate. It’s best to write, to begin with,
generously.

�

If tone is wrong, nothing is right. 

�

Lassitude in the heart puts lassitude on the page.

�

The sun has a working schedule, and the snow, and the birds, and
every green leaf. Perhaps you should have one too?

�

No matter how cunning the sentence, it is impossible to hide
pique.

�

Some writing should be set aside and forgotten. Maybe it needed
more salt and pepper. Or, maybe, less.

�

Too many words, even the right words, can kill the poem.

�

Sometimes you will feel, like nothing else, the sweet, electric
drowse of creation.

�



*The first six “Sand Dabs” are in the previous books Blue Pastures, West
Wind, and Winter Hours. The sand dab is a small, bony, not very significant but
well-put-together fish.
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But sometimes you must bear the failure of labor to its antici-
pated result.

�

Plain as a needle a poem may be, or opulent as the shell of the
channeled whelk, or the face of the lily, it matters not; it is a cer-
emony of words, a story, a prayer, an invitation, a flow of words
that reaches out and, hopefully, without being real in the way that
the least incident is real, is able to stir in the reader a real response.

�

Above all, take a chance. Sing, like blood going down the vein.


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Poem: The Morning Walk

There are a lot of words meaning thanks.
Some you can only whisper.
Others you can only sing.
The pewee whistles instead.
The snake turns in circles,
the beaver slaps his tail
on the surface of the pond.
The deer in the pinewoods stamps his hoof.
Goldfinches shine as they float through the air.
A person, sometimes, will hum a little Mahler.
Or put arms around old oak tree.
Or take out lovely pencil and notebook to find a few
touching, kissing words.


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Sand Dabs, Eight

The sharp-edged, glittering tens, the hours with locks on them;
the hard twenties; the easing thirties; the fretful forties; the fifties,
occasional hours of hope and promise, holding on. Now, the six-
ties.

�

And I would like to be simple and devout, like the oak tree.

�

And to tell the truth, sometimes I would like to be able to bark
like a dog, to whistle like the meadowlark, to play a little banjo,
like the frog in the summer pond.

�

Said M. in her sleep, “I want more money.” Or was it, “I want
more honey”?

�

The ants rush toward sweetness. I take away the melon, but first
I spill a little melon juice on the counter.

�

Writing is only writing. The accomplishments of courage and
tenderness are not to be measured by paragraphs.

�

I said to the grasshopper bounding along the road—how 
excellent you are at what you do!

�

The snapping turtle wore the most horrifying face I have ever
seen, yet she seemed to be enjoying the warmth of the sun, as
thoroughly as the household cat.

�


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Twice in my life, not once, I have heard the wild wood duck call
her hatchlings down from the tree nest. God is lavish.

�

The fur behind the mouse’s ear stuns the finger with its softness.

�

When in the distance the town clock tapped out its brief news—
Ah, three o’clock, I thought involuntarily, and felt one or two
grains of my spirit die.

�

Today I saw the veery, up in the shadows, twirling his harp-whis-
tle.

�

What would it be like to live one whole day as a Ruskin sentence,
wandering like a creek with little comma bridges?


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Comfort

I   in the night and heard the rain. No more sleep then, at
least for a while, so wholeheartedly did I lie and listen. For doesn’t
the rain descend to us importantly? What have we, in the whole
theater of our inventiveness—all five continents of it—so won-
derful as this machinery of the wild world: water, falling out of
the sky! The wheat and the lilies grow, or don’t grow, depending
on it. In autumn the trees fairly blind us with their color if the
year’s rain has been generous. The ponds freshen, or dry to a mere
succulence—marshlands or even deserts—if rain has not come
richly enough, or if it has come not at all.

