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Mr. Howells' latest novel deserves and will receive wide reading. It deals with a problem which had found its way into American social life of his time: "How will a cultivated and beautiful woman feel if she discovers that she has a tinge of negro blood in her veins? How will other people, particularly her lover, feel and act?" Mr. Howells works out the problem with skill, on what seem to us sound lines of reasoning. 'An Imperative Duty' is so mature a work, and so good an example of the author's method, that it invites the closest scrutiny. It is written with his usual acuteness and cleverness, but with even more than his ordinary amount of self-consciousness. He is continually trying to say clever things, and he seems here a kind of intellectual conventionalist ; we feel that he would commit a minor crime rather than fail in the proper tone. As one reads he plants his feet as circumspectly as in threading his way in a crowded parlor where trains abound. One is exhausted in the effort to keep up to the author's intensely self-conscious key. It is too much like the brilliant persiflage of a dinner-party when everybody means more than he says and challenges his listeners to see the target at which he is really aiming. The glow and "fling" of high creative work are thus rendered impossible to the author, and the reader falls into a hyper-critical state of mind. Mr. Howells is at his best when describing distinctive American types. The cultivated Frenchman and the cultivated American are much more alike than are the Frenchman and the American on lower levels; and when a writer selects his characters from Beacon Street and the "Cours la Reine" he has less opportunity to be picturesque than when he deals with Hanover Street and the "Quartier Latin." Mr. Howells is an artist of the first order like Henry James. He works by rule, and the result is the product of high talent.
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You'll be liable to shy off at that title and say: "No more 'glad' books for me! I'm growing up!" But you'll be making a big mistake if you do. "The Blue Castle" is grown-up, too. And aside from being poignantly human, it is almost poetically beautiful in parts. "Moonlight on birches in a silver thaw. Ragged shadows on windy evenings - torn, twisted, fantastic shadows. Great silences, austere and searching. Jeweled, barbaric hills, and icy-grey twilights, broken by snowsqualls. Doesn't that have twice the color, twice the beauty and rhythm that five sixths of the "verse libre" printed today attains? And the story is fascinating. It's about Valancy Stirling, who for the twenty-nine years of her life has been tied down by fear. Fear of criticism, fear of her mother, fear of her whole "tribe." And when she finds that she has only a year to live she breaks away; defies them all. She goes to the home of Roaring Abel, an old reprobate, and takes care of his daughter, a poor little waif with an illegitimate child. And she proposes marriage to Barney Snaith, a man about whom nothing is known but much is said. Then life starts for Valancy, and for the reader too; mystery, love, humor and pathos. And when you finish it, it leaves you with all the most delightful sensations - the thrill of first love; the splendor of mountains and trees; the feeling that God is very close when the sky is so blue.
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This book created somewhat of a sensation in the literary and scientific world. Mr. Donnelly argues that Plato's story was true; that all the ancient civilizations of Europe and America radiated from this ancient kingdom, and that this is the reason we find pyramids, obelisks, and buildings almost Identically alike in Egypt, Mexico and Peru. Donnelly's statements and ample evidence deliver ample evidence for the existence of the continent of Atlants. This book is a must have for all folklorists and people, who are interested in the possible history of a famous nation.
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The opinions of Owen Powell

marked a sharp difference between him and most of his fellow-townsmen in the

town of the Middle West, where he lived sixty years ago. A man who condemned

the recent war upon Mexico as a wicked crusade for the extension of slavery,

and denounced the newly enacted Fugitive Slave Law as infernal, would have done

well to have a confession of spiritual faith like that of his neighbors; but

here Owen Powell was still more widely at variance with them. He rejected the

notion of a personal devil, and many others did that ; but his hell was wholly

at odds with the hell popularly accepted ; it was not a place of torment where

the lost sinner was sent, but a state which the transgressor himself chose and

where he abode everlastingly bereft of the sense of better things. Even so poor

a hell saved Powell from the reproach of Universalism ; but in a person so

one-ideaed, as people then said, through his abhorrence of slavery, it was not

enough. He was valued, but he was valued in spite of his opinions; they were

distinctly a fact to his disadvantage in that day and place. 




