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A Note of Introduction 

Professor Lysander Morley was born in Providence, Rhode Island 
in the year 1877 and taught at Brown University from 1910 until his 
presumed death in 1935. He lectured on anthropology and, based 
on his extensive fieldwork, was an authority on language patterns 
among certain people in parts of eastern Africa and South America.  
He has had an above-average influence on historians and linguists 
who have succeeded him, particularly for his papers on social hi-
erarchies and culture from the perspective of language and also for 
documenting the human trait of fear and how it plays a role in shap-
ing a civilization.

Morley traveled to what would have been the ends of the earth 
in the cause of his research and, as he wrote, he “saw or set foot on 
every continent.” Early in his career he wrote that he was “…per-
fectly at home in every deep and untouched recess of the natural 
world.”1 From what can be discerned, just to Africa he travelled no 
fewer than five times.

1 He wrote this as part a letter wherein he assured his contact that he did not mind 
travelling in the least. This was around 1905, and he did not always sustain such 
optimism thereafter.
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throughout, but those will be discussed elsewhere. On many pages 
there are his hurried notes scribbled in the margins; between the 
pages we have also found some pictures, folded letters and other 
records.

The professor had included Consequence with his other belong-
ings when he sent them home from afar.  He was concluding his 
work in present-day Tanzania and sent a parcel and a letter ahead of 
him to his friend back in Providence. The letter asked if his contact 
might “Please safeguard (the book)…until I hopefully follow closely 
behind.” Unfortunately, he was not heard from again after that cor-
respondence. 

For as much as Morley liked his Odyssey, he also enjoyed the 
comparatively modern tales of the horrific, the gothic, and the grim. 
In fact, those stories’ margins are no less filled than anywhere else in 
the whole of the book. We have assembled here for you in this book 
a specific group of them that were his “best-loved” in hopes that you 
will also enjoy them as much as he did. 

Well, maybe not quite that much. 
Signed,

The Editors
Michael Pierce and Talia Santopadre

Obviously in his day the effort of extended travel was a much 
more involved and pronounced labor than we may now think of it. 
Owing to the need of travelling relatively lightly, his wife, Abigail 
Morley, had especially commissioned for him an extensive antholo-
gy containing works he most often and most passionately read. This 
was probably a faint memento of his own personal library, but no 
doubt would have been very entertaining, useful and comforting if 
that were the one volume he towed for pleasure. She titled the col-
lection Works of Consequence and presented it to her betrothed as a 
wedding present in the year 1911 as recorded in that gift’s dedication. 
By the sheerest and most fortunate stroke of luck, Talia and I, col-
lectors in our own right, came to possess this truly unique volume.

The book itself is badly worn from much use and, sadly, some 
few pages of its ultra thin stock paper are already lost, while others 
barely cling to the cracked and crumbling binding. Its brown leather 
cover is peeling and one must take careful precautions to not further 
damage it. The calloused spine, some two and a half inches wide 
is creased and heavily faded. Despite the overall condition, the in-
side has a beautiful marbled endsheets with overlapping swirls of 
the most vibrant purples, greens and blues. The edges of all the re-
maining pages are handsomely gilt, though they are not as brilliant 
as they must once have been given their age and the likely exposure 
they must have endured. 

Its eclectic content pulls from across all ages of literacy and 
stretches over the various genres that would be expected for such 
a man to read for introspection and leisure. There are, for example, 
Biblical excerpts, notably the works of Solomon. Koranic passages 
follow, along with what we believe to be Buddhist text. Other reli-
gious writings from beliefs not half so famous, and in some cases 
now extinct, can also be seen. Portions of Homer’s epics, and other 
such classics are reliably included as well as healthy amounts of 
other poems, plays, stories and other incarnations of the human ex-
perience extending up through what would have been his own mo-
dernity. Other texts perhaps not so familiar to many are scattered 
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Dear H.L., 

My story starts long before whenever you are reading this, but it is not 
of much importance—not enough to waste time on. As you know, I am a 
Professor at Brown University and I fear they have found out more about 
me than intended. You see, I’ve been studying in Tanzania for the past few 
months, and I can’t seem to shake this feeling that someone is watching 
me. Always watching. Watching until I feel I am about to break under the 
pressure of their eyes. I’ve felt this way for a long while. Longer than I care 
to admit and you see, H, I think they are on to me. Wildly and profoundly 
they are watching. I’m unsure if I should return from Tanzania at this 
time, or wait a while longer, but please. Keep these letters close to you. I 
may need them.

As you know from our meeting before I departed, my dear, dear Abi-
gail gave me a gift on our wedding day. What I came to possess that day 
was a book, though not just any book, but a volume of stories crafted only 
for me. H, this book, has it all. From my favorite Bible passages to works 
of fantastic horror. Incredible how wonderful she is, my wife, though the 
book is something of a second love. Also collected here are my best-loved 
stories—the stories I’ve read so many times the pages are falling from 
the books that hold them. I suppose that is why she had them reprinted 
here. She knows me better than anyone H, even you. But I’m sure you are 
wondering, I would be, if I were you—what makes them this way? What 

January 17, 1935
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FOUND AMONG THE PAPERS OF THE LATE DIEDRICH 
KNICKERBOCKER.

 A pleasing land of drowsy head it was,
            Of dreams that wave before the half-shut eye;
         And of gay castles in the clouds that pass,
            Forever flushing round a summer sky.
                                         -CASTLE OF INDOLENCE.

In the bosom of one of those spacious coves which indent the east-
ern shore of the Hudson, at that broad expansion of the river de-
nominated by the ancient Dutch navigators the Tappan Zee, and 
where they always prudently shortened sail and implored the pro-
tection of St. Nicholas when they crossed, there lies a small mar-
ket town or rural port, which by some is called Greensburgh, but 
which is more generally and properly known by the name of Tarry 
Town. This name was given, we are told, in former days, by the good 
housewives of the adjacent country, from the inveterate propensity 

Washington Irving

The Legend of Sleepy Hollow

draws me back again and again? 
A good question, and one I have pondered over since my first time 

reading these stories we consider horrific. The best answer I can provide, 
is that, maybe fiction isn’t as made up as we all thought. Maybe, these 
stories hold information that is more than meets the eye. I love stories of 
horror more than most as you know, as our friendship seemingly rests 
upon the shoulders of horror itself. As of late, however, I have become 
quite fond of the ones that grace these pages for the very being of the truth 
they may hold. I thought for a long time that stories couldn’t be more than 
just stories, but as of late, my views are beginning to change. 

My darling wife, my bride, my love, I hear her call to me still, you see. 
I know you are thinking I’m mad, but I promise you I can’t be mad. But 
to me still she calls. She was the most angelic human, who loved me more 
than I deserved. 

I know, you must think me mad, but again I know I must assure you, I 
am not such. For now, what you need to know is simple. You need to trust 
me, or the mysteries we are talking about will never unfold before you. 

I have been studying literature for a long time and you know of my 
fondness for all writings. But the idea that some stories are only stories 
has never sat right with me. Fiction is more than just that. I know it. I’ve 
seen it. There’s truth in these words and I need to tell someone.  

H, I fear you are the only one who will ever understand...

Yours truly, 
- L.M.



16 17

The Legend of Sleepy Hollow Washington Irving

superstitions; stars shoot and meteors glare oftener across the valley 
than in any other part of the country, and the nightmare, with her 
whole ninefold, seems to make it the favorite scene of her gambols.

The dominant spirit, however, that haunts this enchanted region, 
and seems to be commander-in-chief of all the powers of the air, is 
the apparition of a figure on horseback, without a head. It is said 
by some to be the ghost of a Hessian trooper, whose head had been 
carried away by a cannon-ball, in some nameless battle during the 
Revolutionary War, and who is ever and anon seen by the country 
folk hurrying along in the gloom of night, as if on the wings of the 
wind. His haunts are not confined to the valley, but extend at times 
to the adjacent roads, and especially to the vicinity of a church at 
no great distance. Indeed, certain of the most authentic historians 
of those parts, who have been careful in collecting and collating the 
floating facts concerning this spectre, allege that the body of the 
trooper having been buried in the churchyard, the ghost rides forth 
to the scene of battle in nightly quest of his head, and that the rushing 
speed with which he sometimes passes along the Hollow, like a mid-
night blast, is owing to his being belated, and in a hurry to get back 
to the churchyard before daybreak.

Such is the general purport of this legendary superstition, which 
has furnished materials for many a wild story in that region of shad-
ows; and the spectre is known at all the country firesides, by the 
name of the Headless Horseman of Sleepy Hollow.

It is remarkable that the visionary propensity I have mentioned 
is not confined to the native inhabitants of the valley, but is uncon-
sciously imbibed by every one who resides there for a time. How-
ever wide awake they may have been before they entered that sleepy 
region, they are sure, in a little time, to inhale the witching influence 
of the air, and begin to grow imaginative, to dream dreams, and see 
apparitions.

I mention this peaceful spot with all possible laud, for it is in such 
little retired Dutch valleys, found here and there embosomed in the 
great State of New York, that population, manners, and customs re-

of their husbands to linger about the village tavern on market days. 
Be that as it may, I do not vouch for the fact, but merely advert to it, 
for the sake of being precise and authentic. Not far from this village, 
perhaps about two miles, there is a little valley or rather lap of land 
among high hills, which is one of the quietest places in the whole 
world. A small brook glides through it, with just murmur enough to 
lull one to repose; and the occasional whistle of a quail or tapping of 
a woodpecker is almost the only sound that ever breaks in upon the 
uniform tranquillity.

I recollect that, when a stripling, my first exploit in squir-
rel-shooting was in a grove of tall walnut-trees that shades one side 
of the valley. I had wandered into it at noontime, when all nature is 
peculiarly quiet, and was startled by the roar of my own gun, as it 
broke the Sabbath stillness around and was prolonged and reverber-
ated by the angry echoes. If ever I should wish for a retreat whither 
I might steal from the world and its distractions, and dream quietly 
away the remnant of a troubled life, I know of none more promising 
than this little valley.

From the listless repose of the place, and the peculiar character of 
its inhabitants, who are descendants from the original Dutch settlers, 
this sequestered glen has long been known by the name of SLEEPY 
HOLLOW, and its rustic lads are called the Sleepy Hollow Boys 
throughout all the neighboring country. A drowsy, dreamy influence 
seems to hang over the land, and to pervade the very atmosphere. 
Some say that the place was bewitched by a High German doctor, 
during the early days of the settlement; others, that an old Indian 
chief, the prophet or wizard of his tribe, held his powwows there be-
fore the country was discovered by Master Hendrick Hudson. Cer-
tain it is, the place still continues under the sway of some witching 
power, that holds a spell over the minds of the good people, causing 
them to walk in a continual reverie. They are given to all kinds of 
marvellous beliefs, are subject to trances and visions, and frequently 
see strange sights, and hear music and voices in the air. The whole 
neighborhood abounds with local tales, haunted spots, and twilight 
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Houten, from the mystery of an eelpot. The schoolhouse stood in a 
rather lonely but pleasant situation, just at the foot of a woody hill, 
with a brook running close by, and a formidable birch-tree growing 
at one end of it. From hence the low murmur of his pupils’ voices, 
conning over their lessons, might be heard in a drowsy summer’s 
day, like the hum of a beehive; interrupted now and then by the au-
thoritative voice of the master, in the tone of menace or command, 
or, peradventure, by the appalling sound of the birch, as he urged 
some tardy loiterer along the flowery path of knowledge. Truth to 
say, he was a conscientious man, and ever bore in mind the golden 
maxim, “Spare the rod and spoil the child.” Ichabod Crane’s scholars 
certainly were not spoiled.

I would not have it imagined, however, that he was one of those 
cruel potentates of the school who joy in the smart of their subjects; 
on the contrary, he administered justice with discrimination rather 
than severity; taking the burden off the backs of the weak, and lay-
ing it on those of the strong. Your mere puny stripling, that winced 
at the least flourish of the rod, was passed by with indulgence; but 
the claims of justice were satisfied by inflicting a double portion on 
some little tough wrong-headed, broad-skirted Dutch urchin, who 
sulked and swelled and grew dogged and sullen beneath the birch. 
All this he called “doing his duty by their parents;” and he never 
inflicted a chastisement without following it by the assurance, so 
consolatory to the smarting urchin, that “he would remember it and 
thank him for it the longest day he had to live.”

When school hours were over, he was even the companion and 
playmate of the larger boys; and on holiday afternoons would con-
voy some of the smaller ones home, who happened to have pretty 
sisters, or good housewives for mothers, noted for the comforts of 
the cupboard. Indeed, it behooved him to keep on good terms with 
his pupils. The revenue arising from his school was small, and would 
have been scarcely sufficient to furnish him with daily bread, for he 
was a huge feeder, and, though lank, had the dilating powers of an 
anaconda; but to help out his maintenance, he was, according to 

main fixed, while the great torrent of migration and improvement, 
which is making such incessant changes in other parts of this rest-
less country, sweeps by them unobserved. They are like those little 
nooks of still water, which border a rapid stream, where we may see 
the straw and bubble riding quietly at anchor, or slowly revolving in 
their mimic harbor, undisturbed by the rush of the passing current. 
Though many years have elapsed since I trod the drowsy shades 
of Sleepy Hollow, yet I question whether I should not still find the 
same trees and the same families vegetating in its sheltered bosom.

In this by-place of nature there abode, in a remote period of 
American history, that is to say, some thirty years since, a worthy 
wight of the name of Ichabod Crane, who sojourned, or, as he ex-
pressed it, “tarried,” in Sleepy Hollow, for the purpose of instructing 
the children of the vicinity. He was a native of Connecticut, a State 
which supplies the Union with pioneers for the mind as well as for 
the forest, and sends forth yearly its legions of frontier woodmen 
and country schoolmasters. The cognomen of Crane was not inap-
plicable to his person. He was tall, but exceedingly lank, with narrow 
shoulders, long arms and legs, hands that dangled a mile out of his 
sleeves, feet that might have served for shovels, and his whole frame 
most loosely hung together. His head was small, and flat at top, with 
huge ears, large green glassy eyes, and a long snipe nose, so that it 
looked like a weather-cock perched upon his spindle neck to tell 
which way the wind blew. To see him striding along the profile of 
a hill on a windy day, with his clothes bagging and fluttering about 
him, one might have mistaken him for the genius of famine descend-
ing upon the earth, or some scarecrow eloped from a cornfield.

His schoolhouse was a low building of one large room, rudely 
constructed of logs; the windows partly glazed, and partly patched 
with leaves of old copybooks. It was most ingeniously secured at va-
cant hours, by a withe twisted in the handle of the door, and stakes 
set against the window shutters; so that though a thief might get in 
with perfect ease, he would find some embarrassment in getting 
out,—an idea most probably borrowed by the architect, Yost Van 
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idle, gentlemanlike personage, of vastly superior taste and accom-
plishments to the rough country swains, and, indeed, inferior in 
learning only to the parson. His appearance, therefore, is apt to 
occasion some little stir at the tea-table of a farmhouse, and the 
addition of a supernumerary dish of cakes or sweetmeats, or, perad-
venture, the parade of a silver teapot. Our man of letters, therefore, 
was peculiarly happy in the smiles of all the country damsels. How 
he would figure among them in the churchyard, between services on 
Sundays; gathering grapes for them from the wild vines that overran 
the surrounding trees; reciting for their amusement all the epitaphs 
on the tombstones; or sauntering, with a whole bevy of them, along 
the banks of the adjacent millpond; while the more bashful country 
bumpkins hung sheepishly back, envying his superior elegance and 
address.

From his half-itinerant life, also, he was a kind of travelling ga-
zette, carrying the whole budget of local gossip from house to house, 
so that his appearance was always greeted with satisfaction. He was, 
moreover, esteemed by the women as a man of great erudition, for 
he had read several books quite through, and was a perfect master 
of Cotton Mather’s “History of New England Witchcraft,” in which, 
by the way, he most firmly and potently believed.

He was, in fact, an odd mixture of small shrewdness and simple 
credulity. His appetite for the marvellous, and his powers of digest-
ing it, were equally extraordinary; and both had been increased by 
his residence in this spell-bound region. No tale was too gross or 
monstrous for his capacious swallow. It was often his delight, after 
his school was dismissed in the afternoon, to stretch himself on the 
rich bed of clover bordering the little brook that whimpered by his 
schoolhouse, and there con over old Mather’s direful tales, until the 
gathering dusk of evening made the printed page a mere mist be-
fore his eyes. Then, as he wended his way by swamp and stream 
and awful woodland, to the farmhouse where he happened to be 
quartered, every sound of nature, at that witching hour, fluttered 
his excited imagination,—the moan of the whip-poor-will from the 

country custom in those parts, boarded and lodged at the houses of 
the farmers whose children he instructed. With these he lived suc-
cessively a week at a time, thus going the rounds of the neighbor-
hood, with all his worldly effects tied up in a cotton handkerchief.

That all this might not be too onerous on the purses of his rustic 
patrons, who are apt to consider the costs of schooling a grievous 
burden, and schoolmasters as mere drones, he had various ways of 
rendering himself both useful and agreeable. He assisted the farmers 
occasionally in the lighter labors of their farms, helped to make hay, 
mended the fences, took the horses to water, drove the cows from 
pasture, and cut wood for the winter fire. He laid aside, too, all the 
dominant dignity and absolute sway with which he lorded it in his 
little empire, the school, and became wonderfully gentle and ingrati-
ating. He found favor in the eyes of the mothers by petting the chil-
dren, particularly the youngest; and like the lion bold, which whilom 
so magnanimously the lamb did hold, he would sit with a child on 
one knee, and rock a cradle with his foot for whole hours together.

In addition to his other vocations, he was the singing-master of 
the neighborhood, and picked up many bright shillings by instruct-
ing the young folks in psalmody. It was a matter of no little vanity 
to him on Sundays, to take his station in front of the church gallery, 
with a band of chosen singers; where, in his own mind, he com-
pletely carried away the palm from the parson. Certain it is, his voice 
resounded far above all the rest of the congregation; and there are 
peculiar quavers still to be heard in that church, and which may even 
be heard half a mile off, quite to the opposite side of the millpond, on 
a still Sunday morning, which are said to be legitimately descended 
from the nose of Ichabod Crane. Thus, by divers little makeshifts, in 
that ingenious way which is commonly denominated “by hook and 
by crook,” the worthy pedagogue got on tolerably enough, and was 
thought, by all who understood nothing of the labor of headwork, to 
have a wonderfully easy life of it.

The schoolmaster is generally a man of some importance in the 
female circle of a rural neighborhood; being considered a kind of 
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he appalled by some shrub covered with snow, which, like a sheeted 
spectre, beset his very path! How often did he shrink with curdling 
awe at the sound of his own steps on the frosty crust beneath his 
feet; and dread to look over his shoulder, lest he should behold some 
uncouth being tramping close behind him! And how often was he 
thrown into complete dismay by some rushing blast, howling among 
the trees, in the idea that it was the Galloping Hessian on one of his 
nightly scourings!

All these, however, were mere terrors of the night, phantoms of 
the mind that walk in darkness; and though he had seen many spec-
tres in his time, and been more than once beset by Satan in divers 
shapes, in his lonely perambulations, yet daylight put an end to all 
these evils; and he would have passed a pleasant life of it, in despite 
of the Devil and all his works, if his path had not been crossed by a 
being that causes more perplexity to mortal man than ghosts, gob-
lins, and the whole race of witches put together, and that was—a 
woman.

Among the musical disciples who assembled, one evening in each 
week, to receive his instructions in psalmody, was Katrina Van Tas-
sel, the daughter and only child of a substantial Dutch farmer. She 
was a blooming lass of fresh eighteen; plump as a partridge; ripe and 
melting and rosy-cheeked as one of her father’s peaches, and uni-
versally famed, not merely for her beauty, but her vast expectations. 
She was withal a little of a coquette, as might be perceived even in 
her dress, which was a mixture of ancient and modern fashions, as 
most suited to set off her charms. She wore the ornaments of pure 
yellow gold, which her great-great-grandmother had brought over 
from Saardam; the tempting stomacher of the olden time, and withal 
a provokingly short petticoat, to display the prettiest foot and ankle 
in the country round.

Ichabod Crane had a soft and foolish heart towards the sex; and it 
is not to be wondered at that so tempting a morsel soon found favor 
in his eyes, more especially after he had visited her in her paternal 
mansion. Old Baltus Van Tassel was a perfect picture of a thriving, 

hillside, the boding cry of the tree toad, that harbinger of storm, 
the dreary hooting of the screech owl, or the sudden rustling in the 
thicket of birds frightened from their roost. The fireflies, too, which 
sparkled most vividly in the darkest places, now and then startled 
him, as one of uncommon brightness would stream across his path; 
and if, by chance, a huge blockhead of a beetle came winging his 
blundering flight against him, the poor varlet was ready to give up 
the ghost, with the idea that he was struck with a witch’s token. His 
only resource on such occasions, either to drown thought or drive 
away evil spirits, was to sing psalm tunes and the good people of 
Sleepy Hollow, as they sat by their doors of an evening, were often 
filled with awe at hearing his nasal melody, “in linked sweetness long 
drawn out,” floating from the distant hill, or along the dusky road.

Another of his sources of fearful pleasure was to pass long winter 
evenings with the old Dutch wives, as they sat spinning by the fire, 
with a row of apples roasting and spluttering along the hearth, and 
listen to their marvellous tales of ghosts and goblins, and haunted 
fields, and haunted brooks, and haunted bridges, and haunted 
houses, and particularly of the headless horseman, or Galloping 
Hessian of the Hollow, as they sometimes called him. He would de-
light them equally by his anecdotes of witchcraft, and of the direful 
omens and portentous sights and sounds in the air, which prevailed 
in the earlier times of Connecticut; and would frighten them woe-
fully with speculations upon comets and shooting stars; and with the 
alarming fact that the world did absolutely turn round, and that they 
were half the time topsy-turvy!

But if there was a pleasure in all this, while snugly cuddling in 
the chimney corner of a chamber that was all of a ruddy glow from 
the crackling wood fire, and where, of course, no spectre dared to 
show its face, it was dearly purchased by the terrors of his subse-
quent walk homewards. What fearful shapes and shadows beset 
his path, amidst the dim and ghastly glare of a snowy night! With 
what wistful look did he eye every trembling ray of light streaming 
across the waste fields from some distant window! How often was 
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he pictured to himself every roasting-pig running about with a pud-
ding in his belly, and an apple in his mouth; the pigeons were snugly 
put to bed in a comfortable pie, and tucked in with a coverlet of 
crust; the geese were swimming in their own gravy; and the ducks 
pairing cosily in dishes, like snug married couples, with a decent 
competency of onion sauce. In the porkers he saw carved out the 
future sleek side of bacon, and juicy relishing ham; not a turkey but 
he beheld daintily trussed up, with its gizzard under its wing, and, 
peradventure, a necklace of savory sausages; and even bright chan-
ticleer himself lay sprawling on his back, in a side dish, with uplifted 
claws, as if craving that quarter which his chivalrous spirit disdained 
to ask while living.

As the enraptured Ichabod fancied all this, and as he rolled 
his great green eyes over the fat meadow lands, the rich fields of 
wheat, of rye, of buckwheat, and Indian corn, and the orchards bur-
dened with ruddy fruit, which surrounded the warm tenement of 
Van Tassel, his heart yearned after the damsel who was to inherit 
these domains, and his imagination expanded with the idea, how 
they might be readily turned into cash, and the money invested in 
immense tracts of wild land, and shingle palaces in the wilderness. 
Nay, his busy fancy already realized his hopes, and presented to him 
the blooming Katrina, with a whole family of children, mounted on 
the top of a wagon loaded with household trumpery, with pots and 
kettles dangling beneath; and he beheld himself bestriding a pacing 
mare, with a colt at her heels, setting out for Kentucky, Tennessee,—
or the Lord knows where!

When he entered the house, the conquest of his heart was com-
plete. It was one of those spacious farmhouses, with high-ridged but 
lowly sloping roofs, built in the style handed down from the first 
Dutch settlers; the low projecting eaves forming a piazza along the 
front, capable of being closed up in bad weather. Under this were 
hung flails, harness, various utensils of husbandry, and nets for fish-
ing in the neighboring river. Benches were built along the sides for 
summer use; and a great spinning-wheel at one end, and a churn at 

contented, liberal-hearted farmer. He seldom, it is true, sent either 
his eyes or his thoughts beyond the boundaries of his own farm; but 
within those everything was snug, happy and well-conditioned. He 
was satisfied with his wealth, but not proud of it; and piqued himself 
upon the hearty abundance, rather than the style in which he lived. 
His stronghold was situated on the banks of the Hudson, in one of 
those green, sheltered, fertile nooks in which the Dutch farmers are 
so fond of nestling. A great elm tree spread its broad branches over 
it, at the foot of which bubbled up a spring of the softest and sweet-
est water, in a little well formed of a barrel; and then stole spar-
kling away through the grass, to a neighboring brook, that babbled 
along among alders and dwarf willows. Hard by the farmhouse was 
a vast barn, that might have served for a church; every window 
and crevice of which seemed bursting forth with the treasures of 
the farm; the flail was busily resounding within it from morning to 
night; swallows and martins skimmed twittering about the eaves; 
and rows of pigeons, some with one eye turned up, as if watching 
the weather, some with their heads under their wings or buried in 
their bosoms, and others swelling, and cooing, and bowing about 
their dames, were enjoying the sunshine on the roof. Sleek unwieldy 
porkers were grunting in the repose and abundance of their pens, 
from whence sallied forth, now and then, troops of sucking pigs, as 
if to snuff the air. A stately squadron of snowy geese were riding 
in an adjoining pond, convoying whole fleets of ducks; regiments 
of turkeys were gobbling through the farmyard, and Guinea fowls 
fretting about it, like ill-tempered housewives, with their peevish, 
discontented cry. Before the barn door strutted the gallant cock, 
that pattern of a husband, a warrior and a fine gentleman, clapping 
his burnished wings and crowing in the pride and gladness of his 
heart,—sometimes tearing up the earth with his feet, and then gen-
erously calling his ever-hungry family of wives and children to enjoy 
the rich morsel which he had discovered.

The pedagogue’s mouth watered as he looked upon this sumptu-
ous promise of luxurious winter fare. In his devouring mind’s eye, 
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ready to fly out in the common cause against any new competitor.
Among these, the most formidable was a burly, roaring, royster-

ing blade, of the name of Abraham, or, according to the Dutch abbre-
viation, Brom Van Brunt, the hero of the country round, which rang 
with his feats of strength and hardihood. He was broad-shouldered 
and double-jointed, with short curly black hair, and a bluff but not 
unpleasant countenance, having a mingled air of fun and arrogance. 
From his Herculean frame and great powers of limb he had received 
the nickname of BROM BONES, by which he was universally 
known. He was famed for great knowledge and skill in horseman-
ship, being as dexterous on horseback as a Tartar. He was foremost 
at all races and cock fights; and, with the ascendancy which bodily 
strength always acquires in rustic life, was the umpire in all disputes, 
setting his hat on one side, and giving his decisions with an air and 
tone that admitted of no gainsay or appeal. He was always ready for 
either a fight or a frolic; but had more mischief than ill-will in his 
composition; and with all his overbearing roughness, there was a 
strong dash of waggish good humor at bottom. He had three or four 
boon companions, who regarded him as their model, and at the head 
of whom he scoured the country, attending every scene of feud or 
merriment for miles round. In cold weather he was distinguished by 
a fur cap, surmounted with a flaunting fox’s tail; and when the folks 
at a country gathering descried this well-known crest at a distance, 
whisking about among a squad of hard riders, they always stood by 
for a squall. Sometimes his crew would be heard dashing along past 
the farmhouses at midnight, with whoop and halloo, like a troop of 
Don Cossacks; and the old dames, startled out of their sleep, would 
listen for a moment till the hurry-scurry had clattered by, and then 
exclaim, “Ay, there goes Brom Bones and his gang!” The neighbors 
looked upon him with a mixture of awe, admiration, and good-will; 
and, when any madcap prank or rustic brawl occurred in the vicin-
ity, always shook their heads, and warranted Brom Bones was at the 
bottom of it.

This rantipole hero had for some time singled out the bloom-

the other, showed the various uses to which this important porch 
might be devoted. From this piazza the wondering Ichabod entered 
the hall, which formed the centre of the mansion, and the place 
of usual residence. Here rows of resplendent pewter, ranged on a 
long dresser, dazzled his eyes. In one corner stood a huge bag of 
wool, ready to be spun; in another, a quantity of linsey-woolsey just 
from the loom; ears of Indian corn, and strings of dried apples and 
peaches, hung in gay festoons along the walls, mingled with the gaud 
of red peppers; and a door left ajar gave him a peep into the best par-
lor, where the claw-footed chairs and dark mahogany tables shone 
like mirrors; andirons, with their accompanying shovel and tongs, 
glistened from their covert of asparagus tops; mock-oranges and 
conch-shells decorated the mantelpiece; strings of various-colored 
birds eggs were suspended above it; a great ostrich egg was hung 
from the centre of the room, and a corner cupboard, knowingly left 
open, displayed immense treasures of old silver and well-mended 
china.

From the moment Ichabod laid his eyes upon these regions of 
delight, the peace of his mind was at an end, and his only study 
was how to gain the affections of the peerless daughter of Van Tas-
sel. In this enterprise, however, he had more real difficulties than 
generally fell to the lot of a knight-errant of yore, who seldom had 
anything but giants, enchanters, fiery dragons, and such like easily 
conquered adversaries, to contend with and had to make his way 
merely through gates of iron and brass, and walls of adamant to the 
castle keep, where the lady of his heart was confined; all which he 
achieved as easily as a man would carve his way to the centre of a 
Christmas pie; and then the lady gave him her hand as a matter of 
course. Ichabod, on the contrary, had to win his way to the heart of 
a country coquette, beset with a labyrinth of whims and caprices, 
which were forever presenting new difficulties and impediments; 
and he had to encounter a host of fearful adversaries of real flesh 
and blood, the numerous rustic admirers, who beset every portal 
to her heart, keeping a watchful and angry eye upon each other, but 



28 29

The Legend of Sleepy Hollow Washington Irving

in each hand, was most valiantly fighting the wind on the pinnacle of 
the barn. In the mean time, Ichabod would carry on his suit with the 
daughter by the side of the spring under the great elm, or sauntering 
along in the twilight, that hour so favorable to the lover’s eloquence.

I profess not to know how women’s hearts are wooed and won. 
To me they have always been matters of riddle and admiration. Some 
seem to have but one vulnerable point, or door of access; while oth-
ers have a thousand avenues, and may be captured in a thousand 
different ways. It is a great triumph of skill to gain the former, but a 
still greater proof of generalship to maintain possession of the latter, 
for man must battle for his fortress at every door and window. He 
who wins a thousand common hearts is therefore entitled to some 
renown; but he who keeps undisputed sway over the heart of a co-
quette is indeed a hero. Certain it is, this was not the case with the 
redoubtable Brom Bones; and from the moment Ichabod Crane 
made his advances, the interests of the former evidently declined: 
his horse was no longer seen tied to the palings on Sunday nights, 
and a deadly feud gradually arose between him and the preceptor of 
Sleepy Hollow.

Brom, who had a degree of rough chivalry in his nature, would 
fain have carried matters to open warfare and have settled their pre-
tensions to the lady, according to the mode of those most concise 
and simple reasoners, the knights-errant of yore,—by single combat; 
but Ichabod was too conscious of the superior might of his adversary 
to enter the lists against him; he had overheard a boast of Bones, that 
he would “double the schoolmaster up, and lay him on a shelf of his 
own schoolhouse;” and he was too wary to give him an opportunity. 
There was something extremely provoking in this obstinately pacific 
system; it left Brom no alternative but to draw upon the funds of 
rustic waggery in his disposition, and to play off boorish practical 
jokes upon his rival. Ichabod became the object of whimsical perse-
cution to Bones and his gang of rough riders. They harried his hith-
erto peaceful domains; smoked out his singing school by stopping 
up the chimney; broke into the schoolhouse at night, in spite of its 

ing Katrina for the object of his uncouth gallantries, and though his 
amorous toyings were something like the gentle caresses and en-
dearments of a bear, yet it was whispered that she did not altogether 
discourage his hopes. Certain it is, his advances were signals for 
rival candidates to retire, who felt no inclination to cross a lion in his 
amours; insomuch, that when his horse was seen tied to Van Tassel’s 
paling, on a Sunday night, a sure sign that his master was courting, 
or, as it is termed, “sparking,” within, all other suitors passed by in 
despair, and carried the war into other quarters.

Such was the formidable rival with whom Ichabod Crane had to 
contend, and, considering all things, a stouter man than he would 
have shrunk from the competition, and a wiser man would have 
despaired. He had, however, a happy mixture of pliability and per-
severance in his nature; he was in form and spirit like a supple-jack—
yielding, but tough; though he bent, he never broke; and though he 
bowed beneath the slightest pressure, yet, the moment it was away—
jerk!—he was as erect, and carried his head as high as ever.

To have taken the field openly against his rival would have been 
madness; for he was not a man to be thwarted in his amours, any 
more than that stormy lover, Achilles. Ichabod, therefore, made his 
advances in a quiet and gently insinuating manner. Under cover of 
his character of singing-master, he made frequent visits at the farm-
house; not that he had anything to apprehend from the meddlesome 
interference of parents, which is so often a stumbling-block in the 
path of lovers. Balt Van Tassel was an easy indulgent soul; he loved 
his daughter better even than his pipe, and, like a reasonable man 
and an excellent father, let her have her way in everything. His no-
table little wife, too, had enough to do to attend to her housekeep-
ing and manage her poultry; for, as she sagely observed, ducks and 
geese are foolish things, and must be looked after, but girls can take 
care of themselves. Thus, while the busy dame bustled about the 
house, or plied her spinning-wheel at one end of the piazza, honest 
Balt would sit smoking his evening pipe at the other, watching the 
achievements of a little wooden warrior, who, armed with a sword 
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fles; those who were nimble skipped over half with impunity, and 
those who were tardy had a smart application now and then in the 
rear, to quicken their speed or help them over a tall word. Books 
were flung aside without being put away on the shelves, inkstands 
were overturned, benches thrown down, and the whole school was 
turned loose an hour before the usual time, bursting forth like a le-
gion of young imps, yelping and racketing about the green in joy at 
their early emancipation.

The gallant Ichabod now spent at least an extra half hour at his 
toilet, brushing and furbishing up his best, and indeed only suit of 
rusty black, and arranging his locks by a bit of broken looking-glass 
that hung up in the schoolhouse. That he might make his appear-
ance before his mistress in the true style of a cavalier, he borrowed 
a horse from the farmer with whom he was domiciliated, a choleric 
old Dutchman of the name of Hans Van Ripper, and, thus gallantly 
mounted, issued forth like a knight-errant in quest of adventures. 
But it is meet I should, in the true spirit of romantic story, give some 
account of the looks and equipments of my hero and his steed. 
The animal he bestrode was a broken-down plow-horse, that had 
outlived almost everything but its viciousness. He was gaunt and 
shagged, with a ewe neck, and a head like a hammer; his rusty mane 
and tail were tangled and knotted with burs; one eye had lost its 
pupil, and was glaring and spectral, but the other had the gleam of a 
genuine devil in it. Still he must have had fire and mettle in his day, 
if we may judge from the name he bore of Gunpowder. He had, in 
fact, been a favorite steed of his master’s, the choleric Van Ripper, 
who was a furious rider, and had infused, very probably, some of his 
own spirit into the animal; for, old and broken-down as he looked, 
there was more of the lurking devil in him than in any young filly in 
the country.

Ichabod was a suitable figure for such a steed. He rode with short 
stirrups, which brought his knees nearly up to the pommel of the 
saddle; his sharp elbows stuck out like grasshoppers’; he carried his 
whip perpendicularly in his hand, like a sceptre, and as his horse 

formidable fastenings of withe and window stakes, and turned ev-
erything topsy-turvy, so that the poor schoolmaster began to think 
all the witches in the country held their meetings there. But what was 
still more annoying, Brom took all opportunities of turning him into 
ridicule in presence of his mistress, and had a scoundrel dog whom 
he taught to whine in the most ludicrous manner, and introduced as 
a rival of Ichabod’s, to instruct her in psalmody.

In this way matters went on for some time, without producing 
any material effect on the relative situations of the contending pow-
ers. On a fine autumnal afternoon, Ichabod, in pensive mood, sat 
enthroned on the lofty stool from whence he usually watched all the 
concerns of his little literary realm. In his hand he swayed a ferule, 
that sceptre of despotic power; the birch of justice reposed on three 
nails behind the throne, a constant terror to evil doers, while on the 
desk before him might be seen sundry contraband articles and pro-
hibited weapons, detected upon the persons of idle urchins, such as 
half-munched apples, popguns, whirligigs, fly-cages, and whole le-
gions of rampant little paper gamecocks. Apparently there had been 
some appalling act of justice recently inflicted, for his scholars were 
all busily intent upon their books, or slyly whispering behind them 
with one eye kept upon the master; and a kind of buzzing stillness 
reigned throughout the schoolroom. It was suddenly interrupted by 
the appearance of a negro in tow-cloth jacket and trowsers, a round-
crowned fragment of a hat, like the cap of Mercury, and mounted on 
the back of a ragged, wild, half-broken colt, which he managed with 
a rope by way of halter. He came clattering up to the school door 
with an invitation to Ichabod to attend a merry-making or “quilting 
frolic,” to be held that evening at Mynheer Van Tassel’s; and having 
delivered his message with that air of importance, and effort at fine 
language, which a negro is apt to display on petty embassies of the 
kind, he dashed over the brook, and was seen scampering away up 
the hollow, full of the importance and hurry of his mission.

All was now bustle and hubbub in the late quiet schoolroom. The 
scholars were hurried through their lessons without stopping at tri-
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for the cider-press. Farther on he beheld great fields of Indian corn, 
with its golden ears peeping from their leafy coverts, and holding 
out the promise of cakes and hasty-pudding; and the yellow pump-
kins lying beneath them, turning up their fair round bellies to the 
sun, and giving ample prospects of the most luxurious of pies; and 
anon he passed the fragrant buckwheat fields breathing the odor of 
the beehive, and as he beheld them, soft anticipations stole over his 
mind of dainty slapjacks, well buttered, and garnished with honey 
or treacle, by the delicate little dimpled hand of Katrina Van Tassel.

Thus feeding his mind with many sweet thoughts and “sugared 
suppositions,” he journeyed along the sides of a range of hills which 
look out upon some of the goodliest scenes of the mighty Hudson. 
The sun gradually wheeled his broad disk down in the west. The 
wide bosom of the Tappan Zee lay motionless and glassy, excepting 
that here and there a gentle undulation waved and prolonged the 
blue shadow of the distant mountain. A few amber clouds floated in 
the sky, without a breath of air to move them. The horizon was of a 
fine golden tint, changing gradually into a pure apple green, and from 
that into the deep blue of the mid-heaven. A slanting ray lingered on 
the woody crests of the precipices that overhung some parts of the 
river, giving greater depth to the dark gray and purple of their rocky 
sides. A sloop was loitering in the distance, dropping slowly down 
with the tide, her sail hanging uselessly against the mast; and as the 
reflection of the sky gleamed along the still water, it seemed as if the 
vessel was suspended in the air.

It was toward evening that Ichabod arrived at the castle of the 
Heer Van Tassel, which he found thronged with the pride and flower 
of the adjacent country. Old farmers, a spare leathern-faced race, 
in homespun coats and breeches, blue stockings, huge shoes, and 
magnificent pewter buckles. Their brisk, withered little dames, in 
close-crimped caps, long-waisted short gowns, homespun petti-
coats, with scissors and pincushions, and gay calico pockets hanging 
on the outside. Buxom lasses, almost as antiquated as their mothers, 
excepting where a straw hat, a fine ribbon, or perhaps a white frock, 

jogged on, the motion of his arms was not unlike the flapping of 
a pair of wings. A small wool hat rested on the top of his nose, for 
so his scanty strip of forehead might be called, and the skirts of his 
black coat fluttered out almost to the horses tail. Such was the ap-
pearance of Ichabod and his steed as they shambled out of the gate 
of Hans Van Ripper, and it was altogether such an apparition as is 
seldom to be met with in broad daylight.

It was, as I have said, a fine autumnal day; the sky was clear and 
serene, and nature wore that rich and golden livery which we always 
associate with the idea of abundance. The forests had put on their 
sober brown and yellow, while some trees of the tenderer kind had 
been nipped by the frosts into brilliant dyes of orange, purple, and 
scarlet. Streaming files of wild ducks began to make their appear-
ance high in the air; the bark of the squirrel might be heard from 
the groves of beech and hickory-nuts, and the pensive whistle of the 
quail at intervals from the neighboring stubble field.

The small birds were taking their farewell banquets. In the full-
ness of their revelry, they fluttered, chirping and frolicking from 
bush to bush, and tree to tree, capricious from the very profusion 
and variety around them. There was the honest cock robin, the fa-
vorite game of stripling sportsmen, with its loud querulous note; 
and the twittering blackbirds flying in sable clouds; and the gold-
en-winged woodpecker with his crimson crest, his broad black 
gorget, and splendid plumage; and the cedar bird, with its red-tipt 
wings and yellow-tipt tail and its little monteiro cap of feathers; and 
the blue jay, that noisy coxcomb, in his gay light blue coat and white 
underclothes, screaming and chattering, nodding and bobbing and 
bowing, and pretending to be on good terms with every songster of 
the grove.