I listened deeply; I also listened convivially. For the rain has
a voice particular to the site it visits, and the way it touches the
surface of the harbor here, and the undulations of sand, and the
bayberries, is different from the lusher sounds of lowland rain or
even cornfield rain. How thoroughly I have memorized the sound
of that presence here, on this narrow cape, from years of rain-
walk. I could lie in the dark anywhere, and hear it, and know
whether or not I am home. I could walk in the night and tell you
whether it was falling on the glossy shoulders of Little Sister
Pond, or darkly and briskly on the longer fetch of Hatches Har-
bor.

And then, thinking of those bodies of water, I go mind-


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roaming. I could name a hundred events, hours, creatures, that
have filled me with delight, and fructifying praise. Experience! 
experience!—with the rain, and the trees, and all their kindred—
has brought me a comfort and a modesty and a devotion to 
inclusiveness that I would not give up for all the gold in all the
mountains of the world. This I knew, as I grew from simple de-
light toward thought and into conviction: such beauty as the
earth offers must hold great meaning. So I began to consider the
world as emblematic as well as real, and saw that it was—that
shining word—virtuous. That it offers us, as surely as the wheat
and the lilies grow, the dream of virtue.

I think of this every day. I think of it when I meet the tur-
tle with its patient green face, or hear the hawk’s tin-tongued skit-
tering cry, or watch the otters at play in the pond. I am blood and
bone however that happened, but I am convictions of my singu-
lar experience and my own thought, and they are made greatly of
the hours of the earth, rough or smooth, but never less than inti-
mate, poetic, dreamy, adamant, ferocious, loving, life-shaping.

Toward morning the rain slowed. I dressed and hurried out
into the world.


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Sand Dabs, Nine

The goose has finished laying her eggs. Of her exquisite dozen,
the snapping turtle wants its share.

�

The owl is peaceful, until he is hungry.
�

Can you hear the voices of the ferns up-pushing, the little whip-
pets of fresh air running through the trees?

�

The energy of attempt is greater than the surety of stasis. 
�

Responsibility has tamed the phoebe.
�

All the eighth notes Mozart didn’t have time to use before he en-
tered the cloudburst, he gave to the wren.

�

Behind the glimmering cheerfulness of Bach there hangs a black
thread.

�

The owl’s face is like a feathered plate. Or, maybe, a judge.
�

No gift greater than ecstasy, unless it’s patience.
�

The brawn, the silence, the thick crown of the black oak compose
a life that is not to be despised.

�

In nature what looks like ornamentation is always of the greatest
utility.

�

You too can be carved anew by the details of your devotions.


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Home

A  lucent correspondence has served me, all my life, in
the ongoing search for my deepest thoughts and feelings. It is the
relationship of my own mind to landscape, to the physical
world—especially to that part of it with which, over the years, I
have (and not casually) become intimate. It is no great piece of
furniture in the universe—no Niagara, or rainforest, or Sahara.
Yet it is beautiful, and it ripples in the weathers as lively as any
outpouring from the Great Lakes.

In its minor turns, and tinsels, and daily changes, this land-
scape seems actually intent on providing pleasure, as indeed it
does; in its constancy, its inexorable obedience to laws I cannot be-
gin to imagine much less understand, it is still a richer compan-
ion—steady commentary against my own lesser moods—my
flightiness, my indifferences, my mind and heart absences.

I mean, by such flightiness, something that feels unsatisfied
at the center of my life—that makes me shaky, fickle, inquisitive,
and hungry. I could call it a longing for home and not be far
wrong. Or I could call it a longing for whatever supersedes, if it
cannot pass through, understanding. Other words that come to
mind: faith, grace, rest. In my outward appearance and life habits
I hardly change—there’s never been a day that my friends haven’t
been able to say, and at a distance, “There’s Oliver, still standing
around in the weeds. There she is, still scribbling in her note-


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book.” But, at the center: I am shaking; I am flashing like tinsel.
Restless, I read about ideas. Yet I let them remain ideas. I read
about the poet who threw his books away, the better to come to
a spiritual completion. Yet I keep my books. I flutter; I am atten-
tive, maybe I even rise a little, balancing; then I fall back.