His younger brother Felix, after

the wont of prosperous merchants, kept out of politics, and he carried his

prayer-book every Sunday to the Episcopal service. 




But he quietly voted with Owen,

and those who Counted on a want of sympathy between the brothers were apt to

meet with a prompt rebuff from Felix. He once stopped his subscription and took

away his advertising from the Whig editor who spoke of a certain political

expression of Owen's (it was in a letter to the editor's paper) as having the

unimportance of small potatoes, and he extorted a printed retractation of the

insult before he renewed his patronage. He felt, more than any of his words or

acts evinced, the beauty of the large benevolent intention which was the basis

of Owen's character, and he was charmed, if he was not convinced, by his

inextinguishable faith in mankind as a race merely needing good treatment to

become everything that its friends could wish; by his simple courage, so entire

that he never believed in danger; and by his sweet serenity of temperament.

Felix was in delicate health, and he was given to some vague superstitions. He

had lost several children, and he believed that he had in every case had some

preternatural warning of their death ; his young wife, who was less openly an

invalid, shared his beliefs, as well as his half-melancholy fondness for his

brother. She liked to have Owen Powell's children in her childless house; and

she had some pretty affectations of manner and accent which took them with the

sense of elegance in a world beyond them. 




They came to her with their

mother every Sunday night, and heard their father and uncle talk of their

boyhood in the backwoods ; of their life in a log cabin, and of the privations

they had gladly suffered there. The passing years had endeared these hardships

to the brothers, but their wives resented the early poverty which they held

precious ; and they hated the memory of that farm where the brothers had lived

in a log-cabin, and had run wild, as it appeared from the fond exaggeration of

their reminiscences, in bare feet, tattered trousers, and hickory shirts.

Sometimes the brothers reasoned of the questions of theology upon which the

mind of the elder habitually dwelt; but Felix disliked argument, and Owen

affectionately forbore to assail him as a representative of the Old Church.

After the pioneer stories, the children fell asleep on the sofa and the carpet,

and did not wake till they heard the piano, where their young aunt used to sing

and their uncle accompany her with his flute; he remained associated in their

memories with the pensive trebles of his instrument and the cadences of her

gentle voice. 




There came a lime when the summer

days were clouded in their home by an increasing care, which they felt at

second hand from their father and mother ; then there came a Sunday night when

there were no rosy visions of the past ; and, by the matter-of-fact light of

the Monday following, Felix saw that the affairs of his brother were hopeless.

Owen's book and drug store had never been a flourishing business, and now it

had gone from bad to worse beyond retrieval. On the afternoon of the morning

when the store was not opened, he walked with his boys a long way into the

country. It was very sultry, and he repeated a description of summer from

Thompson's Seasons. As they returned along the river-shore he pointed out the

lovely iridescence of the mussel-shells which he picked up, and geologized in

passing on the stratification of the rocks in the bank. 




An interval of suspense followed

this stressful time, which their young memories took little note of. On the

Sunday evenings at their uncle's the talk seemed to the children to be all of a

plan for going to live in the country. Apparently, there was to be a property

which the brothers were to hold in common, and it was to be bought as soon as

the younger could get his business into shape. Two brothers in other towns were

to be invited to close up their affairs and join in the enterprise. Then, with

something of the unsurprising inconsequence of dreams, the notion of a farm had

changed in the children's apprehension to the notion of a mill, and more dimly

a settlement of communal proportions about it. They heard their elders discussing

the project one night when they woke from their nap, and crowded about their

mother's chair for warmth, with the fire now burning low upon the hearth. 




" The best plan," their

uncle said, " will be to find a mill privilege with the buildings already

on it. We could take out the burrs," which the boys understood later were

millstones, " and put in paper machinery. When we were once settled there,

we could ask people that we found adapted to join us, but at first it would

have to be a purely family concern." 