As Ichabod jogged slowly on his way, his eye, ever open to every 
symptom of culinary abundance, ranged with delight over the trea-
sures of jolly autumn. On all sides he beheld vast store of apples; 
some hanging in oppressive opulence on the trees; some gathered 
into baskets and barrels for the market; others heaped up in rich piles 
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rolling his large eyes round him as he ate, and chuckling with the 
possibility that he might one day be lord of all this scene of almost 
unimaginable luxury and splendor. Then, he thought, how soon he’d 
turn his back upon the old schoolhouse; snap his fingers in the face 
of Hans Van Ripper, and every other niggardly patron, and kick any 
itinerant pedagogue out of doors that should dare to call him com-
rade!

Old Baltus Van Tassel moved about among his guests with a face 
dilated with content and good humor, round and jolly as the harvest 
moon. His hospitable attentions were brief, but expressive, being 
confined to a shake of the hand, a slap on the shoulder, a loud laugh, 
and a pressing invitation to “fall to, and help themselves.”

And now the sound of the music from the common room, or 
hall, summoned to the dance. The musician was an old gray-headed 
negro, who had been the itinerant orchestra of the neighborhood for 
more than half a century. His instrument was as old and battered 
as himself. The greater part of the time he scraped on two or three 
strings, accompanying every movement of the bow with a motion of 
the head; bowing almost to the ground, and stamping with his foot 
whenever a fresh couple were to start.

Ichabod prided himself upon his dancing as much as upon his 
vocal powers. Not a limb, not a fibre about him was idle; and to have 
seen his loosely hung frame in full motion, and clattering about the 
room, you would have thought St. Vitus himself, that blessed patron 
of the dance, was figuring before you in person. He was the admi-
ration of all the negroes; who, having gathered, of all ages and sizes, 
from the farm and the neighborhood, stood forming a pyramid of 
shining black faces at every door and window, gazing with delight at 
the scene, rolling their white eyeballs, and showing grinning rows of 
ivory from ear to ear. How could the flogger of urchins be otherwise 
than animated and joyous? The lady of his heart was his partner in 
the dance, and smiling graciously in reply to all his amorous oglings; 
while Brom Bones, sorely smitten with love and jealousy, sat brood-
ing by himself in one corner.

gave symptoms of city innovation. The sons, in short square-skirted 
coats, with rows of stupendous brass buttons, and their hair gener-
ally queued in the fashion of the times, especially if they could pro-
cure an eel-skin for the purpose, it being esteemed throughout the 
country as a potent nourisher and strengthener of the hair.

Brom Bones, however, was the hero of the scene, having come to 
the gathering on his favorite steed Daredevil, a creature, like himself, 
full of mettle and mischief, and which no one but himself could man-
age. He was, in fact, noted for preferring vicious animals, given to all 
kinds of tricks which kept the rider in constant risk of his neck, for 
he held a tractable, well-broken horse as unworthy of a lad of spirit.

Fain would I pause to dwell upon the world of charms that burst 
upon the enraptured gaze of my hero, as he entered the state parlor 
of Van Tassel’s mansion. Not those of the bevy of buxom lasses, with 
their luxurious display of red and white; but the ample charms of a 
genuine Dutch country tea-table, in the sumptuous time of autumn. 
Such heaped up platters of cakes of various and almost indescribable 
kinds, known only to experienced Dutch housewives! There was the 
doughty doughnut, the tender oly koek, and the crisp and crum-
bling cruller; sweet cakes and short cakes, ginger cakes and honey 
cakes, and the whole family of cakes. And then there were apple 
pies, and peach pies, and pumpkin pies; besides slices of ham and 
smoked beef; and moreover delectable dishes of preserved plums, 
and peaches, and pears, and quinces; not to mention broiled shad 
and roasted chickens; together with bowls of milk and cream, all 
mingled higgledy-piggledy, pretty much as I have enumerated them, 
with the motherly teapot sending up its clouds of vapor from the 
midst—Heaven bless the mark! I want breath and time to discuss 
this banquet as it deserves, and am too eager to get on with my story. 
Happily, Ichabod Crane was not in so great a hurry as his historian, 
but did ample justice to every dainty.

He was a kind and thankful creature, whose heart dilated in pro-
portion as his skin was filled with good cheer, and whose spirits rose 
with eating, as some men’s do with drink. He could not help, too, 
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upon. This is perhaps the reason why we so seldom hear of ghosts 
except in our long-established Dutch communities.

The immediate cause, however, of the prevalence of supernatural 
stories in these parts, was doubtless owing to the vicinity of Sleepy 
Hollow. There was a contagion in the very air that blew from that 
haunted region; it breathed forth an atmosphere of dreams and fan-
cies infecting all the land. Several of the Sleepy Hollow people were 
present at Van Tassel’s, and, as usual, were doling out their wild and 
wonderful legends. Many dismal tales were told about funeral trains, 
and mourning cries and wailings heard and seen about the great tree 
where the unfortunate Major André was taken, and which stood in 
the neighborhood. Some mention was made also of the woman in 
white, that haunted the dark glen at Raven Rock, and was often heard 
to shriek on winter nights before a storm, having perished there in 
the snow. The chief part of the stories, however, turned upon the 
favorite spectre of Sleepy Hollow, the Headless Horseman, who had 
been heard several times of late, patrolling the country; and, it was 
said, tethered his horse nightly among the graves in the churchyard.

The sequestered situation of this church seems always to have 
made it a favorite haunt of troubled spirits. It stands on a knoll, sur-
rounded by locust-trees and lofty elms, from among which its de-
cent, whitewashed walls shine modestly forth, like Christian purity 
beaming through the shades of retirement. A gentle slope descends 
from it to a silver sheet of water, bordered by high trees, between 
which, peeps may be caught at the blue hills of the Hudson. To look 
upon its grass-grown yard, where the sunbeams seem to sleep so 
quietly, one would think that there at least the dead might rest in 
peace. On one side of the church extends a wide woody dell, along 
which raves a large brook among broken rocks and trunks of fallen 
trees. Over a deep black part of the stream, not far from the church, 
was formerly thrown a wooden bridge; the road that led to it, and 
the bridge itself, were thickly shaded by overhanging trees, which 
cast a gloom about it, even in the daytime; but occasioned a fearful 
darkness at night. Such was one of the favorite haunts of the Head-

When the dance was at an end, Ichabod was attracted to a knot of 
the sager folks, who, with Old Van Tassel, sat smoking at one end of 
the piazza, gossiping over former times, and drawing out long stories 
about the war.

This neighborhood, at the time of which I am speaking, was one 
of those highly favored places which abound with chronicle and 
great men. The British and American line had run near it during the 
war; it had, therefore, been the scene of marauding and infested with 
refugees, cowboys, and all kinds of border chivalry. Just sufficient 
time had elapsed to enable each storyteller to dress up his tale with a 
little becoming fiction, and, in the indistinctness of his recollection, 
to make himself the hero of every exploit.

There was the story of Doffue Martling, a large blue-bearded 
Dutchman, who had nearly taken a British frigate with an old iron 
nine-pounder from a mud breastwork, only that his gun burst at the 
sixth discharge. And there was an old gentleman who shall be name-
less, being too rich a mynheer to be lightly mentioned, who, in the 
battle of White Plains, being an excellent master of defence, parried 
a musket-ball with a small sword, insomuch that he absolutely felt it 
whiz round the blade, and glance off at the hilt; in proof of which he 
was ready at any time to show the sword, with the hilt a little bent. 
There were several more that had been equally great in the field, not 
one of whom but was persuaded that he had a considerable hand in 
bringing the war to a happy termination.

But all these were nothing to the tales of ghosts and apparitions 
that succeeded. The neighborhood is rich in legendary treasures 
of the kind. Local tales and superstitions thrive best in these shel-
tered, long-settled retreats; but are trampled under foot by the shift-
ing throng that forms the population of most of our country places. 
Besides, there is no encouragement for ghosts in most of our vil-
lages, for they have scarcely had time to finish their first nap and 
turn themselves in their graves, before their surviving friends have 
travelled away from the neighborhood; so that when they turn out 
at night to walk their rounds, they have no acquaintance left to call 
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What passed at this interview I will not pretend to say, for in fact I 
do not know. Something, however, I fear me, must have gone wrong, 
for he certainly sallied forth, after no very great interval, with an 
air quite desolate and chapfallen. Oh, these women! these women! 
Could that girl have been playing off any of her coquettish tricks? 
Was her encouragement of the poor pedagogue all a mere sham to 
secure her conquest of his rival? Heaven only knows, not I! Let it 
suffice to say, Ichabod stole forth with the air of one who had been 
sacking a henroost, rather than a fair lady’s heart. Without looking 
to the right or left to notice the scene of rural wealth, on which he 
had so often gloated, he went straight to the stable, and with several 
hearty cuffs and kicks roused his steed most uncourteously from the 
comfortable quarters in which he was soundly sleeping, dreaming of 
mountains of corn and oats, and whole valleys of timothy and clover.

It was the very witching time of night that Ichabod, heavy-hearted 
and crestfallen, pursued his travels homewards, along the sides of the 
lofty hills which rise above Tarry Town, and which he had traversed 
so cheerily in the afternoon. The hour was as dismal as himself. Far 
below him the Tappan Zee spread its dusky and indistinct waste of 
waters, with here and there the tall mast of a sloop, riding quietly 
at anchor under the land. In the dead hush of midnight, he could 
even hear the barking of the watchdog from the opposite shore of the 
Hudson; but it was so vague and faint as only to give an idea of his 
distance from this faithful companion of man. Now and then, too, 
the long-drawn crowing of a cock, accidentally awakened, would 
sound far, far off, from some farmhouse away among the hills—but 
it was like a dreaming sound in his ear. No signs of life occurred 
near him, but occasionally the melancholy chirp of a cricket, or per-
haps the guttural twang of a bullfrog from a neighboring marsh, as if 
sleeping uncomfortably and turning suddenly in his bed.

All the stories of ghosts and goblins that he had heard in the af-
ternoon now came crowding upon his recollection. The night grew 
darker and darker; the stars seemed to sink deeper in the sky, and 
driving clouds occasionally hid them from his sight. He had never felt 

less Horseman, and the place where he was most frequently encoun-
tered. The tale was told of old Brouwer, a most heretical disbeliever 
in ghosts, how he met the Horseman returning from his foray into 
Sleepy Hollow, and was obliged to get up behind him; how they gal-
loped over bush and brake, over hill and swamp, until they reached 
the bridge; when the Horseman suddenly turned into a skeleton, 
threw old Brouwer into the brook, and sprang away over the tree-
tops with a clap of thunder.

This story was immediately matched by a thrice marvellous ad-
venture of Brom Bones, who made light of the Galloping Hessian 
as an arrant jockey. He affirmed that on returning one night from 
the neighboring village of Sing Sing, he had been overtaken by this 
midnight trooper; that he had offered to race with him for a bowl 
of punch, and should have won it too, for Daredevil beat the goblin 
horse all hollow, but just as they came to the church bridge, the Hes-
sian bolted, and vanished in a flash of fire.

All these tales, told in that drowsy undertone with which men 
talk in the dark, the countenances of the listeners only now and then 
receiving a casual gleam from the glare of a pipe, sank deep in the 
mind of Ichabod. He repaid them in kind with large extracts from 
his invaluable author, Cotton Mather, and added many marvellous 
events that had taken place in his native State of Connecticut, and 
fearful sights which he had seen in his nightly walks about Sleepy 
Hollow.

The revel now gradually broke up. The old farmers gathered to-
gether their families in their wagons, and were heard for some time 
rattling along the hollow roads, and over the distant hills. Some 
of the damsels mounted on pillions behind their favorite swains, 
and their light-hearted laughter, mingling with the clatter of hoofs, 
echoed along the silent woodlands, sounding fainter and fainter, 
until they gradually died away,—and the late scene of noise and frolic 
was all silent and deserted. Ichabod only lingered behind, according 
to the custom of country lovers, to have a tête-à-tête with the heir-
ess; fully convinced that he was now on the high road to success. 
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and fearful are the feelings of the schoolboy who has to pass it alone 
after dark.

As he approached the stream, his heart began to thump; he sum-
moned up, however, all his resolution, gave his horse half a score of 
kicks in the ribs, and attempted to dash briskly across the bridge; 
but instead of starting forward, the perverse old animal made a lat-
eral movement, and ran broadside against the fence. Ichabod, whose 
fears increased with the delay, jerked the reins on the other side, 
and kicked lustily with the contrary foot: it was all in vain; his steed 
started, it is true, but it was only to plunge to the opposite side of the 
road into a thicket of brambles and alder bushes. The schoolmaster 
now bestowed both whip and heel upon the starveling ribs of old 
Gunpowder, who dashed forward, snuffling and snorting, but came 
to a stand just by the bridge, with a suddenness that had nearly sent 
his rider sprawling over his head. Just at this moment a plashy tramp 
by the side of the bridge caught the sensitive ear of Ichabod. In the 
dark shadow of the grove, on the margin of the brook, he beheld 
something huge, misshapen and towering. It stirred not, but seemed 
gathered up in the gloom, like some gigantic monster ready to spring 
upon the traveller.

The hair of the affrighted pedagogue rose upon his head with ter-
ror. What was to be done? To turn and fly was now too late; and 
besides, what chance was there of escaping ghost or goblin, if such it 
was, which could ride upon the wings of the wind? Summoning up, 
therefore, a show of courage, he demanded in stammering accents, 
“Who are you?” He received no reply. He repeated his demand in 
a still more agitated voice. Still there was no answer. Once more he 
cudgelled the sides of the inflexible Gunpowder, and, shutting his 
eyes, broke forth with involuntary fervor into a psalm tune. Just then 
the shadowy object of alarm put itself in motion, and with a scram-
ble and a bound stood at once in the middle of the road. Though the 
night was dark and dismal, yet the form of the unknown might now 
in some degree be ascertained. He appeared to be a horseman of 
large dimensions, and mounted on a black horse of powerful frame. 

so lonely and dismal. He was, moreover, approaching the very place 
where many of the scenes of the ghost stories had been laid. In the 
centre of the road stood an enormous tulip-tree, which towered like 
a giant above all the other trees of the neighborhood, and formed a 
kind of landmark. Its limbs were gnarled and fantastic, large enough 
to form trunks for ordinary trees, twisting down almost to the earth, 
and rising again into the air. It was connected with the tragical story 
of the unfortunate André, who had been taken prisoner hard by; 
and was universally known by the name of Major André’s tree. The 
common people regarded it with a mixture of respect and supersti-
tion, partly out of sympathy for the fate of its ill-starred namesake, 
and partly from the tales of strange sights, and doleful lamentations, 
told concerning it.

As Ichabod approached this fearful tree, he began to whistle; 
he thought his whistle was answered; it was but a blast sweeping 
sharply through the dry branches. As he approached a little nearer, 
he thought he saw something white, hanging in the midst of the tree: 
he paused and ceased whistling but, on looking more narrowly, per-
ceived that it was a place where the tree had been scathed by light-
ning, and the white wood laid bare. Suddenly he heard a groan—his 
teeth chattered, and his knees smote against the saddle: it was but 
the rubbing of one huge bough upon another, as they were swayed 
about by the breeze. He passed the tree in safety, but new perils lay 
before him.

About two hundred yards from the tree, a small brook crossed 
the road, and ran into a marshy and thickly-wooded glen, known 
by the name of Wiley’s Swamp. A few rough logs, laid side by side, 
served for a bridge over this stream. On that side of the road where 
the brook entered the wood, a group of oaks and chestnuts, matted 
thick with wild grape-vines, threw a cavernous gloom over it. To 
pass this bridge was the severest trial. It was at this identical spot that 
the unfortunate André was captured, and under the covert of those 
chestnuts and vines were the sturdy yeomen concealed who sur-
prised him. This has ever since been considered a haunted stream, 
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parent advantage in the chase, but just as he had got half way through 
the hollow, the girths of the saddle gave way, and he felt it slipping 
from under him. He seized it by the pommel, and endeavored to 
hold it firm, but in vain; and had just time to save himself by clasping 
old Gunpowder round the neck, when the saddle fell to the earth, 
and he heard it trampled under foot by his pursuer. For a moment 
the terror of Hans Van Ripper’s wrath passed across his mind,—for 
it was his Sunday saddle; but this was no time for petty fears; the 
goblin was hard on his haunches; and (unskilful rider that he was!) 
he had much ado to maintain his seat; sometimes slipping on one 
side, sometimes on another, and sometimes jolted on the high ridge 
of his horse’s backbone, with a violence that he verily feared would 
cleave him asunder.

An opening in the trees now cheered him with the hopes that the 
church bridge was at hand. The wavering reflection of a silver star in 
the bosom of the brook told him that he was not mistaken. He saw 
the walls of the church dimly glaring under the trees beyond. He 
recollected the place where Brom Bones’s ghostly competitor had 
disappeared. “If I can but reach that bridge,” thought Ichabod, “I am 
safe.” Just then he heard the black steed panting and blowing close 
behind him; he even fancied that he felt his hot breath. Another con-
vulsive kick in the ribs, and old Gunpowder sprang upon the bridge; 
he thundered over the resounding planks; he gained the opposite 
side; and now Ichabod cast a look behind to see if his pursuer should 
vanish, according to rule, in a flash of fire and brimstone. Just then 
he saw the goblin rising in his stirrups, and in the very act of hurling 
his head at him. Ichabod endeavored to dodge the horrible missile, 
but too late. It encountered his cranium with a tremendous crash,—
he was tumbled headlong into the dust, and Gunpowder, the black 
steed, and the goblin rider, passed by like a whirlwind.

The next morning the old horse was found without his saddle, 
and with the bridle under his feet, soberly cropping the grass at 
his master’s gate. Ichabod did not make his appearance at break-
fast; dinner-hour came, but no Ichabod. The boys assembled at the 

He made no offer of molestation or sociability, but kept aloof on one 
side of the road, jogging along on the blind side of old Gunpowder, 
who had now got over his fright and waywardness.

Ichabod, who had no relish for this strange midnight compan-
ion, and bethought himself of the adventure of Brom Bones with 
the Galloping Hessian, now quickened his steed in hopes of leaving 
him behind. The stranger, however, quickened his horse to an equal 
pace. Ichabod pulled up, and fell into a walk, thinking to lag be-
hind,—the other did the same. His heart began to sink within him; 
he endeavored to resume his psalm tune, but his parched tongue 
clove to the roof of his mouth, and he could not utter a stave. There 
was something in the moody and dogged silence of this pertinacious 
companion that was mysterious and appalling. It was soon fearfully 
accounted for. On mounting a rising ground, which brought the fig-
ure of his fellow-traveller in relief against the sky, gigantic in height, 
and muffled in a cloak, Ichabod was horror-struck on perceiving 
that he was headless!—but his horror was still more increased on 
observing that the head, which should have rested on his shoulders, 
was carried before him on the pommel of his saddle! His terror rose 
to desperation; he rained a shower of kicks and blows upon Gun-
powder, hoping by a sudden movement to give his companion the 
slip; but the spectre started full jump with him. Away, then, they 
dashed through thick and thin; stones flying and sparks flashing at 
every bound. Ichabod’s flimsy garments fluttered in the air, as he 
stretched his long lank body away over his horse’s head, in the ea-
gerness of his flight.

They had now reached the road which turns off to Sleepy Hol-
low; but Gunpowder, who seemed possessed with a demon, instead 
of keeping up it, made an opposite turn, and plunged headlong 
downhill to the left. This road leads through a sandy hollow shaded 
by trees for about a quarter of a mile, where it crosses the bridge 
famous in goblin story; and just beyond swells the green knoll on 
which stands the whitewashed church.

As yet the panic of the steed had given his unskilful rider an ap-
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of the present case, they shook their heads, and came to the conclu-
sion that Ichabod had been carried off by the Galloping Hessian. As 
he was a bachelor, and in nobody’s debt, nobody troubled his head 
any more about him; the school was removed to a different quarter 
of the hollow, and another pedagogue reigned in his stead.

It is true, an old farmer, who had been down to New York on a 
visit several years after, and from whom this account of the ghostly 
adventure was received, brought home the intelligence that Ich-
abod Crane was still alive; that he had left the neighborhood partly 
through fear of the goblin and Hans Van Ripper, and partly in mor-
tification at having been suddenly dismissed by the heiress; that he 
had changed his quarters to a distant part of the country; had kept 
school and studied law at the same time; had been admitted to the 
bar; turned politician; electioneered; written for the newspapers; 
and finally had been made a justice of the Ten Pound Court. Brom 
Bones, too, who, shortly after his rival’s disappearance conducted 
the blooming Katrina in triumph to the altar, was observed to look 
exceedingly knowing whenever the story of Ichabod was related, 
and always burst into a hearty laugh at the mention of the pumpkin; 
which led some to suspect that he knew more about the matter than 
he chose to tell.

The old country wives, however, who are the best judges of 
these matters, maintain to this day that Ichabod was spirited away 
by supernatural means; and it is a favorite story often told about 
the neighborhood round the winter evening fire. The bridge became 
more than ever an object of superstitious awe; and that may be the 
reason why the road has been altered of late years, so as to approach 
the church by the border of the millpond. The schoolhouse being 
deserted soon fell to decay, and was reported to be haunted by 
the ghost of the unfortunate pedagogue and the plowboy, loitering 
homeward of a still summer evening, has often fancied his voice at 
a distance, chanting a melancholy psalm tune among the tranquil 
solitudes of Sleepy Hollow.

POSTSCRIPT.

schoolhouse, and strolled idly about the banks of the brook; but no 
schoolmaster. Hans Van Ripper now began to feel some uneasiness 
about the fate of poor Ichabod, and his saddle. An inquiry was set 
on foot, and after diligent investigation they came upon his traces. 
In one part of the road leading to the church was found the saddle 
trampled in the dirt; the tracks of horses’ hoofs deeply dented in 
the road, and evidently at furious speed, were traced to the bridge, 
beyond which, on the bank of a broad part of the brook, where the 
water ran deep and black, was found the hat of the unfortunate Ich-
abod, and close beside it a shattered pumpkin.

The brook was searched, but the body of the schoolmaster was 
not to be discovered. Hans Van Ripper as executor of his estate, 
examined the bundle which contained all his worldly effects. They 
consisted of two shirts and a half; two stocks for the neck; a pair or 
two of worsted stockings; an old pair of corduroy small-clothes; a 
rusty razor; a book of psalm tunes full of dog’s-ears; and a broken 
pitch-pipe. As to the books and furniture of the schoolhouse, they 
belonged to the community, excepting Cotton Mather’s “History of 
Witchcraft,” a “New England Almanac,” and a book of dreams and 
fortune-telling; in which last was a sheet of foolscap much scribbled 
and blotted in several fruitless attempts to make a copy of verses in 
honor of the heiress of Van Tassel. These magic books and the poetic 
scrawl were forthwith consigned to the flames by Hans Van Ripper; 
who, from that time forward, determined to send his children no 
more to school, observing that he never knew any good come of this 
same reading and writing. Whatever money the schoolmaster pos-
sessed, and he had received his quarter’s pay but a day or two before, 
he must have had about his person at the time of his disappearance.

The mysterious event caused much speculation at the church on 
the following Sunday. Knots of gazers and gossips were collected 
in the churchyard, at the bridge, and at the spot where the hat and 
pumpkin had been found. The stories of Brouwer, of Bones, and a 
whole budget of others were called to mind; and when they had dil-
igently considered them all, and compared them with the symptoms 
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this explanation, being sorely puzzled by the ratiocination of the syl-
logism, while, methought, the one in pepper-and-salt eyed him with 
something of a triumphant leer. At length he observed that all this 
was very well, but still he thought the story a little on the extrava-
gant--there were one or two points on which he had his doubts.

“Faith, sir,” replied the story-teller, “as to that matter, I don’t be-
lieve one-half of it myself.” D. K.

FOUND IN THE HANDWRITING OF MR. 
KNICKERBOCKER.

The preceding tale is given almost in the precise words in which I 
heard it related at a Corporation meeting at the ancient city of Man-
hattoes, at which were present many of its sagest and most illustri-
ous burghers. The narrator was a pleasant, shabby, gentlemanly old 
fellow, in pepper-and-salt clothes, with a sadly humourous face, and 
one whom I strongly suspected of being poor--he made such efforts 
to be entertaining. When his story was concluded, there was much 
laughter and approbation, particularly from two or three deputy al-
dermen, who had been asleep the greater part of the time. There 
was, however, one tall, dry-looking old gentleman, with beetling 
eyebrows, who maintained a grave and rather severe face through-
out, now and then folding his arms, inclining his head, and looking 
down upon the floor, as if turning a doubt over in his mind. He was 
one of your wary men, who never laugh but upon good grounds-
-when they have reason and law on their side. When the mirth of 
the rest of the company had subsided, and silence was restored, 
he leaned one arm on the elbow of his chair, and sticking the other 
akimbo, demanded, with a slight, but exceedingly sage motion of the 
head, and contraction of the brow, what was the moral of the story, 
and what it went to prove?

The story-teller, who was just putting a glass of wine to his lips, as 
a refreshment after his toils, paused for a moment, looked at his in-
quirer with an air of infinite deference, and, lowering the glass slowly 
to the table, observed that the story was intended most logically to 
prove--

“That there is no situation in life but has its advantages and plea-
sures--provided we will but take a joke as we find it:

“That, therefore, he that runs races with goblin troopers is likely 
to have rough riding of it.

“Ergo, for a country schoolmaster to be refused the hand of a 
Dutch heiress is a certain step to high preferment in the state.”

The cautious old gentleman knit his brows tenfold closer after 



Dear H.L., 

I hope this letter finds you well as I plan to depart on another passage 
abroad this summer. While classes are not in session, I wanted to go on an 
expedition of sorts. I will be traveling to Tanzania, where I think I might 
find some particularly interesting artifacts. I would be more specific, but 
how I know the mundane world bores you, H. 

Though, I would be foolish to admit that my trip was not for a dual 
purpose. While I would be lucky to find such incredible and ancient trea-
sures, I am too hoping that it will clear my head after the death of my be-
loved. As you know, I was beginning to feel better since Abigail’s passing. 
But, I must confess something, I’ve been struggling with it immensely as 
of late once again, if I am to be honest, yet I hope that the time away from 
the home we built together will bring me peace enough to return. Staring 
at the bed we shared has proved to be wearisome, and I feel as though her 
presence is lingering around me. I’ve not been able to rid myself of her, 
and yet, she is still gone as any person would be in her state. After the 
passing of my mother, I too, went away as you well know, and it proved to 
be rather effective. I’m not sure what haunts me about my bride, however, 
still she lingers in my mind with the passing of time, it seems more and 
more present today than yesterday, and I think not well of it. Surely, I’m 
not mad, merely grieving. 

It is funny though, this has me thinking about a story I love. Surely 

May 26, 1934
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Ligeia

I cannot, for my soul, remember how, when, or even precisely 
where, I first became acquainted with the lady Ligeia. Long years 
have since elapsed, and my memory is feeble through much suffer-
ing. Or, perhaps, I cannot now bring these points to mind, because, 
in truth, the character of my beloved, her rare learning, her singular 
yet placid cast of beauty, and the thrilling and enthralling eloquence 
of her low musical language, made their way into my heart by paces 
so steadily and stealthily progressive, that they have been unnoticed 
and unknown. Yet I believe that I met her first and most frequently 
in some large, old, decaying city near the Rhine. Of her family—I 
have surely heard her speak. That it is of a remotely ancient date 
cannot be doubted. Ligeia! Ligeia! Buried in studies of a nature more 
than all else adapted to deaden impressions of the outward world, 
it is by that sweet word alone—by Ligeia—that I bring before mine 
eyes in fancy the image of her who is no more. And now, while I 
write, a recollection flashes upon me that I have never known the 
paternal name of her who was my friend and my bethrothed, and 
who became the partner of my studies, and finally the wife of my 

you must have read this one, with everything you write I would think 
you mad for not having read The Legend of Sleepy Hollow. This story 
is one of my favorites in horror, and as of late, I have felt particularly 
drawn to some select passages that mark importance in my life. Just as the 
townspeople are more inclined to believe in a world beyond our own, so 
too am I. I do not believe to be under a spell of any kind, but alas, maybe 
it would be simpler if I was. I could maybe search for someone to break 
this idea of grief and let me move on with my life. Funny, the parallels that 
emerge between fiction and reality—is it not? 

I would really love to enjoy things again, however, that seems like a 
long way off from where I am currently. My only hope is that leaving will 
be the cure I am looking for. I promise to write upon my arrival.

 Yours truly, 
–L.M.
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raven-black, the glossy, the luxuriant, and naturally-curling tresses, 
setting forth the full force of the Homeric epithet, “hyacinthine!” 
I looked at the delicate outlines of the nose—and nowhere but in 
the graceful medallions of the Hebrews had I beheld a similar per-
fection. There were the same luxurious smoothness of surface, the 
same scarcely perceptible tendency to the aquiline, the same harmo-
niously curved nostrils speaking the free spirit. I regarded the sweet 
mouth. Here was indeed the triumph of all things heavenly—the 
magnificent turn of the short upper lip—the soft, voluptuous slum-
ber of the under—the dimples which sported, and the color which 
spoke—the teeth glancing back, with a brilliancy almost startling, 
every ray of the holy light which fell upon them in her serene and 
placid yet most exultingly radiant of all smiles. I scrutinized the for-
mation of the chin—and, here, too, I found the gentleness of breadth, 
the softness and the majesty, the fullness and the spirituality, of the 
Greek—the contour which the god Apollo revealed but in a dream, 
to Cleomenes, the son of the Athenian. And then I peered into the 
large eyes of Ligeia.

For eyes we have no models in the remotely antique. It might have 
been, too, that in these eyes of my beloved lay the secret to which 
Lord Verulam alludes. They were, I must believe, far larger than the 
ordinary eyes of our own race. They were even fuller than the fullest 
of the gazelle eyes of the tribe of the valley of Nourjahad. Yet it was 
only at intervals—in moments of intense excitement—that this pe-
culiarity became more than slightly noticeable in Ligeia. And at such 
moments was her beauty—in my heated fancy thus it appeared per-
haps—the beauty of beings either above or apart from the earth—the 
beauty of the fabulous Houri of the Turk. The hue of the orbs was 
the most brilliant of black, and, far over them, hung jetty lashes of 
great length. The brows, slightly irregular in outline, had the same 
tint. The “strangeness,” however, which I found in the eyes was of a 
nature distinct from the formation, or the color, or the brilliancy of 
the features, and must, after all, be referred to the expression. Ah, 
word of no meaning! behind whose vast latitude of mere sound we 

bosom. Was it a playful charge on the part of my Ligeia? or was it 
a test of my strength of affection, that I should institute no inqui-
ries upon this point? or was it rather a caprice of my own—a wildly 
romantic offering on the shrine of the most passionate devotion? I 
but indistinctly recall the fact itself—what wonder that I have utterly 
forgotten the circumstances which originated or attended it? And, 
indeed, if ever that spirit which is entitled Romance—if ever she, the 
wan misty-winged Ashtophet of idolatrous Egypt, presided, as they 
tell, over marriages ill-omened, then most surely she presided over 
mine.

There is one dear topic, however, on which my memory fails me 
not. It is the person of Ligeia. In stature she was tall, somewhat slen-
der, and, in her latter days, even emaciated. I would in vain attempt 
to portray the majesty, the quiet ease of her demeanor, or the in-
comprehensible lightness and elasticity of her footfall. She came and 
departed as a shadow. I was never made aware of her entrance into 
my closed study, save by the dear music of her low sweet voice, as 
she placed her marble hand upon my shoulder. In beauty of face no 
maiden ever equaled her. It was the radiance of an opium-dream—
an airy and spirit-lifting vision more wildly divine than the phanta-
sies which hovered about the slumbering souls of the daughters of 
Delos. Yet her features were not of that regular mold which we have 
been falsely taught to worship in the classical labors of the heathen. 
“There is no exquisite beauty,” says Bacon, Lord Verulam, speaking 
truly of all the forms and genera of beauty, “without some strange-
ness in the proportion.” Yet, although I saw that the features of Ligeia 
were not of a classic regularity—although I perceived that her loveli-
ness was indeed “exquisite,” and felt that there was much of “strange-
ness” pervading it, yet I have tried in vain to detect the irregularity 
and to trace home my own perception of “the strange.” I examined 
the contour of the lofty and pale forehead—it was faultless—how 
cold indeed that word when applied to a majesty so divine!—the 
skin rivaling the purest ivory, the commanding extent and repose, 
the gentle prominence of the regions above the temples; and then the 
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merely from its quaintness—who shall say?) never failed to inspire 
me with the sentiment: “And the will therein lieth, which dieth not. 
Who knoweth the mysteries of the will, with its vigor? For God is 
but a great will pervading all things by nature of its intentness. Man 
doth not yield him to the angels, nor unto death utterly, save only 
through the weakness of his feeble will.”

Length of years and subsequent reflection have enabled me to 
trace, indeed, some remote connection between this passage in the 
English moralist and a portion of the character of Ligeia. An inten-
sity in thought, action, or speech was possibly, in her, a result, or 
at least an index, of that gigantic volition which, during our long 
intercourse, failed to give other and more immediate evidence of its 
existence. Of all the women whom I have ever known, she, the out-
wardly calm, the ever-placid Ligeia, was the most violently a prey 
to the tumultuous vultures of stern passion. And of such passion I 
could form no estimate, save by the miraculous expansion of those 
eyes which at once so delighted and appalled me,—by the almost 
magical melody, modulation, distinctness, and placidity of her very 
low voice,—and by the fierce energy (rendered doubly effective by 
contrast with her manner of utterance) of the wild words which she 
habitually uttered.

I have spoken of the learning of Ligeia: it was immense—such as I 
have never known in woman. In the classical tongues was she deeply 
proficient, and as far as my own acquaintance extended in regard 
to the modern dialects of Europe, I have never known her at fault. 
Indeed upon any theme of the most admired because simply the 
most abstruse of the boasted erudition of the Academy, have I ever 
found Ligeia at fault? How singularly—how thrillingly, this one point 
in the nature of my wife has forced itself, at this late period only, 
upon my attention! I said her knowledge was such as I have never 
known in woman—but where breathes the man who has traversed, 
and successfully, all the wide areas of moral, physical, and math-
ematical science? I saw not then what I now clearly perceive that 
the acquisitions of Ligeia were gigantic, were astounding; yet I was 

intrench our ignorance of so much of the spiritual. The expression 
of the eyes of Ligeia! How for long hours have I pondered upon it! 
How have I, through the whole of a midsummer night, struggled to 
fathom it! What was it—that something more profound than the well 
of Democritus—which lay far within the pupils of my beloved? What 
was it? I was possessed with a passion to discover. Those eyes! those 
large, those shining, those divine orbs! they became to me twin stars 
of Leda, and I to them devoutest of astrologers.

There is no point, among the many incomprehensible anomalies 
of the science of mind, more thrillingly exciting than the fact—never, 
I believe, noticed in the schools—than in our endeavors to recall to 
memory something long forgotten, we often find ourselves upon the 
very verge of remembrance, without being able, in the end, to re-
member. And thus how frequently, in my intense scrutiny of Ligeia’s 
eyes, have I felt approaching the full knowledge of their expres-
sion—felt it approaching—yet not quite be mine—and so at length 
entirely depart! And (strange, oh, strangest mystery of all!) I found, 
in the commonest objects of the universe, a circle of analogies to 
that expression. I mean to say that, subsequently to the period when 
Ligeia’s beauty passed into my spirit, there dwelling as in a shrine, 
I derived, from many existences in the material world, a sentiment 
such as I felt always around, within me, by her large and luminous 
orbs. Yet not the more could I define that sentiment, or analyze, or 
even steadily view it. I recognized it, let me repeat, sometimes in the 
survey of a rapidly growing vine—in the contemplation of a moth, a 
butterfly, a chrysalis, a stream of running water. I have felt it in the 
ocean—in the falling of a meteor. I have felt it in the glances of un-
usually aged people. And there are one or two stars in heaven (one 
especially, a star of the sixth magnitude, double and changeable, to 
be found near the large star in Lyra) in a telescopic scrutiny of which 
I have been made aware of the feeling. I have been filled with it by 
certain sounds from stringed instruments, and not unfrequently by 
passages from books. Among innumerable other instances, I well re-
member something in a volume of Joseph Glanvill, which (perhaps 
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more gentle—grew more low—yet I would not wish to dwell upon 
the wild meaning of the quietly uttered words. My brain reeled as I 
hearkened, entranced, to a melody more than mortal—to assump-
tions and aspirations which mortality had never before known.

That she loved me I should not have doubted; and I might have 
been easily aware that, in a bosom such as hers, love would have 
reigned no ordinary passion. But in death only was I fully impressed 
with the strength of her affection. For long hours, detaining my hand, 
would she pour out before me the overflowing of a heart whose 
more than passionate devotion amounted to idolatry. How had I de-
served to be so blessed by such confessions?—how had I deserved 
to be so cursed with the removal of my beloved in the hour of my 
making them? But upon this subject I cannot bear to dilate. Let me 
say only, that in Ligeia’s more than womanly abandonment to a love, 
alas! all unmerited, all unworthily bestowed, I at length, recognized 
the principle of her longing, with so wildly earnest a desire, for the 
life which was now fleeing so rapidly away. It is this wild longing—it 
is this eager vehemence of desire for life—but for life—that I have no 
power to portray—no utterance capable of expressing.

At high noon of the night in which she departed, beckoning me, 
peremptorily, to her side, she bade me repeat certain verses com-
posed by herself not many days before. I obeyed her. They were 
these:—

Lo! ‘tis a gala night
Within the lonesome latter years!
An angel throng, bewinged, bedight
In veils, and drowned in tears,
Sit in a theatre, to see
A play of hopes and fears,
While the orchestra breathes fitfully
The music of the spheres.
Mimes, in the form of God on high,
Mutter and mumble low,

sufficiently aware of her infinite supremacy to resign myself, with 
a child-like confidence, to her guidance through the chaotic world 
of metaphysical investigation at which I was most busily occupied 
during the earlier years of our marriage. With how vast a triumph—
with how vivid a delight—with how much of all that is ethereal in 
hope did I feel, as she bent over me in studies but little sought—but 
less known,—that delicious vista by slow degrees expanding before 
me, down whose long, gorgeous, and all untrodden path, I might at 
length pass onward to the goal of a wisdom too divinely precious not 
to be forbidden.

How poignant, then, must have been the grief with which, after 
some years, I beheld my well-grounded expectations take wings to 
themselves and fly away! Without Ligeia I was but as a child groping 
benighted. Her presence, her readings alone, rendered vividly lumi-
nous the many mysteries of the transcendentalism in which we were 
immersed. Wanting the radiant luster of her eyes, letters, lambent 
and golden, grew duller than Saturnian lead. And now those eyes 
shone less and less frequently upon the pages over which I pored. 
Ligeia grew ill. The wild eyes blazed with a too—too glorious ef-
fulgence; the pale fingers became of the transparent waxen hue of 
the grave; and the blue veins upon the lofty forehead swelled and 
sank impetuously with the tides of the most gentle emotion. I saw 
that she must die—and I struggled desperately in spirit with the 
grim Azrael. And the struggles of the passionate wife were, to my 
astonishment, even more energetic than my own. There had been 
much in her stern nature to impress me with the belief that, to her, 
death would have come without its terrors; but not so. Words are 
impotent to convey any just idea of the fierceness of resistance with 
which she wrestled with the Shadow. I groaned in anguish at the 
pitiable spectacle. I would have soothed—I would have reasoned; 
but in the intensity of her wild desire for life—for life—but for life—
solace and reason were alike the uttermost of folly. Yet not until the 
last instance, amid the most convulsive writhings of her fierce spirit, 
was shaken the external placidity of her demeanor. Her voice grew 
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ingly so?—shall this conqueror be not once conquered? Are we not 
part and parcel in Thee? Who—who knoweth the mysteries of the 
will with its vigor? Man doth not yield him to the angels, nor unto 
death utterly, save only through the weakness of his feeble will.”

And now, as if exhausted with emotion, she suffered her white 
arms to fall, and returned solemnly to her bed of death. And as she 
breathed her last sighs, there came mingled with them a low mur-
mur from her lips. I bent to them my ear, and distinguished, again, 
the concluding words of the passage in Glanvill: “Man doth not 
yield him to the angels, nor unto death utterly, save only through the 
weakness of his feeble will.”