I don’t however despair at such failures! I know I am sister
to the dreamy-hearted dog who thinks only small thoughts; and
to the green tree who thinks, perhaps, no thoughts at all, as well
as to Rumi, and St. Francis. No, I don’t mind the failures so long
as I am still striving.

Which I am, and in this way. Daily I walk out across my
landscape, the same fields, the same woods, and the same pale
beaches; I stand beside the same blue and festive sea where the in-
visible winds, on late summer afternoons, are wound into huge,
tense coils, and the waves put on their white feathers and begin
to leap shoreward, to their last screaming and throbbing landfall.
Times beyond remembering I have seen such moments: summer
falling to fall, to be followed by what will follow: winter again:
count on it. Opulent and ornate world, because at its root, and
its axis, and its ocean bed, it swings through the universe quietly
and certainly. It is: fun, and familiar, and healthful, and unbeliev-
ably refreshing, and lovely. And it is the theater of the spiritual; it
is the multiform utterly obedient to a mystery.

And here I build a platform, and live upon it, and think my
thoughts, and aim high. To rise, I must have a field to rise from.
To deepen, I must have a bedrock from which to descend. The
constancy of the physical world, under its green and blue dyes,
draws me toward a better, richer self, call it elevation (there is
hardly an adequate word), where I might ascend a little—where
a gloss of spirit would mirror itself in worldly action. I don’t mean



Oliver Long Life rev pp  1/16/04  2:33 PM  Page 90



just mild goodness. I mean feistiness too, the fires of human en-
ergy stoked; I mean a gladness vivacious enough to disarrange the
sorrows of the world into something better. I mean whatever real
rejoicing can do! We all know how brassy and wonderful it is to
come into some new understanding. Imagine what it would be
like, to lounge on the high ledge of submission and pure wonder.
Nature, all around us, is our manifest exemplar. Not from the fox,
or the leaf, or the drop of rain will you ever hear doubt or argu-
ment.

People say to me: wouldn’t you like to see Yosemite? The Bay
of Fundy? The Brooks Range? I smile and answer, “Oh yes—
sometime,” and go off to my woods, my ponds, my sun-filled
harbor, no more than a blue comma on the map of the world but,
to me, the emblem of everything. It is the intimate, never the
general, that is teacherly. The idea of love is not love. The idea of
ocean is neither salt nor sand; the face of the seal cannot rise from
the idea to stare at you, to astound your heart. Time must grow
thick and merry with incident, before thought can begin.

It is one of the perils of our so-called civilized age that we do
not yet acknowledge enough, or cherish enough, this connection
between soul and landscape—between our own best possibilities,
and the view from our own windows. We need the world as much
as it needs us, and we need it in privacy, intimacy, and surety. We
need the field from which the lark rises—bird that is more than
itself, that is the voice of the universe: vigorous, godly joy. With-
out the physical world such hope is: hacked off. Is: dried up.
Without wilderness no fish could leap and flash, no deer could
bound soft as eternal waters over the field; no bird could open its
wings and become buoyant, adventurous, valorous beyond even
the plan of nature. Nor could we.


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Poem: Summer Night

The night is so long, its pages are so slow.
Who can read it?
Who can guess the final chapter,
or the afterword?

Moonlight is another story, of lovers mostly.
And starlight still another, of the heaven
we hope for in the haze of the heavens.

And there are little musics, sometimes,
as though the mockingbird, also, can’t sleep.

If I step outside
I smell the grass, or the rain.
Or that purse of honey, another one awake—

the blue iris, so straight, so sweet-lipped.
Soft and alone in the dark.


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Poem: Carrying the Snake to the Garden

In the cellar
was the smallest snake
I have ever seen.
It coiled itself
in a corner
and watched me
with eyes
like two little stars
set into coal,
and a tail
that quivered.
One step
of my foot
and it fled
like a running shoelace,
but a scoop of the wrist
and I had it
in my hand.
I was sorry
for the fear,
so I hurried
upstairs and out the kitchen door
to the warm grass
and the sunlight
and the garden.
It turned and turned
in my hand
but when I put it down
it didn’t move.
I thought
it was going to flow


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up my leg
and into my pocket.
I thought, for a moment,
as it lifted its face,
it was going to sing.