" Yes," their father

said. " One condition of our being able to do any good from the start

would be our unquestionable hold of the management. That would be the only

orderly method. I would give all hands a share in the profits, so as to interest

and attach them, but till they were educated up to our ideas they oughtn't to

be allowed any control." 




Felix cleared his throat by a

husky effort habitual with him before speaking again. " We could

indirectly benefit them from the beginning enough to satisfy any reasonable

expectation." 




After that it might have been

weeks before the enterprise took clearer shape. From time to time the children

forgot it; they played through the long summer vacation; but when the first

keen mornings of the autumn came, and the neighbors' children went by with

their books, they did not return to school. The privilege, with a gristmill and

sawmill on it, had been found and bought, they did not know where, any more

than how, but it was ten or twelve miles from the town in another county. Their

father and mother had driven out with their aunt and uncle to look at it; their

uncle had taken his gun, and he brought back some squirrels in the bottom of

his carriage; he said that he had almost got a shot at a wild turkey. With such

facts before them Owen's boys could not understand why their mother should be

low-spirited about going to live at the mills. They heard their father talking

with her after they went to bed, and she said : " But all that wildness

makes my heart sink. I had enough of that when I was a girl, Owen. You know I

never liked the country to live in." 




" I know, I know. But we

shall soon Have quite a village about us. At any rate, we shall have a chance

to begin life again." 




" Oh yes. But it's beginning

so far back." 




In the morning she was cheerfuller,

and their father told the children that they were to move out to the mills at

once, and that he was to have charge of the property till the paper machinery

could be put into the gristmill. At the sawmill he was to get out the stuff for

a new house that was to be built; but their hearts leaped when he told them

that they were to live that winter in a log cabin. 




It was Sunday, and the night was

the last they spent at their uncle's in the old way. It was not quite the old

way, though. The piano was not opened, and the flute lay shut in its case. The

brothers went over their plans, and they spoke of whom they might invite to

join them after their success became apparent. It seemed that they meant to be

careful, and ask only those who could take up the enterprise in an enlightened

spirit. Owen Powell believed that a responsive feeling would be awakened in the

neighbors when they saw that the new-comers did not wish merely to make money

for themselves, but to benefit all by improvements that» would increase the

price of their land and give employment to their children. 




Felix listened with his

melancholy smile, absently rolling his cigar between his thumb and finger.

" What shall we call the place ?" he asked. 




" I don't know," Owen

said. " Something that would imply our purpose of turning over quite a new

leaf." 




They talked further of the

details of their undertaking, and the children went on with their play. They

were dramatizing their arrival at the mills, and one of them was shouting to a

supposed inhabitant, " Is this place New Leaf Mills ?" 




" Hey ? Hey ?" their

uncle called to them. " What's that?" 




" We're just playing,"

they explained. 




" New Leaf — New Leaf

Mills," he repeated, musingly. " That wouldn't be bad. What made you

think of that name ?" He bent a sidelong glance on the conscious group. 




The eldest of the boys ventured,

" Why, father said you would turn over a new leaf at the mills, and we just

called them that." 




"Yes, yes! Very good,"

he said. "Do you hear that, Owen? We've got a name for our place. We can

stencil it on our flour-barrels now, and when we get in our paper machinery, we

can make it our watermark." 


















 




II




 




The leaves were falling from the

maples along the road, hut they still hung brown and harsh on the sycamores

that fringed the island between the tail-race and the river when Owen Powell

and two of his boys passed the groaning and whistling mill and stopped with

their wagon at the door of the old cabin. It was empty, but the door yielded to

the hand that drew the leathern latch-string and lifted the rude wooden latch,

and Powell made his boys note that this was a genuine log cabin, such as the

pioneers of old dwelt in, and just such as he had himself lived in when a boy.

