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S.O.A.P. Analysis for the Ten Essays 

 
Instructions: Type your name and a page number, justified top-left, on each page of 
the project. Label each part of the SOAP analysis. Leave a space between the parts of 
the analysis. Each part of the SOAP with the exception of the heading must be a 
minimum of 50 words and no more than 100 words. At the end of each question, write 
a word count for that question in parentheses. 

 
Heading: Title and Author 

 
Speaker: What kind of person produced this piece? What is his/her background? 

Why is he/she making the points being made? Is there a particular bias? 
Cite evidence from the text. No independent research on either the text or 
the author is allowed. The student must prove his/her answer based on 
the text alone. 

 
Occasion: What is the occasion or setting for the piece. What prompted the author 

to write the piece? What event or events led to the publication of the 
piece? Cite evidence from the text to support this opinion. 

 
Audience: Who is the audience? To whom was this piece directed? The audience 

may be one individual, a small group, or a large group. What assumptions 
can you make about the audience: age, sex, ethnicity, political affiliation, 
social status, religious affiliation, etc. How do you know? Does the author 
use words or phrases that are unusual? Does the author use language 
that targets a specific audience? Does the speaker evoke God, nation, 
liberty, history, nature? How do you know?  Why does the speaker use 
this type of language? 

 
Purpose: What is the purpose, the reason behind the text? What tools does the 

speaker use to convey this message? What is the document saying? 
What is the emotional state of the speaker? How does the speaker try to 
spark a reaction from his/her audience? What words or phrases 
demonstrate the speaker’s tone? What emotion is the document intended 
to invoke from the intended audience? 

 
Structure: How does the speaker develop his/her argument? Identify the main 

points of the argument and organize them sequentially. Explain how the 
method of organization supports the argument of the essay. 

 
Tone: Determine the attitude of the speaker based on the text of the document? 

What is the attitude of the speaker toward the audience? What is the 
attitude of the speaker toward the topic? Is it serious, humorous, 
sarcastic, ironic, satirical, tongue-in-cheek, solemn, objective, nostalgic, 
regretful… What evidence is there in the text to support this conclusion? 

 
Assumptions: What presuppositions (bias, prejudice, preconceptions) does the 

speaker of the essay have that are evident from the text of the essay. Give 
examples from the text to support your response. 



First Inaugural Address of Abraham Lincoln 

 
 

MONDAY, MARCH 4, 1861 

Fellow-Citizens of the United States: 

In compliance with a custom as old as the Government itself, I appear before you to 
address you briefly and to take in your presence the oath prescribed by the Constitution of 
the United States to be taken by the President before he enters on the execution of this 
office." 

I do not consider it necessary at present for me to discuss those matters of 
administration about which there is no special anxiety or excitement. 

Apprehension seems to exist among the people of the Southern States that by the 
accession of a Republican Administration their property and their peace and personal 
security are to be endangered. There has never been any reasonable cause for such 
apprehension. Indeed, the most ample evidence to the contrary has all the while existed 
and been open to their inspection. It is found in nearly all the published speeches of him 
who now addresses you. I do but quote from one of those speeches when I declare that-- 

I have no purpose, directly or indirectly, to interfere with the institution of slavery in the 
States where it exists. I believe I have no lawful right to do so, and I have no inclination to 
do so. 

Those who nominated and elected me did so with full knowledge that I had made this 
and many similar declarations and had never recanted them; and more than this, they 
placed in the platform for my acceptance, and as a law to themselves and to me, the clear 
and emphatic resolution which I now read: 

Resolved, That the maintenance inviolate of the rights of the States, and especially the 
right of each State to order and control its own domestic institutions according to its own 
judgment exclusively, is essential to that balance of power on which the perfection and 
endurance of our political fabric depend; and we denounce the lawless invasion by armed 
force of the soil of any State or Territory, no matter what pretext, as among the gravest of 
crimes. 

I now reiterate these sentiments, and in doing so I only press upon the public attention 
the most conclusive evidence of which the case is susceptible that the property, peace, 
and security of no section are to be in any wise endangered by the now incoming 
Administration. I add, too, that all the protection which, consistently with 
the Constitution and the laws, can be given will be cheerfully given to all the States when 
lawfully demanded, for whatever cause--as cheerfully to one section as to another. 

There is much controversy about the delivering up of fugitives from service or labor. 
The clause I now read is as plainly written in the Constitution as any other of its 
provisions: 

No person held to service or labor in one State, under the laws thereof, escaping into 
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another, shall in consequence of any law or regulation therein be discharged from such 
service or labor, but shall be delivered up on claim of the party to whom such service or 
labor may be due. 

It is scarcely questioned that this provision was intended by those who made it for the 
reclaiming of what we call fugitive slaves; and the intention of the lawgiver is the law. All 
members of Congress swear their support to the whole Constitution--to this provision as 
much as to any other. To the proposition, then, that slaves whose cases come within the 
terms of this clause "shall be delivered up" their oaths are unanimous. Now, if they would 
make the effort in good temper, could they not with nearly equal unanimity frame and pass 
a law by means of which to keep good that unanimous oath? 

There is some difference of opinion whether this clause should be enforced by 
national or by State authority, but surely that difference is not a very material one. If the 
slave is to be surrendered, it can be of but little consequence to him or to others by which 
authority it is done. And should anyone in any case be content that his oath shall go 
unkept on a merely unsubstantial controversy as to how it shall be kept? 

Again: In any law upon this subject ought not all the safeguards of liberty known in 
civilized and humane jurisprudence to be introduced, so that a free man be not in any 
case surrendered as a slave? And might it not be well at the same time to provide by law 
for the enforcement of that clause in the Constitution which guarantees that "the citizens 
of each State shall be entitled to all privileges and immunities of citizens in the several 
States"? 

I take the official oath to-day with no mental reservations and with no purpose to 
construe the Constitution or laws by any hypercritical rules; and while I do not choose now 
to specify particular acts of Congress as proper to be enforced, I do suggest that it will be 
much safer for all, both in official and private stations, to conform to and abide by all those 
acts which stand unrepealed than to violate any of them trusting to find impunity in having 
them held to be unconstitutional. 

It is seventy-two years since the first inauguration of a President under our National 
Constitution. During that period fifteen different and greatly distinguished citizens have in 
succession administered the executive branch of the Government. They have conducted it 
through many perils, and generally with great success. Yet, with all this scope of 
precedent, I now enter upon the same task for the brief constitutional term of four years 
under great and peculiar difficulty. A disruption of the Federal Union, heretofore only 
menaced, is now formidably attempted. 

I hold that in contemplation of universal law and of the Constitution the Union of these 
States is perpetual. Perpetuity is implied, if not expressed, in the fundamental law of all 
national governments. It is safe to assert that no government proper ever had a provision 
in its organic law for its own termination. Continue to execute all the express provisions of 
our National Constitution, and the Union will endure forever, it being impossible to destroy 
it except by some action not provided for in the instrument itself. 

Again: If the United States be not a government proper, but an association of States in 
the nature of contract merely, can it, as acontract, be peaceably unmade by less than all 
the parties who made it? One party to a contract may violate it--break it, so to speak--but 
does it not require all to lawfully rescind it? 
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Descending from these general principles, we find the proposition that in legal 
contemplation the Union is perpetual confirmed by the history of the Union itself. The 
Union is much older than the Constitution. It was formed, in fact, by the Articles of 
Association in 1774. It was matured and continued by the Declaration of Independence in 
1776. It was further matured, and the faith of all the then thirteen States expressly plighted 
and engaged that it should be perpetual, by the Articles of Confederation in 1778. And 
finally, in 1787, one of the declared objects for ordaining and establishing 
the Constitution was "to form a more perfect Union." 

But if destruction of the Union by one or by a part only of the States be lawfully 
possible, the Union is less perfect than before the Constitution, having lost the vital 
element of perpetuity. 

It follows from these views that no State upon its own mere motion can lawfully get out 
of the Union; that resolves and ordinances to that effect are legally void, and that acts of 
violence within any State or States against the authority of the United States are 
insurrectionary or revolutionary, according to circumstances. 

I therefore consider that in view of the Constitution and the laws the Union is 
unbroken, and to the extent of my ability, I shall take care, as the Constitution itself 
expressly enjoins upon me, that the laws of the Union be faithfully executed in all the 
States. Doing this I deem to be only a simple duty on my part, and Ishall perform it so far 
as practicable unless my rightful masters, the American people, shall withhold the 
requisite means or in some authoritative manner direct the contrary. I trust this will not be 
regarded as a menace, but only as the declared purpose of the Union that it will 
constitutionally defend and maintain itself. 

In doing this there needs to be no bloodshed or violence, and there shall be none 
unless it be forced upon the national authority. The power confided to me will be used to 
hold, occupy, and possess the property and places belonging to the Government and to 
collect the duties and imposts; but beyond what may be necessary for these objects, there 
will be no invasion, no using of force against or among the people anywhere. Where 
hostility to the United States in any interior locality shall be so great and universal as to 
prevent competent resident citizens from holding the Federal offices, there will be no 
attempt to force obnoxious strangers among the people for that object. While the strict 
legal right may exist in the Government to enforce the exercise of these offices, the 
attempt to do so would be so irritating and so nearly impracticable withal that I deem it 
better to forego for the time the uses of such offices. 

The mails, unless repelled, will continue to be furnished in all parts of the Union. So far 
as possible the people everywhere shall have that sense of perfect security which is most 
favorable to calm thought and reflection. The course here indicated will be followed unless 
current events and experience shall show a modification or change to be proper, and in 
every case and exigency my best discretion will be exercised, according to circumstances 
actually existing and with a view and a hope of a peaceful solution of the national troubles 
and the restoration of fraternal sympathies and affections. 

That there are persons in one section or another who seek to destroy the Union at all 
events and are glad of any pretext to do it I will neither affirm nor deny; but if there be 
such, I need address no word to them. To those, however, who really love the Union may 
I not speak? 
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Before entering upon so grave a matter as the destruction of our national fabric, with 
all its benefits, its memories, and its hopes, would it not be wise to ascertain precisely why 
we do it? Will you hazard so desperate a step while there is any possibility that any 
portion of the ills you fly from have no real existence? Will you, while the certain ills you fly 
to are greater than all the real ones you fly from, will you risk the commission of so fearful 
a mistake? 

All profess to be content in the Union if all constitutional rights can be maintained. Is it 
true, then, that any right plainly written in the Constitution has been denied? I think not. 
Happily, the human mind is so constituted that no party can reach to the audacity of doing 
this. Think, if you can, of a single instance in which a plainly written provision of 
the Constitution has ever been denied. If by the mere force of numbers a majority should 
deprive a minority of any clearly written constitutional right, it might in a moral point of view 
justify revolution; certainly would if such right were a vital one. But such is not our case. All 
the vital rights of minorities and of individuals are so plainly assured to them by 
affirmations and negations, guaranties and prohibitions, in the Constitution that 
controversies never arise concerning them. But no organic law can ever be framed with a 
provision specifically applicable to every question which may occur in practical 
administration. No foresight can anticipate nor any document of reasonable length contain 
express provisions for all possible questions. Shall fugitives from labor be surrendered by 
national or by State authority? The Constitution does not expressly say. May Congress 
prohibit slavery in the Territories? The Constitution does not expressly say. Must 
Congress protect slavery in the Territories? The Constitution does not expressly say. 

From questions of this class spring all our constitutional controversies, and we divide 
upon them into majorities and minorities. If the minority will not acquiesce, the majority 
must, or the Government must cease. There is no other alternative, for continuing the 
Government is acquiescence on one side or the other. If a minority in such case will 
secede rather than acquiesce, they make a precedent which in turn will divide and ruin 
them, for a minority of their own will secede from them whenever a majority refuses to be 
controlled by such minority. For instance, why may not any portion of a new confederacy a 
year or two hence arbitrarily secede again, precisely as portions of the present Union now 
claim to secede from it? All who cherish disunion sentiments are now being educated to 
the exact temper of doing this. 