She died: and I, crushed into the very dust with sorrow, could 
no longer endure the lonely desolation of my dwelling in the dim 
and decaying city by the Rhine. I had no lack of what the world 
calls wealth. Ligeia had brought me far more, very far more, than 
ordinarily falls to the lot of mortals. After a few months, therefore, of 
weary and aimless wandering, I purchased and put in some repair, 
an abbey, which I shall not name, in one of the wildest and least fre-
quented portions of fair England. The gloomy and dreary grandeur 
of the building, the almost savage aspect of the domain, the many 
melancholy and time-honored memories connected with both, had 
much in unison with the feelings of utter abandonment which had 
driven me into that remote and unsocial region of the country. Yet 
although the external abbey, with its verdant decay hanging about it, 
suffered but little alteration, I gave way, with a child-like perversity, 
and perchance with a faint hope of alleviating my sorrows, to a dis-
play of more than regal magnificence within. For such follies, even 
in childhood, I had imbibed a taste, and now they came back to me 
as if in the dotage of grief. Alas, I feel how much even of incipient 
madness might have been discovered in the gorgeous and fantastic 
draperies, in the solemn carvings of Egypt, in the wild cornices and 
furniture, in the Bedlam patterns of the carpets of tufted gold! I had 
become a bounden slave in the trammels of opium, and my labors 
and my orders had taken a coloring from my dreams. But these ab-

And hither and thither fly;
Mere puppets they, who come and go
At bidding of vast formless things
That shift the scenery to and fro,
Flapping from out their condor wings
Invisible Wo!
That motley drama!—oh, be sure
It shall not be forgot!
With its Phantom chased for evermore
By a crowd that seize it not,
Through a circle that ever returneth in
To the self-same spot;
And much of Madness, and more of Sin
And Horror, the soul of the plot!
But see, amid the mimic rout,
A crawling shape intrude!
A blood-red thing that writhes from out
The scenic solitude!
It writhes!—it writhes!—with mortal pangs
The mimes become its food,
And the seraphs sob at vermin fangs
In human gore imbued.
Out—out are the lights—out all:
And over each quivering form,
The curtain, a funeral pall,
Comes down with the rush of a storm—
And the angels, all pallid and wan,
Uprising, unveiling, affirm
That the play is the tragedy, “Man,”
And its hero, the conqueror Worm.

“O God!” half shrieked Ligeia, leaping to her feet and extending her 
arms aloft with a spasmodic movement, as I made an end of these 
lines—”O God! O Divine Father!—shall these things be undeviat-
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the tombs of the kings over against Luxor, with their aged lids full of 
immemorial sculpture. But in the draping of the apartment lay, alas! 
the chief phantasy of all. The lofty walls, gigantic in height—even 
unproportionably so—were hung from summit to foot, in vast folds, 
with a heavy and massive-looking tapestry—tapestry of a material 
which was found alike as a carpet on the floor, as a covering for the 
ottomans and the ebony bed, as a canopy for the bed, and as the 
gorgeous volutes of the curtains which partially shaded the window. 
The material was the richest cloth of gold. It was spotted all over, at 
irregular intervals, with arabesque figures, about a foot in diame-
ter, and wrought upon the cloth in patterns of the most jetty black. 
But these figures partook of the true character of the arabesque only 
when regarded from a single point of view. By a contrivance now 
common, and indeed traceable to a very remote period of antiquity, 
they were made changeable in aspect. To one entering the room, 
they bore the appearance of simple monstrosities; but upon a far-
ther advance, this appearance gradually departed; and, step by step, 
as the visitor moved his station in the chamber, he saw himself sur-
rounded by an endless succession of the ghastly forms which belong 
to the superstition of the Norman, or arise in the guilty slumbers of 
the monk. The phantasmagoric effect was vastly heightened by the 
artificial introduction of a strong continual current of wind behind 
the draperies—giving a hideous and uneasy animation to the whole.

In halls such as these—in a bridal chamber such as this—I passed, 
with the Lady of Tremaine, the unhallowed hours of the first month 
of our marriage—passed them with but little disquietude. That my 
wife dreaded the fierce moodiness of my temper—that she shunned 
me, and loved me but little—I could not help perceiving; but it gave 
me rather pleasure than otherwise. I loathed her with a hatred be-
longing more to demon than to man. My memory flew back (oh, 
with what intensity of regret!) to Ligeia, the beloved, the august, the 
beautiful, the entombed. I reveled in recollections of her purity, of 
her wisdom, of her lofty—her ethereal nature, of her passionate, her 
idolatrous love. Now, then, did my spirit fully and freely burn with 

surdities I must not pause to detail. Let me speak only of that one 
chamber, ever accursed, whither, in a moment of mental alienation, 
I led from the altar as my bride—as the successor of the unforgotten 
Ligeia—the fair-haired and blue-eyed Lady Rowena Trevanion, of 
Tremaine.

There is no individual portion of the architecture and decora-
tion of that bridal chamber which is not visibly before me. Where 
were the souls of the haughty family of the bride, when, through 
thirst of gold, they permitted to pass the threshold of an apartment 
so bedecked, a maiden and a daughter so beloved? I have said, that 
I minutely remember the details of the chamber—yet I am sadly 
forgetful on topics of deep moment; and here there was no system, 
no keeping, in the fantastic display to take hold upon the memory. 
The room lay in a high turret of the castellated abbey, was pentago-
nal in shape, and of capacious size. Occupying the whole southern 
face of the pentagonal was the sole window—an immense sheet of 
unbroken glass from Venice—a single pane, and tinted of a leaden 
hue, so that the rays of either the sun or moon passing through it, 
fell with a ghastly luster on the objects within. Over the upper por-
tion of this huge window extended the trellis-work of an aged vine, 
which clambered up the massy walls of the turret. The ceiling, of 
gloomy-looking oak, was excessively lofty, vaulted, and elaborately 
fretted with the wildest and most grotesque specimens of a semi-
Gothic, semi-Druidical device. From out the most central recess of 
this melancholy vaulting, depended, by a single chain of gold with 
long links, a huge censer of the same metal, Saracenic in pattern, and 
with many perforations so contrived that there writhed in and out of 
them, as if endued with a serpent vitality, a continual succession of 
parti-colored fires.

Some few ottomans and golden candelabra, of Eastern figure, 
were in various stations about; and there was the couch, too—the 
bridal couch—of an Indian model, and low, and sculptured of solid 
ebony, with a pall-like canopy above. In each of the angles of the 
chamber stood on end a gigantic sarcophagus of black granite, from 
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but which I could not hear—of motions which she then saw, but 
which I could not perceive. The wind was rushing hurriedly behind 
the tapestries, and I wished to show her (what, let me confess it, I 
could not all believe) that those almost inarticulate breathings, and 
those very gentle variations of the figures upon the wall, were but the 
natural effects of that customary rushing of the wind. But a deadly 
pallor, overspreading her face, had proved to me that my exertions 
to reassure her would be fruitless. She appeared to be fainting, and 
no attendants were within call. I remembered where was deposited 
a decanter of light wine which had been ordered by her physicians, 
and hastened across the chamber to procure it. But, as I stepped be-
neath the light of the censer, two circumstances of a startling nature 
attracted my attention. I had felt that some palpable although invis-
ible object had passed lightly by my person; and I saw that there lay 
upon the golden carpet, in the very middle of the rich luster thrown 
from the censer, a shadow—a faint, indefinite shadow of angelic 
aspect—such as might be fancied for the shadow of a shade. But I 
was wild with the excitement of an immoderate dose of opium, and 
heeded these things but little, nor spoke of them to Rowena. Having 
found the wine, I recrossed the chamber, and poured out a gobletful, 
which I held to the lips of the fainting lady. She had now partially 
recovered, however, and took the vessel herself, while I sank upon 
an ottoman near me, with my eyes fastened upon her person. It was 
then that I became distinctly aware of a gentle footfall upon the car-
pet, and near the couch; and in a second thereafter, as Rowena was 
in the act of raising the wine to her lips, I saw, or may have dreamed 
that I saw, fall within the goblet, as if from some invisible spring in 
the atmosphere of the room, three or four large drops of a brilliant 
and ruby colored fluid. If this I saw—not so Rowena. She swallowed 
the wine unhesitatingly, and I forebore to speak to her of a circum-
stance which must, after all, I considered, have been but the sugges-
tion of a vivid imagination, rendered morbidly active by the terror of 
the lady, by the opium, and by the hour.

Yet I cannot conceal it from my own perception that, immediately 

more than all the fires of her own. In the excitement of my opium 
dreams (for I was habitually fettered in the shackles of the drug), 
I would call aloud upon her name, during the silence of the night, 
or among the sheltered recesses of the glens by day, as if, through 
the wild eagerness, the solemn passion, the consuming ardor of my 
longing for the departed, I could restore her to the pathways she had 
abandoned—ah, could it be forever?—upon the earth.

About the commencement of the second month of the marriage, 
the Lady Rowena was attacked with sudden illness, from which her 
recovery was slow. The fever which consumed her rendered her 
nights uneasy; and in her perturbed state of half-slumber, she spoke 
of sounds, and of motions, in and about the chamber of the turret, 
which I concluded had no origin save in the distemper of her fancy, 
or perhaps in the phantasmagoric influences of the chamber itself. 
She became at length convalescent—finally, well. Yet but a second 
more violent disorder again threw her upon a bed of suffering; and 
from this attack her frame, at all times feeble, never altogether recov-
ered. Her illnesses were, after this epoch, of alarming character, and 
of more alarming recurrence, defying alike the knowledge and the 
great exertions of her physicians. With the increase of the chronic 
disease, which had thus, apparently, taken too sure hold upon her 
constitution to be eradicated by human means, I could not fail to ob-
serve a similar increase in the nervous irritation of her temperament, 
and in her excitability by trivial causes of fear. She spoke again, and 
now more frequently and pertinaciously, of the sounds—of the slight 
sounds—and of the unusual motions among the tapestries, to which 
she had formerly alluded.

One night, near the closing in of September, she pressed this 
distressing subject with more than usual emphasis upon my atten-
tion. She had just awakened from an unquiet slumber, and I had 
been watching, with feelings half of anxiety, half of vague terror, 
the workings of her emaciated countenance. I sat by the side of her 
ebony bed, upon one of the ottomans of India. She partly arose, and 
spoke, in an earnest low whisper, of sounds which she then heard, 
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heart cease to beat, my limbs grow rigid where I sat. Yet a sense of 
duty finally operated to restore my self-possession. I could no longer 
doubt that we had been precipitate in our preparations—that Ro-
wena still lived. It was necessary that some immediate exertion be 
made; yet the turret was altogether apart from the portion of the 
abbey tenanted by the servants—there were none within call—I had 
no means of summoning them to my aid without leaving the room 
for many minutes—and this I could not venture to do. I therefore 
struggled alone in my endeavors to call back the spirit still hovering. 
In a short period it was certain, however, that a relapse had taken 
place; the color disappeared from both eyelid and cheek, leaving 
a wanness even more than that of marble; the lips became doubly 
shriveled and pinched up in the ghastly expression of death; a repul-
sive clamminess and coldness overspread rapidly the surface of the 
body; and all the usual rigorous stiffness immediately supervened. I 
fell back with a shudder upon the couch from which I had been so 
startlingly aroused, and again gave myself up to passionate waking 
visions of Ligeia.

An hour thus elapsed, when (could it be possible?) I was a second 
time aware of some vague sound issuing from the region of the bed. 
I listened—in extremity of horror. The sound came again—it was a 
sigh. Rushing to the corpse, I saw—distinctly saw—a tremor upon 
the lips. In a minute afterward they relaxed, disclosing a bright line 
of the pearly teeth. Amazement now struggled in my bosom with 
the profound awe which had hitherto reigned there alone. I felt that 
my vision grew dim, that my reason wandered; and it was only by a 
violent effort that I at length succeeded in nerving myself to the task 
which duty thus once more had pointed out. There was now a par-
tial glow upon the forehead and upon the cheek and throat; a per-
ceptible warmth pervaded the whole frame; there was even a slight 
pulsation at the heart. The lady lived; and with redoubled ardor I 
betook myself to the task of restoration. I chafed and bathed the 
temples and the hands and used every exertion which experience, 
and no little medical reading, could suggest. But in vain. Suddenly, 

subsequent to the fall of the ruby drops, a rapid change for the worse 
took place in the disorder of my wife; so that, on the third subse-
quent night, the hands of her menials prepared her for the tomb, 
and on the fourth, I sat alone, with her shrouded body, in that fan-
tastic chamber which had received her as my bride. Wild visions, 
opium-engendered, flitted, shadow-like, before me. I gazed with 
unquiet eye upon the sarcophagi in the angles of the room, upon 
the varying figures of the drapery, and upon the writhing of the par-
ti-colored fires in the censer overhead. My eyes then fell, as I called 
to mind the circumstances of a former night, to the spot beneath the 
glare of the censer where I had seen the faint traces of the shadow. 
It was there, however, no longer; and breathing with greater free-
dom, I turned my glances to the pallid and rigid figure upon the bed. 
Then rushed upon me a thousand memories of Ligeia—and then 
came back upon my heart, with the turbulent violence of a flood, the 
whole of that unutterable woe with which I had regarded her thus 
enshrouded. The night waned; and still, with a bosom full of bitter 
thoughts of the one only and supremely beloved, I remained gazing 
upon the body of Rowena.

It might have been midnight, or perhaps earlier, or later, for I had 
taken no note of time, when a sob, low, gentle, but very distinct, star-
tled me from my revery. I felt that it came from the bed of ebony—
the bed of death. I listened in an agony of superstitious terror—but 
there was no repetition of the sound. I strained my vision to de-
tect any motion in the corpse—but there was not the slightest per-
ceptible. Yet I could not have been deceived. I had heard the noise, 
however faint, and my soul was awakened within me. I resolutely 
and perseveringly kept my attention riveted upon the body. Many 
minutes elapsed before any circumstance occurred tending to throw 
light upon the mystery. At length it became evident that a slight, 
a very feeble, and barely noticeable tinge of color had flushed up 
within the cheeks, and along the sunken small veins of the eyelids. 
Through a species of unutterable horror and awe, for which the lan-
guage of mortality has no sufficiently energetic expression, I felt my 
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I trembled not—I stirred not—for a crowd of unutterable fancies 
connected with the air, the stature, the demeanor, of the figure, rush-
ing hurriedly through my brain, had paralyzed—had chilled me into 
stone. I stirred not—but gazed upon the apparition. There was a mad 
disorder in my thoughts—a tumult unappeasable. Could it, indeed, 
be the living Rowena who confronted me? Could it, indeed, be Ro-
wena at all—the fair-haired, the blue-eyed Lady Rowena Trevanion 
of Tremaine? Why, why should I doubt it? The bandage lay heavily 
about the mouth—but then might it not be the mouth of the breath-
ing Lady of Tremaine? And the cheeks—there were the roses as in 
her noon of life—yes, these might indeed be the fair cheeks of the 
living Lady of Tremaine. And the chin, with its dimples, as in health, 
might it not be hers?—but had she then grown taller since her mal-
ady? What inexpressible madness seized me with that thought? One 
bound, and I had reached her feet! Shrinking from my touch, she 
let fall from her head, unloosened, the ghastly cerements which had 
confined it, and there streamed forth into the rushing atmosphere of 
the chamber huge masses of long and disheveled hair; it was blacker 
than the raven wings of midnight. And now slowly opened the eyes 
of the figure which stood before me. “Here then, at least,” I shrieked 
aloud, “can I never—can I never be mistaken—these are the full, and 
the black, and the wild eyes—of my lost love—of the Lady—of the 
Lady Ligeia.”

the color fled, the pulsation ceased, the lips resumed the expression 
of the dead, and, in an instant afterward, the whole body took upon 
itself the icy chilliness, the livid hue, the intense rigidity, the sunken 
outline, and all the loathsome peculiarities of that which has been, 
for many days, a tenant of the tomb.

And again I sunk into visions of Ligeia—and again (what marvel 
that I shudder while I write?), again there reached my ears a low sob 
from the region of the ebony bed. But why shall I minutely detail the 
unspeakable horrors of that night? Why shall I pause to relate how, 
time after time, until near the period of the gray dawn, this hideous 
drama of revivification was repeated; how each terrific relapse was 
only into a sterner and apparently more irredeemable death; how 
each agony wore the aspect of a struggle with some invisible foe; 
and how each struggle was succeeded by I know not what of wild 
change in the personal appearance of the corpse? Let me hurry to a 
conclusion.

The greater part of the fearful night had worn away, and she who 
had been dead once again stirred—and now more vigorously than 
hitherto, although arousing from a dissolution more appalling in 
its utter hopelessness than any. I had long ceased to struggle or to 
move, and remained sitting rigidly upon the ottoman, a helpless prey 
to a whirl of violent emotions, of which extreme awe was perhaps 
the least terrible, the least consuming. The corpse, I repeat, stirred, 
and now more vigorously than before. The hues of life flushed up 
with unwonted energy into the countenance—the limbs relaxed—
and, save that the eyelids were yet pressed heavily together, and that 
the bandages and draperies of the grave still imparted their char-
nel character to the figure, I might have dreamed that Rowena had 
indeed shaken off, utterly, the fetters of Death. But if this idea was 
not, even then, altogether adopted, I could at least doubt no longer, 
when, arising from the bed, tottering, with feeble steps, with closed 
eyes, and with the manner of one bewildered in a dream, the thing 
that was enshrouded advanced boldly and palpably into the middle 
of the apartment.



Dear H.L., 

I feel as though I am losing my mind. I can’t explain it, but Abigail is with 
me always. My heart feels as though it has left my body and everywhere I 
look, she is there. The corners of our room are filled with her life, though 
her corpse is three days cold. I thought that she might survive, but alas, a 
funeral must be planned still. Still, still, still, everything still like our child, 
hardly born at all. Not a breath to be taken, and yet still took my Abigail’s 
breath away, and away from me she went to be with him. H, I’m not sure 
how I am to survive this. The loss of my bride and the loss of my child 
all in one moment—and one that was supposed to be happy and grand 
nonetheless. 

I thought after the death of my mother, that I might be able to cope 
with this, but our memories surround me. I have not been with her for 
too long, but love is mysterious that way. It breaks my heart to see her 
clothing across the bed, as if she were just away for a moment, to return 
to it later. 

I can’t bring myself to touch it. 
I’ve  been reading as a form of comfort, since Abigail gave me this 

glorious compilation of my favorite works on our wedding day. I keep 
turning back to a story by Edgar Allan Poe, Ligeia, if you can believe it. I 
know that you, like I, have read this story over and over again throughout 
the years. I’ve all but convinced myself to get another bride, only to wait 

November 15, 1933
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Let me call myself, for the present, William Wilson. The fair page 
now lying before me need not be sullied with my real appellation. 
This has been already too much an object for the scorn—for the hor-
ror—for the detestation of my race. To the uttermost regions of the 
globe have not the indignant winds bruited its unparalleled infamy? 
Oh, outcast of all outcasts most abandoned!—to the earth art thou 
not forever dead? to its honors, to its flowers, to its golden aspira-
tions?—and a cloud, dense, dismal, and limitless, does it not hang 
eternally between thy hopes and heaven?

I would not, if I could, here or to-day, embody a record of my 
later years of unspeakable misery, and unpardonable crime. This 
epoch—these later years—took unto themselves a sudden elevation 
in turpitude, whose origin alone it is my present purpose to assign. 
Men usually grow base by degrees. From me, in an instant, all virtue 
dropped bodily as a mantle. From comparatively trivial wickedness 
I passed, with the stride of a giant, into more than the enormities of 
an Elah-Gabalus. What chance—what one event brought this evil 
thing to pass, bear with me while I relate. Death approaches; and the 
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for her death so my Abigail might return to me. I wish it was not true, 
however, I have no other wishes than for her return to me. Maybe she 
could even bring our darling son back with her and we could be reunited 
again. 

I tell you my feelings in confidence and grief, as I know you wouldn’t 
tell a soul. I promise to you, on Abigail herself, that I would never act 
on my feelings. They are merely the dreams I must hold to make myself 
feel better. One day, I know I will meet my bride again, though not a day 
will pass where I won’t hope it to be that day. I don’t have the means to 
procrastinate on planning the funeral, but I hope that upon receiving this 
letter you might be able to help. Please write back, as I am in need of a 
presence outside of my own to ground me to reality. 

Maybe my Abigail will come to be in the nightgown left upon the bed? 
I ought not move it, just to be sure, though surely, that might make me 
mad. I look forward to your response, and am thankful for your unwav-
ering friendship and confidence.

Yours truly, 
—L.M. 



72 73

William Wilson Edgar Allan Poe

owed avenues, inhale the fragrance of its thousand shrubberies, and 
thrill anew with undefinable delight, at the deep hollow note of the 
church-bell, breaking, each hour, with sullen and sudden roar, upon 
the stillness of the dusky atmosphere in which the fretted Gothic 
steeple lay imbedded and asleep.

It gives me, perhaps, as much of pleasure as I can now in any 
manner experience, to dwell upon minute recollections of the school 
and its concerns. Steeped in misery as I am—misery, alas! only too 
real—I shall be pardoned for seeking relief, however slight and tem-
porary, in the weakness of a few rambling details. These, moreover, 
utterly trivial, and even ridiculous in themselves, assume, to my 
fancy, adventitious importance, as connected with a period and a 
locality when and where I recognise the first ambiguous monitions 
of the destiny which afterwards so fully overshadowed me. Let me 
then remember.

The house, I have said, was old and irregular. The grounds were 
extensive, and a high and solid brick wall, topped with a bed of mor-
tar and broken glass, encompassed the whole. This prison-like ram-
part formed the limit of our domain; beyond it we saw but thrice a 
week—once every Saturday afternoon, when, attended by two ush-
ers, we were permitted to take brief walks in a body through some 
of the neighbouring fields—and twice during Sunday, when we were 
paraded in the same formal manner to the morning and evening ser-
vice in the one church of the village. Of this church the principal of 
our school was pastor. With how deep a spirit of wonder and per-
plexity was I wont to regard him from our remote pew in the gallery, 
as, with step solemn and slow, he ascended the pulpit! This reverend 
man, with countenance so demurely benign, with robes so glossy 
and so clerically flowing, with wig so minutely powdered, so rigid 
and so vast,—-could this be he who, of late, with sour visage, and 
in snuffy habiliments, administered, ferule in hand, the Draconian 
laws of the academy? Oh, gigantic paradox, too utterly monstrous 
for solution!

At an angle of the ponderous wall frowned a more ponderous 

shadow which foreruns him has thrown a softening influence over 
my spirit. I long, in passing through the dim valley, for the sympa-
thy—I had nearly said for the pity—of my fellow men. I would fain 
have them believe that I have been, in some measure, the slave of 
circumstances beyond human control. I would wish them to seek 
out for me, in the details I am about to give, some little oasis of fatal-
ity amid a wilderness of error. I would have them allow—what they 
cannot refrain from allowing—that, although temptation may have 
erewhile existed as great, man was never thus, at least, tempted be-
fore—certainly, never thus fell. And is it therefore that he has never 
thus suffered? Have I not indeed been living in a dream? And am I 
not now dying a victim to the horror and the mystery of the wildest 
of all sublunary visions?

I am the descendant of a race whose imaginative and easily excit-
able temperament has at all times rendered them remarkable; and, 
in my earliest infancy, I gave evidence of having fully inherited the 
family character. As I advanced in years it was more strongly devel-
oped; becoming, for many reasons, a cause of serious disquietude 
to my friends, and of positive injury to myself. I grew self-willed, 
addicted to the wildest caprices, and a prey to the most ungovern-
able passions. Weak-minded, and beset with constitutional infirmi-
ties akin to my own, my parents could do but little to check the evil 
propensities which distinguished me. Some feeble and ill-directed 
efforts resulted in complete failure on their part, and, of course, in 
total triumph on mine. Thenceforward my voice was a household 
law; and at an age when few children have abandoned their lead-
ing-strings, I was left to the guidance of my own will, and became, in 
all but name, the master of my own actions.

My earliest recollections of a school-life, are connected with a 
large, rambling, Elizabethan house, in a misty-looking village of 
England, where were a vast number of gigantic and gnarled trees, 
and where all the houses were excessively ancient. In truth, it was a 
dream-like and spirit-soothing place, that venerable old town. At this 
moment, in fancy, I feel the refreshing chilliness of its deeply-shad-
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erend Dr. Bransby. It was a solid structure, with massy door, sooner 
than open which in the absence of the “Dominic,” we would all have 
willingly perished by the peine forte et dure. In other angles were 
two other similar boxes, far less reverenced, indeed, but still greatly 
matters of awe. One of these was the pulpit of the “classical” usher, 
one of the “English and mathematical.” Interspersed about the room, 
crossing and recrossing in endless irregularity, were innumerable 
benches and desks, black, ancient, and time-worn, piled desperately 
with much-bethumbed books, and so beseamed with initial letters, 
names at full length, grotesque figures, and other multiplied efforts 
of the knife, as to have entirely lost what little of original form might 
have been their portion in days long departed. A huge bucket with 
water stood at one extremity of the room, and a clock of stupendous 
dimensions at the other.

Encompassed by the massy walls of this venerable academy, I 
passed, yet not in tedium or disgust, the years of the third lustrum of 
my life. The teeming brain of childhood requires no external world 
of incident to occupy or amuse it; and the apparently dismal mo-
notony of a school was replete with more intense excitement than 
my riper youth has derived from luxury, or my full manhood from 
crime. Yet I must believe that my first mental development had in it 
much of the uncommon—even much of the outre. Upon mankind 
at large the events of very early existence rarely leave in mature age 
any definite impression. All is gray shadow—a weak and irregular 
remembrance—an indistinct regathering of feeble pleasures and 
phantasmagoric pains. With me this is not so. In childhood I must 
have felt with the energy of a man what I now find stamped upon 
memory in lines as vivid, as deep, and as durable as the exergues of 
the Carthaginian medals.

Yet in fact—in the fact of the world’s view—how little was there 
to remember! The morning’s awakening, the nightly summons to 
bed; the connings, the recitations; the periodical half-holidays, and 
perambulations; the play-ground, with its broils, its pastimes, its in-
trigues;—these, by a mental sorcery long forgotten, were made to in-

gate. It was riveted and studded with iron bolts, and surmounted 
with jagged iron spikes. What impressions of deep awe did it inspire! 
It was never opened save for the three periodical egressions and in-
gressions already mentioned; then, in every creak of its mighty hing-
es, we found a plenitude of mystery—a world of matter for solemn 
remark, or for more solemn meditation.

The extensive enclosure was irregular in form, having many ca-
pacious recesses. Of these, three or four of the largest constituted 
the play-ground. It was level, and covered with fine hard gravel. I 
well remember it had no trees, nor benches, nor anything similar 
within it. Of course it was in the rear of the house. In front lay a 
small parterre, planted with box and other shrubs; but through this 
sacred division we passed only upon rare occasions indeed—such as 
a first advent to school or final departure thence, or perhaps, when a 
parent or friend having called for us, we joyfully took our way home 
for the Christmas or Midsummer holy-days.

But the house!—how quaint an old building was this!—to me 
how veritably a palace of enchantment! There was really no end to 
its windings—to its incomprehensible subdivisions. It was difficult, 
at any given time, to say with certainty upon which of its two stories 
one happened to be. From each room to every other there were sure 
to be found three or four steps either in ascent or descent. Then the 
lateral branches were innumerable—inconceivable—and so return-
ing in upon themselves, that our most exact ideas in regard to the 
whole mansion were not very far different from those with which 
we pondered upon infinity. During the five years of my residence 
here, I was never able to ascertain with precision, in what remote 
locality lay the little sleeping apartment assigned to myself and some 
eighteen or twenty other scholars.

The school-room was the largest in the house—I could not help 
thinking, in the world. It was very long, narrow, and dismally low, 
with pointed Gothic windows and a ceiling of oak. In a remote and 
terror-inspiring angle was a square enclosure of eight or ten feet, 
comprising the sanctum, “during hours,” of our principal, the Rev-
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mind which enabled me to excel. In his rivalry he might have been 
supposed actuated solely by a whimsical desire to thwart, astonish, 
or mortify myself; although there were times when I could not help 
observing, with a feeling made up of wonder, abasement, and pique, 
that he mingled with his injuries, his insults, or his contradictions, 
a certain most inappropriate, and assuredly most unwelcome affec-
tionateness of manner. I could only conceive this singular behavior 
to arise from a consummate self-conceit assuming the vulgar airs of 
patronage and protection.

Perhaps it was this latter trait in Wilson’s conduct, conjoined with 
our identity of name, and the mere accident of our having entered 
the school upon the same day, which set afloat the notion that we 
were brothers, among the senior classes in the academy. These do 
not usually inquire with much strictness into the affairs of their ju-
niors. I have before said, or should have said, that Wilson was not, 
in the most remote degree, connected with my family. But assuredly 
if we had been brothers we must have been twins; for, after leaving 
Dr. Bransby’s, I casually learned that my namesake was born on the 
nineteenth of January, 1813—and this is a somewhat remarkable co-
incidence; for the day is precisely that of my own nativity.

It may seem strange that in spite of the continual anxiety oc-
casioned me by the rivalry of Wilson, and his intolerable spirit of 
contradiction, I could not bring myself to hate him altogether. We 
had, to be sure, nearly every day a quarrel in which, yielding me 
publicly the palm of victory, he, in some manner, contrived to make 
me feel that it was he who had deserved it; yet a sense of pride on 
my part, and a veritable dignity on his own, kept us always upon 
what are called “speaking terms,” while there were many points of 
strong congeniality in our tempers, operating to awake me in a sen-
timent which our position alone, perhaps, prevented from ripening 
into friendship. It is difficult, indeed, to define, or even to describe, 
my real feelings towards him. They formed a motley and heteroge-
neous admixture;—some petulant animosity, which was not yet ha-
tred, some esteem, more respect, much fear, with a world of uneasy 

volve a wilderness of sensation, a world of rich incident, an universe 
of varied emotion, of excitement the most passionate and spirit-stir-
ring. “Oh, le bon temps, que ce siecle de fer!”

In truth, the ardor, the enthusiasm, and the imperiousness of 
my disposition, soon rendered me a marked character among my 
schoolmates, and by slow, but natural gradations, gave me an ascen-
dancy over all not greatly older than myself;—over all with a single 
exception. This exception was found in the person of a scholar, who, 
although no relation, bore the same Christian and surname as my-
self;—a circumstance, in fact, little remarkable; for, notwithstanding 
a noble descent, mine was one of those everyday appellations which 
seem, by prescriptive right, to have been, time out of mind, the com-
mon property of the mob. In this narrative I have therefore designat-
ed myself as William Wilson,—a fictitious title not very dissimilar 
to the real. My namesake alone, of those who in school phraseology 
constituted “our set,” presumed to compete with me in the studies 
of the class—in the sports and broils of the play-ground—to refuse 
implicit belief in my assertions, and submission to my will—indeed, 
to interfere with my arbitrary dictation in any respect whatsoever. If 
there is on earth a supreme and unqualified despotism, it is the des-
potism of a master mind in boyhood over the less energetic spirits 
of its companions.

Wilson’s rebellion was to me a source of the greatest embarrass-
ment;—the more so as, in spite of the bravado with which in public I 
made a point of treating him and his pretensions, I secretly felt that I 
feared him, and could not help thinking the equality which he main-
tained so easily with myself, a proof of his true superiority; since 
not to be overcome cost me a perpetual struggle. Yet this superior-
ity—even this equality—was in truth acknowledged by no one but 
myself; our associates, by some unaccountable blindness, seemed 
not even to suspect it. Indeed, his competition, his resistance, and 
especially his impertinent and dogged interference with my purpos-
es, were not more pointed than private. He appeared to be destitute 
alike of the ambition which urged, and of the passionate energy of 
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tween my rival and myself. I had not then discovered the remarkable 
fact that we were of the same age; but I saw that we were of the 
same height, and I perceived that we were even singularly alike in 
general contour of person and outline of feature. I was galled, too, by 
the rumor touching a relationship, which had grown current in the 
upper forms. In a word, nothing could more seriously disturb me, 
(although I scrupulously concealed such disturbance,) than any al-
lusion to a similarity of mind, person, or condition existing between 
us. But, in truth, I had no reason to believe that (with the exception 
of the matter of relationship, and in the case of Wilson himself,) this 
similarity had ever been made a subject of comment, or even ob-
served at all by our schoolfellows. That he observed it in all its bear-
ings, and as fixedly as I, was apparent; but that he could discover 
in such circumstances so fruitful a field of annoyance, can only be 
attributed, as I said before, to his more than ordinary penetration.

His cue, which was to perfect an imitation of myself, lay both in 
words and in actions; and most admirably did he play his part. My 
dress it was an easy matter to copy; my gait and general manner 
were, without difficulty, appropriated; in spite of his constitutional 
defect, even my voice did not escape him. My louder tones were, of 
course, unattempted, but then the key, it was identical; and his sin-
gular whisper, it grew the very echo of my own.

How greatly this most exquisite portraiture harassed me, (for it 
could not justly be termed a caricature,) I will not now venture to de-
scribe. I had but one consolation—in the fact that the imitation, ap-
parently, was noticed by myself alone, and that I had to endure only 
the knowing and strangely sarcastic smiles of my namesake himself. 
Satisfied with having produced in my bosom the intended effect, he 
seemed to chuckle in secret over the sting he had inflicted, and was 
characteristically disregardful of the public applause which the suc-
cess of his witty endeavours might have so easily elicited. That the 
school, indeed, did not feel his design, perceive its accomplishment, 
and participate in his sneer, was, for many anxious months, a riddle 
I could not resolve. Perhaps the gradation of his copy rendered it 

curiosity. To the moralist it will be unnecessary to say, in addition, 
that Wilson and myself were the most inseparable of companions.

It was no doubt the anomalous state of affairs existing between us, 
which turned all my attacks upon him, (and they were many, either 
open or covert) into the channel of banter or practical joke (giving 
pain while assuming the aspect of mere fun) rather than into a more 
serious and determined hostility. But my endeavours on this head 
were by no means uniformly successful, even when my plans were 
the most wittily concocted; for my namesake had much about him, 
in character, of that unassuming and quiet austerity which, while en-
joying the poignancy of its own jokes, has no heel of Achilles in itself, 
and absolutely refuses to be laughed at. I could find, indeed, but one 
vulnerable point, and that, lying in a personal peculiarity, arising, 
perhaps, from constitutional disease, would have been spared by any 
antagonist less at his wit’s end than myself;—my rival had a weak-
ness in the faucal or guttural organs, which precluded him from rais-
ing his voice at any time above a very low whisper. Of this defect I 
did not fail to take what poor advantage lay in my power.

Wilson’s retaliations in kind were many; and there was one form 
of his practical wit that disturbed me beyond measure. How his sa-
gacity first discovered at all that so petty a thing would vex me, is a 
question I never could solve; but, having discovered, he habitually 
practised the annoyance. I had always felt aversion to my uncourtly 
patronymic, and its very common, if not plebeian praenomen. The 
words were venom in my ears; and when, upon the day of my arriv-
al, a second William Wilson came also to the academy, I felt angry 
with him for bearing the name, and doubly disgusted with the name 
because a stranger bore it, who would be the cause of its twofold 
repetition, who would be constantly in my presence, and whose 
concerns, in the ordinary routine of the school business, must inevi-
tably, on account of the detestable coincidence, be often confounded 
with my own.

The feeling of vexation thus engendered grew stronger with every 
circumstance tending to show resemblance, moral or physical, be-
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ing to mind dim visions of my earliest infancy—wild, confused and 
thronging memories of a time when memory herself was yet unborn. 
I cannot better describe the sensation which oppressed me than by 
saying that I could with difficulty shake off the belief of my having 
been acquainted with the being who stood before me, at some epoch 
very long ago—some point of the past even infinitely remote. The 
delusion, however, faded rapidly as it came; and I mention it at all 
but to define the day of the last conversation I there held with my 
singular namesake.

The huge old house, with its countless subdivisions, had sever-
al large chambers communicating with each other, where slept the 
greater number of the students. There were, however, (as must nec-
essarily happen in a building so awkwardly planned,) many little 
nooks or recesses, the odds and ends of the structure; and these the 
economic ingenuity of Dr. Bransby had also fitted up as dormitories; 
although, being the merest closets, they were capable of accommo-
dating but a single individual. One of these small apartments was 
occupied by Wilson.

One night, about the close of my fifth year at the school, and 
immediately after the altercation just mentioned, finding every one 
wrapped in sleep, I arose from bed, and, lamp in hand, stole through 
a wilderness of narrow passages from my own bedroom to that of 
my rival. I had long been plotting one of those ill-natured pieces of 
practical wit at his expense in which I had hitherto been so uni-
formly unsuccessful. It was my intention, now, to put my scheme in 
operation, and I resolved to make him feel the whole extent of the 
malice with which I was imbued. Having reached his closet, I noise-
lessly entered, leaving the lamp, with a shade over it, on the outside. 
I advanced a step, and listened to the sound of his tranquil breath-
ing. Assured of his being asleep, I returned, took the light, and with 
it again approached the bed. Close curtains were around it, which, 
in the prosecution of my plan, I slowly and quietly withdrew, when 
the bright rays fell vividly upon the sleeper, and my eyes, at the same 
moment, upon his countenance. I looked;—and a numbness, an ic-

not so readily perceptible; or, more possibly, I owed my security to 
the master air of the copyist, who, disdaining the letter, (which in a 
painting is all the obtuse can see,) gave but the full spirit of his orig-
inal for my individual contemplation and chagrin.

I have already more than once spoken of the disgusting air of pa-
tronage which he assumed toward me, and of his frequent officious 
interference with my will. This interference often took the ungra-
cious character of advice; advice not openly given, but hinted or in-
sinuated. I received it with a repugnance which gained strength as I 
grew in years. Yet, at this distant day, let me do him the simple justice 
to acknowledge that I can recall no occasion when the suggestions 
of my rival were on the side of those errors or follies so usual to 
his immature age and seeming inexperience; that his moral sense, at 
least, if not his general talents and worldly wisdom, was far keener 
than my own; and that I might, to-day, have been a better, and thus 
a happier man, had I less frequently rejected the counsels embodied 
in those meaning whispers which I then but too cordially hated and 
too bitterly despised.

As it was, I at length grew restive in the extreme under his dis-
tasteful supervision, and daily resented more and more openly what 
I considered his intolerable arrogance. I have said that, in the first 
years of our connexion as schoolmates, my feelings in regard to him 
might have been easily ripened into friendship: but, in the latter 
months of my residence at the academy, although the intrusion of 
his ordinary manner had, beyond doubt, in some measure, abated, 
my sentiments, in nearly similar proportion, partook very much of 
positive hatred. Upon one occasion he saw this, I think, and after-
wards avoided, or made a show of avoiding me.

It was about the same period, if I remember aright, that, in an 
altercation of violence with him, in which he was more than usu-
ally thrown off his guard, and spoke and acted with an openness 
of demeanor rather foreign to his nature, I discovered, or fancied I 
discovered, in his accent, his air, and general appearance, a some-
thing which first startled, and then deeply interested me, by bring-
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without profit, had but given me rooted habits of vice, and added, in 
a somewhat unusual degree, to my bodily stature, when, after a week 
of soulless dissipation, I invited a small party of the most dissolute 
students to a secret carousal in my chambers. We met at a late hour 
of the night; for our debaucheries were to be faithfully protracted 
until morning. The wine flowed freely, and there were not want-
ing other and perhaps more dangerous seductions; so that the gray 
dawn had already faintly appeared in the east, while our delirious 
extravagance was at its height. Madly flushed with cards and intoxi-
cation, I was in the act of insisting upon a toast of more than wonted 
profanity, when my attention was suddenly diverted by the violent, 
although partial unclosing of the door of the apartment, and by the 
eager voice of a servant from without. He said that some person, 
apparently in great haste, demanded to speak with me in the hall.

Wildly excited with wine, the unexpected interruption rather de-
lighted than surprised me. I staggered forward at once, and a few 
steps brought me to the vestibule of the building. In this low and 
small room there hung no lamp; and now no light at all was admit-
ted, save that of the exceedingly feeble dawn which made its way 
through the semi-circular window. As I put my foot over the thresh-
old, I became aware of the figure of a youth about my own height, 
and habited in a white kerseymere morning frock, cut in the novel 
fashion of the one I myself wore at the moment. This the faint light 
enabled me to perceive; but the features of his face I could not distin-
guish. Upon my entering he strode hurriedly up to me, and, seizing 
me by the arm with a gesture of petulant impatience, whispered the 
words “William Wilson!” in my ear.

I grew perfectly sober in an instant. There was that in the man-
ner of the stranger, and in the tremulous shake of his uplifted finger, 
as he held it between my eyes and the light, which filled me with 
unqualified amazement; but it was not this which had so violently 
moved me. It was the pregnancy of solemn admonition in the sin-
gular, low, hissing utterance; and, above all, it was the character, the 
tone, the key, of those few, simple, and familiar, yet whispered syl-

iness of feeling instantly pervaded my frame. My breast heaved, my 
knees tottered, my whole spirit became possessed with an objectless 
yet intolerable horror. Gasping for breath, I lowered the lamp in still 
nearer proximity to the face. Were these—these the lineaments of 
William Wilson? I saw, indeed, that they were his, but I shook as 
if with a fit of the ague in fancying they were not. What was there 
about them to confound me in this manner? I gazed;—while my 
brain reeled with a multitude of incoherent thoughts. Not thus he 
appeared—assuredly not thus—in the vivacity of his waking hours. 
The same name! the same contour of person! the same day of arriv-
al at the academy! And then his dogged and meaningless imitation 
of my gait, my voice, my habits, and my manner! Was it, in truth, 
within the bounds of human possibility, that what I now saw was 
the result, merely, of the habitual practice of this sarcastic imitation? 
Awe-stricken, and with a creeping shudder, I extinguished the lamp, 
passed silently from the chamber, and left, at once, the halls of that 
old academy, never to enter them again.

After a lapse of some months, spent at home in mere idleness, I 
found myself a student at Eton. The brief interval had been sufficient 
to enfeeble my remembrance of the events at Dr. Bransby’s, or at 
least to effect a material change in the nature of the feelings with 
which I remembered them. The truth—the tragedy—of the drama 
was no more. I could now find room to doubt the evidence of my 
senses; and seldom called up the subject at all but with wonder at 
extent of human credulity, and a smile at the vivid force of the imag-
ination which I hereditarily possessed. Neither was this species of 
scepticism likely to be diminished by the character of the life I led at 
Eton. The vortex of thoughtless folly into which I there so immedi-
ately and so recklessly plunged, washed away all but the froth of my 
past hours, engulfed at once every solid or serious impression, and 
left to memory only the veriest levities of a former existence.

