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All this New-year's Day of 1850 the sun shone cloudless but wrought
no thaw.  Even the landscapes of frost on the window-panes did not
melt a flower, and the little trees still keep their silvery boughs
arched high above the jeweled avenues.  During the afternoon a lean
hare limped twice across the lawn, and there was not a creature
stirring to chase it.  Now the night is bitter cold, with no sounds
outside but the cracking of the porches as they freeze tighter.
Even the north wind seems grown too numb to move.  I had determined
to convert its coarse, big noise into something sweet—as may
often be done by a little art with the things of this life—and so
stretched a horse-hair above the opening between the window sashes;
but the soul of my harp has departed.  I hear but the comfortable
roar and snap of hickory logs, at long intervals a deeper breath
from the dog stretched on his side at my feet, and the crickets
under the hearth-stones.  They have to thank me for that nook.  One
chill afternoon I came upon a whole company of them on the western
slope of a woodland mound, so lethargic that I thumped them repeatedly
before they could so much as get their senses.  There was a branch
near by, and the smell of mint in the air, so that had they been
young Kentuckians one might have had a clew to the situation.  With
an ear for winter minstrelsy, I brought two home in a handkerchief,
and assigned them an elegant suite of apartments under a loose
brick.

But the finest music in the room is that which streams out to the
ear of the spirit in many an exquisite strain from the hanging shelf
of books on the opposite wall.  Every volume there is an instrument
which some melodist of the mind created and set vibrating with music,
as a flower shakes out its perfume or a star shakes out its light.
Only listen, and they soothe all care, as though the silken-soft
leaves of poppies had been made vocal and poured into the ear.

Towards dark, having seen to the comfort of a household of kind,
faithful fellow-beings, whom man in his vanity calls the lower
animals, I went last to walk under the cedars in the front yard,
listening to that music which is at once so cheery and so sad—the
low chirping of birds at dark winter twilights as they gather in
from the frozen fields, from snow-buried shrubbery and hedge-rows,
and settle down for the night in the depths of the evergreens, the
only refuge from their enemies and shelter from the blast.  But this
evening they made no ado about their home-coming.  To-day perhaps
none had ventured forth.  I am most uneasy when the red-bird is
forced by hunger to leave the covert of his cedars, since he, on
the naked or white landscapes of winter, offers the most far-shining
and beautiful mark for Death.  I stepped across to the tree in
which a pair of these birds roost and shook it, to make sure they
were at home, and felt relieved when they fluttered into the next
with the quick startled notes they utter when aroused.

The longer I live here, the better satisfied I am in having pitched
my earthly camp-fire, gypsylike, on the edge of a town, keeping it
on one side, and the green fields, lanes, and woods on the other.
Each, in turn, is to me as a magnet to the needle.  At times
the needle of my nature points towards the country.  On that side
everything is poetry.  I wander over field and forest, and through
me runs a glad current of feeling that is like a clear brook across
the meadows of May.  At others the needle veers round, and I go
to town—to the massed haunts of the highest animal and cannibal.
That way nearly everything is prose.  I can feel the prose rising
in me as I step along, like hair on the back of a dog, long before
any other dogs are in sights.  And, indeed, the case is much that
of a country dog come to town, so that growls are in order at
every corner.  The only being in the universe at which I have ever
snarled, or with which I have rolled over in the mud and fought
like a common cur, is Man.

Among my neighbors who furnish me much of the plain prose of life,
the nearest hitherto has been a bachelor named Jacob Mariner.  I
called him my rain-cow, because the sound of his voice awoke
apprehensions of falling weather.  A visit from him was an endless
drizzle.  For Jacob came over to expound his minute symptoms; and
had everything that he gave out on the subject of human ailments
been written down, it must have made a volume as large, as solemn,
and as inconvenient as a family Bible.  My other nearest neighbor
lives across the road—a widow, Mrs. Walters.  I call Mrs. Walters
my mocking-bird, because she reproduces by what is truly a divine
arrangement of the throat the voices of the town.  When she flutters
across to the yellow settee under the grape-vine and balances herself
lightly with expectation, I have but to request that she favor me
with a little singing, and soon the air is vocal with every note
of the village songsters.  After this, Mrs. Walters usually begins
to flutter in a motherly way around the subject of my symptoms.