Is there such perfect identity of interests among the States to compose a new union as 
to produce harmony only and prevent renewed secession? 

Plainly the central idea of secession is the essence of anarchy. A majority held in 
restraint by constitutional checks and limitations, and always changing easily with 
deliberate changes of popular opinions and sentiments, is the only true sovereign of a free 
people. Whoever rejects it does of necessity fly to anarchy or to despotism. Unanimity is 
impossible. The rule of a minority, as a permanent arrangement, is wholly inadmissible; so 
that, rejecting the majority principle, anarchy or despotism in some form is all that is left. 

I do not forget the position assumed by some that constitutional questions are to be 
decided by the Supreme Court, nor do I deny that such decisions must be binding in any 
case upon the parties to a suit as to the object of that suit, while they are also entitled to 
very high respect and consideration in all parallel cases by all other departments of the 
Government. And while it is obviously possible that such decision may be erroneous in 
any given case, still the evil effect following it, being limited to that particular case, with the 
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chance that it may be overruled and never become a precedent for other cases, can 
better be borne than could the evils of a different practice. At the same time, the candid 
citizen must confess that if the policy of the Government upon vital questions affecting the 
whole people is to be irrevocably fixed by decisions of the Supreme Court, the instant they 
are made in ordinary litigation between parties in personal actions the people will have 
ceased to be their own rulers, having to that extent practically resigned their Government 
into the hands of that eminent tribunal. Nor is there in this view any assault upon the court 
or the judges. It is a duty from which they may not shrink to decide cases properly brought 
before them, and it is no fault of theirs if others seek to turn their decisions to political 
purposes. 

One section of our country believes slavery is right and ought to be extended, while 
the other believes it is wrong and ought not to be extended. This is the only substantial 
dispute. The fugitive- slave clause of the Constitution and the law for the suppression of 
the foreign slave trade are each as well enforced, perhaps, as any law can ever be in a 
community where the moral sense of the people imperfectly supports the law itself. The 
great body of the people abide by the dry legal obligation in both cases, and a few break 
over in each. This, I think, can not be perfectly cured, and it would be worse in both cases 
after the separation of the sections than before. The foreign slave trade, now imperfectly 
suppressed, would be ultimately revived without restriction in one section, while fugitive 
slaves, now only partially surrendered, would not be surrendered at all by the other. 

Physically speaking, we can not separate. We can not remove our respective sections 
from each other nor build an impassable wall between them. A husband and wife may be 
divorced and go out of the presence and beyond the reach of each other, but the different 
parts of our country can not do this. They can not but remain face to face, and intercourse, 
either amicable or hostile, must continue between them. Is it possible, then, to make that 
intercourse more advantageous or more satisfactory after separation than before? Can 
aliens make treaties easier than friends can make laws? Can treaties be more faithfully 
enforced between aliens than laws can among friends? Suppose you go to war, you can 
not fight always; and when, after much loss on both sides and no gain on either, you 
cease fighting, the identical old questions, as to terms of intercourse, are again upon you. 

This country, with its institutions, belongs to the people who inhabit it. Whenever they 
shall grow weary of the existing Government, they can exercise their constitutional right 
of amending it or their revolutionary right to dismember or overthrow it. I can not be 
ignorant of the fact that many worthy and patriotic citizens are desirous of having the 
National Constitution amended. While I make no recommendation of amendments, I fully 
recognize the rightful authority of the people over the whole subject, to be exercised in 
either of the modes prescribed in the instrument itself; and I should, under existing 
circumstances, favor rather than oppose a fair opportunity being afforded the people to act 
upon it. I will venture to add that to me the convention mode seems preferable, in that it 
allows amendments to originate with the people themselves, instead of only permitting 
them to take or reject propositions originated by others, not especially chosen for the 
purpose, and which might not be precisely such as they would wish to either accept or 
refuse. I understand a proposed amendment to the Constitution--which amendment, 
however, I have not seen--has passed Congress, to the effect that the Federal 
Government shall never interfere with the domestic institutions of the States, including that 
of persons held to service. To avoid misconstruction of what I have said, I depart from my 
purpose not to speak of particular amendments so far as to say that, holding such a 
provision to now be implied constitutional law, I have no objection to its being made 
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express and irrevocable. 

The Chief Magistrate derives all his authority from the people, and they have referred 
none upon him to fix terms for the separation of the States. The people themselves can do 
this if also they choose, but the Executive as such has nothing to do with it. His duty is to 
administer the present Government as it came to his hands and to transmit it unimpaired 
by him to his successor. 

Why should there not be a patient confidence in the ultimate justice of the people? Is 
there any better or equal hope in the world? In our present differences, is either party 
without faith of being in the right? If the Almighty Ruler of Nations, with His eternal truth 
and justice, be on your side of the North, or on yours of the South, that truth and that 
justice will surely prevail by the judgment of this great tribunal of the American people. 

By the frame of the Government under which we live this same people have wisely 
given their public servants but little power for mischief, and have with equal wisdom 
provided for the return of that little to their own hands at very short intervals. While the 
people retain their virtue and vigilance no Administration by any extreme of wickedness or 
folly can very seriously injure the Government in the short space of four years. 

My countrymen, one and all, think calmly and well upon this whole subject. Nothing 
valuable can be lost by taking time. If there be an object to hurry any of you in hot haste to 
a step which you would never take deliberately, that object will be frustrated by taking 
time; but no good object can be frustrated by it. Such of you as are now dissatisfied still 
have the old Constitution unimpaired, and, on the sensitive point, the laws of your own 
framing under it; while the new Administration will have no immediate power, if it would, to 
change either. If it were admitted that you who are dissatisfied hold the right side in the 
dispute, there still is no single good reason for precipitate action. Intelligence, patriotism, 
Christianity, and a firm reliance on Him who has never yet forsaken this favored land are 
still competent to adjust in the best way all our present difficulty. 

In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow-countrymen, and not in mine, is the momentous 
issue of civil war. The Government will not assail you. You can have no conflict without 
being yourselves the aggressors. You have no oath registered in heaven to destroy the 
Government, while I shall have the most solemn one to "preserve, protect, and defend it." 

I am loath to close. We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. 
Though passion may have strained it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic 
chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield and patriot grave to every living heart 
and hearthstone all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again 
touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature. 
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1. A Hanging by George Orwell 

 
It was in Burma, a sodden morning of the rains. A sickly light, like yellow tinfoil, was 
slanting over the high walls into the jail yard. We were waiting outside the condemned 
cells, a row of sheds fronted with double bars, like small animal cages. Each cell 
measured about ten feet by ten and was quite bare within except for a plank bed and a 
pot of drinking water. In some of them brown silent men were squatting at the inner 
bars, with their blankets draped round them. These were the condemned men, due to 
be hanged within the next week or two. 

 
One prisoner had been brought out of his cell. He was a Hindu, a puny wisp of a man, 
with a shaven head and vague liquid eyes. He had a thick, sprouting moustache, 
absurdly too big for his body, rather like the moustache of a comic man on the films. Six 
tall Indian warders were guarding him and getting him ready for the gallows. Two of 
them stood by with rifles and fixed bayonets, while the others handcuffed him, passed a 
chain through his handcuffs and fixed it to their belts, and lashed his arms tight to his 
sides. They crowded very close about him, with their hands always on him in a careful, 
caressing grip, as though all the while feeling him to make sure he was there. It was like 
men handling a fish which is still alive and may jump back into the water. But he stood 
quite unresisting, yielding his arms limply to the ropes, as though he hardly noticed what 
was happening. 

 
Eight o'clock struck and a bugle call, desolately thin in the wet air, floated from the 
distant barracks. The superintendent of the jail, who was standing apart from the rest of 
us, moodily prodding the gravel with his stick, raised his head at the sound. He was an 
army doctor, with a grey toothbrush moustache and a gruff voice. 'For God's sake hurry 
up, Francis,' he said irritably. 'The man ought to have been dead by this time. Aren't you 
ready yet?' 

 
Francis, the head jailer, a fat Dravidian in a white drill suit and gold spectacles, waved 
his black hand. 'Yes sir, yes sir,' he bubbled. 'All is satisfactorily prepared. The 
hangman is waiting. We shall proceed.' 

 
'Well, quick march, then. The prisoners can't get their breakfast till this job's over.' 

 
We set out for the gallows. Two warders marched on either side of the prisoner, with 
their rifles at the slope; two others marched close against him, gripping him by arm and 
shoulder, as though at once pushing and supporting him. The rest of us, magistrates 
and the like, followed behind. 
Suddenly, when we had gone ten yards, the procession stopped short without any order 
or warning. A dreadful thing had happened - a dog, come goodness knows whence, had 
appeared in the yard. It came bounding among us with a loud volley of barks, and leapt 
round us wagging its whole body, wild with glee at finding so many human beings 
together. It was a large woolly dog, half Airedale, half pariah. For a moment it pranced 
round us, and then, before anyone could stop it, it had made a dash for the prisoner, 
and jumping up tried to lick his face. Everyone stood aghast, too taken aback even to 
grab at the dog. 

 
'Who let that bloody brute in here?' said the superintendent angrily. 'Catch it, someone!' 



A warder, detached from the escort, charged clumsily after the dog, but it danced and 

gambolled just out of his reach, taking everything as part of the game. A young 
Eurasian jailer picked up a handful of gravel and tried to stone the dog away, but it 
dodged the stones and came after us again. Its yaps echoed from the jail wails. The 
prisoner, in the grasp of the two warders, looked on incuriously, as though this was 
another formality of the hanging. It was several minutes before someone managed to 
catch the dog. Then we put my handkerchief through its collar and moved off once 
more, with the dog still straining and whimpering. 

 
It was about forty yards to the gallows. I watched the bare brown back of the prisoner 
marching in front of me. He walked clumsily with his bound arms, but quite steadily, with 
that bobbing gait of the Indian who never straightens his knees. At each step his 
muscles slid neatly into place, the lock of hair on his scalp danced up and down, his feet 
printed themselves on the wet gravel. And once, in spite of the men who gripped him by 
each shoulder, he stepped slightly aside to avoid a puddle on the path. 

 
It is curious, but till that moment I had never realized what it means to destroy a healthy, 
conscious man. When I saw the prisoner step aside to avoid the puddle, I saw the 
mystery, the unspeakable wrongness, of cutting a life short when it is in full tide. This 
man was not dying, he was alive just as we were alive. All the organs of his body were 
working - bowels digesting food, skin renewing itself, nails growing, tissues forming - all 
toiling away in solemn foolery. His nails would still be growing when he stood on the 
drop, when he was falling through the air with a tenth of a second to live. His eyes saw 
the yellow gravel and the grey walls, and his brain still remembered, foresaw, reasoned 
- reasoned even about puddles. He and we were a party of men walking together, 
seeing, hearing, feeling, understanding the same world; and in two minutes, with a 
sudden snap, one of us would be gone - one mind less, one world less. 

 
The gallows stood in a small yard, separate from the main grounds of the prison, and 
overgrown with tall prickly weeds. It was a brick erection like three sides of a shed, with 
planking on top, and above that two beams and a crossbar with the rope dangling. The 
hangman, a grey-haired convict in the white uniform of the prison, was waiting beside 
his machine. He greeted us with a servile crouch as we entered. At a word from 
Francis the two warders, gripping the prisoner more closely than ever, half led, half 
pushed him to the gallows and helped him clumsily up the ladder. Then the hangman 
climbed up and fixed the rope round the prisoner's neck. 

 
We stood waiting, five yards away. The warders had formed in a rough circle round the 
gallows. And then, when the noose was fixed, the prisoner began crying out on his god. 
It was a high, reiterated cry of 'Ram! Ram! Ram! Ram!', not urgent and fearful like a 
prayer or a cry for help, but steady, rhythmical, almost like the tolling of a bell. The dog 
answered the sound with a whine. The hangman, still standing on the gallows, 
produced a small cotton bag like a flour bag and drew it down over the prisoner's face. 
But the sound, muffled by the cloth, still persisted, over and over again: 'Ram! Ram! 
Ram! Ram! Ram!' 