And then it was gone.


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Poem: By the Wild-Haired Corn

I don’t know
if the sunflowers
are angels always,
but surely sometimes.

Who, even in heaven,
wouldn’t want to wear,
for awhile,
such a seed-face

and brave spine,
a coat of leaves
with so many pockets—
and who wouldn’t want

to stand, for a summer day,
in the hot fields,
in the lonely country
of the wild-haired corn?

This much I know,
when I see the bright
stars of their faces,
when I’m strolling nearby,

I grow soft in my speech,
and soft in my thoughts,
and I remember how everything will be everything else,
by and by.


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Where I Live

N   the earth begins to desire rest. And in the
weeks of autumn especially it shows its disposition to calm, to
what feels like a stasis, a pause. The ocean retains its warmth,
while high, white cloud-boats ride out of the west. Now the birds
of the woods are often quiet, but on the shore the migrating
sanderlings and plovers are many and vocal, rafts of terns with the
year’s young among them come with the incoming tides, and
plunge into the waves, and rise with silver leaves in their beaks.
One can almost see the pulsing of their hearts, vigorous and tiny
in the trim of white feathers. Where I live, on the harbor edge of
the Cape’s last town, perfect strangers walking along the beach
turn and say to each other, without embarrassment or hesitation:
isn’t it beautiful!

Indeed it is. We are gifted wherever we look—the asters, the
goldenrod along the highways have taken heaven’s light, and dyed
themselves with it, and so left us amid endless decoration. The
first Eastham turnips—only as big as baseballs, but they will be
larger in a few weeks—are sweet as honey. See them, piled on
farm stands at the edge of the roads. And both the harbor-side
and back-shore waves, brisk so long in the spring and summer,
come now to shore like waves half-asleep. In the woods, the buck
I have seen all summer in his red coat has gone to market and ex-
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changed it for a plain brown one, warmer, for the coming
months. Did I not see him also last year? And the year before?
Suddenly it crosses the mind—the here and the now are, at the
same time, the everywhere, and the forever.

I was born and raised far inland, but no matter. In the sixties I
first saw Provincetown and declared myself a citizen who, how-
ever long I might live, would look every day into the sea’s blue ex-
panse. Now I have come to my forty-third year in this town. For
all towns it has been a difficult and painful year. Yet the apples are
crisp and firm, in the pinewoods where I walk every morning the
mushrooms are plentiful, and creatively placed among the shin-
ing needles. I pick them and store them; all winter they feed us.
Also cranberries—I mean the wild ones—are many and gleaming
in the curly bogs. On the upper Cape the fields are long and wide,
and stridently red, and cranberrying is an important business. For
the gathering, workers use rakes, water, and machinery. In my
own little bog I pick by hand, and with no haste. It is so pleasant
in the afternoon light, what should compel me to hurry away? A
few birds are still with us. The downy woodpecker’s tinsel ribbon
floats from a nearby oak, goldfinches, full of good humor, sing
from a distant part of the sky. If a twig snaps and I raise my head
slowly I will likely be looking into the gray eyes of the coyote who
also, and as earnestly as I, is looking for his livelihood in this leafy
place.

�

Somewhere among the wonderful writings of H. V. Morton is the
thought—I don’t remember the exact wording—that it is diffi-
cult, indeed impossible, to reconcile landscape, its grandeur and
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its serenity, with history. Morton wrote this while traveling in
Italy, where he found that country’s natural beauty perpetually
before him, and where there is plenty of history. But it is true
everywhere, and even here on this silky fringe of land only a few
thousand years old, for life is as much in the mind as in the eye,
and no grievous event therefore is blotted out by distance. But I
think we do better than most places. There is a tradition on the
Cape, and in my town especially, of patience, and openness to
change. There is plenty of attachment to the past, and voices can
flare over the destruction of an old building or the reorientation
of roads, or the cutting down of trees, but at the end there ap-
pears a willingness to go forward, to accept the differences that
must be, without collision.