He said that the string might have hung out of the cabin door of Daniel Boone;

within, the ladder that climbed to the loft from a corner of the room could

have led to the sleep that came from being chased by Indians; the hearth, that

stretched half across the end of the cabin, was of the right backwoods

dimensions; he excused the ax-hewn whitewashed walls as the sophistication of

an age which had outgrown the round logs, chinked with moss and daubed with

clay, of the true primitive architecture. 




When he went back to the wagon to

get their tools and provisions after the first moments of rejoicing, he

dispersed the cows and pigs surrounding it as gently as if they had been a

deputation from the neighbors who hung about the door of the mill and viewed

with sardonic amusement the sole greeting offered the newcoiners. They waited

in silence till the Powells had gone into the cabin again, but they shouted

together in laughter when the miller appeared at an upper door and launched a

curse at the cabin walls. They tried to provoke him to greater bitterness as he

rested his weight by one hand upon the rope that lowered the bags of flour to

the backs of their horses; then one after another they mounted upon the

balanced load and jogged away from the mill. 




Powell was glad to find that his

hand had not forgotten the cunning of one of the several crafts to which he had

turned it in his early life when he came to glaze the broken panes in the

small, weather-worn sashes of the four windows lighting the two rooms of the

cabin ; he had to replace the rotten flooring with smooth-sawn boards of poplar

instead of the riven oak puncheons of pioneer times, but he was consoled to

find that the floor of the garret could best be mended by throwing loose planks

over its cracks and knot-holes. After their day's work was done, he strolled

out with his boys to explore the region in which he hoped to found a new home.

Prom the road that crossed the tailrace below the gristmill and crept eastward

into the woods rose an isolated hill to a height notable in that country of

broad bottomlands. It was steep on the north, next to the mill ; it sloped more

gently away toward the south, but on the east and west it was steep again. It

was thickly wooded with broad-girthed oaks, slim maples and ashes, and a host

of shag-bark hickories hanging full of the nuts that now shone white through

the gaping seams of their greenish-brown husks, and dropped about the feet of

the Powells as they climbed upward through the fallen leaves. A company of pigs

feeding on the mast under the trees lifted their heads at the approaching steps

with looks of impudent defiance; then they hooted in alarm and ran down the

sides of the hill, just as they did in the passage which Powell remembered from

Bloomfield's poem of " The Farmer Boy." A covey of quails throbbed

away from a pile of brush ; a squirrel clattered up the shaggy side of one of

the hickories. The simple incidents touched his heart as he climbed to the top

of the hill and looked out upon the peaceful landscape. Below was the huge gristmill,

gray and weather-beaten, but strong as when first built; a wall of primeval

forest lowered the eastern horizon, but north and south the woods retreated and

left the interval yellow with a hundred acres of standing corn, and green with

broad spaces of meadowland. The straight ribbon of the headrace stretched to

the full dam of New Leaf Mills, whose smooth water spread up into the woods on

the north. On the western hillsides were the openings of farms, where the blue

smoke curled from the cabin chimneys. On the east a road stole out of the

woods, down between the cornfields and the meadows, and lost itself in the

woods upon the island framed between the millraces and the river ; another road

wound round the hill and kept the course of the river southward out of sight. 




The gristmill fronted an acre of

open space, with the hitching-rail for the farmers' horses in the middle, and a

few rods beyond it crouched the sawmill among piles of lumber and saw-logs. The

saw, which had been hissing sharply at its work, now stopped for so long a

breath that Powell knew the water-gate had been closed for the night, and the

soft treble of the gristmill alone filled the nearer silence. Prom a distance

the melancholy note of a farm boy calling his cows in the woods struck upon his

ear; the miller appeared in the open space with a measure of bran under his

arm, and, calling " Pig, pig, pig, poo-ee !" was answered from the

fence comers and wayside nooks with greedy cries, and then with shrill laments

and plaintive protests against the kicks which he distributed among them with

savage fairness. He held the measure in his left hand like a tambourine, and

danced a goblin figure with his floury face bobbing to and fro and up and down

as he leaped and kicked. 




" Come, boys," said

Powell ; " I see the other New Leafers are having their supper. It's time

for ours, too." 