 
The hangman climbed down and stood ready, holding the lever. Minutes seemed to 
pass. The steady, muffled crying from the prisoner went on and on, 'Ram! Ram! Ram!' 
never faltering for an instant. The superintendent, his head on his chest, was slowly 
poking the ground with his stick; perhaps he was counting the cries, allowing the 
prisoner a fixed number - fifty, perhaps, or 



a hundred. Everyone had changed colour. The Indians had gone grey like bad coffee, 

and one or two of the bayonets were wavering. We looked at the lashed, hooded man 
on the drop, and listened to his cries - each cry another second of life; the same 
thought was in all our minds: oh, kill him quickly, get it over, stop that abominable 
noise! 

 
Suddenly the superintendent made up his mind. Throwing up his head he made a 
swift motion with his stick. 'Chalo!' he shouted almost fiercely. 

 
There was a clanking noise, and then dead silence. The prisoner had vanished, and 
the rope was twisting on itself. I let go of the dog, and it galloped immediately to the 
back of the gallows; but when it got there it stopped short, barked, and then retreated 
into a corner of the yard, where it stood among the weeds, looking timorously out at us. 
We went round the gallows to inspect the prisoner's body. He was dangling with his 
toes pointed straight downwards, very slowly revolving, as dead as a stone. 

 
The superintendent reached out with his stick and poked the bare body; it oscillated, 
slightly. 'He's all right,' said the superintendent. He backed out from under the gallows, 
and blew out a deep breath. The moody look had gone out of his face quite suddenly. 
He glanced at his wrist- watch. 'Eight minutes past eight. Well, that's all for this 
morning, thank God.' 

 
The warders unfixed bayonets and marched away. The dog, sobered and conscious of 
having misbehaved itself, slipped after them. We walked out of the gallows yard, past 
the condemned cells with their waiting prisoners, into the big central yard of the prison. 
The convicts, under the command of warders armed with lathis, were already receiving 
their breakfast. They squatted in long rows, each man holding a tin pannikin, while two 
warders with buckets marched round ladling out rice; it seemed quite a homely, jolly 
scene, after the hanging. An enormous relief had come upon us now that the job was 
done. One felt an impulse to sing, to break into a run, to snigger. All at once everyone 
began chattering gaily. 

 
The Eurasian boy walking beside me nodded towards the way we had come, with a 
knowing smile: 'Do you know, sir, our friend (he meant the dead man), when he heard 
his appeal had been dismissed, he pissed on the floor of his cell. From fright. - Kindly 
take one of my cigarettes, sir. Do you not admire my new silver case, sir? From the 
boxwallah, two rupees eight annas. Classy European style.' 

 
Several people laughed - at what, nobody seemed certain. 

 
Francis was walking by the superintendent, talking garrulously. 'Well, sir, all has passed 
off with the utmost satisfactoriness. It was all finished - flick! like that. It is not always so 
- oah, no! I have known cases where the doctor was obliged to go beneath the gallows 
and pull the prisoner's legs to ensure decease. Most disagreeable!' 

 
'Wriggling about, eh? That's bad,' said the superintendent. 

 
'Ach, sir, it is worse when they become refractory! One man, I recall, clung to the bars 
of hiss cage when we went to take him out. You will scarcely credit, sir, that it took six 
warders to 



dislodge him, three pulling at each leg. We reasoned with him. "My dear fellow," we 

said, "think of all the pain and trouble you are causing to us!" But no, he would not 
listen! Ach, he was very troublesome!' 

 
I found that I was laughing quite loudly. Everyone was laughing. Even the 
superintendent grinned in a tolerant way. 'You'd better all come out and have a drink,' 
he said quite genially. 'I've got a bottle of whisky in the car. We could do with it.' 

 
We went through the big double gates of the prison, into the road. 'Pulling at his legs!' 
exclaimed a Burmese magistrate suddenly, and burst into a loud chuckling. We all began 
laughing again. At that moment Francis's anecdote seemed extraordinarily funny. We all 
had a drink together, native and European alike, quite amicably. The dead man was a 
hundred yards away. 

 
Orwell, George. AKA Eric Arthur Blair. “A Hanging.” Adelphi. Aug. 1931. 



2. The Bird and the Machine by Loren Eiseley 

 
I suppose their little bones have years ago been lost among the stones and winds of 
those high glacial pastures. I suppose their feathers blew eventually into the piles of 
tumbleweed beneath the straggling cattle fences and rotted there in the mountain 
snows, along with dead steers and all the other things that drift to an end in the corners 
of the wire. I do not quite know why, I should be thinking of birds over the New York 
Times at breakfast, particularly the birds of my youth half a continent away. It is a funny 
thing what the brain will do with memories and how it will treasure them and finally bring 
them into odd juxtapositions with other things, as though it wanted to make a design, or 
get some meaning out of them, whether you want it or not, or even see it. 

 
It used to seem marvelous to me, but I read now that there are machines that can do 
these things in a small way, machines that can crawl about like animals, and that it may 
not be long now until they do more things - maybe even make themselves - I saw that 
piece in the Times just now. And then they will, maybe - well, who knows-but you read 
about it more and more with no one making any protest, and already they can add 
better than we and reach up and hear things through the dark and finger the guns over 
the night sky. 

 
This is the new world that I read about at breakfast. This is the world that confronts me 
in my biological books and journals, until there are times when I sit quietly in my chair 
and try to hear the little purr of the cogs in my head and the tubes flaring and dying as 
the messages go through them and the circuits snap shut or open. This is the great 
age, make no mistake about it; the robot has been born somewhat appropriately along 
with the atom bomb, and the brain they say now is just another type of more 
complicated feedback system. The engineers have its basic principles worked out; it’s 
mechanical, you know; nothing to get superstitious about; and man can always 
improve on nature once he gets the idea. Well, he’s got it all right and that’s why, I guess, 
that I sit here in my chair, with the article crunched in my hand, remembering those two 
birds and that blue mountain sunlight. There is another magazine article on my desk that 
reads "Machines Are Getting Smarter Every Day." I don’t deny it, but I'll still stick with the 
birds. It’s life I believe in, not machines. 

 
Maybe you don’t believe there is any difference. A skeleton is all joints and pulleys, I’ll 
admit, and when man was in his simpler stages of machine building in the eighteenth 
century, he quickly, saw the resemblances. "What," wrote Hobbes, "is the heart but a 
spring, and the nerves but so many strings, and the joints but so many wheels, giving 
motion to the whole body?" Tinkering about in their shops it was inevitable in the end 
that men would see the world as a huge machine "subdivided into an infinite number of 
lesser machines." 

 
The idea took on with a vengeance. little automatons toured the country - dolls 
controlled by clock-work. Clocks described as little worlds were taken on tours by their 
designers. They were made up of moving figures, shifting scenes and other remarkable 
devices. The life of the cell was unknown. Man, whether he was conceived as 
possessing a soul or not, moved and jerked about like these tiny puppets. A human 
being thought of himself in terms of his own tools and implements. He had been 
fashioned like the puppets he produced and was only a more clever model made by a 
greater designer. 



 

Then in the nineteenth century, the cell was discovered, and the single machine in its 
turn was found to be the product of millions of infinitesimal machines -the cells. Now, 
finally, the cell itself dissolves away into an abstract chemical machine - and that into 
some intangible, inexpressible flow of energy. The secret seems to lurk all about, the 
wheels get smaller and smaller, and they turn more rapidly, but when you try to seize it, 
the life is gone - and so, by popular definition, some would say that life was never there 
in the first place. The wheels and the cogs are the secret, and we can make them better 
in time-machines that will run faster and more accurately than real mice to real cheese. 

 
I have no doubt it can be done, though a mouse harvesting seeds on an autumn thistle 
is to me a fine sight and more complicated, I think, in his multiform activity, than a 
machine "mouse” running a maze. Also, I like to think of the possible shape of the 
future brooding in mice, just as it brooded once in a rather ordinary, mousy insectivore 
who became a man. It leaves a nice fine indeterminate sense of wonder that even an 
electronic brain hasn’t got, because you know perfectly well that if the electronic brain 
changes, it will be because of something man has done to it. But what man will do to 
himself he doesn’t really know. A certain scale of time and a ghostly, intangible thing 
called change are ticking in him. Powers and potentialities like the oak in the seed, or a 
red and awful ruin. Either way, it’s impressive; and the mouse has it, too. Or those 
birds, I'll never forget those birds-yet before I measured their significance, I learned the 
lesson of time first of all. I was young then and left alone in a great desert - part of an 
expedition that had scattered its men over several hundred miles in order to carry on 
research more effectively. I learned there that time is a series of planes existing 
superficially in the same universe. The tempo is a human illusion, a subjective clock 
ticking in our own kind of protoplasm. 

 
As the long months passed, I began to live on the slower planes and to observe more 
readily what passed for life there. I sauntered, I passed more and more slowly up and 
down the canyons in the dry baking heat of midsummer. I slumbered for long hours in 
the shade of huge brown boulders that had gathered in tilted companies out on the 
flats. I had forgotten the world of men and the world had forgotten me. Now and then I 
found a skull in the canyons, and these justified my remaining there. I took a serene 
cold interest in these discoveries. I had come, like many a naturalist before me, to view 
life with a wary and subdued attention. I had grown to take pleasure in the divested 
bone. 

 
I sat once on a high ridge that fell away before me into a waste of sand dunes. I sat 
through hours of a long afternoon. Finally, as I glanced beside my boot an indistinct 
configuration caught my eye. It was a coiled rattlesnake, a big one. How long he had 
sat with me I do not know. I had not frightened him. We were both locked in the 
sleepwalking tempo of the earlier world, baking in the same high air and sunshine. 
Perhaps he had been there when I came. He slept on as I left, his coils, so ill discerned 
by me, dissolving once more among the stones and gravel from which I had barely 
made him out. 

 
Another time I got on a higher ridge among some tough little wind-warped pines half 
covered over with sand in a basin-like depression that caught everything carried by the 
air up to those heights. There were a few thin bones of birds, some cracked shells of 
indeterminable age, and the 



knotty fingers of pine roots bulged out of shape from their long and agonizing grasp 

upon the crevices of the rock. I lay under the pines in the sparse shade and went to 
sleep once more. 

 
It grew cold finally, for autumn was in the air by then, and the few things that lived 
thereabouts were sinking down into an even chillier scale of time. In the moments 
between sleeping and waking I saw the roots about me and slowly, slowly, a foot in 
what seemed many centuries, I moved my sleep-stiffened hands over the scaling bark 
and lifted my numbed face after the vanishing sun. I was a great awkward thing of knots 
and aching limbs, trapped up there in some long, patient endurance that involved the 
necessity of putting living fingers into rock and by slow, aching expansion bursting 
those rocks asunder. I suppose, so thin and slow was the time of my pulse by then, that 
I might have stayed on to drift still deeper into the lower cadences of the frost, or the 
crystalline life that glistens pebbles, or shines in a snowflake, or dreams in the meteoric 
iron between the worlds. 

 
It was a dim descent, but time was present in it. Somewhere far down in that scale the 
notion struck me that one might come the other way. Not many months thereafter I 
joined some colleagues heading higher into a remote windy tableland where huge 
bones were reputed to protrude like boulders from the turf. I had drowsed with reptiles 
and moved with the century- long pulse of trees; now lethargically, I was climbing back 
up some invisible ladder of quickening hours. There had been talk of birds in connection 
with my duties. Birds are intense, fast-living creatures-reptiles, I suppose one might say, 
that have escaped out of the heavy sleep of time, transformed fairy creatures dancing 
over sunlit meadows. It is a youthful fancy no doubt, but because of something that 
happened up there among the escarpments of that range, it remains with me a lifelong 
impression. I can never bear to see a bird imprisoned. 