I do not wish, however, to trace the course of my miserable prof-
ligacy here—a profligacy which set at defiance the laws, while it 
eluded the vigilance of the institution. Three years of folly, passed 
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the weak-minded among my fellow-collegians. Such, nevertheless, 
was the fact. And the very enormity of this offence against all manly 
and honourable sentiment proved, beyond doubt, the main if not the 
sole reason of the impunity with which it was committed. Who, in-
deed, among my most abandoned associates, would not rather have 
disputed the clearest evidence of his senses, than have suspected of 
such courses, the gay, the frank, the generous William Wilson—the 
noblest and most liberal commoner at Oxford—him whose fol-
lies (said his parasites) were but the follies of youth and unbridled 
fancy—whose errors but inimitable whim—whose darkest vice but a 
careless and dashing extravagance?

I had been now two years successfully busied in this way, when 
there came to the university a young parvenu nobleman, Glendin-
ning—rich, said report, as Herodes Atticus—his riches, too, as easily 
acquired. I soon found him of weak intellect, and, of course, marked 
him as a fitting subject for my skill. I frequently engaged him in play, 
and contrived, with the gambler’s usual art, to let him win consid-
erable sums, the more effectually to entangle him in my snares. At 
length, my schemes being ripe, I met him (with the full intention 
that this meeting should be final and decisive) at the chambers of 
a fellow-commoner, (Mr. Preston,) equally intimate with both, but 
who, to do him Justice, entertained not even a remote suspicion of 
my design. To give to this a better colouring, I had contrived to have 
assembled a party of some eight or ten, and was solicitously careful 
that the introduction of cards should appear accidental, and origi-
nate in the proposal of my contemplated dupe himself. To be brief 
upon a vile topic, none of the low finesse was omitted, so customary 
upon similar occasions that it is a just matter for wonder how any are 
still found so besotted as to fall its victim.

We had protracted our sitting far into the night, and I had at 
length effected the manoeuvre of getting Glendinning as my sole an-
tagonist. The game, too, was my favorite ecarte! The rest of the com-
pany, interested in the extent of our play, had abandoned their own 
cards, and were standing around us as spectators. The parvenu, who 

lables, which came with a thousand thronging memories of bygone 
days, and struck upon my soul with the shock of a galvanic battery. 
Ere I could recover the use of my senses he was gone.

Although this event failed not of a vivid effect upon my disor-
dered imagination, yet was it evanescent as vivid. For some weeks, 
indeed, I busied myself in earnest inquiry, or was wrapped in a cloud 
of morbid speculation. I did not pretend to disguise from my per-
ception the identity of the singular individual who thus persevering-
ly interfered with my affairs, and harassed me with his insinuated 
counsel. But who and what was this Wilson?—and whence came 
he?—and what were his purposes? Upon neither of these points 
could I be satisfied; merely ascertaining, in regard to him, that a sud-
den accident in his family had caused his removal from Dr. Bransby’s 
academy on the afternoon of the day in which I myself had eloped. 
But in a brief period I ceased to think upon the subject; my attention 
being all absorbed in a contemplated departure for Oxford. Thither 
I soon went; the uncalculating vanity of my parents furnishing me 
with an outfit and annual establishment, which would enable me to 
indulge at will in the luxury already so dear to my heart,—to vie in 
profuseness of expenditure with the haughtiest heirs of the wealthi-
est earldoms in Great Britain.

Excited by such appliances to vice, my constitutional temper-
ament broke forth with redoubled ardor, and I spurned even the 
common restraints of decency in the mad infatuation of my revels. 
But it were absurd to pause in the detail of my extravagance. Let it 
suffice, that among spendthrifts I out-Heroded Herod, and that, giv-
ing name to a multitude of novel follies, I added no brief appendix to 
the long catalogue of vices then usual in the most dissolute university 
of Europe.

It could hardly be credited, however, that I had, even here, so 
utterly fallen from the gentlemanly estate, as to seek acquaintance 
with the vilest arts of the gambler by profession, and, having be-
come an adept in his despicable science, to practise it habitually as a 
means of increasing my already enormous income at the expense of 
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the sudden and extraordinary interruption which ensued. The wide, 
heavy folding doors of the apartment were all at once thrown open, 
to their full extent, with a vigorous and rushing impetuosity that ex-
tinguished, as if by magic, every candle in the room. Their light, in 
dying, enabled us just to perceive that a stranger had entered, about 
my own height, and closely muffled in a cloak. The darkness, how-
ever, was now total; and we could only feel that he was standing 
in our midst. Before any one of us could recover from the extreme 
astonishment into which this rudeness had thrown all, we heard the 
voice of the intruder.

“Gentlemen,” he said, in a low, distinct, and never-to-be-forgot-
ten whisper which thrilled to the very marrow of my bones, “Gentle-
men, I make no apology for this behaviour, because in thus behav-
ing, I am but fulfilling a duty. You are, beyond doubt, uninformed 
of the true character of the person who has to-night won at ecarte 
a large sum of money from Lord Glendinning. I will therefore put 
you upon an expeditious and decisive plan of obtaining this very 
necessary information. Please to examine, at your leisure, the inner 
linings of the cuff of his left sleeve, and the several little packages 
which may be found in the somewhat capacious pockets of his em-
broidered morning wrapper.”

While he spoke, so profound was the stillness that one might have 
heard a pin drop upon the floor. In ceasing, he departed at once, and 
as abruptly as he had entered. Can I—shall I describe my sensa-
tions?—must I say that I felt all the horrors of the damned? Most 
assuredly I had little time given for reflection. Many hands roughly 
seized me upon the spot, and lights were immediately reprocured. 
A search ensued. In the lining of my sleeve were found all the court 
cards essential in ecarte, and, in the pockets of my wrapper, a num-
ber of packs, facsimiles of those used at our sittings, with the single 
exception that mine were of the species called, technically, arrond-
ees; the honours being slightly convex at the ends, the lower cards 
slightly convex at the sides. In this disposition, the dupe who cuts, as 
customary, at the length of the pack, will invariably find that he cuts 

had been induced by my artifices in the early part of the evening, to 
drink deeply, now shuffled, dealt, or played, with a wild nervousness 
of manner for which his intoxication, I thought, might partially, but 
could not altogether account. In a very short period he had become 
my debtor to a large amount, when, having taken a long draught of 
port, he did precisely what I had been coolly anticipating—he pro-
posed to double our already extravagant stakes. With a well-feigned 
show of reluctance, and not until after my repeated refusal had se-
duced him into some angry words which gave a color of pique to my 
compliance, did I finally comply. The result, of course, did but prove 
how entirely the prey was in my toils; in less than an hour he had 
quadrupled his debt. For some time his countenance had been los-
ing the florid tinge lent it by the wine; but now, to my astonishment, 
I perceived that it had grown to a pallor truly fearful. I say to my 
astonishment. Glendinning had been represented to my eager inqui-
ries as immeasurably wealthy; and the sums which he had as yet lost, 
although in themselves vast, could not, I supposed, very seriously 
annoy, much less so violently affect him. That he was overcome by 
the wine just swallowed, was the idea which most readily presented 
itself; and, rather with a view to the preservation of my own charac-
ter in the eyes of my associates, than from any less interested motive, 
I was about to insist, peremptorily, upon a discontinuance of the 
play, when some expressions at my elbow from among the company, 
and an ejaculation evincing utter despair on the part of Glendinning, 
gave me to understand that I had effected his total ruin under cir-
cumstances which, rendering him an object for the pity of all, should 
have protected him from the ill offices even of a fiend.

What now might have been my conduct it is difficult to say. The 
pitiable condition of my dupe had thrown an air of embarrassed 
gloom over all; and, for some moments, a profound silence was 
maintained, during which I could not help feeling my cheeks tingle 
with the many burning glances of scorn or reproach cast upon me by 
the less abandoned of the party. I will even own that an intolerable 
weight of anxiety was for a brief instant lifted from my bosom by 
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morning ere dawn of day, commenced a hurried journey from Ox-
ford to the continent, in a perfect agony of horror and of shame.

I fled in vain. My evil destiny pursued me as if in exultation, and 
proved, indeed, that the exercise of its mysterious dominion had as 
yet only begun. Scarcely had I set foot in Paris ere I had fresh evi-
dence of the detestable interest taken by this Wilson in my concerns. 
Years flew, while I experienced no relief. Villain!—at Rome, with 
how untimely, yet with how spectral an officiousness, stepped he 
in between me and my ambition! At Vienna, too—at Berlin—and at 
Moscow! Where, in truth, had I not bitter cause to curse him within 
my heart? From his inscrutable tyranny did I at length flee, pan-
ic-stricken, as from a pestilence; and to the very ends of the earth I 
fled in vain.

And again, and again, in secret communion with my own spirit, 
would I demand the questions “Who is he?—whence came he?—
and what are his objects?” But no answer was there found. And then 
I scrutinized, with a minute scrutiny, the forms, and the methods, 
and the leading traits of his impertinent supervision. But even here 
there was very little upon which to base a conjecture. It was notice-
able, indeed, that, in no one of the multiplied instances in which he 
had of late crossed my path, had he so crossed it except to frustrate 
those schemes, or to disturb those actions, which, if fully carried 
out, might have resulted in bitter mischief. Poor justification this, in 
truth, for an authority so imperiously assumed! Poor indemnity for 
natural rights of self-agency so pertinaciously, so insultingly denied!

I had also been forced to notice that my tormentor, for a very long 
period of time, (while scrupulously and with miraculous dexterity 
maintaining his whim of an identity of apparel with myself,) had so 
contrived it, in the execution of his varied interference with my will, 
that I saw not, at any moment, the features of his face. Be Wilson 
what he might, this, at least, was but the veriest of affectation, or of 
folly. Could he, for an instant, have supposed that, in my admonish-
er at Eton—in the destroyer of my honor at Oxford,—in him who 
thwarted my ambition at Rome, my revenge at Paris, my passionate 

his antagonist an honor; while the gambler, cutting at the breadth, 
will, as certainly, cut nothing for his victim which may count in the 
records of the game.

Any burst of indignation upon this discovery would have affected 
me less than the silent contempt, or the sarcastic composure, with 
which it was received.

“Mr. Wilson,” said our host, stooping to remove from beneath his 
feet an exceedingly luxurious cloak of rare furs, “Mr. Wilson, this is 
your property.” (The weather was cold; and, upon quitting my own 
room, I had thrown a cloak over my dressing wrapper, putting it off 
upon reaching the scene of play.) “I presume it is supererogatory to 
seek here (eyeing the folds of the garment with a bitter smile) for any 
farther evidence of your skill. Indeed, we have had enough. You will 
see the necessity, I hope, of quitting Oxford—at all events, of quitting 
instantly my chambers.”

Abased, humbled to the dust as I then was, it is probable that I 
should have resented this galling language by immediate personal 
violence, had not my whole attention been at the moment arrested 
by a fact of the most startling character. The cloak which I had worn 
was of a rare description of fur; how rare, how extravagantly costly, 
I shall not venture to say. Its fashion, too, was of my own fantastic 
invention; for I was fastidious to an absurd degree of coxcombry, 
in matters of this frivolous nature. When, therefore, Mr. Preston 
reached me that which he had picked up upon the floor, and near the 
folding doors of the apartment, it was with an astonishment nearly 
bordering upon terror, that I perceived my own already hanging on 
my arm, (where I had no doubt unwittingly placed it,) and that the 
one presented me was but its exact counterpart in every, in even the 
minutest possible particular. The singular being who had so disas-
trously exposed me, had been muffled, I remembered, in a cloak; 
and none had been worn at all by any of the members of our party 
with the exception of myself. Retaining some presence of mind, I 
took the one offered me by Preston; placed it, unnoticed, over my 
own; left the apartment with a resolute scowl of defiance; and, next 
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I felt a light hand placed upon my shoulder, and that ever-remem-
bered, low, damnable whisper within my ear.

In an absolute phrenzy of wrath, I turned at once upon him who 
had thus interrupted me, and seized him violently by the collar. He 
was attired, as I had expected, in a costume altogether similar to my 
own; wearing a Spanish cloak of blue velvet, begirt about the waist 
with a crimson belt sustaining a rapier. A mask of black silk entirely 
covered his face.

“Scoundrel!” I said, in a voice husky with rage, while every syl-
lable I uttered seemed as new fuel to my fury, “scoundrel! impostor! 
accursed villain! you shall not—you shall not dog me unto death! 
Follow me, or I stab you where you stand!”—and I broke my way 
from the ball-room into a small ante-chamber adjoining—dragging 
him unresistingly with me as I went.

Upon entering, I thrust him furiously from me. He staggered 
against the wall, while I closed the door with an oath, and com-
manded him to draw. He hesitated but for an instant; then, with a 
slight sigh, drew in silence, and put himself upon his defence.

The contest was brief indeed. I was frantic with every species of 
wild excitement, and felt within my single arm the energy and power 
of a multitude. In a few seconds I forced him by sheer strength against 
the wainscoting, and thus, getting him at mercy, plunged my sword, 
with brute ferocity, repeatedly through and through his bosom.

At that instant some person tried the latch of the door. I hastened 
to prevent an intrusion, and then immediately returned to my dying 
antagonist. But what human language can adequately portray that 
astonishment, that horror which possessed me at the spectacle then 
presented to view? The brief moment in which I averted my eyes 
had been sufficient to produce, apparently, a material change in the 
arrangements at the upper or farther end of the room. A large mir-
ror,—so at first it seemed to me in my confusion—now stood where 
none had been perceptible before; and, as I stepped up to it in ex-
tremity of terror, mine own image, but with features all pale and dab-
bled in blood, advanced to meet me with a feeble and tottering gait.

love at Naples, or what he falsely termed my avarice in Egypt,—that 
in this, my arch-enemy and evil genius, could fail to recognise the 
William Wilson of my school boy days,—the namesake, the com-
panion, the rival,—the hated and dreaded rival at Dr. Bransby’s? Im-
possible!—But let me hasten to the last eventful scene of the drama.

Thus far I had succumbed supinely to this imperious domination. 
The sentiment of deep awe with which I habitually regarded the el-
evated character, the majestic wisdom, the apparent omnipresence 
and omnipotence of Wilson, added to a feeling of even terror, with 
which certain other traits in his nature and assumptions inspired 
me, had operated, hitherto, to impress me with an idea of my own 
utter weakness and helplessness, and to suggest an implicit, although 
bitterly reluctant submission to his arbitrary will. But, of late days, 
I had given myself up entirely to wine; and its maddening influence 
upon my hereditary temper rendered me more and more impatient 
of control. I began to murmur,—to hesitate,—to resist. And was it 
only fancy which induced me to believe that, with the increase of 
my own firmness, that of my tormentor underwent a proportional 
diminution? Be this as it may, I now began to feel the inspiration 
of a burning hope, and at length nurtured in my secret thoughts a 
stern and desperate resolution that I would submit no longer to be 
enslaved.

It was at Rome, during the Carnival of 18—, that I attended a mas-
querade in the palazzo of the Neapolitan Duke Di Broglio. I had in-
dulged more freely than usual in the excesses of the wine-table; and 
now the suffocating atmosphere of the crowded rooms irritated me 
beyond endurance. The difficulty, too, of forcing my way through the 
mazes of the company contributed not a little to the ruffling of my 
temper; for I was anxiously seeking, (let me not say with what un-
worthy motive) the young, the gay, the beautiful wife of the aged and 
doting Di Broglio. With a too unscrupulous confidence she had pre-
viously communicated to me the secret of the costume in which she 
would be habited, and now, having caught a glimpse of her person, 
I was hurrying to make my way into her presence.—At this moment 
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Dear H.L., 

As you know, I often write to you in times of uncertainty. I’m unsure 
where life will take me, however, this letter is more to write to you re-
garding happy news—though, maybe still uncertain. My dear Abigail, my 
love, my bride, has been feeling quite ill these past few months. We have 
only just found out that she is not actually ill, but rather with child! Ha! 
H, can you believe it? Myself? A father? The thought of it seems absurd, 
even to me, but alas, in a few short months, we will meet our little angel. 

However, despite the happy news, I am much bothered by the thought 
that I am not made out to be a father, like my father before me. Much like 
our beloved William Wilson, I feel the shadow of my father looming over 
me with this new chapter in my life approaching. The parallels between 
our lives are painfully stark, which I recognize and detest greatly. I can-
not say that my father was a loving man, or really a man at all. I wish 
not to be like him, though compelled to mimic him I seem to find myself 
by one reason or another. 

I have never talked much about it—to you or to anyone really, but 
I was always so bothered by his disappearance. I don’t know him to be 
dead, but I don’t know him to be alive either. No one ever thought much to 
look into it, and we certainly were unable to afford it. Much like William 
Wilson here, as I was saying, there is a competition of the sorts happen-
ing between my joy and admiration for the life that is upcoming, and the 

Thus it appeared, I say, but was not. It was my antagonist—it was 
Wilson, who then stood before me in the agonies of his dissolution. 
His mask and cloak lay, where he had thrown them, upon the floor. 
Not a thread in all his raiment—not a line in all the marked and sin-
gular lineaments of his face which was not, even in the most absolute 
identity, mine own!

It was Wilson; but he spoke no longer in a whisper, and I could 
have fancied that I myself was speaking while he said:

“You have conquered, and I yield. Yet, henceforward art thou 
also dead—dead to the World, to Heaven and to Hope! In me didst 
thou exist—and, in my death, see by this image, which is thine own, 
how utterly thou hast murdered thyself.”

July 27, 1933
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For the most wild, yet most homely narrative which I am about to 
pen, I neither expect nor solicit belief. Mad indeed would I be to ex-
pect it, in a case where my very senses reject their own evidence. Yet, 
mad am I not—and very surely do I not dream. But to-morrow I die, 
and to-day I would unburthen my soul. My immediate purpose is 
to place before the world, plainly, succinctly, and without comment, 
a series of mere household events. In their consequences, these 
events have terrified—have tortured—have destroyed me. Yet I will 
not attempt to expound them. To me, they have presented little but 
Horror—to many they will seem less terrible than barroques. Here-
after, perhaps, some intellect may be found which will reduce my 
phantasm to the common-place—some intellect more calm, more 
logical, and far less excitable than my own, which will perceive, in 
the circumstances I detail with awe, nothing more than an ordinary 
succession of very natural causes and effects.

From my infancy I was noted for the docility and humanity of 
my disposition. My tenderness of heart was even so conspicuous 
as to make me the jest of my companions. I was especially fond of 

Edgar Allan Poe

The Black Cat

reality that I was never given much of anything to base my fatherhood 
upon. It is like my father and I—like we are one in the same. Cut from 
the same tattered cloth, doomed to an eternity of loneliness. Maybe that is 
pessimistic of me, since Abigail is of the most wonderful kind of women, 
however, I can’t help but remember the lack of male influence in my life 
leading up to this point. If my mother were here, she would remind me 
that I would be a good father, but we both know she can’t help me now. In 
that, I know I will find nothing, and it has me startled to my core. I am 
waiting for the whisper in my ear to remind me that I am my father, as 
much as he is me. Though I pray it will never come. 

Yours truly,
 —L. M.
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feel the change in my disposition. I not only neglected, but ill-used 
them. For Pluto, however, I still retained sufficient regard to restrain 
me from maltreating him, as I made no scruple of maltreating the 
rabbits, the monkey, or even the dog, when by accident, or through 
affection, they came in my way. But my disease grew upon me—for 
what disease is like Alcohol!—and at length even Pluto, who was 
now becoming old, and consequently somewhat peevish—even 
Pluto began to experience the effects of my ill temper.

One night, returning home, much intoxicated, from one of my 
haunts about town, I fancied that the cat avoided my presence. I 
seized him; when, in his fright at my violence, he inflicted a slight 
wound upon my hand with his teeth. The fury of a demon instantly 
possessed me. I knew myself no longer. My original soul seemed, at 
once, to take its flight from my body and a more than fiendish ma-
levolence, gin-nurtured, thrilled every fibre of my frame. I took from 
my waistcoat-pocket a pen-knife, opened it, grasped the poor beast 
by the throat, and deliberately cut one of its eyes from the socket! I 
blush, I burn, I shudder, while I pen the damnable atrocity.

When reason returned with the morning—when I had slept off 
the fumes of the night’s debauch—I experienced a sentiment half of 
horror, half of remorse, for the crime of which I had been guilty; but 
it was, at best, a feeble and equivocal feeling, and the soul remained 
untouched. I again plunged into excess, and soon drowned in wine 
all memory of the deed.

In the meantime the cat slowly recovered. The socket of the lost 
eye presented, it is true, a frightful appearance, but he no longer ap-
peared to suffer any pain. He went about the house as usual, but, as 
might be expected, fled in extreme terror at my approach. I had so 
much of my old heart left, as to be at first grieved by this evident 
dislike on the part of a creature which had once so loved me. But 
this feeling soon gave place to irritation. And then came, as if to my 
final and irrevocable overthrow, the spirit of PERVERSENESS. Of 
this spirit philosophy takes no account. Yet I am not more sure that 
my soul lives, than I am that perverseness is one of the primitive im-

animals, and was indulged by my parents with a great variety of pets. 
With these I spent most of my time, and never was so happy as when 
feeding and caressing them. This peculiarity of character grew with 
my growth, and in my manhood, I derived from it one of my prin-
cipal sources of pleasure. To those who have cherished an affection 
for a faithful and sagacious dog, I need hardly be at the trouble of 
explaining the nature or the intensity of the gratification thus deriv-
able. There is something in the unselfish and self-sacrificing love of a 
brute, which goes directly to the heart of him who has had frequent 
occasion to test the paltry friendship and gossamer fidelity of mere 
Man.

I married early, and was happy to find in my wife a disposition 
not uncongenial with my own. Observing my partiality for domestic 
pets, she lost no opportunity of procuring those of the most agree-
able kind. We had birds, gold-fish, a fine dog, rabbits, a small mon-
key, and a cat.

This latter was a remarkably large and beautiful animal, entirely 
black, and sagacious to an astonishing degree. In speaking of his in-
telligence, my wife, who at heart was not a little tinctured with super-
stition, made frequent allusion to the ancient popular notion, which 
regarded all black cats as witches in disguise. Not that she was ever 
serious upon this point—and I mention the matter at all for no better 
reason than that it happens, just now, to be remembered.

Pluto—this was the cat’s name—was my favorite pet and play-
mate. I alone fed him, and he attended me wherever I went about 
the house. It was even with difficulty that I could prevent him from 
following me through the streets.

Our friendship lasted, in this manner, for several years, during 
which my general temperament and character—through the instru-
mentality of the Fiend Intemperance—had (I blush to confess it) ex-
perienced a radical alteration for the worse. I grew, day by day, more 
moody, more irritable, more regardless of the feelings of others. I 
suffered myself to use intemperate language to my wife. At length, I 
even offered her personal violence. My pets, of course, were made to 
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About this wall a dense crowd were collected, and many persons 
seemed to be examining a particular portion of it with very min-
ute and eager attention. The words “strange!” “singular!” and other 
similar expressions, excited my curiosity. I approached and saw, as 
if graven in bas relief upon the white surface, the figure of a gigantic 
cat. The impression was given with an accuracy truly marvellous. 
There was a rope about the animal’s neck.

When I first beheld this apparition—for I could scarcely regard 
it as less—my wonder and my terror were extreme. But at length 
reflection came to my aid. The cat, I remembered, had been hung in 
a garden adjacent to the house. Upon the alarm of fire, this garden 
had been immediately filled by the crowd—by some one of whom 
the animal must have been cut from the tree and thrown, through 
an open window, into my chamber. This had probably been done 
with the view of arousing me from sleep. The falling of other walls 
had compressed the victim of my cruelty into the substance of the 
freshly-spread plaster; the lime of which, with the flames, and the 
ammonia from the carcass, had then accomplished the portraiture 
as I saw it.

Although I thus readily accounted to my reason, if not altogether 
to my conscience, for the startling fact just detailed, it did not the less 
fail to make a deep impression upon my fancy. For months I could 
not rid myself of the phantasm of the cat; and, during this period, 
there came back into my spirit a half-sentiment that seemed, but 
was not, remorse. I went so far as to regret the loss of the animal, 
and to look about me, among the vile haunts which I now habitually 
frequented, for another pet of the same species, and of somewhat 
similar appearance, with which to supply its place.

One night as I sat, half stupified, in a den of more than infamy, my 
attention was suddenly drawn to some black object, reposing upon 
the head of one of the immense hogsheads of Gin, or of Rum, which 
constituted the chief furniture of the apartment. I had been looking 
steadily at the top of this hogshead for some minutes, and what now 
caused me surprise was the fact that I had not sooner perceived the 

pulses of the human heart—one of the indivisible primary faculties, 
or sentiments, which give direction to the character of Man. Who 
has not, a hundred times, found himself committing a vile or a silly 
action, for no other reason than because he knows he should not? 
Have we not a perpetual inclination, in the teeth of our best judg-
ment, to violate that which is Law, merely because we understand it 
to be such? This spirit of perverseness, I say, came to my final over-
throw. It was this unfathomable longing of the soul to vex itself—to 
offer violence to its own nature—to do wrong for the wrong’s sake 
only—that urged me to continue and finally to consummate the in-
jury I had inflicted upon the unoffending brute. One morning, in 
cool blood, I slipped a noose about its neck and hung it to the limb 
of a tree;—hung it with the tears streaming from my eyes, and with 
the bitterest remorse at my heart;—hung it because I knew that it 
had loved me, and because I felt it had given me no reason of of-
fence;—hung it because I knew that in so doing I was committing a 
sin—a deadly sin that would so jeopardize my immortal soul as to 
place it—if such a thing wore possible—even beyond the reach of the 
infinite mercy of the Most Merciful and Most Terrible God.

On the night of the day on which this cruel deed was done, I was 
aroused from sleep by the cry of fire. The curtains of my bed were 
in flames. The whole house was blazing. It was with great difficulty 
that my wife, a servant, and myself, made our escape from the con-
flagration. The destruction was complete. My entire worldly wealth 
was swallowed up, and I resigned myself thenceforward to despair.

I am above the weakness of seeking to establish a sequence of 
cause and effect, between the disaster and the atrocity. But I am de-
tailing a chain of facts—and wish not to leave even a possible link 
imperfect. On the day succeeding the fire, I visited the ruins. The 
walls, with one exception, had fallen in. This exception was found 
in a compartment wall, not very thick, which stood about the mid-
dle of the house, and against which had rested the head of my bed. 
The plastering had here, in great measure, resisted the action of the 
fire—a fact which I attributed to its having been recently spread. 
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seemed to increase. It followed my footsteps with a pertinacity 
which it would be difficult to make the reader comprehend. When-
ever I sat, it would crouch beneath my chair, or spring upon my 
knees, covering me with its loathsome caresses. If I arose to walk 
it would get between my feet and thus nearly throw me down, or, 
fastening its long and sharp claws in my dress, clamber, in this man-
ner, to my breast. At such times, although I longed to destroy it with 
a blow, I was yet withheld from so doing, partly by a memory of 
my former crime, but chiefly—let me confess it at once—by absolute 
dread of the beast.

This dread was not exactly a dread of physical evil—and yet I 
should be at a loss how otherwise to define it. I am almost ashamed 
to own—yes, even in this felon’s cell, I am almost ashamed to own—
that the terror and horror with which the animal inspired me, had 
been heightened by one of the merest chimaeras it would be possi-
ble to conceive. My wife had called my attention, more than once, 
to the character of the mark of white hair, of which I have spoken, 
and which constituted the sole visible difference between the strange 
beast and the one I had destroyed. The reader will remember that 
this mark, although large, had been originally very indefinite; but, 
by slow degrees—degrees nearly imperceptible, and which for a long 
time my Reason struggled to reject as fanciful—it had, at length, as-
sumed a rigorous distinctness of outline. It was now the represen-
tation of an object that I shudder to name—and for this, above all, 
I loathed, and dreaded, and would have rid myself of the monster 
had I dared—it was now, I say, the image of a hideous—of a ghastly 
thing—of the GALLOWS!—oh, mournful and terrible engine of 
Horror and of Crime—of Agony and of Death!

And now was I indeed wretched beyond the wretchedness of 
mere Humanity. And a brute beast —whose fellow I had contemp-
tuously destroyed—a brute beast to work out for me—for me a man, 
fashioned in the image of the High God—so much of insufferable 
wo! Alas! neither by day nor by night knew I the blessing of Rest any 
more! During the former the creature left me no moment alone; and, 

object thereupon. I approached it, and touched it with my hand. It 
was a black cat—a very large one—fully as large as Pluto, and closely 
resembling him in every respect but one. Pluto had not a white hair 
upon any portion of his body; but this cat had a large, although in-
definite splotch of white, covering nearly the whole region of the 
breast. Upon my touching him, he immediately arose, purred loudly, 
rubbed against my hand, and appeared delighted with my notice. 
This, then, was the very creature of which I was in search. I at once 
offered to purchase it of the landlord; but this person made no claim 
to it—knew nothing of it—had never seen it before.

I continued my caresses, and, when I prepared to go home, the 
animal evinced a disposition to accompany me. I permitted it to 
do so; occasionally stooping and patting it as I proceeded. When it 
reached the house it domesticated itself at once, and became imme-
diately a great favorite with my wife.

For my own part, I soon found a dislike to it arising within me. 
This was just the reverse of what I had anticipated; but—I know 
not how or why it was—its evident fondness for myself rather dis-
gusted and annoyed. By slow degrees, these feelings of disgust and 
annoyance rose into the bitterness of hatred. I avoided the creature; 
a certain sense of shame, and the remembrance of my former deed 
of cruelty, preventing me from physically abusing it. I did not, for 
some weeks, strike, or otherwise violently ill use it; but gradually—
very gradually—I came to look upon it with unutterable loathing, 
and to flee silently from its odious presence, as from the breath of a 
pestilence.

What added, no doubt, to my hatred of the beast, was the discov-
ery, on the morning after I brought it home, that, like Pluto, it also 
had been deprived of one of its eyes. This circumstance, however, 
only endeared it to my wife, who, as I have already said, possessed, 
in a high degree, that humanity of feeling which had once been my 
distinguishing trait, and the source of many of my simplest and pur-
est pleasures.

With my aversion to this cat, however, its partiality for myself 
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in the cellar—as the monks of the middle ages are recorded to have 
walled up their victims.

For a purpose such as this the cellar was well adapted. Its walls 
were loosely constructed, and had lately been plastered throughout 
with a rough plaster, which the dampness of the atmosphere had 
prevented from hardening. Moreover, in one of the walls was a pro-
jection, caused by a false chimney, or fireplace, that had been filled 
up, and made to resemble the red of the cellar. I made no doubt that 
I could readily displace the bricks at this point, insert the corpse, and 
wall the whole up as before, so that no eye could detect any thing 
suspicious. And in this calculation I was not deceived. By means of 
a crow-bar I easily dislodged the bricks, and, having carefully de-
posited the body against the inner wall, I propped it in that position, 
while, with little trouble, I re-laid the whole structure as it originally 
stood. Having procured mortar, sand, and hair, with every possible 
precaution, I prepared a plaster which could not be distinguished 
from the old, and with this I very carefully went over the new brick-
work. When I had finished, I felt satisfied that all was right. The wall 
did not present the slightest appearance of having been disturbed. 
The rubbish on the floor was picked up with the minutest care. I 
looked around triumphantly, and said to myself—“Here at least, 
then, my labor has not been in vain.”

My next step was to look for the beast which had been the cause 
of so much wretchedness; for I had, at length, firmly resolved to put 
it to death. Had I been able to meet with it, at the moment, there 
could have been no doubt of its fate; but it appeared that the crafty 
animal had been alarmed at the violence of my previous anger, and 
forebore to present itself in my present mood. It is impossible to 
describe, or to imagine, the deep, the blissful sense of relief which 
the absence of the detested creature occasioned in my bosom. It did 
not make its appearance during the night—and thus for one night at 
least, since its introduction into the house, I soundly and tranquilly 
slept; aye, slept even with the burden of murder upon my soul!

The second and the third day passed, and still my tormentor 

in the latter, I started, hourly, from dreams of unutterable fear, to find 
the hot breath of the thing upon my face, and its vast weight—an 
incarnate Night-Mare that I had no power to shake off—incumbent 
eternally upon my heart!

Beneath the pressure of torments such as these, the feeble rem-
nant of the good within me succumbed. Evil thoughts became my 
sole intimates—the darkest and most evil of thoughts. The mood-
iness of my usual temper increased to hatred of all things and of 
all mankind; while, from the sudden, frequent, and ungovernable 
outbursts of a fury to which I now blindly abandoned myself, my 
uncomplaining wife, alas! was the most usual and the most patient 
of sufferers.

One day she accompanied me, upon some household errand, 
into the cellar of the old building which our poverty compelled us 
to inhabit. The cat followed me down the steep stairs, and, nearly 
throwing me headlong, exasperated me to madness. Uplifting an 
axe, and forgetting, in my wrath, the childish dread which had hith-
erto stayed my hand, I aimed a blow at the animal which, of course, 
would have proved instantly fatal had it descended as I wished. But 
this blow was arrested by the hand of my wife. Goaded, by the in-
terference, into a rage more than demoniacal, I withdrew my arm 
from her grasp and buried the axe in her brain. She fell dead upon 
the spot, without a groan.

This hideous murder accomplished, I set myself forthwith, and 
with entire deliberation, to the task of concealing the body. I knew 
that I could not remove it from the house, either by day or by night, 
without the risk of being observed by the neighbors. Many proj-
ects entered my mind. At one period I thought of cutting the corpse 
into minute fragments, and destroying them by fire. At another, I 
resolved to dig a grave for it in the floor of the cellar. Again, I delib-
erated about casting it in the well in the yard—about packing it in a 
box, as if merchandize, with the usual arrangements, and so getting a 
porter to take it from the house. Finally I hit upon what I considered 
a far better expedient than either of these. I determined to wall it up 
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anomalous and inhuman—a howl—a wailing shriek, half of horror 
and half of triumph, such as might have arisen only out of hell, con-
jointly from the throats of the dammed in their agony and of the 
demons that exult in the damnation.

Of my own thoughts it is folly to speak. Swooning, I staggered to 
the opposite wall. For one instant the party upon the stairs remained 
motionless, through extremity of terror and of awe. In the next, a 
dozen stout arms were toiling at the wall. It fell bodily. The corpse, 
already greatly decayed and clotted with gore, stood erect before the 
eyes of the spectators. Upon its head, with red extended mouth and 
solitary eye of fire, sat the hideous beast whose craft had seduced me 
into murder, and whose informing voice had consigned me to the 
hangman. I had walled the monster up within the tomb!

came not. Once again I breathed as a freeman. The monster, in ter-
ror, had fled the premises forever! I should behold it no more! My 
happiness was supreme! The guilt of my dark deed disturbed me but 
little. Some few inquiries had been made, but these had been readily 
answered. Even a search had been instituted—but of course nothing 
was to be discovered. I looked upon my future felicity as secured.

Upon the fourth day of the assassination, a party of the police 
came, very unexpectedly, into the house, and proceeded again to 
make rigorous investigation of the premises. Secure, however, in the 
inscrutability of my place of concealment, I felt no embarrassment 
whatever. The officers bade me accompany them in their search. 
They left no nook or corner unexplored. At length, for the third or 
fourth time, they descended into the cellar. I quivered not in a mus-
cle. My heart beat calmly as that of one who slumbers in innocence. I 
walked the cellar from end to end. I folded my arms upon my bosom, 
and roamed easily to and fro. The police were thoroughly satisfied 
and prepared to depart. The glee at my heart was too strong to be 
restrained. I burned to say if but one word, by way of triumph, and 
to render doubly sure their assurance of my guiltlessness.

“Gentlemen,” I said at last, as the party ascended the steps, “I 
delight to have allayed your suspicions. I wish you all health, and a 
little more courtesy. By the bye, gentlemen, this—this is a very well 
constructed house.” [In the rabid desire to say something easily, I 
scarcely knew what I uttered at all.]—“I may say an excellently well 
constructed house. These walls—are you going, gentlemen?—these 
walls are solidly put together;” and here, through the mere phrenzy 
of bravado, I rapped heavily, with a cane which I held in my hand, 
upon that very portion of the brick-work behind which stood the 
corpse of the wife of my bosom.

But may God shield and deliver me from the fangs of the Arch-
Fiend! No sooner had the reverberation of my blows sunk into si-
lence, than I was answered by a voice from within the tomb!—by a 
cry, at first muffled and broken, like the sobbing of a child, and then 
quickly swelling into one long, loud, and continuous scream, utterly 



Dear H.L., 

H—I fear it has been a long time since I have written you back from your 
last most tender letter. I appreciate your condolences greatly, and wish to 
thank you for the help planning Abigail’s funeral. I decided that though 
buried with Abigail, our son should be named for you after the generosity 
you have shown over the past few weeks. Phillip would have loved you 
and your stories, I imagine, if he was anything like his mother and me. 

I know I’ve not spoken to you since the funeral, and for that I must 
apologize because I sincerely appreciate your help in the matter as I have 
explained on numerous occasions. You are a dear and trusted friend—the 
very best.  I thought a letter to explain my absence was quite necessary, so 
you see, I have been reading, not as obsessively as before, but merely for 
the fun of it. Since we can agree that it really is quite fun. 

I’ve been particularly drawn this time to Poe’s The Black Cat, strange, 
given the circumstances I know. But H, in no word of a lie, since the funer-
al, I have been followed by a stray cat. He is gray in color—so not quite 
black—had he been I might have been apt to move to another country all 
together, but his presence reminded me of this short piece and how we 
have discussed it at length. Truly a remarkable work of horror. 

In any light, the cat is my new companion, and is quite a lovely one 
to have. The house feels less lonely, and I know that Abigail would have 
loved him, so I’ve gone ahead and named him—probably much by mis-

January 4, 1934
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One, two, three, four, five.  There were five of them.
Five couriers, sitting on a bench outside the convent on the sum-

mit of the Great St. Bernard in Switzerland, looking at the remote 
heights, stained by the setting sun as if a mighty quantity of red wine 
had been broached upon the mountain top, and had not yet had time 
to sink into the snow.

This is not my simile.  It was made for the occasion by the stoutest 
courier, who was a German.  None of the others took any more no-
tice of it than they took of me, sitting on another bench on the other 
side of the convent door, smoking my cigar, like them, and—also like 
them—looking at the reddened snow, and at the lonely shed hard by, 
where the bodies of belated travellers, dug out of it, slowly wither 
away, knowing no corruption in that cold region.

The wine upon the mountain top soaked in as we looked; the 
mountain became white; the sky, a very dark blue; the wind rose; 
and the air turned piercing cold.  The five couriers buttoned their 
rough coats.  There being no safer man to imitate in all such pro-
ceedings than a courier, I buttoned mine.

Charles Dickens

To Be Read At Dusk

take, after Poe’s star: Pluto. The coincidence of his appearance after Abi-
gail’s death seems absurd, however, instead of something horrific, I like to 
think that this little Pluto is a gift from Abigail and Phillip. Maybe that is 
strange, but his company is helping heal me in a way I didn’t expect, so I 
must attribute my fondness for the creature to my one true love, given to 
me as a companion, much like she gave me Works of Consequence to 
accompany me in my travels. Think me mad if you will, but I know you 
can’t possibly think me mad without going mad yourself. 

Visit soon. You must meet Pluto before the police storm the house—
only joking, but indeed, you should meet him before he finds I am not 
very fun company.

Your truly,
—L.M. 
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the Black Forest.  It’s as common as maccaroni at Naples.  And Na-
ples reminds me!  When the old Marchesa Senzanima shrieks at a 
card-party on the Chiaja—as I heard and saw her, for it happened 
in a Bavarian family of mine, and I was overlooking the service that 
evening—I say, when the old Marchesa starts up at the card-table, 
white through her rouge, and cries, “My sister in Spain is dead!  I 
felt her cold touch on my back!”—and when that sister is dead at the 
moment—what do you call that?’

‘Or when the blood of San Gennaro liquefies at the request of 
the clergy—as all the world knows that it does regularly once a-year, 
in my native city,’ said the Neapolitan courier after a pause, with a 
comical look, ‘what do you call that?’

‘That!’ cried the German.  ‘Well, I think I know a name for that.’
‘Miracle?’ said the Neapolitan, with the same sly face.
The German merely smoked and laughed; and they all smoked 

and laughed.
‘Bah!’ said the German, presently.  ‘I speak of things that really do 

happen.  When I want to see the conjurer, I pay to see a professed 
one, and have my money’s worth.  Very strange things do happen 
without ghosts.  Ghosts!  Giovanni Baptista, tell your story of the 
English bride.  There’s no ghost in that, but something full as strange.  
Will any man tell me what?’

As there was a silence among them, I glanced around.  He whom 
I took to be Baptista was lighting a fresh cigar.  He presently went on 
to speak.  He was a Genoese, as I judged.

‘The story of the English bride?’ said he.  ‘Basta! one ought not to 
call so slight a thing a story.  Well, it’s all one.  But it’s true.  Observe 
me well, gentlemen, it’s true.  That which glitters is not always gold; 
but what I am going to tell, is true.’