We know there are more people coming, every year, to our
personal paradise. No one, however, has yet suggested we close
the bridge. And not only because of the commercial gain realized
from tourism, but, I think, out of a sense of fairness—what we
have in plenty, and all year, surely should be available to everyone,
at least for a while. Moreover, there is always the hope and the
chance that the astonishing natural beauty here will open the
heart, of both tourist and resident, to a new striving after virtue;
such immutable suggestive power the natural world has always
had, and offers to each of us. And certainly this experience be-
longs to everyone, along with all the other experiences of the
Cape—its art, its history, its commerce, its good food, its fun and
fevers, its rambunctiousness. Here are the ocean and wild dunes,
here is downtown, here is my own bird-voiced cranberry bog. So
the effort goes on—to accommodate more people, yet to keep the
reasons they want to come here intact.

Autumn lasts only a few weeks, easing in brightly colored,


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then darkening, like the ponds back of town. The terns are gone.
The white peaks and coils of the back-shore waves, waking again,
make their rousing suggestions of a colder and harder time on the
way. Now restaurants forget their icy desserts and begin to elabo-
rate the chowders, the baked beans, the hot cider. How many
people have found some memorable experience and pleasure
here, from the broad reach of dune and marshland, from the hills
of Truro, from the sea sparkle?

�

One fall day I come home from the woods and drive downtown
to pick up the mail. A town crew are removing the No Parking
signs, some of the men with familiar voices and faces, the sons of
Provincetown people I knew forty years ago. Then the truck
moves on. It is late afternoon, just a glimmer of the softest, qui-
etest darkness in the air. When I descend the post office steps I
can feel, even here, a little sand under my shoes. And the long
street, stringing west and east past so many shop windows, restau-
rant doors, pots of flowers, houses unchanged from a hundred
years ago or standing in their renewed finery, is, for a moment,
empty.


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Poem: Waking on a Summer Morning

Water
skidding down platforms of stone
ten miles
nothing to talk to but ferns

in the deep water
the eye of a trout
under a shelf of stone
not moving

no one will ever sully the water
the ferns will go on sleeping and dreaming
no one will ever find the trout
for a thousand years he may lie there, gleaming.


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Prose Poem: One Winter Day

Today the floes came. They made their stately 
approach with the incoming tide, in no hurry
but as if destined. The tide fell and they were left
like dropped clouds along the beach. Little boys
clambered onto them, as though they were white
ships that could carry them out to sea. The gulls
and the eiders also seemed to feel they were here
for entertainment, and chose to rest upon this or
that shining pinnacle. Those still in water were
no more than islands, but when left on shore
they revealed themselves entirely, huge, and as
gorgeously shaped as sculpture, both inspired
and fortunate. A blue light glowed from their
crevices. They might have been souls.


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             

Some of the writings in Long Life have previously appeared in
magazines or books, as follows. My thanks to all editors.

“Flow”—Shenandoah
“Dog Talk”—Seneca Review
“The Perfect Days”—Appalachia
“Waste Land: An Elegy”—Orion

“ Emerson: An Introduction,” “Hawthorne’s Mosses from an Old
Manse,” and “The House of the Seven Gables” were written as
introductions for the Modern Library Classics series pub-
lished by Random House. All three of these volumes have
been published.

“Are You Okay?”—Five Points
“Dust”—Shenandoah. Dust also appeared in The Best American

Essays, , series editor Robert Atwan.

“The Morning Walk”—Appalachia
“Comfort”—Onearth
“Home”—Aperture
“Where I Live”—Boston Magazine
“Waking on a Summer Morning”—Onearth
“Softest of Mornings”—Cape Cod Voice
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