 
We came into that valley, through the trailing mists of a spring night. It was a place that 
looked as though it might never have known the foot of man, but our scouts had been 
ahead of us and we knew all about the abandoned cabin of stone that lay far up on one 
hillside. It had been built in the land rush of the last century and then lost to the 
cattlemen again as the marginal soils failed to take to the plow. 

 
There were spots like this all over that country. Lost graves marked by unlettered stones 
and old corroding rim-fire cartridge cases lying where somebody had made a stand 
among the boulders that rimmed the valley. They are all that remain of the range wars; 
the men are under the stones now. I could see our cavalcade winding in and out 
through the mist below us: torches, the reflection of the truck lights on our collecting tins, 
and the far-off bumping of a loose dinosaur thigh bone in the bottom of a trailer. I stood 
on a rock a moment looking down and thinking what it cost in money and, equipment to 
capture the past. 

 
We had, in addition, instructions to lay hands on the present. The word had come 
through to get them alive - birds, reptiles, anything. A zoo somewhere abroad needed 
restocking. It was one of those reciprocal matters in which science involves itself. 
Maybe our museum needed a stray ostrich egg and this was the pay off. Anyhow, my 
job was to help capture some birds and that was why I was there before the trucks. 



The cabin bad not been occupied for years. We intended to clean it out and live in it, 

but there were holes in the roof and the birds had come in and were roosting in the 
rafters. You could depend on it in a place like this where everything blew away, and 
even a bird needed some place out of the weather and away from coyotes. A cabin 
going back to nature in a wild place draws them until they come in, listing at the eaves, 
I imagine, pecking softly among the shingles till they find a hole and then suddenly, the 
place is theirs and man is forgotten. 

 
Sometimes of late years I find myself thinking the most beautiful sight in the world might 
be the birds taking over New York after the last man has ran away to the hills. I will 
never live to see it, of course, but I know just how it will sound because I've lived up high 
and I know the sort of watch birds keep on us. I've listened to sparrows tapping 
tentatively on the outside of air conditioners when they thought no one was listening, 
and I know how other birds test the vibrations that come up to them through the 
television aerials. 

 
"Is he gone?" they ask, and the vibrations come up from below, "Not yet, not yet." 
Well, to come back, I got the door open softly and I had the spotlight all ready to turn 
on and blind whatever birds there were so they couldn't see to get out through the 
roof. I had a short piece of ladder to put against the far wall where there was a shelf 
on which I expected to make the biggest haul. I had all the information I needed just 
like any skilled assassin. I pushed the door open, the hinges squeaking only a little. A 
bird or two stirred - I could hear them- but nothing flew and there was a faint starlight 
through the holes in the roof. 

 
I padded across the floor, got the ladder up and the light ready, and slithered up the 
ladder till my head and arms were over the shelf. Everything was dark as pitch except 
for the starlight at the little place back of the shelf near the eaves. With the light to blind 
them, they'd never make it. I had them. I reached my arm carefully over in order to be 
ready to seize whatever was there and I put the flash on the edge of the shelf where it 
would stand by itself when I turned it on. That way I'd be able to use both hands. 

 
Everything worked perfectly except for one detail -I didn't know what kind of birds were 
there. I never thought about it at all, and it wouldn’t have mattered if I had. My orders 
were to get something interesting. I snapped on the flash and sure enough there was a 
great beating and feathers flying, but instead of my having them, they, or rather he, had 
me. He had my hand, that is, and for a small hawk not much bigger than my fist he was 
doing all right. I heard him give one short metallic cry when the light went on and my 
hand descended on the bird beside him; after that he was busy with his claws and his 
beak was sunk in my thumb. In the struggle I knocked the lamp over on the shelf, and 
his mate got her sight back and whisked neatly through the hole in the roof and off 
among the stars outside. It all happened in fifteen seconds and you 
might think I would have fallen down the ladder, but no, I had a professional 
assassin’s reputation to keep up, and the bird, of course, made the mistake of 
thinking the hand was the enemy and not the eyes behind it. He chewed my thumb up 
pretty effectively and lacerated my hand with his claws, but in the end I got him, 
having two hands to work with. 

 
He was a sparrow hawk and a fine young male in the prime of life. I was sorry not to 
catch the pair of them, but as I dripped blood and folded his wings carefully, holding 
him by the back so that he couldn't strike again, I had to admit the two of them might 



have been more than I could 



have handled under the circumstances. The little fellow had saved his mate by diverting 

me, and that was that. He was born to it, and made no outcry now, resting in my hand 
hopelessly, but peering toward me in the shadows behind the lamp with a fierce, almost 
indifferent glance. He neither gave nor expected mercy and something out of the high 
air passed from him to me, stirring a faint embarrassment. 

 
I quit looking into that eye and managed to get my huge carcass with its fist full of prey 
back down the ladder. I put the bird in a box too small to allow him to injure himself by 
struggle and walked out to welcome the arriving trucks. It had been a long day, and 
camp still to make in the darkness. In the morning that bird would be just another 
episode. He would go back with the bones in the truck to a small cage in a city where 
he would spend the rest of his life. And a good thing, too. I sucked my aching thumb 
and spat out some blood. An assassin has to get used to these things. I had a 
professional reputation to keep up. 

 
In the morning, with the change that comes on suddenly in that high country, the mist 
that had hovered below us in the valley was gone. The sky was a deep blue, and one 
could see for miles over the high outcroppings of stone. I was up early and brought the 
box in which the little hawk was imprisoned out onto the grass where I was building a 
cage. A wind as cool as a mountain spring ran over the grass and stirred my hair. It was 
a fine day to be alive. I looked up and all around and at the hole in the cabin roof out of 
which the other little hawk had fled. There was no sign of her anywhere that I could see. 

 
"Probably in the next county by now," I thought cynically, but before beginning work I 
decided I'd have a look at my last nights capture. 

 
Secretively, I looked again all around the camp and up and down and opened the box. 
I got him right out in my hand with his wings folded properly and I was careful not to 
startle him. He lay limp in my grasp and I could feel his heart pound under the feathers 
but he only looked beyond me and up. 

 
I saw him look that last look away beyond me into a sky so full of light that I could not 
follow his gaze. The little breeze flowed over me again, and nearby a mountain aspen 
shook all its tiny leaves. I suppose I must have had an idea then of what I was going to 
do, but I never let it come up into consciousness. I just reached over and laid the hawk 
on the grass. 
He lay there a long minute without hope, unmoving, his eyes still fixed on that blue vault 
above him. It must have been that he was already so far away in heart that he never felt 
the release from my hand. He never even stood. He just lay with his breast against the 
grass. 

 
In the next second after that long minute he was gone. Like a flicker of light, he had 
vanished with my eyes full on him, but without actually seeing even a premonitory wing 
beat. He was gone straight into that towering emptiness of light and crystal that my eyes 
could scarcely bear to penetrate. For another long moment there was silence. I could 
not see him. The light was too intense. Then from far up somewhere a cry came ringing 
down. 

 
I was young then and had seen little of the world, but when I heard that cry my heart 
turned over. It was not the cry of the hawk I had captured; for, by shifting my position 
against the sun, I was 



now seeing further up. Straight out of the sun’s eye, where she must have been soaring 

restlessly above us for untold hours, hurtled his mate. And from far up, ringing from 
peak to peak of the summits over us, came a cry of such unutterable and ecstatic joy 
that it sounds down across the years and tingles among the cups on my quiet breakfast 
table. 

 
I saw them both now. He was rising fast to meet her. They met in a great soaring gyre 
that turned to a whirling circle and a dance of wings. Once more, just once, their two 
voices, joined in a harsh wild medley of question and response, struck and echoed 
against the pinnacles of the valley. Then they were gone forever somewhere into those 
upper regions beyond the eyes of men. 

 
I am older now, and sleep less, and have seen most of what there is to see and am not 
very much impressed any more, I suppose, by anything. "What Next in the Attributes of 
Machines?" my morning headline runs. "It Might Be the Power to Reproduce 
Themselves." 

 
I lay the paper down and across my mind a phrase floats insinuatingly: “It does not 
seem that there is anything in the construction, constituents, or behavior of the human 
being which it is essentially impossible for science to duplicate and synthesize. On 
the other hand...” 

 
All over the city the cogs in the hard, bright mechanisms have begun to turn. Figures 
move through computers, names are spelled out, a thoughtful machine selects the 
fingerprints of a wanted criminal from an array of thousands. In the laboratory an 
electronic mouse runs swiftly through a maze toward the cheese it can neither taste 
nor enjoy. On the second run it does better than a living mouse. 

 
"On the other hand . . ." Ah, my mind takes up, on the other hand the machine does 
not bleed, ache, hang for hours in the empty sky in a torment of hope to learn the fate 
of another machine, nor does it cry out with joy nor dance in the air with the fierce 
passion of a bird. Far off, over a distance greater than space, that remote cry from the 
heart of heaven makes a faint buzzing among my breakfast dishes and passes on and 
away. 

 
 
Eiseley, Loren. “The Bird and the Machine.” Harper’s Magazine. Jan. 1956. 25 Mar. 
2010. 
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3. Brute Neighbors from Walden or Life in the Woods by Henry David Thoreau 

 
It is remarkable how many creatures live wild and free though secret in the woods, and 
still sustain themselves in the neighborhood of towns, suspected by hunters only. How 
retired the otter manages to live here! He grows to be four feet long, as big as a small 
boy, perhaps without any human being getting a glimpse of him. I formerly saw the 
raccoon in the woods behind where my house is built, and probably still heard their 
whinnering at night. Commonly I rested an hour or two in the shade at noon, after 
planting, and ate my lunch, and read a little by a spring which was the source of a 
swamp and of a brook, oozing from under Brister's Hill, half a mile from my field. The 
approach to this was through a succession of descending grassy hollows, full of young 
pitch pines, into a larger wood about the swamp. There, in a very secluded and shaded 
spot, under a spreading white pine, there was yet a clean, firm sward to sit on. I had dug 
out the spring and made a well of clear gray water, where I could dip up a pail-full 
without roiling it, and thither I went for this purpose almost every day in midsummer, 
when the pond was warmest. 
Thither, too, the woodcock led her brood, to probe the mud for worms, flying but a foot 
above them down the bank, while they ran in a troop beneath; but at last, spying me, 
she would leave her young and circle round and round me, nearer and nearer till within 
four or five feet, pretending broken wings and legs, to attract my attention, and get off 
her young, who would already have taken up their march, with faint, wiry peep, single 
file through the swamp, as she directed. Or I heard the peep of the young when I could 
not see the parent bird. There too the turtle doves sat over the spring, or fluttered from 
bough to bough of the soft white pines over my head; or the red squirrel, coursing down 
the nearest bough, was particularly familiar and inquisitive. You only need sit still long 
enough in some attractive spot in the woods that all its inhabitants may exhibit 
themselves to you by turns. 