He repeated this more than once.
Ten years ago, I took my credentials to an English gentleman at 

Long’s Hotel, in Bond Street, London, who was about to travel—it 
might be for one year, it might be for two.  He approved of them; 
likewise of me.  He was pleased to make inquiry.  The testimony that 

The mountain in the sunset had stopped the five couriers in a 
conversation.  It is a sublime sight, likely to stop conversation.  The 
mountain being now out of the sunset, they resumed.  Not that I had 
heard any part of their previous discourse; for indeed, I had not then 
broken away from the American gentleman, in the travellers’ parlour 
of the convent, who, sitting with his face to the fire, had undertaken 
to realise to me the whole progress of events which had led to the ac-
cumulation by the Honourable Ananias Dodger of one of the largest 
acquisitions of dollars ever made in our country.

‘My God!’ said the Swiss courier, speaking in French, which I do 
not hold (as some authors appear to do) to be such an all-sufficient 
excuse for a naughty word, that I have only to write it in that lan-
guage to make it innocent; ‘if you talk of ghosts—’

‘But I don’t talk of ghosts,’ said the German.
‘Of what then?’ asked the Swiss.
‘If I knew of what then,’ said the German, ‘I should probably 

know a great deal more.’
It was a good answer, I thought, and it made me curious.  So, I 

moved my position to that corner of my bench which was nearest to 
them, and leaning my back against the convent wall, heard perfectly, 
without appearing to attend.

‘Thunder and lightning!’ said the German, warming, ‘when a cer-
tain man is coming to see you, unexpectedly; and, without his own 
knowledge, sends some invisible messenger, to put the idea of him 
into your head all day, what do you call that?  When you walk along 
a crowded street—at Frankfort, Milan, London, Paris—and think 
that a passing stranger is like your friend Heinrich, and then that 
another passing stranger is like your friend Heinrich, and so begin to 
have a strange foreknowledge that presently you’ll meet your friend 
Heinrich—which you do, though you believed him at Trieste—what 
do you call that?’

‘It’s not uncommon, either,’ murmured the Swiss and the other 
three.

‘Uncommon!’ said the German.  ‘It’s as common as cherries in 
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and then, he laughed in a merry way, as if he were bantering her out 
of something.  By-and-by, she laughed, and then all went well again.

It was curious.  I asked la bella Carolina, the pretty little one, 
Was mistress unwell?—No.—Out of spirits?—No.—Fearful of bad 
roads, or brigands?—No.  And what made it more mysterious was, 
the pretty little one would not look at me in giving answer, but would 
look at the view.

But, one day she told me the secret.
‘If you must know,’ said Carolina, ‘I find, from what I have over-

heard, that mistress is haunted.’
‘How haunted?’
‘By a dream.’
‘What dream?’
‘By a dream of a face.  For three nights before her marriage, she 

saw a face in a dream—always the same face, and only One.’
‘A terrible face?’
‘No.  The face of a dark, remarkable-looking man, in black, with 

black hair and a grey moustache—a handsome man except for a re-
served and secret air.  Not a face she ever saw, or at all like a face she 
ever saw.  Doing nothing in the dream but looking at her fixedly, out 
of darkness.’

‘Does the dream come back?’
‘Never.  The recollection of it is all her trouble.’
‘And why does it trouble her?’
Carolina shook her head.
‘That’s master’s question,’ said la bella.  ‘She don’t know.  She 

wonders why, herself.  But I heard her tell him, only last night, that 
if she was to find a picture of that face in our Italian house (which 
she is afraid she will) she did not know how she could ever bear it.’

Upon my word I was fearful after this (said the Genoese courier) 
of our coming to the old palazzo, lest some such ill-starred picture 
should happen to be there.  I knew there were many there; and, as 
we got nearer and nearer to the place, I wished the whole gallery 
in the crater of Vesuvius.  To mend the matter, it was a stormy dis-

he received was favourable.  He engaged me by the six months, and 
my entertainment was generous.

He was young, handsome, very happy.  He was enamoured of 
a fair young English lady, with a sufficient fortune, and they were 
going to be married.  It was the wedding-trip, in short, that we were 
going to take.  For three months’ rest in the hot weather (it was early 
summer then) he had hired an old place on the Riviera, at an easy 
distance from my city, Genoa, on the road to Nice.  Did I know that 
place?  Yes; I told him I knew it well.  It was an old palace with great 
gardens.  It was a little bare, and it was a little dark and gloomy, being 
close surrounded by trees; but it was spacious, ancient, grand, and 
on the seashore.  He said it had been so described to him exactly, 
and he was well pleased that I knew it.  For its being a little bare of 
furniture, all such places were.  For its being a little gloomy, he had 
hired it principally for the gardens, and he and my mistress would 
pass the summer weather in their shade.

‘So all goes well, Baptista?’ said he.
‘Indubitably, signore; very well.’
We had a travelling chariot for our journey, newly built for us, 

and in all respects complete.  All we had was complete; we wanted 
for nothing.  The marriage took place.  They were happy.  I was 
happy, seeing all so bright, being so well situated, going to my own 
city, teaching my language in the rumble to the maid, la bella Caro-
lina, whose heart was gay with laughter: who was young and rosy.

The time flew.  But I observed—listen to this, I pray! (and here 
the courier dropped his voice)—I observed my mistress sometimes 
brooding in a manner very strange; in a frightened manner; in an 
unhappy manner; with a cloudy, uncertain alarm upon her.  I think 
that I began to notice this when I was walking up hills by the carriage 
side, and master had gone on in front.  At any rate, I remember that 
it impressed itself upon my mind one evening in the South of France, 
when she called to me to call master back; and when he came back, 
and walked for a long way, talking encouragingly and affectionately 
to her, with his hand upon the open window, and hers in it.  Now 
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pictures, and I went forward again into another room.  Mistress se-
cretly had great fear of meeting with the likeness of that face—we all 
had; but there was no such thing.  The Madonna and Bambino, San 
Francisco, San Sebastiano, Venus, Santa Caterina, Angels, Brigands, 
Friars, Temples at Sunset, Battles, White Horses, Forests, Apostles, 
Doges, all my old acquaintances many times repeated?—yes.  Dark, 
handsome man in black, reserved and secret, with black hair and 
grey moustache, looking fixedly at mistress out of darkness?—no.

At last we got through all the rooms and all the pictures, and came 
out into the gardens.  They were pretty well kept, being rented by a 
gardener, and were large and shady.  In one place there was a rustic 
theatre, open to the sky; the stage a green slope; the coulisses, three 
entrances upon a side, sweet-smelling leafy screens.  Mistress moved 
her bright eyes, even there, as if she looked to see the face come in 
upon the scene; but all was well.

‘Now, Clara,’ master said, in a low voice, ‘you see that it is noth-
ing?  You are happy.’

Mistress was much encouraged.  She soon accustomed herself to 
that grim palazzo, and would sing, and play the harp, and copy the 
old pictures, and stroll with master under the green trees and vines 
all day.  She was beautiful.  He was happy.  He would laugh and say 
to me, mounting his horse for his morning ride before the heat:

‘All goes well, Baptista!’
‘Yes, signore, thank God, very well.’
We kept no company.  I took la bella to the Duomo and Annun-

ciata, to the Café, to the Opera, to the village Festa, to the Public 
Garden, to the Day Theatre, to the Marionetti.  The pretty little one 
was charmed with all she saw.  She learnt Italian—heavens! miracu-
lously!  Was mistress quite forgetful of that dream? I asked Carolina 
sometimes.  Nearly, said la bella—almost.  It was wearing out.

One day master received a letter, and called me.
‘Baptista!’
‘Signore!’
‘A gentleman who is presented to me will dine here to-day.  He is 

mal evening when we, at last, approached that part of the Riviera.  
It thundered; and the thunder of my city and its environs, rolling 
among the high hills, is very loud.  The lizards ran in and out of the 
chinks in the broken stone wall of the garden, as if they were fright-
ened; the frogs bubbled and croaked their loudest; the sea-wind 
moaned, and the wet trees dripped; and the lightning—body of San 
Lorenzo, how it lightened!

We all know what an old palace in or near Genoa is—how time 
and the sea air have blotted it—how the drapery painted on the outer 
walls has peeled off in great flakes of plaster—how the lower win-
dows are darkened with rusty bars of iron—how the courtyard is 
overgrown with grass—how the outer buildings are dilapidated—
how the whole pile seems devoted to ruin.  Our palazzo was one 
of the true kind.  It had been shut up close for months.  Months?—
years!—it had an earthy smell, like a tomb.  The scent of the orange 
trees on the broad back terrace, and of the lemons ripening on the 
wall, and of some shrubs that grew around a broken fountain, had 
got into the house somehow, and had never been able to get out 
again.  There was, in every room, an aged smell, grown faint with 
confinement.  It pined in all the cupboards and drawers.  In the little 
rooms of communication between great rooms, it was stifling.  If you 
turned a picture—to come back to the pictures—there it still was, 
clinging to the wall behind the frame, like a sort of bat.

The lattice-blinds were close shut, all over the house.  There were 
two ugly, grey old women in the house, to take care of it; one of them 
with a spindle, who stood winding and mumbling in the doorway, 
and who would as soon have let in the devil as the air.  Master, mis-
tress, la bella Carolina, and I, went all through the palazzo.  I went 
first, though I have named myself last, opening the windows and 
the lattice-blinds, and shaking down on myself splashes of rain, and 
scraps of mortar, and now and then a dozing mosquito, or a mon-
strous, fat, blotchy, Genoese spider.

When I had let the evening light into a room, master, mistress, 
and la bella Carolina, entered.  Then, we looked round at all the 
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fancies was to invite melancholy, if not madness.  That it rested with 
herself to be herself.  That if she once resisted her strange weakness, 
so successfully as to receive the Signor Dellombra as an English lady 
would receive any other guest, it was for ever conquered.  To make 
an end, the signore came again, and mistress received him without 
marked distress (though with constraint and apprehension still), 
and the evening passed serenely.  Master was so delighted with this 
change, and so anxious to confirm it, that the Signor Dellombra be-
came a constant guest.  He was accomplished in pictures, books, 
and music; and his society, in any grim palazzo, would have been 
welcome.

I used to notice, many times, that mistress was not quite recov-
ered.  She would cast down her eyes and droop her head, before the 
Signor Dellombra, or would look at him with a terrified and fasci-
nated glance, as if his presence had some evil influence or power 
upon her.  Turning from her to him, I used to see him in the shaded 
gardens, or the large half-lighted sala, looking, as I might say, ‘fixedly 
upon her out of darkness.’  But, truly, I had not forgotten la bella 
Carolina’s words describing the face in the dream.

After his second visit I heard master say:
‘Now, see, my dear Clara, it’s over!  Dellombra has come and 

gone, and your apprehension is broken like glass.’
‘Will he—will he ever come again?’ asked mistress.
‘Again?  Why, surely, over and over again!  Are you cold?’ (she 

shivered).
‘No, dear—but—he terrifies me: are you sure that he need come 

again?’
‘The surer for the question, Clara!’ replied master, cheerfully.
But, he was very hopeful of her complete recovery now, and grew 

more and more so every day.  She was beautiful.  He was happy.
‘All goes well, Baptista?’ he would say to me again.
‘Yes, signore, thank God; very well.’
We were all (said the Genoese courier, constraining himself to 

speak a little louder), we were all at Rome for the Carnival.  I had 

called the Signor Dellombra.  Let me dine like a prince.’
It was an odd name.  I did not know that name.  But, there had 

been many noblemen and gentlemen pursued by Austria on political 
suspicions, lately, and some names had changed.  Perhaps this was 
one.  Altro!  Dellombra was as good a name to me as another.

When the Signor Dellombra came to dinner (said the Genoese 
courier in the low voice, into which he had subsided once before), I 
showed him into the reception-room, the great sala of the old pala-
zzo.  Master received him with cordiality, and presented him to mis-
tress.  As she rose, her face changed, she gave a cry, and fell upon the 
marble floor.

Then, I turned my head to the Signor Dellombra, and saw that 
he was dressed in black, and had a reserved and secret air, and was 
a dark, remarkable-looking man, with black hair and a grey mous-
tache.

Master raised mistress in his arms, and carried her to her own 
room, where I sent la bella Carolina straight.  La bella told me after-
wards that mistress was nearly terrified to death, and that she wan-
dered in her mind about her dream, all night.

Master was vexed and anxious—almost angry, and yet full of so-
licitude.  The Signor Dellombra was a courtly gentleman, and spoke 
with great respect and sympathy of mistress’s being so ill.  The Afri-
can wind had been blowing for some days (they had told him at his 
hotel of the Maltese Cross), and he knew that it was often hurtful.  
He hoped the beautiful lady would recover soon.  He begged per-
mission to retire, and to renew his visit when he should have the 
happiness of hearing that she was better.  Master would not allow of 
this, and they dined alone.

He withdrew early.  Next day he called at the gate, on horseback, 
to inquire for mistress.  He did so two or three times in that week.

What I observed myself, and what la bella Carolina told me, 
united to explain to me that master had now set his mind on cur-
ing mistress of her fanciful terror.  He was all kindness, but he was 
sensible and firm.  He reasoned with her, that to encourage such 
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country and knew the language, but who had never been there since 
he was a boy—as I judge, some sixty years before.

His name was James, and he had a twin-brother John, also a 
bachelor.  Between these brothers there was a great affection.  They 
were in business together, at Goodman’s Fields, but they did not live 
together.  Mr. James dwelt in Poland Street, turning out of Oxford 
Street, London; Mr. John resided by Epping Forest.

Mr. James and I were to start for Germany in about a week.  The 
exact day depended on business.  Mr. John came to Poland Street 
(where I was staying in the house), to pass that week with Mr. James.  
But, he said to his brother on the second day, ‘I don’t feel very well, 
James.  There’s not much the matter with me; but I think I am a 
little gouty.  I’ll go home and put myself under the care of my old 
housekeeper, who understands my ways.  If I get quite better, I’ll 
come back and see you before you go.  If I don’t feel well enough to 
resume my visit where I leave it off, why you will come and see me 
before you go.’  Mr. James, of course, said he would, and they shook 
hands—both hands, as they always did—and Mr. John ordered out 
his old-fashioned chariot and rumbled home.

It was on the second night after that—that is to say, the fourth in 
the week—when I was awoke out of my sound sleep by Mr. James 
coming into my bedroom in his flannel-gown, with a lighted candle.  
He sat upon the side of my bed, and looking at me, said:

‘Wilhelm, I have reason to think I have got some strange illness 
upon me.’

I then perceived that there was a very unusual expression in his 
face.

‘Wilhelm,’ said he, ‘I am not afraid or ashamed to tell you what 
I might be afraid or ashamed to tell another man.  You come from a 
sensible country, where mysterious things are inquired into and are 
not settled to have been weighed and measured—or to have been un-
weighable and unmeasurable—or in either case to have been com-
pletely disposed of, for all time—ever so many years ago.  I have just 
now seen the phantom of my brother.’

been out, all day, with a Sicilian, a friend of mine, and a courier, 
who was there with an English family.  As I returned at night to our 
hotel, I met the little Carolina, who never stirred from home alone, 
running distractedly along the Corso.

‘Carolina!  What’s the matter?’
‘O Baptista!  O, for the Lord’s sake! where is my mistress?’
‘Mistress, Carolina?’
‘Gone since morning—told me, when master went out on his 

day’s journey, not to call her, for she was tired with not resting in the 
night (having been in pain), and would lie in bed until the evening; 
then get up refreshed.  She is gone!—she is gone!  Master has come 
back, broken down the door, and she is gone!  My beautiful, my 
good, my innocent mistress!’

The pretty little one so cried, and raved, and tore herself that I 
could not have held her, but for her swooning on my arm as if she 
had been shot.  Master came up—in manner, face, or voice, no more 
the master that I knew, than I was he.  He took me (I laid the little one 
upon her bed in the hotel, and left her with the chamber-women), in 
a carriage, furiously through the darkness, across the desolate Cam-
pagna.  When it was day, and we stopped at a miserable post-house, 
all the horses had been hired twelve hours ago, and sent away in 
different directions.  Mark me! by the Signor Dellombra, who had 
passed there in a carriage, with a frightened English lady crouching 
in one corner.

I never heard (said the Genoese courier, drawing a long breath) 
that she was ever traced beyond that spot.  All I know is, that she 
vanished into infamous oblivion, with the dreaded face beside her 
that she had seen in her dream.

‘What do you call that?’ said the German courier, triumphantly.  
‘Ghosts!  There are no ghosts there!  What do you call this, that I am 
going to tell you?  Ghosts!  There are no ghosts here!’

I took an engagement once (pursued the German courier) with 
an English gentleman, elderly and a bachelor, to travel through my 
country, my Fatherland.  He was a merchant who traded with my 
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three others were there, if not four, and they had been with him since 
early in the afternoon.  He was in white, like the figure—necessarily 
so, because he had his night-dress on.  He looked like the figure—
necessarily so, because he looked earnestly at his brother when he 
saw him come into the room.

But, when his brother reached the bed-side, he slowly raised 
himself in bed, and looking full upon him, said these words:

‘James, you have seen me before, to-night—and you know it!’
And so died!
I waited, when the German courier ceased, to hear something said 

of this strange story.  The silence was unbroken.  I looked round, and 
the five couriers were gone: so noiselessly that the ghostly mountain 
might have absorbed them into its eternal snows.  By this time, I was 
by no means in a mood to sit alone in that awful scene, with the chill 
air coming solemnly upon me—or, if I may tell the truth, to sit alone 
anywhere.  So I went back into the convent-parlour, and, finding 
the American gentleman still disposed to relate the biography of the 
Honourable Ananias Dodger, heard it all out.

I confess (said the German courier) that it gave me a little tingling 
of the blood to hear it.

‘I have just now seen,’ Mr. James repeated, looking full at me, that 
I might see how collected he was, ‘the phantom of my brother John.  
I was sitting up in bed, unable to sleep, when it came into my room, 
in a white dress, and regarding me earnestly, passed up to the end 
of the room, glanced at some papers on my writing-desk, turned, 
and, still looking earnestly at me as it passed the bed, went out at 
the door.  Now, I am not in the least mad, and am not in the least 
disposed to invest that phantom with any external existence out of 
myself.  I think it is a warning to me that I am ill; and I think I had 
better be bled.’

I got out of bed directly (said the German courier) and began to 
get on my clothes, begging him not to be alarmed, and telling him 
that I would go myself to the doctor.  I was just ready, when we heard 
a loud knocking and ringing at the street door.  My room being an 
attic at the back, and Mr. James’s being the second-floor room in the 
front, we went down to his room, and put up the window, to see 
what was the matter.

‘Is that Mr. James?’ said a man below, falling back to the opposite 
side of the way to look up.

‘It is,’ said Mr. James, ‘and you are my brother’s man, Robert.’
‘Yes, Sir.  I am sorry to say, Sir, that Mr. John is ill.  He is very bad, 

Sir.  It is even feared that he may be lying at the point of death.  He 
wants to see you, Sir.  I have a chaise here.  Pray come to him.  Pray 
lose no time.’

Mr. James and I looked at one another.  ‘Wilhelm,’ said he, ‘this is 
strange.  I wish you to come with me!’  I helped him to dress, partly 
there and partly in the chaise; and no grass grew under the horses’ 
iron shoes between Poland Street and the Forest.

Now, mind! (said the German courier) I went with Mr. James 
into his brother’s room, and I saw and heard myself what follows.

His brother lay upon his bed, at the upper end of a long bed-cham-
ber.  His old housekeeper was there, and others were there: I think 



Dear H.L., 

I think I am hearing voices. Don’t be alarmed, or maybe you should. 
Something isn’t right, H. I’ve told you that I’ve felt like Abigail’s presence 
has been with me before, but it feels different now. Almost threatening. I 
wonder if she is trying to warn me of something? Maybe I should see a 
doctor? But what is a doctor going to do other than send me to a mad 
house. No, H, you are the only one who can know. You must keep my 
secret. I swear to you, I am not mad. 

Let me put it this way: You know the story by the one Charles Dick-
ens, To Be Read at Dusk? Well, not only was my bride stolen from me 
(as death might as well be the mysterious stranger), but I fear I’ve seen 
my father’s face in a crowd recently. Now, we are not twins so thus this 
story cannot be true, but what if I have seen my father’s face before death? 
What if it is not my father I should look out for, but my lovely bride com-
ing to me and taking me away?

The voices come and go, much like our narrator has witnessed in his 
storytelling. Maybe I am overhearing ghosts speak stories much like he 
has, since I am so near death? I do not feel near death, but something has 
me nervous. It grows in intensity every day. I joked with you about fiction 
being tied to reality in one way or another, but with the stark similarities 
I am feeling to many of these stories, I am beginning to question whether 
or not fiction can really be fiction. Maybe it is that we tell ourselves it is 

August 20, 1934
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“Halloa!  Below there!”
When he heard a voice thus calling to him, he was standing at the 

door of his box, with a flag in his hand, furled round its short pole.  
One would have thought, considering the nature of the ground, that 
he could not have doubted from what quarter the voice came; but 
instead of looking up to where I stood on the top of the steep cutting 
nearly over his head, he turned himself about, and looked down the 
Line.  There was something remarkable in his manner of doing so, 
though I could not have said for my life what.  But I know it was 
remarkable enough to attract my notice, even though his figure was 
foreshortened and shadowed, down in the deep trench, and mine 
was high above him, so steeped in the glow of an angry sunset, that I 
had shaded my eyes with my hand before I saw him at all.

“Halloa!  Below!”
From looking down the Line, he turned himself about again, and, 

raising his eyes, saw my figure high above him.
“Is there any path by which I can come down and speak to you?”
He looked up at me without replying, and I looked down at him 

Charles Dickens

The Signal-Man

fiction because believing that the things that scare us are real would cause 
insanity? I cannot be sure. I am going to remain inside for as long as I 
can bear, as maybe it is the sun exposure that is getting to my mind and 
causing me to hallucinate. Yes, it must be that. I will write in a short time 
to let you know how I am feeling. 

Wish me the best. 

Yours truly,
—L.M. 
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without pressing him too soon with a repetition of my idle ques-
tion.  Just then there came a vague vibration in the earth and air, 
quickly changing into a violent pulsation, and an oncoming rush that 
caused me to start back, as though it had force to draw me down.  
When such vapour as rose to my height from this rapid train had 
passed me, and was skimming away over the landscape, I looked 
down again, and saw him refurling the flag he had shown while the 
train went by.

I repeated my inquiry.  After a pause, during which he seemed 
to regard me with fixed attention, he motioned with his rolled-up 
flag towards a point on my level, some two or three hundred yards 
distant.  I called down to him, “All right!” and made for that point.  
There, by dint of looking closely about me, I found a rough zigzag 
descending path notched out, which I followed.

The cutting was extremely deep, and unusually precipitate.  It was 
made through a clammy stone, that became oozier and wetter as I 
went down.  For these reasons, I found the way long enough to give 
me time to recall a singular air of reluctance or compulsion with 
which he had pointed out the path.

When I came down low enough upon the zigzag descent to see 
him again, I saw that he was standing between the rails on the way 
by which the train had lately passed, in an attitude as if he were 
waiting for me to appear.  He had his left hand at his chin, and that 
left elbow rested on his right hand, crossed over his breast.  His atti-
tude was one of such expectation and watchfulness that I stopped a 
moment, wondering at it.

I resumed my downward way, and stepping out upon the level 
of the railroad, and drawing nearer to him, saw that he was a dark, 
sallow man, with a dark beard and rather heavy eyebrows.  His post 
was in as solitary and dismal a place as ever I saw.  On either side, 
a dripping-wet wall of jagged stone, excluding all view but a strip of 
sky; the perspective one way only a crooked prolongation of this 
great dungeon; the shorter perspective in the other direction termi-
nating in a gloomy red light, and the gloomier entrance to a black 

tunnel, in whose massive architecture there was a barbarous, de-
pressing, and forbidding air.  So little sunlight ever found its way to 
this spot, that it had an earthy, deadly smell; and so much cold wind 
rushed through it, that it struck chill to me, as if I had left the natural 
world.

Before he stirred, I was near enough to him to have touched him.  
Not even then removing his eyes from mine, he stepped back one 
step, and lifted his hand.

This was a lonesome post to occupy (I said), and it had riveted 
my attention when I looked down from up yonder.  A visitor was a 
rarity, I should suppose; not an unwelcome rarity, I hoped?  In me, 
he merely saw a man who had been shut up within narrow limits all 
his life, and who, being at last set free, had a newly-awakened inter-
est in these great works.  To such purpose I spoke to him; but I am 
far from sure of the terms I used; for, besides that I am not happy 
in opening any conversation, there was something in the man that 
daunted me.

He directed a most curious look towards the red light near the 
tunnel’s mouth, and looked all about it, as if something were missing 
from it, and then looked at me.

That light was part of his charge?  Was it not?
He answered in a low voice,—“Don’t you know it is?”
The monstrous thought came into my mind, as I perused the 

fixed eyes and the saturnine face, that this was a spirit, not a man.  I 
have speculated since, whether there may have been infection in his 
mind.

In my turn, I stepped back.  But in making the action, I detected 
in his eyes some latent fear of me.  This put the monstrous thought 
to flight.

“You look at me,” I said, forcing a smile, “as if you had a dread of 
me.”

“I was doubtful,” he returned, “whether I had seen you before.”
“Where?”
He pointed to the red light he had looked at.
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“There?” I said.
Intently watchful of me, he replied (but without sound), “Yes.”
“My good fellow, what should I do there?  However, be that as it 

may, I never was there, you may swear.”
“I think I may,” he rejoined.  “Yes; I am sure I may.”
His manner cleared, like my own.  He replied to my remarks with 

readiness, and in well-chosen words.  Had he much to do there?  
Yes; that was to say, he had enough responsibility to bear; but exact-
ness and watchfulness were what was required of him, and of actual 
work—manual labour—he had next to none.  To change that signal, 
to trim those lights, and to turn this iron handle now and then, was 
all he had to do under that head.  Regarding those many long and 
lonely hours of which I seemed to make so much, he could only say 
that the routine of his life had shaped itself into that form, and he had 
grown used to it.  He had taught himself a language down here,—if 
only to know it by sight, and to have formed his own crude ideas of 
its pronunciation, could be called learning it.  He had also worked 
at fractions and decimals, and tried a little algebra; but he was, and 
had been as a boy, a poor hand at figures.  Was it necessary for him 
when on duty always to remain in that channel of damp air, and 
could he never rise into the sunshine from between those high stone 
walls?  Why, that depended upon times and circumstances.  Under 
some conditions there would be less upon the Line than under oth-
ers, and the same held good as to certain hours of the day and night.  
In bright weather, he did choose occasions for getting a little above 
these lower shadows; but, being at all times liable to be called by his 
electric bell, and at such times listening for it with redoubled anxiety, 
the relief was less than I would suppose.

He took me into his box, where there was a fire, a desk for an 
official book in which he had to make certain entries, a telegraphic 
instrument with its dial, face, and needles, and the little bell of which 
he had spoken.  On my trusting that he would excuse the remark 
that he had been well educated, and (I hoped I might say without 
offence) perhaps educated above that station, he observed that in-

stances of slight incongruity in such wise would rarely be found 
wanting among large bodies of men; that he had heard it was so in 
workhouses, in the police force, even in that last desperate resource, 
the army; and that he knew it was so, more or less, in any great rail-
way staff.  He had been, when young (if I could believe it, sitting in 
that hut,—he scarcely could), a student of natural philosophy, and 
had attended lectures; but he had run wild, misused his opportuni-
ties, gone down, and never risen again.  He had no complaint to offer 
about that.  He had made his bed, and he lay upon it.  It was far too 
late to make another.

All that I have here condensed he said in a quiet manner, with 
his grave, dark regards divided between me and the fire.  He threw 
in the word, “Sir,” from time to time, and especially when he re-
ferred to his youth,—as though to request me to understand that he 
claimed to be nothing but what I found him.  He was several times 
interrupted by the little bell, and had to read off messages, and send 
replies.  Once he had to stand without the door, and display a flag as 
a train passed, and make some verbal communication to the driver.  
In the discharge of his duties, I observed him to be remarkably exact 
and vigilant, breaking off his discourse at a syllable, and remaining 
silent until what he had to do was done.

In a word, I should have set this man down as one of the safest of 
men to be employed in that capacity, but for the circumstance that 
while he was speaking to me he twice broke off with a fallen colour, 
turned his face towards the little bell when it did NOT ring, opened 
the door of the hut (which was kept shut to exclude the unhealthy 
damp), and looked out towards the red light near the mouth of the 
tunnel.  On both of those occasions, he came back to the fire with the 
inexplicable air upon him which I had remarked, without being able 
to define, when we were so far asunder.

Said I, when I rose to leave him, “You almost make me think that 
I have met with a contented man.”

(I am afraid I must acknowledge that I said it to lead him on.)
“I believe I used to be so,” he rejoined, in the low voice in which 
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he had first spoken; “but I am troubled, sir, I am troubled.”
He would have recalled the words if he could.  He had said them, 

however, and I took them up quickly.
“With what?  What is your trouble?”
“It is very difficult to impart, sir.  It is very, very difficult to speak 

of.  If ever you make me another visit, I will try to tell you.”
“But I expressly intend to make you another visit.  Say, when shall 

it be?”
“I go off early in the morning, and I shall be on again at ten 

to-morrow night, sir.”
“I will come at eleven.”
He thanked me, and went out at the door with me.  “I’ll show my 

white light, sir,” he said, in his peculiar low voice, “till you have found 
the way up.  When you have found it, don’t call out!  And when you 
are at the top, don’t call out!”

His manner seemed to make the place strike colder to me, but I 
said no more than, “Very well.”

“And when you come down to-morrow night, don’t call out!  Let 
me ask you a parting question.  What made you cry, ‘Halloa!  Below 
there!’ to-night?”

“Heaven knows,” said I.  “I cried something to that effect—”
“Not to that effect, sir.  Those were the very words.  I know them 

well.”
“Admit those were the very words.  I said them, no doubt, be-

cause I saw you below.”
“For no other reason?”
“What other reason could I possibly have?”
“You had no feeling that they were conveyed to you in any super-

natural way?”
“No.”
He wished me good-night, and held up his light.  I walked by the 

side of the down Line of rails (with a very disagreeable sensation 
of a train coming behind me) until I found the path.  It was easier 
to mount than to descend, and I got back to my inn without any 

adventure.
Punctual to my appointment, I placed my foot on the first notch 

of the zigzag next night, as the distant clocks were striking eleven.  
He was waiting for me at the bottom, with his white light on.  “I have 
not called out,” I said, when we came close together; “may I speak 
now?”  “By all means, sir.”  “Good-night, then, and here’s my hand.”  
“Good-night, sir, and here’s mine.”  With that we walked side by side 
to his box, entered it, closed the door, and sat down by the fire.

“I have made up my mind, sir,” he began, bending forward as 
soon as we were seated, and speaking in a tone but a little above a 
whisper, “that you shall not have to ask me twice what troubles me.  
I took you for some one else yesterday evening.  That troubles me.”

“That mistake?”
“No.  That some one else.”
“Who is it?”
“I don’t know.”
“Like me?”
“I don’t know.  I never saw the face.  The left arm is across the 

face, and the right arm is waved,—violently waved.  This way.”
I followed his action with my eyes, and it was the action of an arm 

gesticulating, with the utmost passion and vehemence, “For God’s 
sake, clear the way!”

“One moonlight night,” said the man, “I was sitting here, when I 
heard a voice cry, ‘Halloa!  Below there!’  I started up, looked from 
that door, and saw this Some one else standing by the red light near 
the tunnel, waving as I just now showed you.  The voice seemed 
hoarse with shouting, and it cried, ‘Look out!  Look out!’  And 
then again, ‘Halloa!  Below there!  Look out!’  I caught up my lamp, 
turned it on red, and ran towards the figure, calling, ‘What’s wrong?  
What has happened?  Where?’  It stood just outside the blackness of 
the tunnel.  I advanced so close upon it that I wondered at its keep-
ing the sleeve across its eyes.  I ran right up at it, and had my hand 
stretched out to pull the sleeve away, when it was gone.”

“Into the tunnel?” said I.
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“No.  I ran on into the tunnel, five hundred yards.  I stopped, and 
held my lamp above my head, and saw the figures of the measured 
distance, and saw the wet stains stealing down the walls and trickling 
through the arch.  I ran out again faster than I had run in (for I had a 
mortal abhorrence of the place upon me), and I looked all round the 
red light with my own red light, and I went up the iron ladder to the 
gallery atop of it, and I came down again, and ran back here.  I tele-
graphed both ways, ‘An alarm has been given.  Is anything wrong?’  
The answer came back, both ways, ‘All well.’”

Resisting the slow touch of a frozen finger tracing out my spine, 
I showed him how that this figure must be a deception of his sense 
of sight; and how that figures, originating in disease of the delicate 
nerves that minister to the functions of the eye, were known to have 
often troubled patients, some of whom had become conscious of 
the nature of their affliction, and had even proved it by experiments 
upon themselves.  “As to an imaginary cry,” said I, “do but listen for a 
moment to the wind in this unnatural valley while we speak so low, 
and to the wild harp it makes of the telegraph wires.”

That was all very well, he returned, after we had sat listening for a 
while, and he ought to know something of the wind and the wires,—
he who so often passed long winter nights there, alone and watching.  
But he would beg to remark that he had not finished.

I asked his pardon, and he slowly added these words, touching 
my arm,—

“Within six hours after the Appearance, the memorable accident 
on this Line happened, and within ten hours the dead and wounded 
were brought along through the tunnel over the spot where the fig-
ure had stood.”

A disagreeable shudder crept over me, but I did my best against 
it.  It was not to be denied, I rejoined, that this was a remarkable 
coincidence, calculated deeply to impress his mind.  But it was un-
questionable that remarkable coincidences did continually occur, 
and they must be taken into account in dealing with such a subject.  
Though to be sure I must admit, I added (for I thought I saw that he 

was going to bring the objection to bear upon me), men of common 
sense did not allow much for coincidences in making the ordinary 
calculations of life.

He again begged to remark that he had not finished.
I again begged his pardon for being betrayed into interruptions.
“This,” he said, again laying his hand upon my arm, and glanc-

ing over his shoulder with hollow eyes, “was just a year ago.  Six or 
seven months passed, and I had recovered from the surprise and 
shock, when one morning, as the day was breaking, I, standing at the 
door, looked towards the red light, and saw the spectre again.”  He 
stopped, with a fixed look at me.

“Did it cry out?”
“No.  It was silent.”
“Did it wave its arm?”
“No.  It leaned against the shaft of the light, with both hands be-

fore the face.  Like this.”
Once more I followed his action with my eyes.  It was an action 

of mourning.  I have seen such an attitude in stone figures on tombs.
“Did you go up to it?”
“I came in and sat down, partly to collect my thoughts, partly 

because it had turned me faint.  When I went to the door again, day-
light was above me, and the ghost was gone.”

“But nothing followed?  Nothing came of this?”
He touched me on the arm with his forefinger twice or thrice 

giving a ghastly nod each time:—
“That very day, as a train came out of the tunnel, I noticed, at a 

carriage window on my side, what looked like a confusion of hands 
and heads, and something waved.  I saw it just in time to signal the 
driver, Stop!  He shut off, and put his brake on, but the train drifted 
past here a hundred and fifty yards or more.  I ran after it, and, as 
I went along, heard terrible screams and cries.  A beautiful young 
lady had died instantaneously in one of the compartments, and was 
brought in here, and laid down on this floor between us.”

Involuntarily I pushed my chair back, as I looked from the boards 
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at which he pointed to himself.
“True, sir.  True.  Precisely as it happened, so I tell it you.”
I could think of nothing to say, to any purpose, and my mouth 

was very dry.  The wind and the wires took up the story with a long 
lamenting wail.

He resumed.  “Now, sir, mark this, and judge how my mind is 
troubled.  The spectre came back a week ago.  Ever since, it has been 
there, now and again, by fits and starts.”

“At the light?”
“At the Danger-light.”
“What does it seem to do?”
He repeated, if possible with increased passion and vehemence, 

that former gesticulation of, “For God’s sake, clear the way!”
Then he went on.  “I have no peace or rest for it.  It calls to me, for 

many minutes together, in an agonised manner, ‘Below there!  Look 
out!  Look out!’  It stands waving to me.  It rings my little bell—”

I caught at that.  “Did it ring your bell yesterday evening when I 
was here, and you went to the door?”

“Twice.”
“Why, see,” said I, “how your imagination misleads you.  My eyes 

were on the bell, and my ears were open to the bell, and if I am a liv-
ing man, it did NOT ring at those times.  No, nor at any other time, 
except when it was rung in the natural course of physical things by 
the station communicating with you.”

He shook his head. “I have never made a mistake as to that yet, sir.  
I have never confused the spectre’s ring with the man’s. The ghost’s 
ring is a strange vibration in the bell that it derives from nothing else, 
and I have not asserted that the bell stirs to the eye.  I don’t wonder 
that you failed to hear it.  But I heard it.”

“And did the spectre seem to be there, when you looked out?”
“It WAS there.”
“Both times?”
He repeated firmly: “Both times.”
“Will you come to the door with me, and look for it now?”

He bit his under lip as though he were somewhat unwilling, but 
arose.  I opened the door, and stood on the step, while he stood in 
the doorway.  There was the Danger-light.  There was the dismal 
mouth of the tunnel.  There were the high, wet stone walls of the 
cutting.  There were the stars above them.

“Do you see it?” I asked him, taking particular note of his face.  
His eyes were prominent and strained, but not very much more so, 
perhaps, than my own had been when I had directed them earnestly 
towards the same spot.

“No,” he answered.  “It is not there.”
“Agreed,” said I.
We went in again, shut the door, and resumed our seats.  I was 

thinking how best to improve this advantage, if it might be called 
one, when he took up the conversation in such a matter-of-course 
way, so assuming that there could be no serious question of fact be-
tween us, that I felt myself placed in the weakest of positions.

“By this time you will fully understand, sir,” he said, “that what 
troubles me so dreadfully is the question, What does the spectre 
mean?”

I was not sure, I told him, that I did fully understand.
“What is its warning against?” he said, ruminating, with his eyes 

on the fire, and only by times turning them on me.  “What is the 
danger?  Where is the danger?  There is danger overhanging some-
where on the Line.  Some dreadful calamity will happen.  It is not 
to be doubted this third time, after what has gone before.  But surely 
this is a cruel haunting of me.  What can I do?”

He pulled out his handkerchief, and wiped the drops from his 
heated forehead.

“If I telegraph Danger, on either side of me, or on both, I can 
give no reason for it,” he went on, wiping the palms of his hands.  “I 
should get into trouble, and do no good.  They would think I was 
mad.  This is the way it would work,—Message: ‘Danger!  Take 
care!’  Answer: ‘What Danger?  Where?’  Message: ‘Don’t know.  
But, for God’s sake, take care!’  They would displace me.  What else 
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could they do?”
His pain of mind was most pitiable to see.  It was the mental tor-

ture of a conscientious man, oppressed beyond endurance by an un-
intelligible responsibility involving life.

“When it first stood under the Danger-light,” he went on, putting 
his dark hair back from his head, and drawing his hands outward 
across and across his temples in an extremity of feverish distress, 
“why not tell me where that accident was to happen,—if it must hap-
pen?  Why not tell me how it could be averted,—if it could have 
been averted?  When on its second coming it hid its face, why not 
tell me, instead, ‘She is going to die.  Let them keep her at home’?  If 
it came, on those two occasions, only to show me that its warnings 
were true, and so to prepare me for the third, why not warn me 
plainly now?  And I, Lord help me!  A mere poor signal-man on this 
solitary station!  Why not go to somebody with credit to be believed, 
and power to act?”

When I saw him in this state, I saw that for the poor man’s sake, 
as well as for the public safety, what I had to do for the time was to 
compose his mind.  Therefore, setting aside all question of reality or 
unreality between us, I represented to him that whoever thoroughly 
discharged his duty must do well, and that at least it was his comfort 
that he understood his duty, though he did not understand these 
confounding Appearances.  In this effort I succeeded far better than 
in the attempt to reason him out of his conviction.  He became calm; 
the occupations incidental to his post as the night advanced began 
to make larger demands on his attention: and I left him at two in the 
morning.  I had offered to stay through the night, but he would not 
hear of it.

That I more than once looked back at the red light as I ascended 
the pathway, that I did not like the red light, and that I should have 
slept but poorly if my bed had been under it, I see no reason to con-
ceal.  Nor did I like the two sequences of the accident and the dead 
girl.  I see no reason to conceal that either.

But what ran most in my thoughts was the consideration how 

ought I to act, having become the recipient of this disclosure?  I had 
proved the man to be intelligent, vigilant, painstaking, and exact; 
but how long might he remain so, in his state of mind?  Though in a 
subordinate position, still he held a most important trust, and would 
I (for instance) like to stake my own life on the chances of his con-
tinuing to execute it with precision?

Unable to overcome a feeling that there would be something 
treacherous in my communicating what he had told me to his su-
periors in the Company, without first being plain with himself and 
proposing a middle course to him, I ultimately resolved to offer to 
accompany him (otherwise keeping his secret for the present) to the 
wisest medical practitioner we could hear of in those parts, and to 
take his opinion.  A change in his time of duty would come round 
next night, he had apprised me, and he would be off an hour or two 
after sunrise, and on again soon after sunset.  I had appointed to 
return accordingly.