They descended to their cabin and

broiled their rashers of pork on the hickory coals; the tea-kettle swung from

the crane above, and sang to itself ; almost with the last mouthful they

stretched themselves on the floor, and, with the scanty bedding they had

brought under and over them, they fell asleep. 




In the night one of the boys

woke, and saw his father sitting up, and heard him softly groaning. 




" What are you doing, father

?" he asked, sitting up himself and speaking for the companionship of his

own voice in the weird play of the firelight dying on the hearth. 




" I was wondering," Powell

said, " whether we hadn't laid these boards with the hard side up." 




They had a laugh together, and

lay down to sleep again. Before he slept the boy fancied something at the

window, a face looking in like the white-painted face of a clown with dark streaks

running downward from the corners of the mouth ; it vanished, and in the morning,

he thought he had dreamed it. He told his father, and his father said, "

Very likely ; one might dream anything on a bed like that." 


















 




III




 




The miller at New Leaf Mills had

been there many years before that name was imagined ; so many that he felt the

mills a part of himself. He always meant to buy the privilege, with the farm on

the shore above the dam and the island in the river. He was not afraid that the

property would be sold away from him; he had been as good friends with the two

old brothers who owned the mills as it was in his nature to be; and he somehow

thought they shared his expectation that he should one day buy them. 




He was not of the Virginian poor

white stock which mostly peopled the region up and down the river; he had

wandered into the place from somewhere farther north when he was a half-grown

boy, and finished his growth in the family of the old miller to whom he had

apprenticed himself and whom he succeeded in his house and home after marrying

his daughter. He was now a man of forty, surly, solitary, and of a rude force

of will and savage temper such as none of the farmers who stored their wheat

with him in the deep bins of the mill would have cared to trifle with. Some of

them called him Jacob and some Jake in the neighborhood familiarity, but with

him they did not pass to the jokes or pranks they played among themselves. He

was sometimes hospitable with his jug, but no one ventured to make free with it

; and usually he was a sober man for the time and place. When he heard that the

Larrabee brothers had sold the mills away from him without giving him warning,

he thought first of his gun, and of going to the little town where they lived,

and killing them each with a barrel of it; then he thought of his jug, perhaps

because both the gun and the jug stood in the same corner. But after faltering

a moment between them he only cleared the place of the farmers, who had come

with their grists, and went over to the sawmill, where he presented himself in

such violent pantomime that the saw-miller, Bellam, stopped his saw in the

middle of a log and submissively joined him in the spree with which Overdale

began to solemnize his wrong. 




On the second story of the mill

where the runs of stone were, with the bolting-cloths and the barreling-machine,

a small space had been portioned off to serve as an office and a sleeping-room

for Overdale when he ran the burrs at night. On dull days it was haunted by

country loafers sodden with rain and drink; when he came in the loafers usually

slunk out with the dogs that shared the buffalo robe forming his bed. He now

pushed Bellam into his den and steeped his brain in whiskey raw from the still

two miles away; and he drank so deep of the scathing liquor himself that Bellam

drunkenly argued with him that no man ought to swill so much whiskey as that

under any provocation. He pleaded tenderly with the miller, who had such

longing for pity through his fury that when Bellam put out his hand with a

maudlin wish to soothe him Overdale caught it and rushed him crazily through

the mill, shouting out the details of the bad news with a flame of oaths.

" Yes, they've sold the mills, and never give me a show. Sold 'em to a

pack of lily-livered city folks that don't know an elevator from a

cooling-floor, and couldn't dress a burr to save their souls from brimstone.

Look at that run of stones! I've dressed 'em ever since they came into the

mill, and there ain't flour anywhere on the river up to the flour they turn out

; I can tell their tune as far as I can hear it ! Who'll set the bolting-cloths

when I'm gone? They'll be barreling shorts, I'll take my oath, in less than a

month, and their flour won't be worth a curse in the market. Shorts? It'll be

bran!" 
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