 
I was witness to events of a less peaceful character. One day when I went out to my 
wood-pile, or rather my pile of stumps, I observed two large ants, the one red, the other 
much larger, nearly half an inch long, and black, fiercely contending with one another. 
Having once got hold they never let go, but struggled and wrestled and rolled on the 
chips incessantly. Looking farther, I was surprised to find that the chips were covered 
with such combatants, that it was not a duellum, but a bellum,1 a war between two races 
of ants, the red always pitted against the black, and frequently two red ones to one 
black. The legions of these Myrmidons2 covered all the hills and vales in my wood-yard, 
and the ground was already strewn with the dead and dying, both red and black. It was 
the only battle which I have ever witnessed, the only battle-field I ever trod while the 
battle was raging; internecine war; the red republicans on the one hand, and the black 
imperialists on the other. On every side they were engaged in deadly combat, yet 
without any noise that I could hear, and human soldiers never fought so resolutely. I 
watched a couple that were fast locked in each other's embraces, in a little sunny valley 
amid the chips, now at noonday prepared to fight till the sun went down, or life went out. 
The smaller red champion had fastened himself like a vice to his adversary's front, and 
through all the tumblings on that field never for an instant ceased to gnaw at one of his 
feelers near the root, having already caused the other to go by the board; while the 
stronger black one dashed him from side to side, and, as I saw on looking nearer, had 
already divested him of several of his members. They fought with more pertinacity than 
bulldogs. Neither manifested the least disposition to retreat. It was evident that their 
battle-cry was "Conquer or die."3 In the meanwhile there came along a single red ant on 
the hillside of this valley, evidently full of excitement, who either had dispatched his foe, 
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or had not 



yet taken part in the battle; probably the latter, for he had lost none of his limbs; whose 

mother had charged him to return with his shield or upon it. Or perchance he was some 
Achilles, who had nourished his wrath apart, and had now come to avenge or rescue 
his Patroclus. He saw this unequal combat from afar — for the blacks were nearly twice 
the size of the red — he drew near with rapid pace till be stood on his guard within half 
an inch of the combatants; then, watching his opportunity, he sprang upon the black 
warrior, and commenced his operations near the root of his right fore leg, leaving the 
foe to select among his own members; and so there were three united for life, as if a 
new kind of attraction had been invented which put all other locks and cements to 
shame. I should not have wondered by this time to find that they had their respective 
musical bands stationed on some eminent chip, and playing their national airs the while, 
to excite the slow and cheer the dying combatants. I was myself excited somewhat 
even as if they had been men. The more you think of it, the less the difference. And 
certainly there is not the fight recorded in Concord history, at least, if in the history of 
America, that will bear a moment's comparison with this, whether for the numbers 
engaged in it, or for the patriotism and heroism displayed. For numbers and for carnage 
it was an Austerlitz or Dresden.4 Concord Fight! Two killed on the patriots' side, and 
Luther Blanchard wounded!5 Why here every ant was a Buttrick6 
— "Fire! for God's sake fire!" — and thousands shared the fate of Davis and Hosmer.7 
There was not one hireling there. I have no doubt that it was a principle they fought for, 
as much as our ancestors, and not to avoid a three-penny tax on their tea; and the 
results of this battle will be as important and memorable to those whom it concerns as 
those of the battle of Bunker Hill, at least. 

 
I took up the chip on which the three I have particularly described were struggling, 
carried it into my house, and placed it under a tumbler on my window-sill, in order to see 
the issue. Holding a microscope to the first-mentioned red ant, I saw that, though he 
was assiduously gnawing at the near fore leg of his enemy, having severed his 
remaining feeler, his own breast was all torn away, exposing what vitals he had there to 
the jaws of the black warrior, whose breastplate was apparently too thick for him to 
pierce; and the dark carbuncles of the sufferer's eyes shone with ferocity such as war 
only could excite. They struggled half an hour longer under the tumbler, and when I 
looked again the black soldier had severed the heads of his foes from their bodies, and 
the still living heads were hanging on either side of him like ghastly trophies at his 
saddle-bow, still apparently as firmly fastened as ever, and he was endeavoring with 
feeble struggles, being without feelers and with only the remnant of a leg, and I know 
not how many other wounds, to divest himself of them; which at length, after half an 
hour more, he accomplished. I raised the glass, and he went off over the window-sill in 
that crippled state. Whether he finally survived that combat, and spent the remainder of 
his days in some Hotel des Invalides,8 I do not know; but I thought that his industry 
would not be worth much thereafter. I never learned which party was victorious, nor the 
cause of the war; but I felt for the rest of that day as if I had had my feelings excited and 
harrowed by witnessing the struggle, the ferocity and carnage, of a human battle before 
my door. 

 
Kirby and Spence tell us that the battles of ants have long been celebrated and the 
date of them recorded, though they say that Huber 9 is the only modern author who 
appears to have witnessed them. "Æneas Sylvius,"10 say they, "after giving a very 
circumstantial account of one contested with great obstinacy by a great and small 
species on the trunk of a pear tree," adds that "'this action was fought in the pontificate 
of Eugenius the Fourth,11 in the presence of Nicholas 



Pistoriensis, an eminent lawyer, who related the whole, history of the battle with the 

greatest fidelity.' A similar engagement between great and small ants is recorded by 
Olaus Magnus,12 in which the small ones, being victorious, are said to have buried the 
bodies of their own soldiers, but left those of their giant enemies a prey to the birds. 
This event happened previous to the expulsion of the tyrant Christiern the Second from 
Sweden."13 The battle which I witnessed took place in the Presidency of Polk, five 
years before the passage of Webster's Fugitive-Slave Bill.14 

 
Many a village Bose, fit only to course a mud-turtle in a victualling cellar, sported his 
heavy quarters in the woods, without the knowledge of his master, and ineffectually 
smelled at old fox burrows and woodchucks' holes; led perchance by some slight cur 
which nimbly threaded the wood, and might still inspire a natural terror in its denizens; 
— now far behind his guide, barking like a canine bull toward some small squirrel which 
had treed itself for scrutiny, then, cantering off, bending the bushes with his weight, 
imagining that he is on the track of some stray member of the jerbilla family. Once I was 
surprised to see a cat walking along the stony shore of the pond, for they rarely wander 
so far from home. The surprise was mutual. Nevertheless the most domestic cat, which 
has lain on a rug all her days, appears quite at home in the woods, and, by her sly and 
stealthy behavior, proves herself more native there than the regular inhabitants. Once, 
when berrying, I met with a cat with young kittens in the woods, quite wild, and they all, 
like their mother, had their backs up and were fiercely spitting at me. A few years before 
I lived in the woods there was what was called a "winged cat" in one of the farm-houses 
in Lincoln nearest the pond, Mr. Gilian Baker's. When I called to see her in June, 1842, 
she was gone a-hunting in the woods, as was her wont (I am not sure whether it was a 
male or female, and so use the more common pronoun), but her mistress told me that 
she came into the neighborhood a little more than a year before, in April, and was finally 
taken into their house; that she was of a dark brownish-gray color, with a white spot on 
her throat, and white feet, and had a large bushy tail like a fox; that in the winter the fur 
grew thick and flatted out along her sides, forming stripes ten or twelve inches long by 
two and a half wide, and under her chin like a muff, the upper side loose, the under 
matted like felt, and in the spring these appendages dropped off. They gave me a pair 
of her "wings," which I keep still. There is no appearance of a membrane about them. 
Some thought it was part flying squirrel or some other wild animal, which is not 
impossible, for, according to naturalists, prolific hybrids have been produced by the 
union of the marten and domestic cat. This would have been the right kind of cat for me 
to keep, if I had kept any; for why should not a poet's cat be winged as well as his 
horse? 

 
In the fall the loon (Colymbus glacialis) came, as usual, to moult and bathe in the pond, 
making the woods ring with his wild laughter before I had risen. At rumor of his arrival all 
the Mill-dam sportsmen are on the alert, in gigs and on foot, two by two and three by 
three, with patent rifles and conical balls and spy-glasses. They come rustling through 
the woods like autumn leaves, at least ten men to one loon. Some station themselves 
on this side of the pond, some on that, for the poor bird cannot be omnipresent; if he 
dive here he must come up there. But now the kind October wind rises, rustling the 
leaves and rippling the surface of the water, so that no loon can be heard or seen, 
though his foes sweep the pond with spy-glasses, and make the woods resound with 
their discharges. The waves generously rise and dash angrily, taking sides with all 
water- fowl, and our sportsmen must beat a retreat to town and shop and unfinished 
jobs. But they were too often successful. When I went to get a pail of water early in the 
morning I frequently saw this stately bird sailing out of my cove within a few rods. If I 



endeavored to overtake him in a boat, in 



order to see how he would manoeuvre, he would dive and be completely lost, so that 

I did not discover him again, sometimes, till the latter part of the day. But I was more 
than a match for him on the surface. He commonly went off in a rain. 

 
As I was paddling along the north shore one very calm October afternoon, for such days 
especially they settle on to the lakes, like the milkweed down, having looked in vain 
over the pond for a loon, suddenly one, sailing out from the shore toward the middle a 
few rods in front of me, set up his wild laugh and betrayed himself. I pursued with a 
paddle and he dived, but when he came up I was nearer than before. He dived again, 
but I miscalculated the direction he would take, and we were fifty rods apart when he 
came to the surface this time, for I had helped to widen the interval; and again he 
laughed long and loud, and with more reason than before. He maneuvered so cunningly 
that I could not get within half a dozen rods of him. Each time, when he came to the 
surface, turning his head this way and that, he cooly surveyed the water and the land, 
and apparently chose his course so that he might come up where there was the widest 
expanse of water and at the greatest distance from the boat. It was surprising how 
quickly he made up his mind and put his resolve into execution. He led me at once to 
the widest part of the pond, and could not be driven from it. While he was thinking one 
thing in his brain, I was endeavoring to divine his thought in mine. It was a pretty game, 
played on the smooth surface of the pond, a man against a loon. Suddenly your 
adversary's checker disappears beneath the board, and the problem is to place yours 
nearest to where his will appear again. Sometimes he would come up unexpectedly on 
the opposite side of me, having apparently passed directly under the boat. So long-
winded was he and so unwearable, that when he had swum farthest he would 
immediately plunge again, nevertheless; and then no wit could divine where in the deep 
pond, beneath the smooth surface, he might be speeding his way like a fish, for he had 
time and ability to visit the bottom of the pond in its deepest part. It is said that loons 
have been caught in the New York lakes eighty feet beneath the surface, with hooks set 
for trout — though Walden is deeper than that. How surprised must the fishes be to see 
this ungainly visitor from another sphere speeding his way amid their schools! Yet he 
appeared to know his course as surely under water as on the surface, and swam much 
faster there. Once or twice I saw a ripple where he approached the surface, just put his 
head out to reconnoiter, and instantly dived again. I found that it was as well for me to 
rest on my oars and wait his reappearing as to endeavor to calculate where he would 
rise; for again and again, when I was straining my eyes over the surface one way, I 
would suddenly be startled by his unearthly laugh behind me. But why, after displaying 
so much cunning, did he invariably betray himself the moment he came up by that loud 
laugh? Did not his white breast enough betray him? He was indeed a silly loon, I 
thought. I could commonly hear the splash of the water when he came up, and so also 
detected him. But after an hour he seemed as fresh as ever, dived as willingly, and 
swam yet farther than at first. It was surprising to see how serenely he sailed off with 
unruffled breast when he came to the surface, doing all the work with his webbed feet 
beneath. His usual note was this demoniac laughter, yet somewhat like that of a water-
fowl; but occasionally, when he had balked me most successfully and come up a long 
way off, he uttered a long-drawn unearthly howl, probably more like that of a wolf than 
any bird; as when a beast puts his muzzle to the ground and deliberately howls. This 
was his looning — perhaps the wildest sound that is ever heard here, making the woods 
ring far and wide. I concluded that he laughed in derision of my efforts, confident of his 
own resources. 
Though the sky was by this time overcast, the pond was so smooth that I could see 
where he broke the surface when I did not hear him. His white breast, the stillness of 



the air, and the 



smoothness of the water were all against him. At length having come up fifty rods off, he 

uttered one of those prolonged howls, as if calling on the god of loons to aid him, and 
immediately there came a wind from the east and rippled the surface, and filled the whole 
air with misty rain, and I was impressed as if it were the prayer of the loon answered, and 
his god was angry with me; and so I left him disappearing far away on the tumultuous 
surface. 

 
For hours, in fall days, I watched the ducks cunningly tack and veer and hold the middle 
of the pond, far from the sportsman; tricks which they will have less need to practice in 
Louisiana bayous. When compelled to rise they would sometimes circle round and 
round and over the pond at a considerable height, from which they could easily see to 
other ponds and the river, like black motes in the sky; and, when I thought they had 
gone off thither long since, they would settle down by a slanting flight of a quarter of a 
mile on to a distant part which was left free; but what beside safety they got by sailing in 
the middle of Walden I do not know, unless they love its water for the same reason that 
I do. 