Next evening was a lovely evening, and I walked out early to 
enjoy it.  The sun was not yet quite down when I traversed the field-
path near the top of the deep cutting.  I would extend my walk for an 
hour, I said to myself, half an hour on and half an hour back, and it 
would then be time to go to my signal-man’s box.

Before pursuing my stroll, I stepped to the brink, and mechani-
cally looked down, from the point from which I had first seen him.  
I cannot describe the thrill that seized upon me, when, close at the 
mouth of the tunnel, I saw the appearance of a man, with his left 
sleeve across his eyes, passionately waving his right arm.

The nameless horror that oppressed me passed in a moment, for 
in a moment I saw that this appearance of a man was a man indeed, 
and that there was a little group of other men, standing at a short 
distance, to whom he seemed to be rehearsing the gesture he made.  
The Danger-light was not yet lighted.  Against its shaft, a little low 
hut, entirely new to me, had been made of some wooden supports 
and tarpaulin.  It looked no bigger than a bed.

With an irresistible sense that something was wrong,—with a 
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flashing self-reproachful fear that fatal mischief had come of my 
leaving the man there, and causing no one to be sent to overlook 
or correct what he did,—I descended the notched path with all the 
speed I could make.

“What is the matter?” I asked the men.
“Signal-man killed this morning, sir.”
“Not the man belonging to that box?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Not the man I know?”
“You will recognise him, sir, if you knew him,” said the man who 

spoke for the others, solemnly uncovering his own head, and raising 
an end of the tarpaulin, “for his face is quite composed.”

“O, how did this happen, how did this happen?” I asked, turning 
from one to another as the hut closed in again.

“He was cut down by an engine, sir.  No man in England knew his 
work better.  But somehow he was not clear of the outer rail.  It was 
just at broad day.  He had struck the light, and had the lamp in his 
hand.  As the engine came out of the tunnel, his back was towards 
her, and she cut him down.  That man drove her, and was showing 
how it happened.  Show the gentleman, Tom.”

The man, who wore a rough dark dress, stepped back to his for-
mer place at the mouth of the tunnel.

“Coming round the curve in the tunnel, sir,” he said, “I saw him at 
the end, like as if I saw him down a perspective-glass.  There was no 
time to check speed, and I knew him to be very careful.  As he didn’t 
seem to take heed of the whistle, I shut it off when we were running 
down upon him, and called to him as loud as I could call.”

“What did you say?”
“I said, ‘Below there!  Look out!  Look out!  For God’s sake, clear 

the way!’”
I started.
“Ah! it was a dreadful time, sir.  I never left off calling to him.  p. 

22I put this arm before my eyes not to see, and I waved this arm to 
the last; but it was no use.”

Without prolonging the narrative to dwell on any one of its curi-
ous circumstances more than on any other, I may, in closing it, point 
out the coincidence that the warning of the Engine-Driver included, 
not only the words which the unfortunate Signal-man had repeated 
to me as haunting him, but also the words which I myself—not he—
had attached, and that only in my own mind, to the gesticulation he 
had imitated.



Dear H.L., 

I’ve seen her. My Abigail. I swear it to you. The whole experience felt 
much like a dream, though reminded me, for a comparison of The Signal 
Man by Dickens. Much like the narrator I too took too long to believe, but 
now how could I not? I thought that by staying inside I would cure my 
mind but the pressure of it has gotten to me, and what should I see when 
I emerge from the home I am staying in over here? Abigail. My sweet, 
sweet Abigail. She looked so soft and beautiful—unlike anything I have 
ever seen before. I mean, I have seen her before when she was here living 
with me on this plane of existence, but something about her looked differ-
ent. She was glowing in some beautiful way and I can’t put it into words. 

I wish you were here to have witnessed it. I know now for a fact she is 
with me—how could I deny it! 

I wish to be with her, but somehow seeing her has renewed my will to 
enjoy my life. I think it might be a temporary feeling, that will be fleeting 
as she fades away, but I needed to document such a momentous occasion. 
It is truly remarkable, and I am so happy to have seen her smile once 
more. Think me mad if you must, I am a changed man now. 

Yours truly,
—L.M. 

April 13, 1935
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Your Gods and my Gods-do you or I know which are the stronger? 
Native Proverb.

EAST of Suez, some hold, the direct control of Providence ceases; 
Man being there handed over to the power of the Gods and Devils 
of Asia, and the Church of England Providence only exercising an 
occasional and modified supervision in the case of Englishmen.

This theory accounts for some of the more unnecessary horrors 
of life in India: it may be stretched to explain my story.

My friend Strickland of the Police, who knows as much of natives 
of India as is good for any man, can bear witness to the facts of the 
case. Dumoise, our doctor, also saw what Strickland and I saw. The 
inference which he drew from the evidence was entirely incorrect. 
He is dead now; he died, in a rather curious manner, which has been 
elsewhere described.

When Fleete came to India he owned a little money and some 
land in the Himalayas, near a place called Dharmsala. Both proper-
ties had been left him by an uncle, and he came out to finance them. 
He was a big, heavy, genial, and inoffensive man. His knowledge of 

Rudyard Kipling
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natives was, of course, limited, and he complained of the difficulties 
of the language.

He rode in from his place in the hills to spend New Year in the 
station, and he stayed with Strickland. On New Year’s Eve there was 
a big dinner at the club, and the night was excusably wet. When men 
foregather from the uttermost ends of the Empire, they have a right 
to be riotous. The Frontier had sent down a contingent o’ Catch-’em-
Alive-O’s who had not seen twenty white faces for a year, and were 
used to ride fifteen miles to dinner at the next Fort at the risk of a 
Khyberee bullet where their drinks should lie. They profited by their 
new security, for they tried to play pool with a curled-up hedgehog 
found in the garden, and one of them carried the marker round the 
room in his teeth. Half a dozen planters had come in from the south 
and were talking ‘horse’ to the Biggest Liar in Asia, who was trying 
to cap all their stories at once. Everybody was there, and there was 
a general closing up of ranks and taking stock of our losses in dead 
or disabled that had fallen during the past year. It was a very wet 
night, and I remember that we sang ‘Auld Lang Syne’ with our feet 
in the Polo Championship Cup, and our heads among the stars, and 
swore that we were all dear friends. Then some of us went away 
and annexed Burma, and some tried to open up the Soudan and 
were opened up by Fuzzies in that cruel scrub outside Suakim, and 
some found stars and medals, and some were married, which was 
bad, and some did other things which were worse, and the others 
of us stayed in our chains and strove to make money on insufficient 
experiences.

Fleete began the night with sherry and bitters, drank champagne 
steadily up to dessert, then raw, rasping Capri with all the strength 
of whisky, took Benedictine with his coffee, four or five whiskies and 
sodas to improve his pool strokes, beer and bones at half-past two, 
winding up with old brandy. Consequently, when he came out, at 
half-past three in the morning, into fourteen degrees of frost, he was 
very angry with his horse for coughing, and tried to leapfrog into the 
saddle. The horse broke away and went to his stables; so Strickland 

and I formed a Guard of Dishonour to take Fleete home.
Our road lay through the bazaar, close to a little temple of Hanu-

man, the Monkey-god, who is a leading divinity worthy of respect. 
All gods have good points, just as have all priests. Personally, I at-
tach much importance to Hanuman, and am kind to his people—the 
great gray apes of the hills. One never knows when one may want 
a friend.

There was a light in the temple, and as we passed, we could hear 
voices of men chanting hymns. In a native temple, the priests rise at 
all hours of the night to do honour to their god. Before we could stop 
him, Fleete dashed up the steps, patted two priests on the back, and 
was gravely grinding the ashes of his cigar-butt into the forehead of 
the red stone image of Hanuman. Strickland tried to drag him out, 
but he sat down and said solemnly:

‘Shee that? ‘Mark of the B-beasht! I made it. Ishn’t it fine?’
In half a minute the temple was alive and noisy, and Strickland, 

who knew what came of polluting gods, said that things might occur. 
He, by virtue of his official position, long residence in the country, 
and weakness for going among the natives, was known to the priests 
and he felt unhappy. Fleete sat on the ground and refused to move. 
He said that ‘good old Hanuman’ made a very soft pillow.

Then, without any warning, a Silver Man came out of a recess 
behind the image of the god. He was perfectly naked in that bitter, 
bitter cold, and his body shone like frosted silver, for he was what the 
Bible calls ‘a leper as white as snow.’ Also he had no face, because he 
was a leper of some years’ standing and his disease was heavy upon 
him. We two stooped to haul Fleete up, and the temple was filling 
and filling with folk who seemed to spring from the earth, when the 
Silver Man ran in under our arms, making a noise exactly like the 
mewing of an otter, caught Fleete round the body and dropped his 
head on Fleete’s breast before we could wrench him away. Then he 
retired to a corner and sat mewing while the crowd blocked all the 
doors.

The priests were very angry until the Silver Man touched Fleete. 
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That nuzzling seemed to sober them.
At the end of a few minutes’ silence one of the priests came to 

Strickland and said, in perfect English, ‘Take your friend away. He 
has done with Hanuman, but Hanurnan has not done with him.’ The 
crowd gave room and we carried Fleete into the road.

Strickland was very angry. He said that we might all three have 
been knifed, and that Fleete should thank his stars that he had es-
caped without injury.

Fleete thanked no one. He said that he wanted to go to bed. He 
was gorgeously drunk.

We moved on, Strickland silent and wrathful, until Fleete was 
taken with violent shivering fits and sweating. He said that the smells 
of the bazaar were overpowering, and he wondered why slaugh-
ter-houses were permitted so near English residences. ‘Can’t you 
smell the blood?’ said Fleete.

We put him to bed at last, just as the dawn was breaking, and 
Strickland invited me to have another whisky and soda. While we 
were drinking he talked of the trouble in the temple, and admitted 
that it baffled him completely. Strickland hates being mystified by 
natives, because his business in life is to overmatch them with their 
own weapons. He has not yet succeeded in doing this, but in fifteen 
or twenty years he will have made some small progress.

‘They should have mauled us,’ he said, ‘instead of mewing at us. I 
wonder what they meant. I don’t like it one little bit.’

I said that the Managing Committee of the temple would in all 
probability bring a criminal action against us for insulting their re-
ligion. There was a section of the Indian Penal Code which exactly 
met Fleete’s offence. Strickland said he only hoped and prayed that 
they would do this. Before I left I looked into Fleete’s room, and saw 
him lying on his right side, scratching his left breast. Then. I went to 
bed cold, depressed, and unhappy, at seven o’clock in the morning.

At one o’clock I rode over to Strickland’s house to inquire after 
Fleete’s head. I imagined that it would be a sore one. Fleete was 
breakfasting and seemed unwell. His temper was gone, for he was 

abusing the cook for not supplying him with an underdone chop. 
A man who can eat raw meat after a wet night is a curiosity. I told 
Fleete this and he laughed.

‘You breed queer mosquitoes in these parts,’ he said. ‘I’ve been 
bitten to pieces, but only in one place.’

‘Let’s have a look at the bite,’ said Strickland. ‘It may have gone 
down since this morning.’

While the chops were being cooked, Fleete opened his shirt and 
showed us, just over his left breast, a mark, the perfect double of 
the black rosettes—the five or six irregular blotches arranged in a 
circle—on a leopard’s hide. Strickland looked and said, ‘It was only 
pink this morning. It’s grown black now.’

Fleete ran to a glass.
‘By Jove!’ he said,’ this is nasty. What is it?’
We could not answer. Here the chops came in, all red and juicy, 

and Fleete bolted three in a most offensive manner. He ate on his 
right grinders only, and threw his head over his right shoulder as he 
snapped the meat. When he had finished, it struck him that he had 
been behaving strangely, for he said apologetically, ‘I don’t think I 
ever felt so hungry in my life. I’ve bolted like an ostrich.’

After breakfast Strickland said to me, ‘Don’t go. Stay here, and 
stay for the night.’

Seeing that my house was not three miles from Strickland’s, this 
request was absurd. But Strickland insisted, and was going to say 
something when Fleete interrupted by declaring in a shamefaced 
way that he felt hungry again. Strickland sent a man to my house 
to fetch over my bedding and a horse, and we three went down to 
Strickland’s stables to pass the hours until it was time to go out for 
a ride. The man who has a weakness for horses never wearies of 
inspecting them; and when two men are killing time in this way they 
gather knowledge and lies the one from the other.

There were five horses in the stables, and I shall never forget 
the scene as we tried to look them over. They seemed to have gone 
mad. They reared and screamed and nearly tore up their pickets; 
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they sweated and shivered and lathered and were distraught with 
fear. Strickland’s horses used to know him as well as his dogs; which 
made the matter more curious. We left the stable for fear of the 
brutes throwing themselves in their panic. Then Strickland turned 
back and called me. The horses were still frightened, but they let us 
‘gentle’ and make much of them, and put their heads in our bosoms.

‘They aren’t afraid of US,’ said Strickland. ‘D’you know, I’d give 
three months’ pay if OUTRAGE here could talk.’

But Outrage was dumb, and could only cuddle up to his mas-
ter and blow out his nostrils, as is the custom of horses when they 
wish to explain things but can’t. Fleete came up when we were in 
the stalls, and as soon as the horses saw him, their fright broke out 
afresh. It was all that we could do to escape from the place unkicked. 
Strickland said, ‘They don’t seem to love you, Fleete.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Fleete; ‘my mare will follow me like a dog.’ He 
went to her; she was in a loose-box; but as he slipped the bars she 
plunged, knocked him down, and broke away into the garden. I 
laughed, but Strickland was not amused. He took his moustache in 
both fists and pulled at it till it nearly came out. Fleete, instead of 
going off to chase his property, yawned, saying that he felt sleepy. He 
went to the house to lie down, which was a foolish way of spending 
New Year’s Day.

Strickland sat with me in the stables and asked if I had noticed 
anything peculiar in Fleete’s manner. I said that he ate his food like 
a beast; but that this might have been the result of living alone in the 
hills out of the reach of society as refined and elevating as ours for 
instance. Strickland was not amused. I do not think that he listened 
to me, for his next sentence referred to the mark on Fleete’s breast, 
and I said that it might have been caused by blister-flies, or that it 
was possibly a birth-mark newly born and now visible for the first 
time. We both agreed that it was unpleasant to look at, and Strick-
land found occasion to say that I was a fool.

‘I can’t tell you what I think now,’ said he, ‘because you would call 
me a madman; but you must stay with me for the next few days, if 

you can. I want you to watch Fleete, but don’t tell me what you think 
till I have made up my mind.’

‘But I am dining out to-night,’ I said. ‘So am I,’ said Strickland, 
‘and so is Fleete. At least if he doesn’t change his mind.’

We walked about the garden smoking, but saying nothing—be-
cause we were friends, and talking spoils good tobacco—till our 
pipes were out. Then we went to wake up Fleete. He was wide awake 
and fidgeting about his room.

‘I say, I want some more chops,’ he said. ‘Can I get them?’
We laughed and said, ‘Go and change. The ponies will be round 

in a minute.’
‘All right,’ said Fleete. I’ll go when I get the chops—underdone 

ones, mind.’
He seemed to be quite in earnest. It was four o’clock, and we had 

had breakfast at one; still, for a long time, he demanded those under-
done chops. Then he changed into riding clothes and went out into 
the verandah. His pony—the mare had not been caught—would not 
let him come near. All three horses were unmanageable—-mad with 
fear—-and finally Fleete said that he would stay at home and get 
something to eat. Strickland and I rode out wondering. As we passed 
the temple of Hanuman, the Silver Man came out and mewed at us.

‘He is not one of the regular priests of the temple,’ said Strickland. 
‘I think I should peculiarly like to lay my hands on him.’

There was no spring in our gallop on the racecourse that evening. 
The horses were stale, and moved as though they had been ridden 
out.

‘The fright after breakfast has been too much for them,’ said 
Strickland.

That was the only remark he made through the remainder of the 
ride. Once or twice I think he swore to himself; but that did not 
count.

We came back in the dark at seven o’clock, and saw that there 
were no lights in the bungalow. ‘Careless ruffians my servants are!’ 
said Strickland.
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My horse reared at something on the carriage drive, and Fleete 
stood up under its nose.

‘What are you doing, grovelling about the garden?’ said Strick-
land.

But both horses bolted and nearly threw us. We dismounted by 
the stables and returned to Fleete, who was on his hands and knees 
under the orange-bushes.

‘What the devil’s wrong with you?’ said Strickland.
‘Nothing, nothing in the world,’ said Fleete, speaking very quickly 

and thickly. ‘I’ve been gardening-botanising you know. The smell of 
the earth is delightful. I think I’m going for a walk-a long walk-all 
night.’

Then I saw that there was something excessively out of order 
somewhere, and I said to Strickland, ‘I am not dining out.’

‘Bless you!’ said Strickland. ‘Here, Fleete, get up. You’ll catch 
fever there. Come in to dinner and let’s have the lamps lit. We ‘ll all 
dine at home.’

Fleete stood up unwillingly, and said, ‘No lamps-no lamps. It’s 
much nicer here. Let’s dine outside and have some more chops-lots 
of ‘em and underdone—bloody ones with gristle.’

Now a December evening in Northern India is bitterly cold, and 
Fleete’s suggestion was that of a maniac.

‘Come in,’ said Strickland sternly. ‘Come in at once.’
Fleete came, and when the lamps were brought, we saw that he 

was literally plastered with dirt from head to foot. He must have 
been rolling in the garden. He shrank from the light and went to 
his room. His eyes were horrible to look at. There was a green light 
behind them, not in them, if you understand, and the man’s lower 
lip hung down.

Strickland said, ‘There is going to be trouble-big trouble-to-night. 
Don’t you change your riding-things.’

We waited and waited for Fleete’s reappearance, and ordered 
dinner in the meantime. We could hear him moving about his own 
room, but there was no light there. Presently from the room came 

the long-drawn howl of a wolf.
People write and talk lightly of blood running cold and hair 

standing up and things of that kind. Both sensations are too horri-
ble to be trifled with. My heart stopped as though a knife had been 
driven through it, and Strickland turned as white as the tablecloth.

The howl was repeated, and was answered by another howl far 
across the fields.

That set the gilded roof on the horror. Strickland dashed into 
Fleete’s room. I followed, and we saw Fleete getting out of the win-
dow. He made beast-noises in the back of his throat. He could not 
answer us when we shouted at him. He spat.

I don’t quite remember what followed, but I think that Strick-
land must have stunned him with the long boot-jack or else I should 
never have been able to sit on his chest. Fleete could not speak, he 
could only snarl, and his snarls were those of a wolf, not of a man. 
The human spirit must have been giving way all day and have died 
out with the twilight. We were dealing with a beast that had once 
been Fleete.

The affair was beyond any human and rational experience. I tried 
to say ‘Hydrophobia,’ but the word wouldn’t come, because I knew 
that I was lying.

We bound this beast with leather thongs of the punkah-rope, and 
tied its thumbs and big toes together, and gagged it with a shoe-
horn, which makes a very efficient gag if you know how to arrange 
it. Then we carried it into the dining-room, and sent a man to Du-
moise, the doctor, telling him to come over at once. After we had 
despatched the messenger and were drawing breath, Strickland said, 
‘It’s no good. This isn’t any doctor’s work.’ I, also, knew that he spoke 
the truth.

The beast’s head was free, and it threw it about from side to side. 
Any one entering the room would have believed that we were curing 
a wolf ’s pelt. That was the most loathsome accessory of all.

Strickland sat with his chin in the heel of his fist, watching the 
beast as it wriggled on the ground, but saying nothing. The shirt had 
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been torn open in the scuffle and showed the black rosette mark on 
the left breast. It stood out like a blister.

In the silence of the watching we heard something without mew-
ing like a she-otter. We both rose to our feet, and, I answer for my-
self, not Strickland, felt sick—actually and physically sick. We told 
each other, as did the men in Pinafore, that it was the cat.

Dumoise arrived, and I never saw a little man so unprofession-
ally shocked. He said that it was a heart-rending case of hydropho-
bia, and that nothing could be done. At least any palliative measures 
would only prolong the agony. The beast was foaming at the mouth. 
Fleete, as we told Dumoise, had been bitten by dogs once or twice. 
Any man who keeps half a dozen terriers must expect a nip now 
and again. Dumoise could offer no help. He could only certify that 
Fleete was dying of hydrophobia. The beast was then howling, for it 
had managed to spit out the shoe-horn. Dumoise said that he would 
be ready to certify to the cause of death, and that the end was cer-
tain. He was a good little man, and he offered to remain with us; 
but Strickland refused the kindness. He did not wish to poison Du-
moise’s New Year. He would only ask him not to give the real cause 
of Fleete’s death to the public.

So Dumoise left, deeply agitated; and as soon as the noise of 
the cart-wheels had died away, Strickland told me, in a whisper, his 
suspicions. They were so wildly improbable that he dared not say 
them out aloud; and I, who entertained all Strickland’s beliefs, was 
so ashamed of owning to them that I pretended to disbelieve.

‘Even if the Silver Man had bewtiched Fleete for polluting the 
image of Hanuman, the punishment could not have fallen so quickly.’

As I was whispering this the cry outside the house rose again, and 
the beast fell into a fresh paroxysm of struggling till we were afraid 
that the thongs that held it would give way.

‘Watch!’ said Strickland. ‘If this happens six times I shall take the 
law into my own hands. I order you to help me.’

He went into his room and came out in a few minutes with the 
barrels of an old shot-gun, a piece of fishing-line, some thick cord, 

and his heavy wooden bedstead. I reported that the convulsions had 
followed the cry by two seconds in each case, and the beast seemed 
perceptibly weaker.

Strickland muttered, ‘But he can’t take away the life! He can’t take 
away the life!’

I said, though I knew that I was arguing against myself, ‘It may be 
a cat. It must be a cat. If the Silver Man is responsible, why does he 
dare to come here?’

Strickland arranged the wood on the hearth, put the gun-barrels 
into the glow of the fire, spread the twine on the table and broke a 
walking stick in two. There was one yard of fishing line, gut, lapped 
with wire, such as is used for mahseer-fishing, and he tied the two 
ends together in a loop.

Then he said, ‘How can we catch him? He must be taken alive 
and unhurt.’

I said that we must trust in Providence, and go out softly with 
polo-sticks into the shrubbery at the front of the house. The man or 
animal that made the cry was evidently moving round the house as 
regularly as a night-watchman. We could wait in the bushes till he 
came by and knock him over.

Strickland accepted this suggestion, and we slipped out from a 
bath-room window into the front verandah and then across the car-
riage drive into the bushes.

In the moonlight we could see the leper coming round the cor-
ner of the house. He was perfectly naked, and from time to time he 
mewed and stopped to dance with his shadow. It was an unattractive 
sight, and thinking of poor Fleete, brought to such degradation by so 
foul a creature, I put away all my doubts and resolved to help Strick-
land from the heated gun-barrels to the loop of twine-from the loins 
to the head and back again—-with all tortures that might be needful.

The leper halted in the front porch for a moment and we jumped 
out on him with the sticks. He was wonderfully strong, and we were 
afraid that he might escape or be fatally injured before we caught 
him. We had an idea that lepers were frail creatures, but this proved 
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to be incorrect. Strickland knocked his legs from under him and I 
put my foot on his neck. He mewed hideously, and even through 
my riding-boots I could feel that his flesh was not the flesh of a clean 
man.

He struck at us with his hand and feet-stumps. We looped the 
lash of a dog-whip round him, under the armpits, and dragged him 
backwards into the hall and so into the dining-room where the beast 
lay. There we tied him with trunk-straps. He made no attempt to 
escape, but mewed.

When we confronted him with the beast the scene was beyond 
description. The beast doubled backwards into a bow as though he 
had been poisoned with strychnine, and moaned in the most pitiable 
fashion. Several other things happened also, but they cannot be put 
down here.

‘I think I was right,’ said Strickland. ‘Now we will ask him to cure 
this case.’

But the leper only mewed. Strickland wrapped a towel round his 
hand and took the gun-barrels out of the fire. I put the half of the 
broken walking stick through the loop of fishing-line and buckled 
the leper comfortably to Strickland’s bedstead. I understood then 
how men and women and little children can endure to see a witch 
burnt alive; for the beast was moaning on the floor, and though 
the Silver Man had no face, you could see horrible feelings passing 
through the slab that took its place, exactly as waves of heat play 
across red-hot iron—gun-barrels for instance.

Strickland shaded his eyes with his hands for a moment and we 
got to work. This part is not to be printed.

The dawn was beginning to break when the leper spoke. His 
mewings had not been satisfactory up to that point. The beast had 
fainted from exhaustion and the house was very still. We unstrapped 
the leper and told him to take away the evil spirit. He crawled to the 
beast and laid his hand upon the left breast. That was all. Then he 
fell face down and whined, drawing in his breath as he did so.

We watched the face of the beast, and saw the soul of Fleete com-

ing back into the eyes. Then a sweat broke out on the forehead and 
the eyes-they were human eyes—closed. We waited for an hour but 
Fleete still slept. We carried him to his room and bade the leper go, 
giving him the bedstead, and the sheet on the bedstead to cover his 
nakedness, the gloves and the towels with which we had touched 
him, and the whip that had been hooked round his body. He put 
the sheet about him and went out into the early morning without 
speaking or mewing.

Strickland wiped his face and sat down. A night-gong, far away in 
the city, made seven o’clock.

‘Exactly four-and-twenty hours!’ said Strickland. ‘And I’ve done 
enough to ensure my dismissal from the service, besides permanent 
quarters in a lunatic asylum. Do you believe that we are awake?’

The red-hot gun-barrel had fallen on the floor and was singeing 
the carpet. The smell was entirely real.

That morning at eleven we two together went to wake up Fleete. 
We looked and saw that the black leopard-rosette on his chest had 
disappeared. He was very drowsy and tired, but as soon as he saw 
us, he said, ‘Oh! Confound you fellows. Happy New Year to you. 
Never mix your liquors. I’m nearly dead.’

‘Thanks for your kindness, but you’re over time,’ said Strickland. 
‘To-day is the morning of the second. You’ve slept the clock round 
with a vengeance.’

The door opened, and little Dumoise put his head in. He had 
come on foot, and fancied that we were laving out Fleete.

‘I’ve brought a nurse,’ said Dumoise. ‘I suppose that she can come 
in for... what is necessary.’

‘By all means,’ said Fleete cheerily, sitting up in bed. ‘Bring on 
your nurses.’

Dumoise was dumb. Strickland led him out and explained that 
there must have been a mistake in the diagnosis. Dumoise remained 
dumb and left the house hastily. He considered that his professional 
reputation had been injured, and was inclined to make a personal 
matter of the recovery. Strickland went out too. When he came back, 
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he said that he had been to call on the Temple of Hanuman to offer 
redress for the pollution of the god, and had been solemnly assured 
that no white man had ever touched the idol and that he was an in-
carnation of all the virtues labouring under a delusion.

‘What do you think?’ said Strickland.
I said, ‘“There are more things . . .”’
But Strickland hates that quotation. He says that I have worn it 

threadbare.
One other curious thing happened which frightened me as much 

as anything in all the night’s work. When Fleete was dressed he came 
into the dining-room and sniffed. He had a quaint trick of moving 
his nose when he sniffed. ‘Horrid doggy smell, here,’ said he. ‘You 
should really keep those terriers of yours in better order. Try sul-
phur, Strick.’

But Strickland did not answer. He caught hold of the back of a 
chair, and, without warning, went into an amazing fit of hysterics. 
It is terrible to see a strong man overtaken with hysteria. Then it 
struck me that we had fought for Fleete’s soul with the Silver Man in 
that room, and had disgraced ourselves as Englishmen for ever, and 
I laughed and gasped and gurgled just as shamefully as Strickland, 
while Fleete thought that we had both gone mad. We never told him 
what we had done.

Some years later, when Strickland had married and was a 
church-going member of society for his wife’s sake, we reviewed the 
incident dispassionately, and Strickland suggested that I should put 
it before the public.

I cannot myself see that this step is likely to clear up the mystery; 
because, in the first place, no one will believe a rather unpleasant 
story, and, in the second, it is well known to every right-minded man 
that the gods of the heathen are stone and brass, and any attempt to 
deal with them otherwise is justly condemned.

Dear H.L., 

I must admit to you that I feel a bit like Fleete in this place. I don’t mean 
Tanzania, but rather my own mind. I have spent so long studying the 
cultures and histories of other peoples, I fear I might be forgetting my 
own. No, maybe not in line so much with Fleete in the same way, but my 
blatant disregard for myself might be parallel. 

I don’t mean to say that I am necessarily a danger to myself, but how 
can I stop myself from going mad if I don’t even know where normal be-
gins. I know this is an odd thing to send in a letter, but if anyone can help 
me, it is certainly you. In The Mark of the Beast, Fleete shows a disre-
gard for another culture, and thus himself, but here where I am, I show 
the disregard for my own self and the wellbeing I need. Should I be off 
studying other cultures if not willing to study the very essence that makes 
me who I am? Maybe it is time I try to find out what has happened to my 
father, especially after “seeing” him. I don’t know much about him, only 
what my mother shared. Maybe if I can learn more about him, I’ll be able 
to understand why I feel the way that I do about certain aspects of life. 
Please don’t tell me I’m crazy—can you try to see what you can dig up for 
me locally while I am stuck so far away? 

Yours truly,
—L.M.

October 3, 1934
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It is very seldom that mere ordinary people like John and myself 
secure ancestral halls for the summer.

A colonial mansion, a hereditary estate, I would say a haunted 
house, and reach the height of romantic felicity—but that would be 
asking too much of fate!

Still I will proudly declare that there is something queer about it.
Else, why should it be let so cheaply? And why have stood so long 

untenanted?
John laughs at me, of course, but one expects that in marriage.
John is practical in the extreme. He has no patience with faith, 

an intense horror of superstition, and he scoffs openly at any talk of 
things not to be felt and seen and put down in figures.

John is a physician, and perhaps—(I would not say it to a liv-
ing soul, of course, but this is dead paper and a great relief to my 
mind)—perhaps that is one reason I do not get well faster.

You see, he does not believe I am sick!
And what can one do?
If a physician of high standing, and one’s own husband, assures 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman

The Yellow Wallpaper
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friends and relatives that there is really nothing the matter with one 
but temporary nervous depression—a slight hysterical tendency—
what is one to do?

My brother is also a physician, and also of high standing, and he 
says the same thing.

So I take phosphates or phosphites—whichever it is, and tonics, 
and journeys, and air, and exercise, and am absolutely forbidden to 
“work” until I am well again.

Personally, I disagree with their ideas.
Personally, I believe that congenial work, with excitement and 

change, would do me good.
But what is one to do?
I did write for a while in spite of them; but it does exhaust me 

a good deal—having to be so sly about it, or else meet with heavy 
opposition.

I sometimes fancy that in my condition if I had less opposition 
and more society and stimulus—but John says the very worst thing I 
can do is to think about my condition, and I confess it always makes 
me feel bad.

So I will let it alone and talk about the house.
The most beautiful place! It is quite alone, standing well back 

from the road, quite three miles from the village. It makes me think 
of English places that you read about, for there are hedges and walls 
and gates that lock, and lots of separate little houses for the garden-
ers and people.

There is a delicious garden! I never saw such a garden—large and 
shady, full of box-bordered paths, and lined with long grape-covered 
arbors with seats under them.

There were greenhouses, too, but they are all broken now.
There was some legal trouble, I believe, something about the 

heirs and co-heirs; anyhow, the place has been empty for years.
That spoils my ghostliness, I am afraid; but I don’t care—there is 

something strange about the house—I can feel it.
I even said so to John one moonlight evening, but he said what I 

felt was a draught, and shut the window.
I get unreasonably angry with John sometimes. I’m sure I never 

used to be so sensitive. I think it is due to this nervous condition.
But John says if I feel so I shall neglect proper self-control; so I 

take pains to control myself,—before him, at least,—and that makes 
me very tired.

I don’t like our room a bit. I wanted one downstairs that opened 
on the piazza and had roses all over the window, and such pretty 
old-fashioned chintz hangings! but John would not hear of it.

He said there was only one window and not room for two beds, 
and no near room for him if he took another.

He is very careful and loving, and hardly lets me stir without spe-
cial direction.

I have a schedule prescription for each hour in the day; he takes 
all care from me, and so I feel basely ungrateful not to value it more.

He said we came here solely on my account, that I was to have 
perfect rest and all the air I could get. “Your exercise depends on 
your strength, my dear,” said he, “and your food somewhat on your 
appetite; but air you can absorb all the time.” So we took the nursery, 
at the top of the house.

It is a big, airy room, the whole floor nearly, with windows that 
look all ways, and air and sunshine galore. It was nursery first and 
then playground and gymnasium, I should judge; for the windows 
are barred for little children, and there are rings and things in the 
walls.

The paint and paper look as if a boys’ school had used it. It is 
stripped off—the paper—in great patches all around the head of my 
bed, about as far as I can reach, and in a great place on the other side 
of the room low down. I never saw a worse paper in my life.

One of those sprawling flamboyant patterns committing every 
artistic sin.

It is dull enough to confuse the eye in following, pronounced 
enough to constantly irritate, and provoke study, and when you fol-
low the lame, uncertain curves for a little distance they suddenly 
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commit suicide—plunge off at outrageous angles, destroy themselves 
in unheard-of contradictions.

The color is repellant, almost revolting; a smouldering, unclean 
yellow, strangely faded by the slow-turning sunlight.

It is a dull yet lurid orange in some places, a sickly sulphur tint 
in others.

No wonder the children hated it! I should hate it myself if I had 
to live in this room long.

There comes John, and I must put this away,—he hates to have 
me write a word.

***

We have been here two weeks, and I haven’t felt like writing before, 
since that first day.

I am sitting by the window now, up in this atrocious nursery, and 
there is nothing to hinder my writing as much as I please, save lack 
of strength.

John is away all day, and even some nights when his cases are 
serious.

I am glad my case is not serious!
But these nervous troubles are dreadfully depressing.
John does not know how much I really suffer. He knows there is 

no reason to suffer, and that satisfies him.
Of course it is only nervousness. It does weigh on me so not to do 

my duty in any way!
I meant to be such a help to John, such a real rest and comfort, 

and here I am a comparative burden already!
Nobody would believe what an effort it is to do what little I am 

able—to dress and entertain, and order things.
It is fortunate Mary is so good with the baby. Such a dear baby!
And yet I cannot be with him, it makes me so nervous.
I suppose John never was nervous in his life. He laughs at me so 

about this wallpaper!

At first he meant to repaper the room, but afterwards he said that 
I was letting it get the better of me, and that nothing was worse for a 
nervous patient than to give way to such fancies.

He said that after the wallpaper was changed it would be the 
heavy bedstead, and then the barred windows, and then that gate at 
the head of the stairs, and so on.

“You know the place is doing you good,” he said, “and really, dear, 
I don’t care to renovate the house just for a three months’ rental.”

“Then do let us go downstairs,” I said, “there are such pretty 
rooms there.”

Then he took me in his arms and called me a blessed little goose, 
and said he would go down cellar if I wished, and have it white-
washed into the bargain.

But he is right enough about the beds and windows and things.
It is as airy and comfortable a room as any one need wish, and, 

of course, I would not be so silly as to make him uncomfortable just 
for a whim.

I’m really getting quite fond of the big room, all but that horrid 
paper.

Out of one window I can see the garden, those mysterious deep-
shaded arbors, the riotous old-fashioned flowers, and bushes and 
gnarly trees.

Out of another I get a lovely view of the bay and a little private 
wharf belonging to the estate. There is a beautiful shaded lane that 
runs down there from the house. I always fancy I see people walking 
in these numerous paths and arbors, but John has cautioned me not 
to give way to fancy in the least. He says that with my imaginative 
power and habit of story-making a nervous weakness like mine is 
sure to lead to all manner of excited fancies, and that I ought to use 
my will and good sense to check the tendency. So I try.

I think sometimes that if I were only well enough to write a little 
it would relieve the press of ideas and rest me.

But I find I get pretty tired when I try.
It is so discouraging not to have any advice and companionship 
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about my work. When I get really well John says we will ask Cousin 
Henry and Julia down for a long visit; but he says he would as soon 
put fire-works in my pillow-case as to let me have those stimulating 
people about now.

I wish I could get well faster.
But I must not think about that. This paper looks to me as if it 

knew what a vicious influence it had!
There is a recurrent spot where the pattern lolls like a broken 

neck and two bulbous eyes stare at you upside-down.
I get positively angry with the impertinence of it and the ever-

lastingness. Up and down and sideways they crawl, and those ab-
surd, unblinking eyes are everywhere. There is one place where two 
breadths didn’t match, and the eyes go all up and down the line, one 
a little higher than the other.

I never saw so much expression in an inanimate thing before, and 
we all know how much expression they have! I used to lie awake as 
a child and get more entertainment and terror out of blank walls and 
plain furniture than most children could find in a toy-store.

I remember what a kindly wink the knobs of our big old bureau 
used to have, and there was one chair that always seemed like a 
strong friend.

I used to feel that if any of the other things looked too fierce I 
could always hop into that chair and be safe.

The furniture in this room is no worse than inharmonious, how-
ever, for we had to bring it all from downstairs. I suppose when this 
was used as a playroom they had to take the nursery things out, and 
no wonder! I never saw such ravages as the children have made here.

The wallpaper, as I said before, is torn off in spots, and it sticketh 
closer than a brother—they must have had perseverance as well as 
hatred.

Then the floor is scratched and gouged and splintered, the plaster 
itself is dug out here and there, and this great heavy bed, which is all 
we found in the room, looks as if it had been through the wars.

But I don’t mind it a bit—only the paper.

There comes John’s sister. Such a dear girl as she is, and so careful 
of me! I must not let her find me writing.

She is a perfect, and enthusiastic housekeeper, and hopes for no 
better profession. I verily believe she thinks it is the writing which 
made me sick!

But I can write when she is out, and see her a long way off from 
these windows.

There is one that commands the road, a lovely, shaded, winding 
road, and one that just looks off over the country. A lovely country, 
too, full of great elms and velvet meadows.

This wallpaper has a kind of sub-pattern in a different shade, a 
particularly irritating one, for you can only see it in certain lights, 
and not clearly then.

But in the places where it isn’t faded, and where the sun is just so, 
I can see a strange, provoking, formless sort of figure, that seems to 
sulk about behind that silly and conspicuous front design.

There’s sister on the stairs!

***

Well, the Fourth of July is over! The people are gone and I am tired 
out. John thought it might do me good to see a little company, so we 
just had mother and Nellie and the children down for a week.

Of course I didn’t do a thing. Jennie sees to everything now.
But it tired me all the same.
John says if I don’t pick up faster he shall send me to Weir Mitch-

ell in the fall.
But I don’t want to go there at all. I had a friend who was in his 

hands once, and she says he is just like John and my brother, only 
more so!

Besides, it is such an undertaking to go so far.
I don’t feel as if it was worth while to turn my hand over for any-

thing, and I’m getting dreadfully fretful and querulous.
I cry at nothing, and cry most of the time.
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Of course I don’t when John is here, or anybody else, but when 
I am alone.

And I am alone a good deal just now. John is kept in town very 
often by serious cases, and Jennie is good and lets me alone when I 
want her to.

So I walk a little in the garden or down that lovely lane, sit on the 
porch under the roses, and lie down up here a good deal.

I’m getting really fond of the room in spite of the wallpaper. Per-
haps because of the wallpaper.

It dwells in my mind so!
I lie here on this great immovable bed—it is nailed down, I be-

lieve—and follow that pattern about by the hour. It is as good as 
gymnastics, I assure you. I start, we’ll say, at the bottom, down in the 
corner over there where it has not been touched, and I determine for 
the thousandth time that I will follow that pointless pattern to some 
sort of a conclusion.

I know a little of the principle of design, and I know this thing was 
not arranged on any laws of radiation, or alternation, or repetition, 
or symmetry, or anything else that I ever heard of.

It is repeated, of course, by the breadths, but not otherwise.
Looked at in one way each breadth stands alone, the bloated 

curves and flourishes—a kind of “debased Romanesque” with de-
lirium tremens—go waddling up and down in isolated columns of 
fatuity.

But, on the other hand, they connect diagonally, and the sprawl-
ing outlines run off in great slanting waves of optic horror, like a lot 
of wallowing seaweeds in full chase.

The whole thing goes horizontally, too, at least it seems so, and I 
exhaust myself in trying to distinguish the order of its going in that 
direction.

They have used a horizontal breadth for a frieze, and that adds 
wonderfully to the confusion.

There is one end of the room where it is almost intact, and there, 
when the cross-lights fade and the low sun shines directly upon it, 

I can almost fancy radiation after all,—the interminable grotesques 
seem to form around a common centre and rush off in headlong 
plunges of equal distraction.

It makes me tired to follow it. I will take a nap, I guess.

***

I don’t know why I should write this.
I don’t want to.
I don’t feel able.
And I know John would think it absurd. But I must say what I feel 

and think in some way—it is such a relief !
But the effort is getting to be greater than the relief.
Half the time now I am awfully lazy, and lie down ever so much.
John says I musn’t lose my strength, and has me take cod-liver 

oil and lots of tonics and things, to say nothing of ale and wine and 
rare meat.

Dear John! He loves me very dearly, and hates to have me sick. 
I tried to have a real earnest reasonable talk with him the other day, 
and tell him how I wish he would let me go and make a visit to 
Cousin Henry and Julia.

But he said I wasn’t able to go, nor able to stand it after I got there; 
and I did not make out a very good case for myself, for I was crying 
before I had finished.

It is getting to be a great effort for me to think straight. Just this 
nervous weakness, I suppose.

And dear John gathered me up in his arms, and just carried me 
upstairs and laid me on the bed, and sat by me and read to me till it 
tired my head.

He said I was his darling and his comfort and all he had, and that 
I must take care of myself for his sake, and keep well.

He says no one but myself can help me out of it, that I must use 
my will and self-control and not let any silly fancies run away with 
me.
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There’s one comfort, the baby is well and happy, and does not 
have to occupy this nursery with the horrid wallpaper.

If we had not used it that blessed child would have! What a fortu-
nate escape! Why, I wouldn’t have a child of mine, an impressionable 
little thing, live in such a room for worlds.

I never thought of it before, but it is lucky that John kept me here 
after all. I can stand it so much easier than a baby, you see.

Of course I never mention it to them any more,—I am too wise,—
but I keep watch of it all the same.

There are things in that paper that nobody knows but me, or ever 
will.

Behind that outside pattern the dim shapes get clearer every day.
It is always the same shape, only very numerous.
And it is like a woman stooping down and creeping about behind 

that pattern. I don’t like it a bit. I wonder—I begin to think—I wish 
John would take me away from here!

***

It is so hard to talk with John about my case, because he is so wise, 
and because he loves me so.

But I tried it last night.
It was moonlight. The moon shines in all around, just as the sun 

does.
I hate to see it sometimes, it creeps so slowly, and always comes 

in by one window or another.
John was asleep and I hated to waken him, so I kept still and 

watched the moonlight on that undulating wallpaper till I felt creepy.
The faint figure behind seemed to shake the pattern, just as if she 

wanted to get out.
I got up softly and went to feel and see if the paper did move, and 

when I came back John was awake.
“What is it, little girl?” he said. “Don’t go walking about like that—

you’ll get cold.”

I though it was a good time to talk, so I told him that I really was 
not gaining here, and that I wished he would take me away.

“Why darling!” said he, “our lease will be up in three weeks, and 
I can’t see how to leave before.

“The repairs are not done at home, and I cannot possibly leave 
town just now. Of course if you were in any danger I could and 
would, but you really are better, dear, whether you can see it or not. 
I am a doctor, dear, and I know. You are gaining flesh and color, your 
appetite is better. I feel really much easier about you.”

“I don’t weigh a bit more,” said I, “nor as much; and my appetite 
may be better in the evening, when you are here, but it is worse in 
the morning when you are away.”

“Bless her little heart!” said he with a big hug; “she shall be as sick 
as she pleases! But now let’s improve the shining hours by going to 
sleep, and talk about it in the morning!”

“And you won’t go away?” I asked gloomily.
“Why, how can I, dear? It is only three weeks more and then we 

will take a nice little trip of a few days while Jennie is getting the 
house ready. Really, dear, you are better!”

“Better in body perhaps”—I began, and stopped short, for he sat 
up straight and looked at me with such a stern, reproachful look that 
I could not say another word.

“My darling,” said he, “I beg of you, for my sake and for our child’s 
sake, as well as for your own, that you will never for one instant let 
that idea enter your mind! There is nothing so dangerous, so fasci-
nating, to a temperament like yours. It is a false and foolish fancy. 
Can you not trust me as a physician when I tell you so?”

So of course I said no more on that score, and we went to sleep 
before long. He thought I was asleep first, but I wasn’t,—I lay there 
for hours trying to decide whether that front pattern and the back 
pattern really did move together or separately.

On a pattern like this, by daylight, there is a lack of sequence, a 
defiance of law, that is a constant irritant to a normal mind.

The color is hideous enough, and unreliable enough, and infuri-
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ating enough, but the pattern is torturing.
You think you have mastered it, but just as you get well under way 

in following, it turns a back somersault and there you are. It slaps 
you in the face, knocks you down, and tramples upon you. It is like 
a bad dream.

The outside pattern is a florid arabesque, reminding one of a fun-
gus. If you can imagine a toadstool in joints, an interminable string 
of toadstools, budding and sprouting in endless convolutions,—why, 
that is something like it.

That is, sometimes!
There is one marked peculiarity about this paper, a thing nobody 

seems to notice but myself, and that is that it changes as the light 
changes.

When the sun shoots in through the east window—I always 
watch for that first long, straight ray—it changes so quickly that I 
never can quite believe it.

That is why I watch it always.
By moonlight—the moon shines in all night when there is a 

moon—I wouldn’t know it was the same paper.
At night in any kind of light, in twilight, candlelight, lamplight, 

and worst of all by moonlight, it becomes bars! The outside pattern 
I mean, and the woman behind it is as plain as can be.

I didn’t realize for a long time what the thing was that showed be-
hind,—that dim sub-pattern,—but now I am quite sure it is a woman.

By daylight she is subdued, quiet. I fancy it is the pattern that 
keeps her so still. It is so puzzling. It keeps me quiet by the hour.

I lie down ever so much now. John says it is good for me, and to 
sleep all I can.

Indeed, he started the habit by making me lie down for an hour 
after each meal.

It is a very bad habit, I am convinced, for, you see, I don’t sleep.
And that cultivates deceit, for I don’t tell them I’m awake,—oh, 

no!
The fact is, I am getting a little afraid of John.

He seems very queer sometimes, and even Jennie has an inexpli-
cable look.

It strikes me occasionally, just as a scientific hypothesis, that per-
haps it is the paper!

I have watched John when he did not know I was looking, and 
come into the room suddenly on the most innocent excuses, and 
I’ve caught him several times looking at the paper! And Jennie too. I 
caught Jennie with her hand on it once.

She didn’t know I was in the room, and when I asked her in a 
quiet, a very quiet voice, with the most restrained manner possi-
ble, what she was doing with the paper she turned around as if she 
had been caught stealing, and looked quite angry—asked me why I 
should frighten her so!

Then she said that the paper stained everything it touched, that 
she had found yellow smooches on all my clothes and John’s, and she 
wished we would be more careful!

Did not that sound innocent? But I know she was studying that 
pattern, and I am determined that nobody shall find it out but my-
self !

***

Life is very much more exciting now than it used to be. You see I 
have something more to expect, to look forward to, to watch. I really 
do eat better, and am more quiet than I was.

John is so pleased to see me improve! He laughed a little the other 
day, and said I seemed to be flourishing in spite of my wallpaper.

I turned it off with a laugh. I had no intention of telling him it was 
because of the wallpaper—he would make fun of me. He might even 
want to take me away.

I don’t want to leave now until I have found it out. There is a week 
more, and I think that will be enough.

***
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I’m feeling ever so much better! I don’t sleep much at night, for it is 
so interesting to watch developments; but I sleep a good deal in the 
daytime.

In the daytime it is tiresome and perplexing.
There are always new shoots on the fungus, and new shades of 

yellow all over it. I cannot keep count of them, though I have tried 
conscientiously.

It is the strangest yellow, that wallpaper! It makes me think of all 
the yellow things I ever saw—not beautiful ones like buttercups, but 
old foul, bad yellow things.

But there is something else about that paper—the smell! I noticed 
it the moment we came into the room, but with so much air and 
sun it was not bad. Now we have had a week of fog and rain, and 
whether the windows are open or not, the smell is here.

It creeps all over the house.
I find it hovering in the dining-room, skulking in the parlor, hid-

ing in the hall, lying in wait for me on the stairs.
It gets into my hair.
Even when I go to ride, if I turn my head suddenly and surprise 

it—there is that smell!
Such a peculiar odor, too! I have spent hours in trying to analyze 

it, to find what it smelled like.
It is not bad—at first, and very gentle, but quite the subtlest, most 

enduring odor I ever met.
In this damp weather it is awful. I wake up in the night and find 

it hanging over me.
It used to disturb me at first. I thought seriously of burning the 

house—to reach the smell.
But now I am used to it. The only thing I can think of that it is like 

is the color of the paper! A yellow smell.
There is a very funny mark on this wall, low down, near the mop-

board. A streak that runs round the room. It goes behind every piece 
of furniture, except the bed, a long, straight, even smooch, as if it had 
been rubbed over and over.

I wonder how it was done and who did it, and what they did it 
for. Round and round and round—round and round and round—it 
makes me dizzy!

***

I really have discovered something at last.
Through watching so much at night, when it changes so, I have 

finally found out.
The front pattern does move—and no wonder! The woman be-

hind shakes it!
Sometimes I think there are a great many women behind, and 

sometimes only one, and she crawls around fast, and her crawling 
shakes it all over.

Then in the very bright spots she keeps still, and in the very shady 
spots she just takes hold of the bars and shakes them hard.

And she is all the time trying to climb through. But nobody could 
climb through that pattern—it strangles so; I think that is why it has 
so many heads.

They get through, and then the pattern strangles them off and 
turns them upside-down, and makes their eyes white!

If those heads were covered or taken off it would not be half so 
bad.

***

I think that woman gets out in the daytime!
And I’ll tell you why—privately—I’ve seen her!
I can see her out of every one of my windows!
It is the same woman, I know, for she is always creeping, and 

most women do not creep by daylight.
I see her on that long shaded lane, creeping up and down. I see 

her in those dark grape arbors, creeping all around the garden.
I see her on that long road under the trees, creeping along, and 
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when a carriage comes she hides under the blackberry vines.
I don’t blame her a bit. It must be very humiliating to be caught 

creeping by daylight!
I always lock the door when I creep by daylight. I can’t do it at 

night, for I know John would suspect something at once.
And John is so queer now, that I don’t want to irritate him. I wish 

he would take another room! Besides, I don’t want anybody to get 
that woman out at night but myself.

I often wonder if I could see her out of all the windows at once.
But, turn as fast as I can, I can only see out of one at one time.
And though I always see her she may be able to creep faster than 

I can turn!
I have watched her sometimes away off in the open country, 

creeping as fast as a cloud shadow in a high wind.

***

If only that top pattern could be gotten off from the under one! I 
mean to try it, little by little.

I have found out another funny thing, but I shan’t tell it this time! 
It does not do to trust people too much.

There are only two more days to get this paper off, and I believe 
John is beginning to notice. I don’t like the look in his eyes.

And I heard him ask Jennie a lot of professional questions about 
me. She had a very good report to give.

She said I slept a good deal in the daytime.
John knows I don’t sleep very well at night, for all I’m so quiet!
He asked me all sorts of questions, too, and pretended to be very 

loving and kind.
As if I couldn’t see through him!
Still, I don’t wonder he acts so, sleeping under this paper for three 

months.
It only interests me, but I feel sure John and Jennie are secretly 

affected by it.

***

Hurrah! This is the last day, but it is enough. John is to stay in town 
over night, and won’t be out until this evening.

Jennie wanted to sleep with me—the sly thing! but I told her I 
should undoubtedly rest better for a night all alone.

That was clever, for really I wasn’t alone a bit! As soon as it was 
moonlight, and that poor thing began to crawl and shake the pattern, 
I got up and ran to help her.

I pulled and she shook, I shook and she pulled, and before morn-
ing we had peeled off yards of that paper.

A strip about as high as my head and half around the room.
And then when the sun came and that awful pattern began to 

laugh at me I declared I would finish it to-day!
We go away to-morrow, and they are moving all my furniture 

down again to leave things as they were before.
Jennie looked at the wall in amazement, but I told her merrily 

that I did it out of pure spite at the vicious thing.
She laughed and said she wouldn’t mind doing it herself, but I 

must not get tired.
How she betrayed herself that time!
But I am here, and no person touches this paper but me—not 

alive!
She tried to get me out of the room—it was too patent! But I said 

it was so quiet and empty and clean now that I believed I would lie 
down again and sleep all I could; and not to wake me even for din-
ner—I would call when I woke.

So now she is gone, and the servants are gone, and the things are 
gone, and there is nothing left but that great bedstead nailed down, 
with the canvas mattress we found on it.

We shall sleep downstairs to-night, and take the boat home 
to-morrow.

I quite enjoy the room, now it is bare again.
How those children did tear about here!
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This bedstead is fairly gnawed!
But I must get to work.
I have locked the door and thrown the key down into the front 

path.
I don’t want to go out, and I don’t want to have anybody come in, 

till John comes.
I want to astonish him.
I’ve got a rope up here that even Jennie did not find. If that woman 

does get out, and tries to get away, I can tie her!
But I forgot I could not reach far without anything to stand on!
This bed will not move!
I tried to lift and push it until I was lame, and then I got so angry 

I bit off a little piece at one corner—but it hurt my teeth.
Then I peeled off all the paper I could reach standing on the floor. 

It sticks horribly and the pattern just enjoys it! All those strangled 
heads and bulbous eyes and waddling fungus growths just shriek 
with derision!

I am getting angry enough to do something desperate. To jump 
out of the window would be admirable exercise, but the bars are too 
strong even to try.

Besides I wouldn’t do it. Of course not. I know well enough that a 
step like that is improper and might be misconstrued.

I don’t like to look out of the windows even—there are so many of 
those creeping women, and they creep so fast.

I wonder if they all come out of that wallpaper as I did?
But I am securely fastened now by my well-hidden rope—you 

don’t get me out in the road there!
I suppose I shall have to get back behind the pattern when it 

comes night, and that is hard!
It is so pleasant to be out in this great room and creep around as 

I please!
I don’t want to go outside. I won’t, even if Jennie asks me to.
For outside you have to creep on the ground, and everything is 

green instead of yellow.

But here I can creep smoothly on the floor, and my shoulder just 
fits in that long smooch around the wall, so I cannot lose my way.

Why, there’s John at the door!
It is no use, young man, you can’t open it!
How he does call and pound!
Now he’s crying for an axe.
It would be a shame to break down that beautiful door!
“John dear!” said I in the gentlest voice, “the key is down by the 

front steps, under a plantain leaf !”
That silenced him for a few moments.
Then he said—very quietly indeed, “Open the door, my darling!”
“I can’t,” said I. “The key is down by the front door under a plan-

tain leaf !”
And then I said it again, several times, very gently and slowly, and 

said it so often that he had to go and see, and he got it, of course, and 
came in. He stopped short by the door.

“What is the matter?” he cried. “For God’s sake, what are you 
doing!”

I kept on creeping just the same, but I looked at him over my 
shoulder.

“I’ve got out at last,” said I, “in spite of you and Jane! And I’ve 
pulled off most of the paper, so you can’t put me back!”

Now why should that man have fainted? But he did, and right 
across my path by the wall, so that I had to creep over him every 
time!



Dear H.L., 

I have been stuck inside, I know, my own doing, but realistically, it is 
maddening. I have been staying in a single room for quite some time, and 
though I thought I would be more sane from it, it appears I am beginning 
to go more and more mad. 

I should have known better, considering the story by one Charlotte 
Perkins Gilman. I have read The Yellow Wallpaper countless—and I 
mean countless—times over again and H, I can’t explain why I would 
have thought this to be a good idea. Why did you not talk me out of it 
when you responded to me in your letter? I know you must have read this 
tale at least once before, knowing your reading habits I would argue more 
along three or four times this past week. 

As it were, I am beginning to feel much like our main character, and 
short of others bringing me food, I am beginning to feel lonely once more. 
So lonely, in fact, that I have been talking, as absurd as it is, out loud to 
Abigail, begging her to take me as our son took her. 

Don’t misread what I have written and think me dangerous to myself. 
I have no real wish to die and yet, the longer and longer I stay inside, I 
am finding that I no longer have any true will to live. 

Scary as that may be, I must stay true to myself, and though I won’t 
cause harm to my own person, I will not decline Abigail’s invitation to join 
my family wherever they may be. I miss them H, more than I can begin 

May 5, 1935
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I.—ALFALFA RANCH
Alfalfa Ranch, low, wide, with spreading verandas all overgrown by 
roses and woodbine, and commanding on all sides a wide view of 
the rolling alfalfa-fields, was a most bewitching place for a young 
couple to spend the first few months of their married life. So Jack 
and I were naturally much delighted when Aunt Agnes asked us to 
consider it our own for as long as we chose. The ranch, in spite of its 
distance from the nearest town, surrounded as it was by the prairies, 
and without a neighbor within a three-mile radius, was yet luxuri-
ously fitted with all the modern conveniences. Aunt Agnes was a 
rich young widow, and had built the place after her husband’s death, 
intending to live there with her child, to whom she transferred all 
the wealth of devotion she had lavished on her husband. The child, 
however, had died when only three years old, and Aunt Agnes, as 
soon as she recovered sufficient strength, had left Alfalfa Ranch, in-
tending never to visit the place again. All this had happened nearly 
ten years ago, and the widow, relinquishing all the advantages her 
youth and beauty, quite as much as her wealth, could give her, had 

to express. Words have always brought me comfort, however, it appears 
that now they are beginning to lose their warmth, in favor of bitterness. 

Yours truly,
 —L.M. 
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devoted herself to work amid the poor of New York.
At my wedding, which she heartily approved, and where to a 

greater extent than ever before she cast off the almost morbid qui-
etness which had grown habitual with her, she seemed particularly 
anxious that Jack and I should accept the loan of Alfalfa Ranch, ap-
parently having an old idea that the power of our happiness would 
somehow lift the cloud of sorrow which, in her mind, brooded over 
the place. I had not been strong, and Jack was overjoyed at such an 
opportunity of taking me into the country. High as our expectations 
were, the beauty of the place far exceeded them all. What color! 
What glorious sunsets! And the long rides we took, seeming to be 
utterly tireless in that fresh sweet air!

One afternoon I sat on the veranda at the western wing of the 
house. The veranda here was broader than elsewhere, and it was 
reached only by a flight of steps leading up from the lawn on one 
side, and by a door opposite these steps that opened into Jack’s study. 
The rest of this veranda was enclosed by a high railing, and by wire 
nettings so thickly overgrown with vines that the place was always 
very shady. I sat near the steps, where I could watch the sweep of 
the great shadows thrown by the clouds that were sailing before the 
west wind. Jack was inside, writing, and now and then he would say 
something to me through the open window. As I sat, lost in delight 
at the beauty of the view and the sweetness of the flower-scented 
air, I marvelled that Aunt Agnes could ever have left so charming a 
spot. “She must still love it,” I thought, getting up to move my chair 
to where I might see still further over the prairies, “and some time 
she will come back——” At this moment I happened to glance to the 
further end of the veranda, and there I saw, to my amazement, a little 
child seated on the floor, playing with the shifting shadows of the 
tangled creepers. It was a little girl in a daintily embroidered white 
dress, with golden curls around her baby head. As I still gazed, she 
suddenly turned, with a roguish toss of the yellow hair, and fixed her 
serious blue eyes on me.

“Baby!” I cried. “Where did you come from? Where’s your 

mamma, darling?” And I took a step towards her.
“What’s that, Silvia?” called Jack from within. I turned my head 

and saw him sitting at his desk.
“Come quick, Jack; there’s the loveliest baby—” I turned back to 

the child, looked, blinked, and at this moment Jack stepped out be-
side me.

“Baby?” he inquired. “What on earth are you talking about, Silvia 
dearest?”

“Why, but—” I exclaimed. “There was one! How did she get 
away? She was sitting right there when I called.”

“A baby!” repeated my husband. “My dear, babies don’t appear 
and disappear like East-Indian magicians. You have been napping, 
and are trying to conceal the shameful fact.”

“Jack,” I said, decisively, “don’t you suppose I know a baby when 
I see one? She was sitting right there, playing with the shadows, and 
I—It’s certainly very queer!”

Jack grinned. “Go and put on your habit,” he replied; “the horses 
will be here in ten minutes. And remember that when you have 
accounted for her disappearance, her presence still remains to be 
explained. Or perhaps you think Wah Sing produced her from his 
sleeve?”

I laughed. Wah Sing was our Chinese cook, and more apt, I 
thought, to put something up his sleeve than to take anything out.

“I suppose I was dreaming,” I said, “though I could almost as well 
believe I had only dreamed our marriage.”

“Or rather,” observed Jack, “that our marriage had only dreamed 
us.”

II.—SHADOWS
About a week later I received a letter from Aunt Agnes. Among other 
things, chiefly relating to New York’s slums, she said:

“I am in need of rest, and if you and Jack could put up with me 
for a few days, I believe I should like to get back to the old place. As 
you know, I have always dreaded a return there, but lately I seem 
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somehow to have lost that dread. I feel that the time has come for me 
to be there again, and I am sure you will not mind me.”

Most assuredly we would not mind her. We sat in the moonlight 
that night on the veranda, Jack swinging my hammock slowly, and 
talked of Aunt Agnes. The moon silvered the waving alfalfa, and 
sifted through the twisted vines that fenced us in, throwing intri-
cate and ever-changing patterns on the smooth flooring. There was 
a hum of insects in the air, and the soft wind ever and anon blew 
a fleecy cloud over the moon, dimming for a moment her serene 
splendor.

“Who knows?” said Jack, lighting another cigar. “This may be a 
turning-point in Aunt Agnes’s life, and she may once more be some-
thing like the sunny, happy girl your mother describes. She is beau-
tiful, and she is yet young. It may mean the beginning of a new life 
for her.”

“Yes,” I answered. “It isn’t right that her life should always be 
shadowed by that early sorrow. She is so lovely, and could be so 
happy. Now that she has taken the first step, there is no reason why 
she shouldn’t go on.”

“We’ll do what we can to help her,” responded my husband. “Let 
me fix your cushions, darling; they have slipped.” He rose to do so, 
and suddenly stood still, facing the further end of the veranda. His 
expression was so peculiar that I turned, following the direction 
of his eyes, even before his smothered exclamation of “Silvia, look 
there!” reached me.

Standing in the fluttering moonlight and shadows was the same 
little girl I had seen already. She still wore white, and her tangled 
curls floated shining around her head. She seemed to be smiling, and 
slightly shook her head at us.

“What does it mean, Jack?” I whispered, slipping out of the ham-
mock.

“How did she get there? Come!” said he, and we walked hast-
ily towards the little thing, who again shook her head. Just at this 
moment another cloud obscured the moon for a few seconds, and 

though in the uncertain twilight I fancied I still saw her, yet when the 
cloud passed she was not to be found.

III.—PERDITA
Aunt Agnes certainly did look as though she needed rest. She seemed 
very frail, and the color had entirely left her face. But her curling 
hair was as golden as ever, and her figure as girlish and graceful. She 
kissed me tenderly, and kept my hand in hers as she wandered over 
the house and took long looks across the prairie.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” she asked, softly. “Just the place to be happy 
in! I’ve always had a strange fancy that I should be happy here again 
some day, and now I feel as though that day had almost come. You 
are happy, aren’t you, dear?”

I looked at Jack, and felt the tears coming to my eyes. “Yes, I am 
happy. I did not know one could be so happy,” I answered, after a 
moment.

Aunt Agnes smiled her sweet smile and kissed me again. “God 
bless you and your Jack! You almost make me feel young again.”

“As though you could possibly feel anything else,” I retorted, 
laughing. “You little humbug, to pretend you are old!” and slipping 
my arm round her waist, for we had always been dear friends, I 
walked off to chat with her in her room.

We took a ride that afternoon, for Aunt Agnes wanted another 
gallop over that glorious prairie. The exercise and the perfect after-
noon brought back the color to her cheeks.

“I think I shall be much better to-morrow,” she observed, as we 
trotted home. “What a country this is, and what horses!” slipping 
her hand down her mount’s glossy neck. “I did right to come back 
here. I do not believe I will go away again.” And she smiled on Jack 
and me, who laughed, and said she would find it a difficult thing to 
attempt.

We all three came out on the veranda to see the sunset. It was 
always a glorious sight, but this evening it was more than usually 
magnificent. Immense rays of pale blue and pink spread over the sky, 
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and the clouds, which stretched in horizontal masses, glowed rose 
and golden. The whole sky was luminous and tender, and seemed to 
tremble with light.

We sat silent, looking at the sky and at the shadowy grass that 
seemed to meet it. Slowly the color deepened and faded.

“There can never be a lovelier evening,” said Aunt Agnes, with a 
sigh.

“Don’t say that,” replied Jack. “It is only the beginning of even 
more perfect ones.”

Aunt Agnes rose with a slight shiver, “It grows chilly when the 
sun goes,” she murmured, and turned lingeringly to enter the house. 
Suddenly she gave a startled exclamation. Jack and I jumped up and 
looked at her. She stood with both hands pressed to her heart, look-
ing—

“The child again,” said Jack, in a low voice, laying his hand on 
my arm.

He was right. There in the gathering shadow stood the little girl 
in the white dress. Her hands were stretched towards us, and her 
lips parted in a smile. A belated gleam of sunlight seemed to linger 
in her hair.

“Perdita!” cried Aunt Agnes, in a voice that shook with a kind 
of terrible joy. Then, with a stifled sob, she ran forward and sank 
before the baby, throwing her arms about her. The little girl leaned 
back her golden head and looked at Aunt Agnes with her great, seri-
ous eyes. Then she flung both baby arms round her neck, and lifted 
her sweet mouth—

Jack and I turned away, looking at each other with tears in our 
eyes. A slight sound made us turn back. Aunt Agnes had fallen for-
ward to the floor, and the child was nowhere to be seen.

We rushed up, and Jack raised my aunt in his arms and carried 
her into the house. But she was quite dead. The little child we never 
saw again.

Dear H.L., 

In these dark days, I am writing to inform you that my bride, Abigail, 
has taken her last breath. One day ago, she went into labor. The doctors 
did everything they knew how to do, but there was so much bleeding. Our 
son—yes, it was a boy—I must say was, as he was born without taking a 
breath, has called his mother to join him in a world not ready to accept 
me too. I have paused only to write to you, while I may still think it fresh 
enough to advise, but I have been reading. Reading every page, thinking 
over and over again through the memories that I have with my dear Abi-
gail. I’m saddened, but the thought of those memories in the place of those 
I could have with my son. I must take a step back to assure you I mean 
not replacing my bride for our child, but merely that I wish I had the 
memories of our son the way I do her. 

I love him—and have since the moment we learned of his coming to be 
in this world. I could have never told you that he would pass so suddenly. 
If you had seen him, I think you would have loved him too. He was as 
precious as I could have imagined, and I understand why Abigail couldn’t 
stay with me. She needed to be with him as only a mother can be. The 
pain though of a child taking a loved one with them is familiar to me, at 
least in theory. I’ve read it a dozen times over again in Perdita. A won-
derful little story, if you have not read it, but I have felt a particular con-
nection to it in the past few hours. It is not one that I ever thought I would 

November 13, 1933
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The Ash Tree

Everyone who has travelled over Eastern England knows the 
smaller country-houses with which it is studded—the rather dank 
little buildings, usually in the Italian style, surrounded with parks 
of some eighty to a hundred acres. For me they have always had a 
very strong attraction, with the grey paling of split oak, the noble 
trees, the meres with their reed-beds, and the line of distant woods. 
Then, I like the pillared portico—perhaps stuck on to a red-brick 
Queen Anne house which has been faced with stucco to bring it into 
line with the ‘Grecian’ taste of the end of the eighteenth century; the 
hall inside, going up to the roof, which hall ought always to be pro-
vided with a gallery and a small organ. I like the library, too, where 
you may find anything from a Psalter of the thirteenth century to a 
Shakespeare quarto. I like the pictures, of course; and perhaps most 
of all I like fancying what life in such a house was when it was first 
built, and in the piping times of landlords’ prosperity, and not least 
now, when, if money is not so plentiful, taste is more varied and life 
quite as interesting. I wish to have one of these houses, and enough 
money to keep it together and entertain my friends in it modestly.

feel, but a feeling nonetheless. My wish for you is that you never know the 
pain of the losses I’ve felt. When I can make sense of our circumstances 
that we find ourselves in now, I will be certain to write again. With no 
offense, I do hope Abigail comes for me before I find myself able to write 
again. I can’t bear to be without her, especially not now. 

The world is cruel, and I am stuck here without the people who make 
it feel kind. 

Yours truly, 
–L.M.
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But this is a digression. I have to tell you of a curious series of 
events which happened in such a house as I have tried to describe. 
It is Castringham Hall in Suffolk. I think a good deal has been done 
to the building since the period of my story, but the essential fea-
tures I have sketched are still there—Italian portico, square block 
of white house, older inside than out, park with fringe of woods, 
and mere. The one feature that marked out the house from a score 
of others is gone. As you looked at it from the park, you saw on the 
right a great old ash-tree growing within half a dozen yards of the 
wall, and almost or quite touching the building with its branches. 
I suppose it had stood there ever since Castringham ceased to be a 
fortified place, and since the moat was filled in and the Elizabethan 
dwelling-house built. At any rate, it had well-nigh attained its full 
dimensions in the year 1690.

In that year the district in which the Hall is situated was the scene 
of a number of witch-trials. It will be long, I think, before we arrive 
at a just estimate of the amount of solid reason—if there was any—
which lay at the root of the universal fear of witches in old times. 
Whether the persons accused of this offence really did imagine 
that they were possessed of unusual power of any kind; or whether 
they had the will at least, if not the power, of doing mischief to their 
neighbours; or whether all the confessions, of which there are so 
many, were extorted by the cruelty of the witch-finders—these are 
questions which are not, I fancy, yet solved. And the present nar-
rative gives me pause. I cannot altogether sweep it away as mere 
invention. The reader must judge for himself.

Castringham contributed a victim to the auto-da-fé. Mrs Mother-
sole was her name, and she differed from the ordinary run of village 
witches only in being rather better off and in a more influential po-
sition. Efforts were made to save her by several reputable farmers of 
the parish. They did their best to testify to her character, and showed 
considerable anxiety as to the verdict of the jury.

But what seems to have been fatal to the woman was the evidence 
of the then proprietor of Castringham Hall—Sir Matthew Fell. He 

deposed to having watched her on three different occasions from his 
window, at the full of the moon, gathering sprigs ‘from the ash-tree 
near my house’. She had climbed into the branches, clad only in her 
shift, and was cutting off small twigs with a peculiarly curved knife, 
and as she did so she seemed to be talking to herself. On each occa-
sion Sir Matthew had done his best to capture the woman, but she 
had always taken alarm at some accidental noise he had made, and 
all he could see when he got down to the garden was a hare running 
across the path in the direction of the village.

On the third night he had been at the pains to follow at his best 
speed, and had gone straight to Mrs Mothersole’s house; but he had 
had to wait a quarter of an hour battering at her door, and then she 
had come out very cross, and apparently very sleepy, as if just out of 
bed; and he had no good explanation to offer of his visit.

Mainly on this evidence, though there was much more of a less 
striking and unusual kind from other parishioners, Mrs Mothersole 
was found guilty and condemned to die. She was hanged a week 
after the trial, with five or six more unhappy creatures, at Bury St 
Edmunds.

Sir Matthew Fell, then Deputy-Sheriff, was present at the execu-
tion. It was a damp, drizzly March morning when the cart made its 
way up the rough grass hill outside Northgate, where the gallows 
stood. The other victims were apathetic or broken down with mis-
ery; but Mrs Mothersole was, as in life so in death, of a very different 
temper. Her ‘poysonous Rage’, as a reporter of the time puts it, ‘did 
so work upon the Bystanders—yea, even upon the Hangman—that 
it was constantly affirmed of all that saw her that she presented the 
living Aspect of a mad Divell. Yet she offer’d no Resistance to the Of-
ficers of the Law; onely she looked upon those that laid Hands upon 
her with so direfull and venomous an Aspect that—as one of them 
afterwards assured me—the meer Thought of it preyed inwardly 
upon his Mind for six Months after.’

However, all that she is reported to have said were the seemingly 
meaningless words: ‘There will be guests at the Hall.’ Which she 
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repeated more than once in an undertone.
Sir Matthew Fell was not unimpressed by the bearing of the 

woman. He had some talk upon the matter with the Vicar of his 
parish, with whom he travelled home after the assize business was 
over. His evidence at the trial had not been very willingly given; he 
was not specially infected with the witch-finding mania, but he de-
clared, then and afterwards, that he could not give any other account 
of the matter than that he had given, and that he could not possibly 
have been mistaken as to what he saw. The whole transaction had 
been repugnant to him, for he was a man who liked to be on pleasant 
terms with those about him; but he saw a duty to be done in this 
business, and he had done it. That seems to have been the gist of his 
sentiments, and the Vicar applauded it, as any reasonable man must 
have done.

A few weeks after, when the moon of May was at the full, Vicar 
and Squire met again in the park, and walked to the Hall together. 
Lady Fell was with her mother, who was dangerously ill, and Sir 
Matthew was alone at home; so the Vicar, Mr Crome, was easily 
persuaded to take a late supper at the Hall.

Sir Matthew was not very good company this evening. The talk 
ran chiefly on family and parish matters, and, as luck would have 
it, Sir Matthew made a memorandum in writing of certain wishes 
or intentions of his regarding his estates, which afterwards proved 
exceedingly useful.

When Mr Crome thought of starting for home, about half past 
nine o’clock, Sir Matthew and he took a preliminary turn on the 
gravelled walk at the back of the house. The only incident that struck 
Mr Crome was this: they were in sight of the ash-tree which I de-
scribed as growing near the windows of the building, when Sir Mat-
thew stopped and said:

‘What is that that runs up and down the stem of the ash? It is 
never a squirrel? They will all be in their nests by now.’

The Vicar looked and saw the moving creature, but he could 
make nothing of its colour in the moonlight. The sharp outline, how-

ever, seen for an instant, was imprinted on his brain, and he could 
have sworn, he said, though it sounded foolish, that, squirrel or not, 
it had more than four legs.

Still, not much was to be made of the momentary vision, and the 
two men parted. They may have met since then, but it was not for a 
score of years.

Next day Sir Matthew Fell was not downstairs at six in the morn-
ing, as was his custom, nor at seven, nor yet at eight. Hereupon the 
servants went and knocked at his chamber door. I need not prolong 
the description of their anxious listenings and renewed batterings on 
the panels. The door was opened at last from the outside, and they 
found their master dead and black. So much you have guessed. That 
there were any marks of violence did not at the moment appear; but 
the window was open.

One of the men went to fetch the parson, and then by his direc-
tions rode on to give notice to the coroner. Mr Crome himself went 
as quick as he might to the Hall, and was shown to the room where 
the dead man lay. He has left some notes among his papers which 
show how genuine a respect and sorrow was felt for Sir Matthew, 
and there is also this passage, which I transcribe for the sake of the 
light it throws upon the course of events, and also upon the common 
beliefs of the time:

‘There was not any the least Trace of an Entrance having been 
forc’d to the Chamber: but the Casement stood open, as my poor 
Friend would always have it in this Season. He had his Evening 
Drink of small Ale in a silver vessel of about a pint measure, and 
tonight had not drunk it out. This Drink was examined by the Phy-
sician from Bury, a Mr Hodgkins, who could not, however, as he 
afterwards declar’d upon his Oath, before the Coroner’s quest, dis-
cover that any matter of a venomous kind was present in it. For, as 
was natural, in the great Swelling and Blackness of the Corpse, there 
was talk made among the Neighbours of Poyson. The Body was very 
much Disorder’d as it laid in the Bed, being twisted after so extream 
a sort as gave too probable Conjecture that my worthy Friend and 
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Patron had expir’d in great Pain and Agony. And what is as yet un-
explain’d, and to myself the Argument of some Horrid and Artfull 
Designe in the Perpetrators of this Barbarous Murther, was this, that 
the Women which were entrusted with the laying-out of the Corpse 
and washing it, being both sad Pearsons and very well Respected 
in their Mournfull Profession, came to me in a great Pain and Dis-
tress both of Mind and Body, saying, what was indeed confirmed 
upon the first View, that they had no sooner touch’d the Breast of the 
Corpse with their naked Hands than they were sensible of a more 
than ordinary violent Smart and Acheing in their Palms, which, with 
their whole Forearms, in no long time swell’d so immoderately, the 
Pain still continuing, that, as afterwards proved, during many weeks 
they were forc’d to lay by the exercise of their Calling; and yet no 
mark seen on the Skin.

‘Upon hearing this, I sent for the Physician, who was still in the 
House, and we made as carefull a Proof as we were able by the Help 
of a small Magnifying Lens of Crystal of the condition of the Skinn 
on this Part of the Body: but could not detect with the Instrument 
we had any Matter of Importance beyond a couple of small Punc-
tures or Pricks, which we then concluded were the Spotts by which 
the Poyson might be introduced, remembering that Ring of Pope 
Borgia, with other known Specimens of the Horrid Art of the Italian 
Poysoners of the last age.

‘So much is to be said of the Symptoms seen on the Corpse. As to 
what I am to add, it is meerly my own Experiment, and to be left to 
Posterity to judge whether there be anything of Value therein. There 
was on the Table by the Beddside a Bible of the small size, in which 
my Friend—punctuall as in Matters of less Moment, so in this more 
weighty one—used nightly, and upon his First Rising, to read a sett 
Portion. And I taking it up—not without a Tear duly paid to him 
wich from the Study of this poorer Adumbration was now pass’d to 
the contemplation of its great Originall—it came into my Thoughts, 
as at such moments of Helplessness we are prone to catch at any 
the least Glimmer that makes promise of Light, to make trial of that 

old and by many accounted Superstitious Practice of drawing the 
Sortes; of which a Principall Instance, in the case of his late Sacred 
Majesty the Blessed Martyr King Charles and my Lord Falkland, 
was now much talked of. I must needs admit that by my Trial not 
much Assistance was afforded me: yet, as the Cause and Origin of 
these Dreadfull Events may hereafter be search’d out, I set down the 
Results, in the case it may be found that they pointed the true Quar-
ter of the Mischief to a quicker Intelligence than my own.

‘I made, then, three trials, opening the Book and placing my Fin-
ger upon certain Words: which gave in the first these words, from 
Luke xiii. 7, Cut it down; in the second, Isaiah xiii. 20, It shall never 
be inhabited; and upon the third Experiment, Job xxxix. 30, Her 
young ones also suck up blood.’

This is all that need be quoted from Mr Crome’s papers. Sir Mat-
thew Fell was duly coffined and laid into the earth, and his funeral 
sermon, preached by Mr Crome on the following Sunday, has been 
printed under the title of ‘The Unsearchable Way; or, England’s 
Danger and the Malicious Dealings of Antichrist’, it being the Vicar’s 
view, as well as that most commonly held in the neighbourhood, 
that the Squire was the victim of a recrudescence of the Popish Plot.

His son, Sir Matthew the second, succeeded to the title and es-
tates. And so ends the first act of the Castringham tragedy. It is to be 
mentioned, though the fact is not surprising, that the new Baronet 
did not occupy the room in which his father had died. Nor, indeed, 
was it slept in by anyone but an occasional visitor during the whole 
of his occupation. He died in 1735, and I do not find that anything 
particular marked his reign, save a curiously constant mortality 
among his cattle and live-stock in general, which showed a tendency 
to increase slightly as time went on.

Those who are interested in the details will find a statistical ac-
count in a letter to the Gentleman’s Magazine of 1772, which draws 
the facts from the Baronet’s own papers. He put an end to it at last 
by a very simple expedient, that of shutting up all his beasts in sheds 
at night, and keeping no sheep in his park. For he had noticed that 
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nothing was ever attacked that spent the night indoors. After that the 
disorder confined itself to wild birds, and beasts of chase. But as we 
have no good account of the symptoms, and as all-night watching 
was quite unproductive of any clue, I do not dwell on what the Suf-
folk farmers called the ‘Castringham sickness’.

The second Sir Matthew died in 1735, as I said, and was duly suc-
ceeded by his son, Sir Richard. It was in his time that the great family 
pew was built out on the north side of the parish church. So large 
were the Squire’s ideas that several of the graves on that unhallowed 
side of the building had to be disturbed to satisfy his requirements. 
Among them was that of Mrs Mothersole, the position of which was 
accurately known, thanks to a note on a plan of the church and yard, 
both made by Mr Crome.

A certain amount of interest was excited in the village when it was 
known that the famous witch, who was still remembered by a few, 
was to be exhumed. And the feeling of surprise, and indeed disquiet, 
was very strong when it was found that, though her coffin was fairly 
sound and unbroken, there was no trace whatever inside it of body, 
bones, or dust. Indeed, it is a curious phenomenon, for at the time 
of her burying no such things were dreamt of as resurrection-men, 
and it is difficult to conceive any rational motive for stealing a body 
otherwise than for the uses of the dissecting-room.

The incident revived for a time all the stories of witch-trials and 
of the exploits of the witches, dormant for forty years, and Sir Rich-
ard’s orders that the coffin should be burnt were thought by a good 
many to be rather foolhardy, though they were duly carried out.

Sir Richard was a pestilent innovator, it is certain. Before his time 
the Hall had been a fine block of the mellowest red brick; but Sir 
Richard had travelled in Italy and become infected with the Italian 
taste, and, having more money than his predecessors, he determined 
to leave an Italian palace where he had found an English house. So 
stucco and ashlar masked the brick; some indifferent Roman mar-
bles were planted about in the entrance-hall and gardens; a repro-
duction of the Sibyl’s temple at Tivoli was erected on the opposite 

bank of the mere; and Castringham took on an entirely new, and, 
I must say, a less engaging, aspect. But it was much admired, and 
served as a model to a good many of the neighbouring gentry in 
after-years.

* * * * *

One morning (it was in 1754) Sir Richard woke after a night of 
discomfort. It had been windy, and his chimney had smoked per-
sistently, and yet it was so cold that he must keep up a fire. Also 
something had so rattled about the window that no man could get a 
moment’s peace. Further, there was the prospect of several guests of 
position arriving in the course of the day, who would expect sport 
of some kind, and the inroads of the distemper (which continued 
among his game) had been lately so serious that he was afraid for his 
reputation as a game-preserver. But what really touched him most 
nearly was the other matter of his sleepless night. He could certainly 
not sleep in that room again.