 
Notes 

 
1 not a duel, but a war 
2 in Greek legend, troops who fought with Achilles in the Trojan War 
3 "We have therefore to resolve to conquer or die." - George Washington 
4 battles of Napoleon 
5 American fifer at the battle of Concord, died from a battle injury 
6 John Buttrick, American commander at Concord 
7. two Americans killed at Concord 
8. Paris old soldiers's home built for Louis XIV 
9. Pierre Huber (1777-1840), French entomologist, author of Recherches sur les 

Moeurs des Fourmis Indigenes (Paris, 1810) 
10 Æneas Sylvius (1405-1464), Pope Pius II 1458-1464 
11 Eugenius IV (1383-1447), Pope 1431-1437 
12 Olaus Magnus (1490-1558) Swedish historian 
13 Christian II (1481-1589), Danish king deposed in 1532 
14 The Fugitive Slave Law passed in 1850, placing the ant battle in 1845. This 

sentence also adds a time frame for the writing of Walden, showing that it was 
not completed until at least five years after Henry's stay at the pond 



4. The Fine Art of Sighing by Bernard Cooper 

 
You feel a gradual welling up of pleasure, or boredom, or melancholy. Whatever the 
emotion, it's more abundant than you ever dreamed. You can no more contain it than 
your hands can cup a lake. And so you surrender and suck the air. Your esophagus 
opens, diaphragm expands. Poised at the crest of an exhalation, your body is about to 
be unburdened, second by second, cell by cell. A kettle hisses. A balloon deflates. Your 
shoulders fall like two ripe pears, muscles slack at last. 

 
My mother stared out the kitchen window, ashes from her cigarette dribbling into the 
sink. She'd turned her back on the rest of the house, guarding her own solitude. I'd 
tiptoe across the linoleum and make my lunch without making a sound. Sometimes I 
saw her back expand, then heard her let loose one plummeting note, a sigh so long and 
weary it might have been her last. Beyond our backyard, above telephone poles and 
apartment buildings, rose the brown horizon of the city; across it glided an occasional 
bird, or the blimp that advertised Goodyear tires. She might have been drifting into the 
distance, or lamenting her separation from it. She might have been wishing she were 
somewhere else, or wishing she could be happy where she was, a middle-aged 
housewife dreaming at her sink. 

 
My father's sighs were more melodic. What began as a somber sigh could abruptly 
change pitch, turn gusty and loose, and suggest by its very transformation that what 
begins in sorrow might end in relief. He could prolong the rounded vowel of OY, or let it 
ricochet like a echo, as if he were shouting in a tunnel or a cave. Where my mother 
sighed from ineffable sadness, my father sighed at simple things: the coldness of a 
drink, the softness of a pillow, or an itch that my mother, following the frantic map of his 
words, finally found on his back and scratched. 

 
A friend of mine once mentioned that I was given to long and ponderous sighs. Once I 
became aware of this habit, I heard my father's sighs in my own and knew for a 
moment his small satisfactions. At other times, I felt my mother's restlessness and 
wished I could leave my body with my breath, or be happy in the body my breath left 
behind. 

 
It's a reflex and a legacy, this soulful species of breathing. Listen closely: My ancestors 
lungs are pumping like bellows, men towing boats along the banks of the Volga, women 
lugging baskets of rye bread and pike. At the end of each day, they lift their weary arms 
in a toast; as thanks for the heat and sting of vodka, their a-h-h's condense in the cold 
Russian air. 

 
At any given moment, there must be thousands of people sighing. A man in Milwaukee 
heaves and shivers and blesses the head of the second wife who's not too shy to lick 
his toes. A judge in Munich groans with pleasure after tasting again the silky bratwurst 
she ate as a child. Every day, meaningful sighs are expelled from schoolchildren, driving 
instructors, forensic experts, certified public accountants, and dental hygienists, just to 
name a few. The sighs of widows and widowers alone must account for a significant 
portion of the carbon dioxide released into the atmosphere. Every time a girdle is 
removed, a foot is submerged in a tub of warm water, or a restroom is reached on a 
desolate road . . . you'd think the sheer velocity of it would create mistrals, siroccos, 
hurricanes; arrows should be swarming over satellite maps, weathermen talking a mile a 
minute, ties flapping from their necks like flags. 



Before I learned that Venetian prisoners were led across it to their execution, I imagined 

that the Bridge of Sighs was a feat of invisible engineering, a structure vaulting above 
the earth, the girders and trusses, the stay ropes and cables, the counterweights and 
safety rails connecting one human breath to the next. 

 
 
Cooper, Bernard. “The Fine Art of Sighing.” Steven Barclay Agency: Lectures & 

Readings. 1999. 5 Apr. 2010 
<http://www.barclayagency.com/uploads/pdf/cooper-sighing.pdf> 
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5. Breaking the Ice by Dave Barry 

 
As a mature adult, I feel an obligation to help the younger generation, just as the mother 
fish guards her unhatched eggs, keeping her lonely vigil day after day, never leaving her 
post, not even to go to the bathroom, until her tiny babies emerge and she is able, at last, 
to eat them. "She may be your mom, but she's still a fish" is a wisdom nugget that I would 
pass along to any fish eggs reading this column. But today I want to talk about dating. 
This subject was raised in a letter to me from a young person named Eric Knott, who 
writes: 

 
“I have got a big problem. There's this girl in my English class who is really good-looking. 
However, I don't think she knows I exist. I want to ask her out, but I'm afraid she will say 
no, and I will be the freak of the week. What should I do?” 

 
Eric, you have sent your question to the right mature adult, because as a young person I 
spent a lot of time thinking about this very problem. Starting in about eighth grade, my 
time was divided as follows: 

 
Academic Pursuits: 2 percent. 

Zits: 16 percent: 

Trying to Figure Out How to Ask Girls Out: 82 percent. 
 
The most sensible way to ask a girl out is to walk directly up to her on foot and say, "So, 
you want to go out? Or what?" I never did this. I knew, as Eric Knott knows, that there 
was always the possibility that the girl would say no, thereby leaving me with no viable 
option but to leave Harold C. Crittenden Junior High School forever and go into the woods 
and become a bark- eating hermit whose only companions would be the gentle and 
understanding woodland creatures. 

 
"Hey, ZITFACE!" the woodland creatures would shriek in cute little Chip 'n' Dale voices 
while raining acorns down upon my head. "You wanna DATE? HAHAHAHAHAHA." 

 
So the first rule of dating is: Never risk direct contact with the girl in question. Your role 
model should be the nuclear submarine, gliding silently beneath the ocean surface, 
tracking an enemy target that does not even begin to suspect that the submarine would 
like to date it. I spent the vast majority of 1960 keeping a girl named Judy under 
surveillance, maintaining a minimum distance of 50 lockers to avoid the danger that I 
might somehow get into a conversation with her, which could have led to disaster: 

 
JUDY: 
Hi. 

 
ME: Hi. 

 
JUDY: Just in case you have ever thought about having a date with me, the answer is no. 



WOODLAND CREATURES: HAHAHAHAHAHA. 

 
The only problem with the nuclear-submarine technique is that it's difficult to get a date 
with a girl who has never, technically, been asked. This is why you need Phil Grant. Phil 
was a friend of mine who had the ability to talk to girls. It was a mysterious superhuman 
power he had, comparable to X-ray vision. So, after several thousand hours of intense 
discussion and planning with me, Phil approached a girl he knew named Nancy, who 
approached a girl named Sandy, who was a direct personal friend of Judy's and who 
passed the word back to Phil via Nancy that Judy would be willing to go on a date with 
me. This procedure protected me from direct humiliation, similar to the way President 
Reagan was protected from direct involvement in the Iran-contra scandal by a complex 
White House chain of command that at one point, investigators now believe, included his 
horse. 

 
Thus it was that, finally, Judy and I went on an actual date, to see a movie in White Plains, 
New York. If I were to sum up the romantic ambience of this date in four words, those 
words would be: "My mother was driving." This made for an extremely quiet drive, 
because my mother, realizing that her presence was hideously embarrassing, had to 
pretend she wasn't there. If it had been legal, I think she would have got out and sprinted 
alongside the car, steering through the window. Judy and I, sitting in the backseat about 
75 feet apart, were also silent, unable to communicate without the assistance of Phil, 
Nancy, and Sandy. 

 
After what seemed like several years, we got to the movie theater, where my mother went 
off to sit in the Parents and Lepers Section. The movie was called North to Alaska, but I 
can tell you nothing else about it because I spent the whole time wondering whether it 
would be necessary to amputate my right arm, which was not getting any blood flow as a 
result of being perched for two hours like a petrified snake on the back of Judy's seat 
exactly one molecule away from physical contact. 

 
So it was definitely a fun first date, featuring all the relaxed spontaneity of a real-estate 
closing, and in later years I did regain some feeling in my arm. My point, Eric Knott, is that 
the key to successful dating is self-confidence. I bet that good-looking girl in your English 
class would LOVE to go out with you. But YOU have to make the first move. So just do it! 
Pick up that phone! Call Phil Grant. 

 
 
Barry, Dave. “Breaking the Ice.” Dave Barry is Not Making This Up. New York: Fawcett. 

1994, 201-4. 



6. Two Ways of Seeing a River by Mark Twain / Samuel Clemens (1835-1910) 

 
In this selection from his autobiographical book Life on the Mississippi, Mark Twain 
reflects on what may be lost and gained with increased knowledge and experience. 

 
The face of the water, in time, became a wonderful book--a book that was a dead 
language to the uneducated passenger, but which told its mind to me without reserve, 
delivering its most cherished secrets as clearly as if it uttered them with a voice. And it 
was not a book to be read once and thrown aside, for it had a new story to tell every 
day. Throughout the long twelve hundred miles there was never a page that was void of 
interest, never one that you could leave unread without loss, never one that you would 
want to skip, thinking you could find higher enjoyment in some other thing. There never 
was so wonderful a book written by man; never one whose interest was so absorbing, 
so unflagging, so sparkingly renewed with every reperusal. The passenger who could 
not read it was charmed with a peculiar sort of faint dimple on its surface (on the rare 
occasions when he did not overlook it altogether); but to the pilot that was an 
ITALICIZED passage; indeed, it was more than that, it was a legend of the largest 
capitals, with a string of shouting exclamation points at the end of it; for it meant that a 
wreck or a rock was buried there that could tear the life out of the strongest vessel that 
ever floated. It is the faintest and simplest expression the water ever makes, and the 
most hideous to a pilot's eye. In truth, the passenger who could not read this book saw 
nothing but all manner of pretty pictures in it painted by the sun and shaded by the 
clouds, whereas to the trained eye these were not pictures at all, but the grimmest and 
most dead-earnest of 
reading-matter. 

 
Now when I had mastered the language of this water and had come to know every 
trifling feature that bordered the great river as familiarly as I knew the letters of the 
alphabet, I had made a valuable acquisition. But I had lost something, too. I had lost 
something which could never be restored to me while I lived. All the grace, the beauty, 
the poetry had gone out of the majestic river! I still keep in mind a certain wonderful 
sunset which I witnessed when steamboating was new to me. A broad expanse of the 
river was turned to blood; in the middle distance the red hue brightened into gold, 
through which a solitary log came floating, black and conspicuous; in one place a long, 
slanting mark lay sparkling upon the water; in another the surface was broken by 
boiling, tumbling rings, that were as many-tinted as an opal; where the ruddy flush was 
faintest, was a smooth spot that was covered with graceful circles and radiating lines, 
ever so delicately traced; the shore on our left was densely wooded, and the sombre 
shadow that fell from this forest was broken in one place by a long, ruffled trail that 
shone like silver; and high above the forest wall a clean-stemmed dead tree waved a 
single leafy bough that glowed like a flame in the unobstructed splendor that was 
flowing from the sun. There were graceful curves, reflected images, woody heights, soft 
distances; and over the whole scene, far and near, the dissolving lights drifted steadily, 
enriching it, every passing moment, with new marvels of coloring. 