That was the chief subject of his meditations at breakfast, and 
after it he began a systematic examination of the rooms to see which 
would suit his notions best. It was long before he found one. This 
had a window with an eastern aspect and that with a northern; this 
door the servants would be always passing, and he did not like the 
bedstead in that. No, he must have a room with a western look-out, 
so that the sun could not wake him early, and it must be out of the 
way of the business of the house. The housekeeper was at the end of 
her resources.

‘Well, Sir Richard,’ she said, ‘you know that there is but the one 
room like that in the house.’

‘Which may that be?’ said Sir Richard.
‘And that is Sir Matthew’s—the West Chamber.’
‘Well, put me in there, for there I’ll lie tonight,’ said her master.
‘Which way is it? Here, to be sure’; and he hurried off.
‘Oh, Sir Richard, but no one has slept there these forty years. The 
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air has hardly been changed since Sir Matthew died there.’
Thus she spoke, and rustled after him.
‘Come, open the door, Mrs Chiddock. I’ll see the chamber, at 

least.’
So it was opened, and, indeed, the smell was very close and 

earthy. Sir Richard crossed to the window, and, impatiently, as was 
his wont, threw the shutters back, and flung open the casement. 
For this end of the house was one which the alterations had barely 
touched, grown up as it was with the great ash-tree, and being oth-
erwise concealed from view.

‘Air it, Mrs Chiddock, all today, and move my bed-furniture in in 
the afternoon. Put the Bishop of Kilmore in my old room.’

‘Pray, Sir Richard,’ said a new voice, breaking in on this speech, 
‘might

I have the favour of a moment’s interview?’
Sir Richard turned round and saw a man in black in the doorway, 

who bowed.
‘I must ask your indulgence for this intrusion, Sir Richard. You 

will, perhaps, hardly remember me. My name is William Crome, 
and my grandfather was Vicar in your grandfather’s time.’

‘Well, sir,’ said Sir Richard, ‘the name of Crome is always a 
passport to Castringham. I am glad to renew a friendship of two 
generations’ standing. In what can I serve you? for your hour of call-
ing—and, if I do not mistake you, your bearing—shows you to be in 
some haste.’

‘That is no more than the truth, sir. I am riding from Norwich to 
Bury St Edmunds with what haste I can make, and I have called in 
on my way to leave with you some papers which we have but just 
come upon in looking over what my grandfather left at his death. It is 
thought you may find some matters of family interest in them.’

‘You are mighty obliging, Mr Crome, and, if you will be so good 
as to follow me to the parlour, and drink a glass of wine, we will take 
a first look at these same papers together. And you, Mrs Chiddock, 
as I said, be about airing this chamber…. Yes, it is here my grandfa-

ther died…. Yes, the tree, perhaps, does make the place a little damp-
ish…. No; I do not wish to listen to any more. Make no difficulties, I 
beg. You have your orders—go. Will you follow me, sir?’

They went to the study. The packet which young Mr Crome had 
brought—he was then just become a Fellow of Clare Hall in Cam-
bridge, I may say, and subsequently brought out a respectable edi-
tion of Polyaenus—contained among other things the notes which 
the old Vicar had made upon the occasion of Sir Matthew Fell’s 
death. And for the first time Sir Richard was confronted with the 
enigmatical Sortes Biblicae which you have heard. They amused him 
a good deal.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘my grandfather’s Bible gave one prudent piece of 
advice—Cut it down. If that stands for the ash-tree, he may rest as-
sured I shall not neglect it. Such a nest of catarrhs and agues was 
never seen.’

The parlour contained the family books, which, pending the ar-
rival of a collection which Sir Richard had made in Italy, and the 
building of a proper room to receive them, were not many in num-
ber.

Sir Richard looked up from the paper to the bookcase.
‘I wonder,’ says he, ‘whether the old prophet is there yet? I fancy 

I see him.’
Crossing the room, he took out a dumpy Bible, which, sure 

enough, bore on the flyleaf the inscription: ‘To Matthew Fell, from 
his Loving Godmother, Anne Aldous, 2 September 1659.’

‘It would be no bad plan to test him again, Mr Crome. I will wager 
we get a couple of names in the Chronicles. H’m! what have we here? 
“Thou shalt seek me in the morning, and I shall not be.” Well, well! 
Your grandfather would have made a fine omen of that, hey? No 
more prophets for me! They are all in a tale. And now, Mr Crome, 
I am infinitely obliged to you for your packet. You will, I fear, be 
impatient to get on. Pray allow me—another glass.’

So with offers of hospitality, which were genuinely meant (for Sir
Richard thought well of the young man’s address and manner), 
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they parted.
In the afternoon came the guests—the Bishop of Kilmore, Lady 

Mary Hervey, Sir William Kentfield, etc. Dinner at five, wine, cards, 
supper, and dispersal to bed.

Next morning Sir Richard is disinclined to take his gun with the 
rest. He talks with the Bishop of Kilmore. This prelate, unlike a good 
many of the Irish Bishops of his day, had visited his see, and, indeed, 
resided there, for some considerable time. This morning, as the two 
were walking along the terrace and talking over the alterations and 
improvements in the house, the Bishop said, pointing to the window 
of the West Room:

‘You could never get one of my Irish flock to occupy that room, 
Sir Richard.’

‘Why is that, my lord? It is, in fact, my own.’
‘Well, our Irish peasantry will always have it that it brings the 

worst of luck to sleep near an ash-tree, and you have a fine growth of 
ash not two yards from your chamber window. Perhaps,’ the Bishop 
went on, with a smile, ‘it has given you a touch of its quality already, 
for you do not seem, if I may say it, so much the fresher for your 
night’s rest as your friends would like to see you.’

‘That, or something else, it is true, cost me my sleep from twelve 
to four, my lord. But the tree is to come down tomorrow, so I shall 
not hear much more from it.’

‘I applaud your determination. It can hardly be wholesome to 
have the air you breathe strained, as it were, through all that leafage.’

‘Your lordship is right there, I think. But I had not my window 
open last night. It was rather the noise that went on—no doubt from 
the twigs sweeping the glass—that kept me open-eyed.’

‘I think that can hardly be, Sir Richard. Here—you see it from this 
point. None of these nearest branches even can touch your casement 
unless there were a gale, and there was none of that last night. They 
miss the panes by a foot.’

‘No, sir, true. What, then, will it be, I wonder, that scratched 
and rustled so—ay, and covered the dust on my sill with lines and 

marks?’
At last they agreed that the rats must have come up through the 

ivy. That was the Bishop’s idea, and Sir Richard jumped at it.
So the day passed quietly, and night came, and the party dis-

persed to their rooms, and wished Sir Richard a better night.
And now we are in his bedroom, with the light out and the Squire 

in bed. The room is over the kitchen, and the night outside still and 
warm, so the window stands open.

There is very little light about the bedstead, but there is a strange 
movement there; it seems as if Sir Richard were moving his head 
rapidly to and fro with only the slightest possible sound. And now 
you would guess, so deceptive is the half-darkness, that he had sev-
eral heads, round and brownish, which move back and forward, 
even as low as his chest. It is a horrible illusion. Is it nothing more? 
There! something drops off the bed with a soft plump, like a kitten, 
and is out of the window in a flash; another—four—and after that 
there is quiet again.

Thou shall seek me in the morning, and I shall not be.
As with Sir Matthew, so with Sir Richard—dead and black in his 

bed!
A pale and silent party of guests and servants gathered under the 

window when the news was known. Italian poisoners, Popish emis-
saries, infected air—all these and more guesses were hazarded, and 
the Bishop of Kilmore looked at the tree, in the fork of whose lower 
boughs a white tom-cat was crouching, looking down the hollow 
which years had gnawed in the trunk. It was watching something 
inside the tree with great interest.

Suddenly it got up and craned over the hole. Then a bit of the 
edge on which it stood gave way, and it went slithering in. Everyone 
looked up at the noise of the fall.

It is known to most of us that a cat can cry; but few of us have 
heard, I hope, such a yell as came out of the trunk of the great 
ash. Two or three screams there were—the witnesses are not sure 
which—and then a slight and muffled noise of some commotion or 
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struggling was all that came. But Lady Mary Hervey fainted outright, 
and the housekeeper stopped her ears and fled till she fell on the 
terrace.

The Bishop of Kilmore and Sir William Kentfield stayed. Yet even 
they were daunted, though it was only at the cry of a cat; and Sir 
William swallowed once or twice before he could say:

‘There is something more than we know of in that tree, my lord. 
I am for an instant search.’

And this was agreed upon. A ladder was brought, and one of 
the gardeners went up, and, looking down the hollow, could detect 
nothing but a few dim indications of something moving. They got a 
lantern, and let it down by a rope.

‘We must get at the bottom of this. My life upon it, my lord, but 
the secret of these terrible deaths is there.’

Up went the gardener again with the lantern, and let it down the 
hole cautiously. They saw the yellow light upon his face as he bent 
over, and saw his face struck with an incredulous terror and loathing 
before he cried out in a dreadful voice and fell back from the lad-
der—where, happily, he was caught by two of the men—letting the 
lantern fall inside the tree.

He was in a dead faint, and it was some time before any word 
could be got from him.

By then they had something else to look at. The lantern must 
have broken at the bottom, and the light in it caught upon dry leaves 
and rubbish that lay there for in a few minutes a dense smoke began 
to come up, and then flame; and, to be short, the tree was in a blaze.

The bystanders made a ring at some yards’ distance, and Sir Wil-
liam and the Bishop sent men to get what weapons and tools they 
could; for, clearly, whatever might be using the tree as its lair would 
be forced out by the fire.

So it was. First, at the fork, they saw a round body covered with 
fire—the size of a man’s head—appear very suddenly, then seem to 
collapse and fall back. This, five or six times; then a similar ball leapt 
into the air and fell on the grass, where after a moment it lay still. 

The Bishop went as near as he dared to it, and saw—what but the 
remains of an enormous spider, veinous and seared! And, as the fire 
burned lower down, more terrible bodies like this began to break 
out from the trunk, and it was seen that these were covered with 
greyish hair.

All that day the ash burned, and until it fell to pieces the men 
stood about it, and from time to time killed the brutes as they darted 
out. At last there was a long interval when none appeared, and they 
cautiously closed in and examined the roots of the tree.

‘They found,’ says the Bishop of Kilmore, ‘below it a rounded 
hollow place in the earth, wherein were two or three bodies of these 
creatures that had plainly been smothered by the smoke; and, what 
is to me more curious, at the side of this den, against the wall, was 
crouching the anatomy or skeleton of a human being, with the skin 
dried upon the bones, having some remains of black hair, which was 
pronounced by those that examined it to be undoubtedly the body 
of a woman, and clearly dead for a period of fifty years.’



Dear H.L., 

I went for a walk this morning, or a few mornings ago as you are most as-
suredly reading this in delay, as it will not be delivered this same day. No 
matter, however, it is of very little importance of when the walk was but 
more so about where the walk was. You see, I walked much further than 
I normally would with Abigail while she was pregnant, you see, she was 
unable to walk for a long time, though we thought it important that she 
try to walk some to build up her strength for the birth. Pointless now, as it 
seems, since there is no little baby to keep up with, and no Abigail to try. 

But alas, I was telling a story of my walk. It is the first time I have 
been outside of the house in a long while since Abigail’s passing, however, 
I stumbled upon something you will never believe in the woods. An ash-
tree. I think it must be a sign from Abigail, as how else would it have 
suddenly appeared right in front of me? 

I know you are a fan of the recent work by M.R. James by the same 
name, so I thought it important to write to you about my findings. Dis-
covering the tree made me realize how much I miss discovering things 
out in the world. Since Abigail’s passing, I haven’t so much as given it one 
additional thought, however, I might want to travel again rather soon. It 
might be good for my thoughts. No matter though, there is more about this 
tree than originally met the eye. 

Upon getting close to the tree I found a small spider sitting swaying 
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from the branch. It looked so peaceful, but I could only imagine the crea-
ture (or I guess, I M.R. James can imagine such a creature more vividly 
than I), that it could become if this is in fact the origin of the spiders from 
the tale. The coincidence was surprising, and I thought that you might 
like to know of it, in case you were having trouble sleeping. I think we 
are at a safe distance, but let me know if you would like to try to burn it 
down. Maybe we too will discover a witch lying within. 

If only we could have adventures in reality as they do in fiction. The 
world would be a much different place indeed. 

Yours truly,
—L.M.

Mary E. Wilkins Freeman

The Shadows on the Wall

“Henry had words with Edward in the study the night before Ed-
ward died,” said Caroline Glynn.

She was elderly, tall, and harshly thin, with a hard colourless-
ness of face. She spoke not with acrimony, but with grave sever-
ity. Rebecca Ann Glynn, younger, stouter and rosy of face between 
her crinkling puffs of gray hair, gasped, by way of assent. She sat 
in a wide flounce of black silk in the corner of the sofa, and rolled 
terrified eyes from her sister Caroline to her sister Mrs. Stephen 
Brigham, who had been Emma Glynn, the one beauty of the fam-
ily. She was beautiful still, with a large, splendid, full-blown beauty; 
she filled a great rocking-chair with her superb bulk of femininity, 
and swayed gently back and forth, her black silks whispering and 
her black frills fluttering. Even the shock of death (for her brother 
Edward lay dead in the house,) could not disturb her outward se-
renity of demeanour. She was grieved over the loss of her brother: 
he had been the youngest, and she had been fond of him, but never 
had Emma Brigham lost sight of her own importance amidst the 
waters of tribulation. She was always awake to the consciousness of 
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her own stability in the midst of vicissitudes and the splendour of 
her permanent bearing.

But even her expression of masterly placidity changed before her 
sister Caroline’s announcement and her sister Rebecca Ann’s gasp of 
terror and distress in response.

“I think Henry might have controlled his temper, when poor Ed-
ward was so near his end,” said she with an asperity which disturbed 
slightly the roseate curves of her beautiful mouth.

“Of course he did not KNOW,” murmured Rebecca Ann in a faint 
tone strangely out of keeping with her appearance.

One involuntarily looked again to be sure that such a feeble pipe 
came from that full-swelling chest.

“Of course he did not know it,” said Caroline quickly. She turned 
on her sister with a strange sharp look of suspicion. “How could 
he have known it?” said she. Then she shrank as if from the other’s 
possible answer. “Of course you and I both know he could not,” said 
she conclusively, but her pale face was paler than it had been before.

Rebecca gasped again. The married sister, Mrs. Emma Brigham, 
was now sitting up straight in her chair; she had ceased rocking, and 
was eyeing them both intently with a sudden accentuation of family 
likeness in her face. Given one common intensity of emotion and 
similar lines showed forth, and the three sisters of one race were 
evident.

“What do you mean?” said she impartially to them both. Then 
she, too, seemed to shrink before a possible answer. She even 
laughed an evasive sort of laugh. “I guess you don’t mean anything,” 
said she, but her face wore still the expression of shrinking horror.

“Nobody means anything,” said Caroline firmly. She rose and 
crossed the room toward the door with grim decisiveness.

“Where are you going?” asked Mrs. Brigham.
“I have something to see to,” replied Caroline, and the others at 

once knew by her tone that she had some solemn and sad duty to 
perform in the chamber of death.

“Oh,” said Mrs. Brigham.

After the door had closed behind Caroline, she turned to Rebecca.
“Did Henry have many words with him?” she asked.
“They were talking very loud,” replied Rebecca evasively, yet with 

an answering gleam of ready response to the other’s curiosity in the 
quick lift of her soft blue eyes.

Mrs. Brigham looked at her. She had not resumed rocking. She 
still sat up straight with a slight knitting of intensity on her fair fore-
head, between the pretty rippling curves of her auburn hair.

“Did you—hear anything?” she asked in a low voice with a glance 
toward the door.

“I was just across the hall in the south parlour, and that door was 
open and this door ajar,” replied Rebecca with a slight flush.

“Then you must have—”
“I couldn’t help it.”
“Everything?”
“Most of it.”
“What was it?”
“The old story.”
“I suppose Henry was mad, as he always was, because Edward 

was living on here for nothing, when he had wasted all the money 
father left him.”

Rebecca nodded with a fearful glance at the door.
When Emma spoke again her voice was still more hushed. “I 

know how he felt,” said she. “He had always been so prudent him-
self, and worked hard at his profession, and there Edward had never 
done anything but spend, and it must have looked to him as if Ed-
ward was living at his expense, but he wasn’t.”

“No, he wasn’t.”
“It was the way father left the property—that all the children 

should have a home here—and he left money enough to buy the 
food and all if we had all come home.”

“Yes.”
“And Edward had a right here according to the terms of father’s 

will, and Henry ought to have remembered it.”



210 211

The Shadows on the Wall Mary E. Wilkins Freeman

“Yes, he ought.”
“Did he say hard things?”
“Pretty hard from what I heard.”
“What?”
“I heard him tell Edward that he had no business here at all, and 

he thought he had better go away.”
“What did Edward say?”
“That he would stay here as long as he lived and afterward, too, 

if he was a mind to, and he would like to see Henry get him out; and 
then—”

“What?”
“Then he laughed.”
“What did Henry say.”
“I didn’t hear him say anything, but—”
“But what?”
“I saw him when he came out of this room.”
“He looked mad?”
“You’ve seen him when he looked so.”
Emma nodded; the expression of horror on her face had deep-

ened.
“Do you remember that time he killed the cat because she had 

scratched him?”
“Yes. Don’t!”
Then Caroline reentered the room. She went up to the stove in 

which a wood fire was burning—it was a cold, gloomy day of fall—
and she warmed her hands, which were reddened from recent wash-
ing in cold water.

Mrs. Brigham looked at her and hesitated. She glanced at the door, 
which was still ajar, as it did not easily shut, being still swollen with 
the damp weather of the summer. She rose and pushed it together 
with a sharp thud which jarred the house. Rebecca started painfully 
with a half exclamation. Caroline looked at her disapprovingly.

“It is time you controlled your nerves, Rebecca,” said she.
“I can’t help it,” replied Rebecca with almost a wail. “I am ner-

vous. There’s enough to make me so, the Lord knows.”
“What do you mean by that?” asked Caroline with her old air of 

sharp suspicion, and something between challenge and dread of its 
being met.

Rebecca shrank.
“Nothing,” said she.
“Then I wouldn’t keep speaking in such a fashion.”
Emma, returning from the closed door, said imperiously that it 

ought to be fixed, it shut so hard.
“It will shrink enough after we have had the fire a few days,” re-

plied Caroline. “If anything is done to it it will be too small; there will 
be a crack at the sill.”

“I think Henry ought to be ashamed of himself for talking as he 
did to Edward,” said Mrs. Brigham abruptly, but in an almost inau-
dible voice.

“Hush!” said Caroline, with a glance of actual fear at the closed 
door.

“Nobody can hear with the door shut.”
“He must have heard it shut, and—”
“Well, I can say what I want to before he comes down, and I am 

not afraid of him.”
“I don’t know who is afraid of him! What reason is there for any-

body to be afraid of Henry?” demanded Caroline.
Mrs. Brigham trembled before her sister’s look. Rebecca gasped 

again. “There isn’t any reason, of course. Why should there be?”
“I wouldn’t speak so, then. Somebody might overhear you and 

think it was queer. Miranda Joy is in the south parlour sewing, you 
know.”

“I thought she went upstairs to stitch on the machine.”
“She did, but she has come down again.”
“Well, she can’t hear.”
“I say again I think Henry ought to be ashamed of himself. I 

shouldn’t think he’d ever get over it, having words with poor Edward 
the very night before he died. Edward was enough sight better dis-
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position than Henry, with all his faults. I always thought a great deal 
of poor Edward, myself.”

Mrs. Brigham passed a large fluff of handkerchief across her eyes; 
Rebecca sobbed outright.

“Rebecca,” said Caroline admonishingly, keeping her mouth stiff 
and swallowing determinately.

“I never heard him speak a cross word, unless he spoke cross to 
Henry that last night. I don’t know, but he did from what Rebecca 
overheard,” said Emma.

“Not so much cross as sort of soft, and sweet, and aggravating,” 
sniffled Rebecca.

“He never raised his voice,” said Caroline; “but he had his way.”
“He had a right to in this case.”
“Yes, he did.”
“He had as much of a right here as Henry,” sobbed Rebecca, “and 

now he’s gone, and he will never be in this home that poor father left 
him and the rest of us again.”

“What do you really think ailed Edward?” asked Emma in hardly 
more than a whisper. She did not look at her sister.

Caroline sat down in a nearby armchair, and clutched the arms 
convulsively until her thin knuckles whitened.

“I told you,” said she.
Rebecca held her handkerchief over her mouth, and looked at 

them above it with terrified, streaming eyes.
“I know you said that he had terrible pains in his stomach, and 

had spasms, but what do you think made him have them?”
“Henry called it gastric trouble. You know Edward has always 

had dyspepsia.”
Mrs. Brigham hesitated a moment. “Was there any talk of an—

examination?” said she.
Then Caroline turned on her fiercely.
“No,” said she in a terrible voice. “No.”
The three sisters’ souls seemed to meet on one common ground 

of terrified understanding though their eyes. The old-fashioned latch 

of the door was heard to rattle, and a push from without made the 
door shake ineffectually. “It’s Henry,” Rebecca sighed rather than 
whispered. Mrs. Brigham settled herself after a noiseless rush across 
the floor into her rocking-chair again, and was swaying back and 
forth with her head comfortably leaning back, when the door at last 
yielded and Henry Glynn entered. He cast a covertly sharp, compre-
hensive glance at Mrs. Brigham with her elaborate calm; at Rebecca 
quietly huddled in the corner of the sofa with her handkerchief to 
her face and only one small reddened ear as attentive as a dog’s un-
covered and revealing her alertness for his presence; at Caroline sit-
ting with a strained composure in her armchair by the stove. She met 
his eyes quite firmly with a look of inscrutable fear, and defiance of 
the fear and of him.

Henry Glynn looked more like this sister than the others. Both 
had the same hard delicacy of form and feature, both were tall and 
almost emaciated, both had a sparse growth of gray blond hair far 
back from high intellectual foreheads, both had an almost noble 
aquilinity of feature. They confronted each other with the pitiless 
immovability of two statues in whose marble lineaments emotions 
were fixed for all eternity.

Then Henry Glynn smiled and the smile transformed his face. He 
looked suddenly years younger, and an almost boyish recklessness 
and irresolution appeared in his face. He flung himself into a chair 
with a gesture which was bewildering from its incongruity with his 
general appearance. He leaned his head back, flung one leg over the 
other, and looked laughingly at Mrs. Brigham.

“I declare, Emma, you grow younger every year,” he said.
She flushed a little, and her placid mouth widened at the corners. 

She was susceptible to praise.
“Our thoughts to-day ought to belong to the one of us who will 

NEVER grow older,” said Caroline in a hard voice.
Henry looked at her, still smiling. “Of course, we none of us forget 

that,” said he, in a deep, gentle voice, “but we have to speak to the 
living, Caroline, and I have not seen Emma for a long time, and the 
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living are as dear as the dead.”
“Not to me,” said Caroline.
She rose, and went abruptly out of the room again. Rebecca also 

rose and hurried after her, sobbing loudly.
Henry looked slowly after them.
“Caroline is completely unstrung,” said he. Mrs. Brigham rocked. 

A confidence in him inspired by his manner was stealing over her. 
Out of that confidence she spoke quite easily and naturally.

“His death was very sudden,” said she.
Henry’s eyelids quivered slightly but his gaze was unswerving.
“Yes,” said he; “it was very sudden. He was sick only a few hours.”
“What did you call it?”
“Gastric.”
“You did not think of an examination?”
“There was no need. I am perfectly certain as to the cause of his 

death.”
Suddenly Mrs. Brigham felt a creep as of some live horror over 

her very soul. Her flesh prickled with cold, before an inflection of his 
voice. She rose, tottering on weak knees.

“Where are you going?” asked Henry in a strange, breathless 
voice.

Mrs. Brigham said something incoherent about some sewing 
which she had to do, some black for the funeral, and was out of the 
room. She went up to the front chamber which she occupied. Caro-
line was there. She went close to her and took her hands, and the two 
sisters looked at each other.

“Don’t speak, don’t, I won’t have it!” said Caroline finally in an 
awful whisper.

“I won’t,” replied Emma.
That afternoon the three sisters were in the study, the large front 

room on the ground floor across the hall from the south parlour, 
when the dusk deepened.

Mrs. Brigham was hemming some black material. She sat close 
to the west window for the waning light. At last she laid her work 

on her lap.
“It’s no use, I cannot see to sew another stitch until we have a 

light,” said she.
Caroline, who was writing some letters at the table, turned to Re-

becca, in her usual place on the sofa.
“Rebecca, you had better get a lamp,” she said.
Rebecca started up; even in the dusk her face showed her agita-

tion.
“It doesn’t seem to me that we need a lamp quite yet,” she said in 

a piteous, pleading voice like a child’s.
“Yes, we do,” returned Mrs. Brigham peremptorily. “We must 

have a light. I must finish this to-night or I can’t go to the funeral, 
and I can’t see to sew another stitch.”

“Caroline can see to write letters, and she is farther from the win-
dow than you are,” said Rebecca.

“Are you trying to save kerosene or are you lazy, Rebecca Glynn?” 
cried Mrs. Brigham. “I can go and get the light myself, but I have this 
work all in my lap.”

Caroline’s pen stopped scratching.
“Rebecca, we must have the light,” said she.
“Had we better have it in here?” asked Rebecca weakly.
“Of course! Why not?” cried Caroline sternly.
“I am sure I don’t want to take my sewing into the other room, 

when it is all cleaned up for to-morrow,” said Mrs. Brigham.
“Why, I never heard such a to-do about lighting a lamp.”
Rebecca rose and left the room. Presently she entered with a 

lamp—a large one with a white porcelain shade. She set it on a table, 
an old-fashioned card-table which was placed against the opposite 
wall from the window. That wall was clear of bookcases and books, 
which were only on three sides of the room. That opposite wall was 
taken up with three doors, the one small space being occupied by the 
table. Above the table on the old-fashioned paper, of a white satin 
gloss, traversed by an indeterminate green scroll, hung quite high 
a small gilt and black-framed ivory miniature taken in her girlhood 
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of the mother of the family. When the lamp was set on the table 
beneath it, the tiny pretty face painted on the ivory seemed to gleam 
out with a look of intelligence.

“What have you put that lamp over there for?” asked Mrs. 
Brigham, with more of impatience than her voice usually revealed. 
“Why didn’t you set it in the hall and have done with it. Neither Car-
oline nor I can see if it is on that table.”

“I thought perhaps you would move,” replied Rebecca hoarsely.
“If I do move, we can’t both sit at that table. Caroline has her 

paper all spread around. Why don’t you set the lamp on the study 
table in the middle of the room, then we can both see?”

Rebecca hesitated. Her face was very pale. She looked with an 
appeal that was fairly agonizing at her sister Caroline.

“Why don’t you put the lamp on this table, as she says?” asked 
Caroline, almost fiercely. “Why do you act so, Rebecca?”

“I should think you WOULD ask her that,” said Mrs. Brigham. 
“She doesn’t act like herself at all.”

Rebecca took the lamp and set it on the table in the middle of 
the room without another word. Then she turned her back upon it 
quickly and seated herself on the sofa, and placed a hand over her 
eyes as if to shade them, and remained so.

“Does the light hurt your eyes, and is that the reason why you 
didn’t want the lamp?” asked Mrs. Brigham kindly.

“I always like to sit in the dark,” replied Rebecca chokingly. Then 
she snatched her handkerchief hastily from her pocket and began to 
weep. Caroline continued to write, Mrs. Brigham to sew.

Suddenly Mrs. Brigham as she sewed glanced at the opposite wall. 
The glance became a steady stare. She looked intently, her work sus-
pended in her hands. Then she looked away again and took a few 
more stitches, then she looked again, and again turned to her task. 
At last she laid her work in her lap and stared concentratedly. She 
looked from the wall around the room, taking note of the various 
objects; she looked at the wall long and intently. Then she turned to 
her sisters.

“What IS that?” said she.
“What?” asked Caroline harshly; her pen scratched loudly across 

the paper.
Rebecca gave one of her convulsive gasps.
“That strange shadow on the wall,” replied Mrs. Brigham.
Rebecca sat with her face hidden: Caroline dipped her pen in the 

inkstand.
“Why don’t you turn around and look?” asked Mrs. Brigham in a 

wondering and somewhat aggrieved way.
“I am in a hurry to finish this letter, if Mrs. Wilson Ebbit is going 

to get word in time to come to the funeral,” replied Caroline shortly.
Mrs. Brigham rose, her work slipping to the floor, and she began 

walking around the room, moving various articles of furniture, with 
her eyes on the shadow.

Then suddenly she shrieked out:
“Look at this awful shadow! What is it? Caroline, look, look! Re-

becca, look! WHAT IS IT?”
All Mrs. Brigham’s triumphant placidity was gone. Her handsome 

face was livid with horror. She stood stiffly pointing at the shadow.
“Look!” said she, pointing her finger at it. “Look! What is it?”
Then Rebecca burst out in a wild wail after a shuddering glance 

at the wall:
“Oh, Caroline, there it is again! There it is again!”
“Caroline Glynn, you look!” said Mrs. Brigham. “Look! What is 

that dreadful shadow?”
Caroline rose, turned, and stood confronting the wall.
“How should I know?” she said.
“It has been there every night since he died,” cried Rebecca.
“Every night?”
“Yes. He died Thursday and this is Saturday; that makes three 

nights,” said Caroline rigidly. She stood as if holding herself calm 
with a vise of concentrated will.

“It—it looks like—like—” stammered Mrs. Brigham in a tone of 
intense horror.
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“I know what it looks like well enough,” said Caroline. “I’ve got 
eyes in my head.”

“It looks like Edward,” burst out Rebecca in a sort of frenzy of 
fear. “Only—”

“Yes, it does,” assented Mrs. Brigham, whose horror-stricken tone 
matched her sister’s, “only— Oh, it is awful! What is it, Caroline?”

“I ask you again, how should I know?” replied Caroline. “I see it 
there like you. How should I know any more than you?”

“It MUST be something in the room,” said Mrs. Brigham, staring 
wildly around.

“We moved everything in the room the first night it came,” said 
Rebecca; “it is not anything in the room.”

Caroline turned upon her with a sort of fury. “Of course it is 
something in the room,” said she. “How you act! What do you mean 
by talking so? Of course it is something in the room.”

“Of course, it is,” agreed Mrs. Brigham, looking at Caroline suspi-
ciously. “Of course it must be. It is only a coincidence. It just happens 
so. Perhaps it is that fold of the window curtain that makes it. It must 
be something in the room.”

“It is not anything in the room,” repeated Rebecca with obstinate 
horror.

The door opened suddenly and Henry Glynn entered. He began 
to speak, then his eyes followed the direction of the others’. He stood 
stock still staring at the shadow on the wall. It was life size and 
stretched across the white parallelogram of a door, half across the 
wall space on which the picture hung.

“What is that?” he demanded in a strange voice.
“It must be due to something in the room,” Mrs. Brigham said 

faintly.
“It is not due to anything in the room,” said Rebecca again with 

the shrill insistency of terror.
“How you act, Rebecca Glynn,” said Caroline.
Henry Glynn stood and stared a moment longer. His face showed 

a gamut of emotions—horror, conviction, then furious incredulity. 

Suddenly he began hastening hither and thither about the room. He 
moved the furniture with fierce jerks, turning ever to see the effect 
upon the shadow on the wall. Not a line of its terrible outlines wa-
vered.

“It must be something in the room!” he declared in a voice which 
seemed to snap like a lash.

His face changed. The inmost secrecy of his nature seemed ev-
ident until one almost lost sight of his lineaments. Rebecca stood 
close to her sofa, regarding him with woeful, fascinated eyes. Mrs. 
Brigham clutched Caroline’s hand. They both stood in a corner out 
of his way. For a few moments he raged about the room like a caged 
wild animal. He moved every piece of furniture; when the moving of 
a piece did not affect the shadow, he flung it to the floor, the sisters 
watching.

Then suddenly he desisted. He laughed and began straightening 
the furniture which he had flung down.

“What an absurdity,” he said easily. “Such a to-do about a shadow.”
“That’s so,” assented Mrs. Brigham, in a scared voice which she 

tried to make natural. As she spoke she lifted a chair near her.
“I think you have broken the chair that Edward was so fond of,” 

said Caroline.
Terror and wrath were struggling for expression on her face. Her 

mouth was set, her eyes shrinking. Henry lifted the chair with a 
show of anxiety.

“Just as good as ever,” he said pleasantly. He laughed again, look-
ing at his sisters. “Did I scare you?” he said. “I should think you 
might be used to me by this time. You know my way of wanting to 
leap to the bottom of a mystery, and that shadow does look—queer, 
like—and I thought if there was any way of accounting for it I would 
like to without any delay.”

“You don’t seem to have succeeded,” remarked Caroline dryly, 
with a slight glance at the wall.

Henry’s eyes followed hers and he quivered perceptibly.
“Oh, there is no accounting for shadows,” he said, and he laughed 
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again. “A man is a fool to try to account for shadows.”
Then the supper bell rang, and they all left the room, but Henry 

kept his back to the wall, as did, indeed, the others.
Mrs. Brigham pressed close to Caroline as she crossed the hall. 

“He looked like a demon!” she breathed in her ear.
Henry led the way with an alert motion like a boy; Rebecca 

brought up the rear; she could scarcely walk, her knees trembled so.
“I can’t sit in that room again this evening,” she whispered to Car-

oline after supper.
“Very well, we will sit in the south room,” replied Caroline. “I 

think we will sit in the south parlour,” she said aloud; “it isn’t as 
damp as the study, and I have a cold.”

So they all sat in the south room with their sewing. Henry read 
the newspaper, his chair drawn close to the lamp on the table. About 
nine o’clock he rose abruptly and crossed the hall to the study. The 
three sisters looked at one another. Mrs. Brigham rose, folded her 
rustling skirts compactly around her, and began tiptoeing toward 
the door.

“What are you going to do?” inquired Rebecca agitatedly.
“I am going to see what he is about,” replied Mrs. Brigham cau-

tiously.
She pointed as she spoke to the study door across the hall; it was 

ajar. Henry had striven to pull it together behind him, but it had 
somehow swollen beyond the limit with curious speed. It was still 
ajar and a streak of light showed from top to bottom. The hall lamp 
was not lit.

“You had better stay where you are,” said Caroline with guarded 
sharpness.

“I am going to see,” repeated Mrs. Brigham firmly.
Then she folded her skirts so tightly that her bulk with its swelling 

curves was revealed in a black silk sheath, and she went with a slow 
toddle across the hall to the study door. She stood there, her eye at 
the crack.

In the south room Rebecca stopped sewing and sat watching with 

dilated eyes. Caroline sewed steadily. What Mrs. Brigham, standing 
at the crack in the study door, saw was this:

Henry Glynn, evidently reasoning that the source of the strange 
shadow must be between the table on which the lamp stood and the 
wall, was making systematic passes and thrusts all over and through 
the intervening space with an old sword which had belonged to his 
father. Not an inch was left unpierced. He seemed to have divided 
the space into mathematical sections. He brandished the sword with 
a sort of cold fury and calculation; the blade gave out flashes of light, 
the shadow remained unmoved. Mrs. Brigham, watching, felt herself 
cold with horror.

Finally Henry ceased and stood with the sword in hand and 
raised as if to strike, surveying the shadow on the wall threateningly. 
Mrs. Brigham toddled back across the hall and shut the south room 
door behind her before she related what she had seen.

“He looked like a demon!” she said again. “Have you got any of 
that old wine in the house, Caroline? I don’t feel as if I could stand 
much more.”

Indeed, she looked overcome. Her handsome placid face was 
worn and strained and pale.

“Yes, there’s plenty,” said Caroline; “you can have some when you 
go to bed.”

“I think we had all better take some,” said Mrs. Brigham. “Oh, my 
God, Caroline, what—”

“Don’t ask and don’t speak,” said Caroline.
“No, I am not going to,” replied Mrs. Brigham; “but—”
Rebecca moaned aloud.
“What are you doing that for?” asked Caroline harshly.
“Poor Edward,” returned Rebecca.
“That is all you have to groan for,” said Caroline. “There is noth-

ing else.”
“I am going to bed,” said Mrs. Brigham. “I sha’n’t be able to be at 

the funeral if I don’t.”
Soon the three sisters went to their chambers and the south par-
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lour was deserted. Caroline called to Henry in the study to put out 
the light before he came upstairs. They had been gone about an hour 
when he came into the room bringing the lamp which had stood in 
the study. He set it on the table and waited a few minutes, pacing up 
and down. His face was terrible, his fair complexion showed livid; 
his blue eyes seemed dark blanks of awful reflections.

Then he took the lamp up and returned to the library. He set the 
lamp on the centre table, and the shadow sprang out on the wall. 
Again he studied the furniture and moved it about, but deliberately, 
with none of his former frenzy. Nothing affected the shadow. Then 
he returned to the south room with the lamp and again waited. 
Again he returned to the study and placed the lamp on the table, 
and the shadow sprang out upon the wall. It was midnight before 
he went upstairs. Mrs. Brigham and the other sisters, who could not 
sleep, heard him.

The next day was the funeral. That evening the family sat in the 
south room. Some relatives were with them. Nobody entered the 
study until Henry carried a lamp in there after the others had retired 
for the night. He saw again the shadow on the wall leap to an awful 
life before the light.

The next morning at breakfast Henry Glynn announced that he 
had to go to the city for three days. The sisters looked at him with 
surprise. He very seldom left home, and just now his practice had 
been neglected on account of Edward’s death. He was a physician.

“How can you leave your patients now?” asked Mrs. Brigham 
wonderingly.

“I don’t know how to, but there is no other way,” replied Henry 
easily. “I have had a telegram from Doctor Mitford.”

“Consultation?” inquired Mrs. Brigham.
“I have business,” replied Henry.
Doctor Mitford was an old classmate of his who lived in a neigh-

bouring city and who occasionally called upon him in the case of a 
consultation.

After he had gone Mrs. Brigham said to Caroline that after all 

Henry had not said that he was going to consult with Doctor Mit-
ford, and she thought it very strange.

“Everything is very strange,” said Rebecca with a shudder.
“What do you mean?” inquired Caroline sharply.
“Nothing,” replied Rebecca.
Nobody entered the library that day, nor the next, nor the next. 

The third day Henry was expected home, but he did not arrive and 
the last train from the city had come.

“I call it pretty queer work,” said Mrs. Brigham. “The idea of a 
doctor leaving his patients for three days anyhow, at such a time as 
this, and I know he has some very sick ones; he said so. And the 
idea of a consultation lasting three days! There is no sense in it, and 
NOW he has not come. I don’t understand it, for my part.”

“I don’t either,” said Rebecca.
They were all in the south parlour. There was no light in the study 

opposite, and the door was ajar.
Presently Mrs. Brigham rose—she could not have told why; 

something seemed to impel her, some will outside her own. She 
went out of the room, again wrapping her rustling skirts around that 
she might pass noiselessly, and began pushing at the swollen door 
of the study.

“She has not got any lamp,” said Rebecca in a shaking voice.
Caroline, who was writing letters, rose again, took a lamp (there 

were two in the room) and followed her sister. Rebecca had risen, 
but she stood trembling, not venturing to follow.

The doorbell rang, but the others did not hear it; it was on the 
south door on the other side of the house from the study. Rebecca, 
after hesitating until the bell rang the second time, went to the door; 
she remembered that the servant was out.

Caroline and her sister Emma entered the study. Caroline set the 
lamp on the table. They looked at the wall. “Oh, my God,” gasped 
Mrs. Brigham, “there are—there are TWO—shadows.” The sisters 
stood clutching each other, staring at the awful things on the wall. 
Then Rebecca came in, staggering, with a telegram in her hand. 
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“Here is—a telegram,” she gasped. “Henry is—dead.”

Dear H.L., 

I don’t have much time to write to you, for they are coming to me. I know 
you have kept my maddening to yourself, but it appears that others have 
discovered the words I have spoken to you. When I returned to my cham-
bers earlier, all of my belongings were overturned, and I know that people 
were searching for me. They think me mad H. Really genuinely mad. I 
do not know when next I will see you—if at all, but I will be boarding the 
next ship home. Please safeguard the parcel containing my most-loved 
possession, Works of Consequence, and some miscellaneous other items I 
had with me until I hopefully follow closely behind. It is all I have left of 
my Abigail, and I will need it more than ever if I return.

Until we meet again,
—L.M.

P.S. I, if you will, have seen the shadows on the wall. I cannot tell you any 
more, because I can’t have them think you mad as well, but they are not 
pretty. Protect yourself and all you hold dear. 

June 2, 1935



To Whom It May Concern, 

I, Professor Lysander MorLey, of Providence, Rhode Island do declare 
this to be my last Will, and do hereby revoke all previous Wills under 
my name. 

All of my earthly belongings, including the book entitled “Works of Con-
sequence,” should upon my death, be given in their entirety to my dear 
friend, Mr. Howard PHiLLiPs Lovecraft also of Providence, Rhode Is-
land. All of my other holdings, including land, shall be transferred to Mr. 
Howard PHiLLiPs Lovecraft as well. 

God bless us all for what is about to come.

April 29, 1935
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