 
I stood like one bewitched. I drank it in, in a speechless rapture. The world was new to 
me, and I had never seen anything like this at home. But as I have said, a day came 
when I began to cease from noting the glories and the charms which the moon and the 
sun and the twilight wrought upon the river's face; another day came when I ceased 
altogether to note them. Then, if that sunset scene had been repeated, I should have 
looked upon it without rapture, and should have commented upon it, inwardly, in this 



fashion: "This sun means that we are going to have wind 



to-morrow; that floating log means that the river is rising, small thanks to it; that slanting 

mark on the water refers to a bluff reef which is going to kill somebody's steamboat one 
of these nights, if it keeps on stretching out like that; those tumbling 'boils' show a 
dissolving bar and a changing channel there; the lines and circles in the slick water over 
yonder are a warning that that troublesome place is shoaling up dangerously; that silver 
streak in the shadow of the forest is the 'break' from a new snag, and he has located 
himself in the very best place he could have found to fish for steamboats; that tall dead 
tree, with a single living branch, is not going to last long, and then how is a body ever 
going to get through this blind place at night without the friendly old landmark?" 

 
No, the romance and the beauty were all gone from the river. All the value any feature 
of it had for me now was the amount of usefulness it could furnish toward compassing 
the safe piloting of a steamboat. Since those days, I have pitied doctors from my heart. 
What does the lovely flush in a beauty's cheek mean to a doctor but a "break" that 
ripples above some deadly disease? Are not all her visible charms sown thick with what 
are to him the signs and symbols of hidden decay? 
Does he ever see her beauty at all, or doesn't he simply view her professionally, and 
comment upon her unwholesome condition all to himself? And doesn't he sometimes 
wonder whether he has gained most or lost most by learning his trade? 



 

7. This is the Life by Annie Dillard 
 
Any culture tells you how to live your one and only life: to wit as everyone else does. 
Probably most cultures prize, as ours rightly does, making a contribution by working 
hard at work that you love; being in the know, and intelligent; gathering a surplus; and 
loving your family above all, and your dog, your boat, bird-watching. Beyond those 
things our culture might specialize in money, and celebrity, and natural beauty. These 
are not universal. You enjoy work and will love your grandchildren, and somewhere in 
there you die. 

 
Another contemporary consensus might be: You wear the best shoes you can afford, you 
seek to know Rome's best restaurants and their staffs, drive the best car, and vacation 
on Tenerife. And what a cook you are! 

 
Or you take the next tribe's pigs in thrilling raids; you grill yams; you trade for televisions 
and hunt white-plumed birds. Everyone you know agrees: this is the life. Perhaps you 
burn captives. You set fire to a drunk. Yours is the human struggle, or the elite one, to 
achieve... whatever your own culture tells you: to publish the paper that proves the 
point; to progress in the firm and gain high title and salary, stock options, benefits; to get 
the loan to store the beans till their price rises; to elude capture, to feed your children or 
educate them to a feather edge; or to count coup or perfect your calligraphy; to eat the 
king's deer or catch the poacher; to spear the seal, intimidate the enemy, and be a big 
man or beloved woman and die respected for the pigs or the title or the shoes. Not a 
funeral. Forget funeral. A big birthday party. Since everyone around you agrees. 

 
Since everyone around you agrees ever since there were people on earth that land is 
value, or labor is value, or learning is value, or title, necklaces, degree, murex shells, or 
ownership of slaves. Everyone knows bees sting and ghosts haunt and giving your 
robes away humiliates your rivals. That the enemies are barbarians. That wise men 
swim through the rock of the earth; that houses breed filth, airstrips attract airplanes, 
tornadoes punish, ancestors watch, and you can buy a shorter stay in purgatory. The 
black rock is holy, or the scroll; or the pangolin is holy, the quetzal is holy, this tree, 
water, rock, stone, cow, cross, or mountain and it's all true. The Red Sox. Or nothing at 
all is holy, as everyone intelligent knows. 

 
Who is your "everyone"? Chess masters scarcely surround themselves with motocross 
racers. Do you want aborigines at your birthday party? Or are you serving yak-butter 
tea? Popular culture deals not in its distant past, or any other past, or any other culture. 
You know no one who longs to buy a mule or be named to court or thrown into a 
volcano. 

 
So the illusion, like the visual field, is complete It has no holes except books you read 
and soon forget. And death takes us by storm. What was that, that life? What else 
offered? If for him it was contract bridge, if for her it was copyright law, if for everyone 
it was and is an optimal mix of family and friends, learning, contribution, and joy of 
making and ameliorating, what else is there, or was there, or will there ever be? 

 
What else is a vision or fact of time and the peoples it bears issuing from the mouth of 
the cosmos, from the round mouth of eternity, in a wide and parti-colored utterance. In 



the complex 



weave of this utterance like fabric, in its infinite domestic interstices, the centuries and 

continents and classes dwell. Each people knows only its own squares in the weave, its 
wars and instruments and arts, and also the starry sky. 

 
Okay, and then what? Say you scale your own weft and see time's breadth and the 
length of space. You see the way the fabric both passes among the stars and encloses 
them. You see in the weave nearby, and aslant farther off, the peoples variously 
scandalized or exalted in their squares. They work on their projects they flake spear 
points, hoe, plant; they kill aurochs or one another; they prepare sacrifices as we here 
and now work on our projects. What, seeing this spread multiply infinitely in every 
direction, would you do differently? No one could love your children more; would you 
love them less? Would you change your project? To what? Whatever you do, it has 
likely brought delight to fewer people than either contract bridge or the Red Sox. 

 
However hypnotized you and your people are, you will be just as dead in their war, our 
war. However dead you are, more people will come. However many more people 
come, your time and its passions, and yourself and your passions, weigh equally in the 
balance with those of any dead who pulled waterwheel poles by the Nile or Yellow 
rivers, or painted their foreheads black, or starved in the wilderness, or wasted from 
disease then or now. Our lives and our deaths count equally, or we must abandon one-
man-one-vote dismantle democracy, and assign six billion people an importance-of-life 
ranking from one to six billion, a ranking whose number decreases, like gravity, with the 
square of the distance between us and them. 

 
What would you do differently, you up on your beanstalk looking at scenes of all peoples 
at all times in all places? When you climb down, would you dance any less to the music 
you love, knowing that music to be as provisional as a bug? Somebody has to make 
jugs and shoes, to turn the soil, fish. If you descend the long rope-ladders back to your 
people and time in the fabric, if you tell them what you have seen, and even if someone 
cares to listen, then what? Everyone knows times and cultures are plural. If you come 
back a shrugging relativist or tongue-tied absolutist, then what? If you spend hours a 
day looking around, high astraddle the warp or woof of your people's wall, then what 
new wisdom can you take to your grave for worms to untangle? Well, maybe you will not 
go into advertising. 

 
Then you would know your own death better but perhaps not dread it less. Try to bring 
people up the wall, carry children to see it to what end? Fewer golf courses? What is 
wrong with golf? 
Nothing at all. Equality of wealth? Sure; how? 

 
The woman watching sheep over there, the man who carries embers in a pierced clay 
ball, the engineer, the girl who spins wool into yarn as she climbs, the smelter, the 
babies learning to recognize speech in their own languages, the man whipping a 
slave's flayed back, the man digging roots, the woman digging roots, the child digging 
roots what would you tell them? And the future people what are they doing? What 
excitements sweep peoples here and there from time to time? Into the muddy river they 
go, into the trenches, into the caves, into the mines, into the granary, into the sea in 
boats. Most humans who were ever alive lived inside one single culture that never 
changed for hundreds of thousands of years; archaeologists scratch their heads at so 
conservative and static a culture. 



Over here, the rains fail; they are starving. There, the caribou fail; they are starving. 

Corrupt leaders take the wealth. Not only there but here. Rust and smut spoil the 
rye. When pigs and cattle starve or freeze, people die soon after. Disease empties a 
sector, a billion sectors. 

 
People look at the sky and at the other animals. They make beautiful objects, beautiful 
sounds, beautiful motions of their bodies beating drums in lines. They pray; they toss 
people in peat bogs; they help the sick and injured; they pierce their lips, their noses, 
ears; they make the same mistakes despite religion, written language, philosophy, and 
science; they build, they kill, they preserve, they count and figure, they boil the pot, 
they keep the embers alive; they tell their stories and gird themselves. 

 
Will knowledge you experience directly make you a Buddhist? Must you forfeit 
excitement per se? To what end? 

 
Say you have seen something. You have seen an ordinary bit of what is real, the infinite 
fabric of time that eternity shoots through, and time's soft-skinned people working and 
dying under slowly shifting stars. Then what? 

 
Dillard, Annie. “This is the Life.” Image: A Journal of the Arts and Religion. Fall 2002. 5 
Apr. 
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8. Naked in Orlando by George Koch 

 
Mr. Koch is senior vice president of Oracle Corp., a software company in Redwood 
Shores, Calif. 

 
Recently I was scheduled to introduce the president of my company to a large group of 
customers, meeting at our annual convention in Orlando, Florida. I was late, and didn't 
show up until long after he had given up on me and introduced himself. My excuse? I 
was somewhere else, in a hotel, locked alone in a room, naked. 

 
I woke up in plenty of time that morning, sailed into the bathroom, closed the door 
but didn't lock it. I was alone and the outer hotel room door was deadbolted against 
overeager housekeepers. I showered, dried myself off, and headed to the door. But 
when I turned the bathroom doorknob, it did not budge.. 

 
There I was, and I was stuck. The room, at the end of the hallway at the end of the 
hotel, faced nothing - just outside air, 20 stories up. And I'd hung the "Do Not Disturb" 
sign on the deadbolted door. I was booked for a one-week stay. No reason for anyone 
to come by until it was time to check out. Under the circumstances, I asked the question 
any seasoned executive would ask in the same circumstances: 

 
"What would MacGyver do?" 

 
Of course! I could blow the door off. I looked around for some charcoal, sulphur and 
potassium nitrate to make gunpowder. None. Nor was there a magnesium pipe that I 
could file into shavings and make into a blowtorch - as there would be for MacGyver. 

 
I poked through my travel kit and finally found... a fingernail clipper. I wedged the clipper 
into the door jamb and scraped the bolt to slide it out. But the bolt had broken off in 
place. Rats! I searched the room again: useless towels, soap, little plastic bottles of 
shampoo, conditioner, moisturizing lotion, a plastic shower cap. Hmm... metal towel 
bars! I yanked one off the wall and was able to hammer the hollow end flat using the 
thick bottom of a drinking glass and the marble sink top. A pry bar! The stuff of legends! 
I pushed it into the jamb and pried. The towel bar bent. The door frame was steel and 
solid wood, nearly two inches thick. A strong door. 

 
Valiantly, I tried my pry bar on the hinge pins, again using the drinking glass for a 
hammer. I'd removed plenty of doors at home this way: pop the pins out, pull the door. 
Freedom! But this time the glass broke and the pins didn't budge. On inspection I saw 
that they were welded in place. Next I examined the door knob and pushed on its own 
clip to pull the knob off. Hah! 
Progress! But this only exposed the knob mechanism screwed tightly into the door. So I 
tried the fingernail clipper as a screwdriver. Too soft, it merely bent. 

 
And I started to sweat. The mirrors, with many high-wattage lights, were turning the 
room into an oven. I unscrewed most of the bulbs. No need to cook my goose in more 
ways than one. By now I was glad to be working in the buff. I made a half-hearted effort 
at tapping out S-O-S on the wall and shouting "Help! Help!" I began dismantling the 
bathroom looking for a makeshift screwdriver. I took apart the tiny TV, toilet, and a wall 
plug to find a right-angled piece of steel 



to use on the screws. All were soft metal and plastic. I unplugged the cable and power 

to the TV, hoping for security devices there to alert the front desk that they were being 
stolen. For naught. 

 
My MacGyver bravado was beginning to wane. How long before I got out? And if I 
didn't, how would the obituary read? ("Naked man wrecks hotel bathroom, starves to 
death.") 

 
Will renewed, I began to chop up the wooden door around the lock to pull out the 
mechanism. I used the sharp end of my homemade pry bar and began hacking away. 
This was slow going, but I was out of clever alternatives. I remembered horror stories of 
people being buried alive and trying to scrape their way out of wooden caskets with their 
fingernails. At least I had a towel bar. 

 
And then I heard a tiny, distant voice. It was a security guard, outside my room. 
Someone had heard my SOSs, and reported them to the front desk, not sure if they were 
real or a prank. (I don't know who you are, but if you're reading this, thank you.) 

 
The maintenance guy couldn't get the door loose either, and he couldn't get the lock 
mechanism out because it was screwed in from my side. He slid a small screwdriver 
through the narrow space under the door so I could undo the screws, but it was too 
small, and it bent. Finally, he pounded a larger screwdriver under the door with a 
hammer. I removed the screws, and he pulled the main mechanism from the door. 
There was a three inch peephole now; he could see a whole lot more of me than I could 
of him. 

 
Still, the broken bolt remained in the jamb. The door stayed shut. Now he passed me a 
very large, flathead screwdriver through the circular hole. I stood in the bathtub, out of 
the way, trying to use it as a pry bar to pull the door away from the jamb. Then, as I 
pried, he threw his shoulder into the door, and it thumped open. I emerged at last. 

 
I finally made it to the auditorium, an hour late, but with the single best hotel story 
anyone had ever heard. The group nicknamed me "MacGyver." 
The hotel did not apologize. Nor did it send me a bill for the bathroom damages. At least 

not yet. Koch, George. “Naked in Orlando.” Wall Street Journal. 1 November 1993. 



9. The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain by Langston Hughes 

 
In 1926, the Harlem Renaissance was in full flower; the poet Langston Hughes was one 
of its central figures. In this essay, Hughes urges black intellectuals and artists to break 
free of the artificial standards set for them by whites. 

 
One of the most promising of the young Negro poets said to me once, "I want to be a 
poet--not a Negro poet," meaning, I believe, "I want to write like a white poet"; meaning 
subconsciously, "I would like to be a white poet"; meaning behind that, "I would like to 
be white." And I was sorry the young man said that, for no great poet has ever been 
afraid of being himself. And I doubted then that, with his desire to run away spiritually 
from his race, this boy would ever be a great poet. But this is the mountain standing in 
the way of any true Negro art in America--this urge within the race toward whiteness, 
the desire to pour racial individuality into the mold of American standardization, and to 
be as little Negro and as much American as possible. 

 
But let us look at the immediate background of this young poet. His family is of what I 
suppose one would call the Negro middle class: people who are by no means rich yet 
never uncomfortable nor hungry--smug, contented, respectable folk, members of the 
Baptist church. The father goes to work every morning. He is the chief steward at a 
large white club. The mother sometimes does fancy sewing or supervises parties for the 
rich families of the town. The children go to a mixed school. In the home they read white 
papers and magazines. And the mother often says, "Don't be like niggers" when the 
children are bad. A frequent phrase from the father is, "Look how well a white man does 
things." And so the word white comes to be unconsciously a symbol of all the virtues. It 
holds for the children beauty, morality, and money. The whisper of "I want to be white" 
runs silently through their minds. This young poet's home is, I believe, a fairly typical 
home of the colored middle class. One sees immediately how difficult it would be for an 
artist born in such a home to interest himself in interpreting the beauty of his own 
people. He is never taught to see that beauty. He is taught rather not to see it, or if he 
does, to be ashamed of it when it is not according to Caucasian patterns. 

 
For racial culture the home of a self-styled "high-class" Negro has nothing better to 
offer. Instead there will be perhaps more aping of things white than in a less cultured or 
less wealthy home. 
The father is perhaps a doctor, lawyer, landowner, or politician. The mother may be a 
social worker, or a teacher, or she may do nothing and have a maid. Father is often 
dark but he has usually married the lightest woman he could find. The family attend a 
fashionable church where few really colored faces are to be found. And they 
themselves draw a color line. In the North they go to white theaters and white movies. 
And in the South they have at least two cars and a house "like white folks." Nordic 
manners, Nordic faces, Nordic hair, Nordic art (if any), and an Episcopal heaven. A very 
high mountain indeed for the would-be racial artist to climb in order to discover himself 
and his people. 

 
But then there are the low-down folks, the so-called common element, and they are the 
majority- 
-may the Lord be praised! The people who have their nip of gin on Saturday nights and 
are not too important to themselves or the community, or too well fed, or too learned to 
watch the lazy world go round. They live on Seventh Street in Washington or State 
Street in Chicago and they do not particularly care whether they are like white folks or 



anybody else. Their joy runs, bang! into ecstasy. Their religion soars to a shout. Work 
maybe a little today, rest a little tomorrow. 
Play awhile. Sing awhile. O, let's dance! These common people are not afraid of 
spirituals, as for 



a long time their more intellectual brethren were, and jazz is their child. They furnish a 

wealth of colorful, distinctive material for any artist because they still hold their own 
individuality in the face of American standardization. And perhaps these common 
people will give to the world its truly great Negro artist, the one who is not afraid to be 
himself. Whereas the better-class Negro would tell the artist what to do, the people at 
least let him alone when he does appear. And they are not ashamed of him--if they 
know he exists at all. And they accept what beauty is their own without question. 

 
Certainly there is, for the American Negro artist who can escape the restrictions the 
more advanced among his own group would put upon him, a great field of unused 
material ready for his art. Without going outside his race, and even among the better 
classes with their "white" culture and conscious American manners, but still Negro 
enough to be different, there is sufficient material to furnish a black artist with a lifetime 
of creative work. And when he chooses to touch on the relations between Negroes and 
whites in this country with their innumerable overtones and undertones, surely, and 
especially for literature and the drama, there is an inexhaustible supply of themes at 
hand. To these the Negro artist can give his racial individuality, his heritage of rhythm 
and warmth, and his incongruous humor that so often, as in the Blues, becomes ironic 
laughter mixed with tears. But let us look again at the mountain. 

 
A prominent Negro clubwoman in Philadelphia paid eleven dollars to hear Raquel Meller 
sing Andalusian popular songs. But she told me a few weeks before she would not think 
of going to hear "that woman." Clara Smith, a great black artist, sing Negro folk songs. 
And many an upper- class Negro church, even now, would not dream of employing a 
spiritual in its services. The drab melodies in white folks' hymnbooks are much to be 
preferred. "We want to worship the Lord correctly and quietly. We don't believe in 
'shouting.' Let's be dull like the Nordics," they say, in effect. 

 
The road for the serious black artist, then, who would produce a racial art is most 
certainly rocky and the mountain is high. Until recently he received almost no 
encouragement for his work from either white or colored people. The fine novels of 
Chestnutt go out of print with neither race noticing their passing. The quaint charm and 
humor of Dunbar's dialect verse brought to him, in his day, largely the same kind of 
encouragement one would give a sideshow freak (A colored man writing poetry! How 
odd!) or a clown (How amusing!). 

 
The present vogue in things Negro, although it may do as much harm as good for the 
budding colored artist, has at least done this: it has brought him forcibly to the attention 
of his own people among whom for so long, unless the other race had noticed him 
beforehand, he was a prophet with little honor. I understand that Charles Gilpin acted 
for years in Negro theaters without any special acclaim from his own, but when 
Broadway gave him eight curtain calls, Negroes, too, began to beat a tin pan in his 
honor. I know a young colored writer, a manual worker by day, who had been writing 
well for the colored magazines for some years, but it was not until he recently broke into 
the white publications and his first book was accepted by a prominent New York 
publisher that the "best" Negroes in his city took the trouble to discover that he lived 
there. Then almost immediately they decided to give a grand dinner for him. But the 
society ladies were careful to whisper to his mother that perhaps she'd better not come. 
They were not sure she would have an evening gown. 



 

The Negro artist works against an undertow of sharp criticism and misunderstanding 
from his own group and unintentional bribes from the whites. "O, be respectable, write 
about nice people, show how good we are," say the Negroes. "Be stereotyped, don't go 
too far, don't shatter our illusions about you, don't amuse us too seriously. We will pay 
you," say the whites. Both would have told Jean Toomer not to write "Crane." The 
colored people did not praise it. The white people did not buy it. Most of the colored 
people who did read "Cane" hated it. They are afraid of it. Although the critics gave it 
good reviews the public remained indifferent. Yet (excepting the work of Du Bois) 
"Cane" contains the finest prose written by a Negro in America. And like the singing of 
Robeson, it is truly racial. 

 
But in spite of the Nordicized Negro intelligentsia and the desires of some white editors 
we have an honest American Negro literature already with us. Now I await the rise of the 
Negro theater. Our folk music, having achieved world-wide fame, offers itself to the 
genius of the great individual American Negro composer who is to come. And within the 
next decade I expect to see the work of a growing school of colored artists who paint 
and model the beauty of dark faces and create with new technique the expressions of 
their own soul-world. And the Negro dancers who will dance like flame and the singers 
who will continue to carry our songs to all who listen--they will be with us in even greater 
numbers tomorrow. 

 
Most of my own poems are racial in theme and treatment, derived from the life I know. 
In many of them I try to grasp and hold some of the meanings and rhythms of jazz. I am 
sincere as I know how to be in these poems and yet after every reading I answer 
questions like these from my own people: Do you think Negroes should always write 
about Negroes? I wish you wouldn't read some of your poems to white folks. How do 
you find any thing interesting in a place like a cabaret? Why do you write about black 
people? You aren't black. What makes you do so many jazz poems? 

 
But jazz to me is one of the inherent expressions of Negro life in America: the eternal 
tom-tom beating in the Negro soul--the tom-tom of revolt against weariness in a white 
world, a world of subway trains, and work, work, work; the tom-tom of joy and laughter, 
and pain swallowed in a smile. Yet the Philadelphia clubwoman is ashamed to say that 
her race created it and she does not like me to write about it. The old subconscious 
"white is best" runs through her mind. Years of study under white teachers, a lifetime of 
white books, pictures, and papers, and white manners, morals, and Puritan standards 
made her dislike the spirituals. And now she turns up her nose at jazz and all its 
manifestations--likewise almost everything else distinctly racial. She doesn't care for the 
Winold Reiss portraits of Negroes because they are "too Negro." She does not want a 
true picture of herself from anybody. She wants the artist to flatter her, to make the 
white world believe that all Negroes are as smug and as near white in soul as she 
wants to be. 
But, to my mind, it is the duty of the younger Negro artist, if he accepts any duties at all 
from outsiders, to change through the force of his art that old whispering "I want to be 
white," hidden in the aspirations of his people, to "Why should I want to be white? I am 
a Negro--and beautiful!" 

 
So I am ashamed for the black poet who says, "I want to be a poet, not a Negro poet," 
as though his own racial world were not as interesting as any other world. I am 



ashamed, too, for the 



colored artist who runs from the painting of Negro faces to the painting of sunsets after 

the manner of the academicians because he fears the strange un-whiteness of his own 
features. An artist must be free to choose what he does, certainly, but he must also 
never be afraid too what he might choose. 

 
Let the blare of Negro jazz bands and the bellowing voice of Bessie Smith singing Blues 
penetrate the closed ears of the colored near-intellectuals until they listen and perhaps 
understand. Let Paul Robeson singing “Water Boy,” and Rudolph Fisher writing about 
the streets of Harlem, and Jean Toomer holding the heart of Georgia in his hands, and 
Aaron Douglas drawing strange black fantasies cause the smug Negro middle class to 
turn from their white, respectable, ordinary books and papers to catch a glimmer of their 
own beauty. We younger Negro artists who create now intend to express our individual 
dark-skinned selves without fear or shame. If white people are pleased we are glad. If 
they are not, it doesn't matter. We know we are beautiful. And ugly too. The tom-tom 
cries and the tom-tom laughs. If colored people are pleased we are glad. If they are not, 
their displeasure doesn't matter either. We build our temples for tomorrow, strong as we 
know how, and we stand on top of the mountain, free within ourselves. 
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