Naturally it has been my wish to bring about between this rain-cow
and mocking-bird the desire to pair with one another.  For, if a
man always wanted to tell his symptoms and a woman always wished
to hear about them, surely a marriage compact on the basis of such
a passion ought to open up for them a union of overflowing and
indestructible felicity.  They should associate as perfectly as the
compensating metals of a pendulum, of which the one contracts as
the other expands.  And then I should be a little happier myself.
But the perversity of life!  Jacob would never confide in Mrs.
Walter.  Mrs. Walters would never inquire for Jacob.

Now poor Jacob is dead, of no complaint apparently, and with so few
symptoms that even the doctors did not know what was the matter,
and the upshot of this talk is that his place has been sold, and
I am to have new neighbors.  What a disturbance to a man living on
the edge of a quiet town!

Tidings of the calamity came to-day from Mrs. Walters, who flew
over and sang—sang even on a January afternoon—in a manner to
rival her most vociferous vernal execution.  But the poor creature
was so truly distressed that I followed her to the front gate, and
we twittered kindly at each other over the fence, and ruffled our
plumage with common disapproval.  It is marvellous how a member of
her sex will conceive dislike of people that she has never seen;
but birds are sensible of heat or cold long before either arrives,
and it may be that this mocking-bird feels something wrong at the
quill end of her feathers.
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Mrs. Walters this morning with more news touching our incoming
neighbors.  Whenever I have faced towards this aggregation of unwelcome
individuals, I have beheld it moving towards me as a thick gray
mist, shutting out nature beyond.  Perhaps they are approaching
this part of the earth like comet that carries its tail before it,
and I am already enveloped in a disturbing, befogging nebulosity.

There is still no getting the truth, but it appears that they are
a family of consequence in their way—which, of course, may be
a very poor way.  Mrs. Margaret Cobb, mother, lately bereaved of
her husband, Joseph Cobb, who fell among the Kentucky boys at the
battle of Buena Vista.  A son, Joseph Cobb, now cadet at West Point,
with a desire to die like his father, but destined to die—who
knows?—in a war that may break out in this country about the
negroes.

While not reconciled, I am resigned.  The young man when at home
may wish to practise the deadly vocation of an American soldier of
the period over the garden fence at my birds, in which case he and
I could readily fight a duel, and help maintain an honored custom
of the commonwealth.  The older daughter will sooner or later turn
loose on my heels one of her pack of blue dogs.  If this should
befall me in the spring, and I survive the dog, I could retort
with a dish of strawberries and a copy of "Lalla Rookh"; if in the
fall, with a basket of grapes and Thomson's "Seasons," after which
there would be no further exchange of hostilities.  The younger
daughter, being a school-girl, will occasionally have to be subdued
with green apples and salt.  The mother could easily give trouble;
or she might be one of those few women to know whom is to know the
best that there is in all this faulty world.

The middle of February.  The depths of winter reached.  Thoughtful,
thoughtless words—the depths of winter.  Everything gone inward
and downward from surface and summit, Nature at low tide.  In its
time will come the height of summer, when the tides of life rise
to the tree-tops, or be dashed as silvery insect spray all but to
the clouds.  So bleak a season touches my concern for birds, which
never seem quite at home in this world; and the winter has been
most lean and hungry for them.  Many snows have fallen—snows that
are as raw cotton spread over their breakfast-table, and cutting
off connection between them and its bounties.  Next summer I must
let the weeds grow up in my garden, so that they may have a better
chance for seeds above the stingy level of the universal white.  Of
late I have opened a pawnbroker's shop for my hard-pressed brethren
in feathers, lending at a fearful rate of interest; for every
borrowing Lazarus will have to pay me back in due time by monthly
instalments of singing.  I shall have mine own again with usury.
But were a man never so usurious, would he not lend a winter seed
for a summer song?  Would he refuse  to invest his stale crumbs in
an orchestra of divine instruments and a choir of heavenly voices?
And to-day, also, I ordered from a nursery-man more trees of holly,
juniper, and fir, since the storm-beaten cedars will have to come
down.  For in Kentucky, when the forest is naked, and every shrub
and hedge-row bare, what would become of our birds in the universal
rigor and exposure of the world if there were no evergreens—nature's
hostelries for the homeless ones?  Living in the depths of these,
they can keep snow, ice, and wind at bay; prying eyes cannot watch
them, nor enemies so well draw near; cones or seed or berries are
their store; and in these untrodden chambers each can have the
sacred company of his mate.  But wintering here has terrible risks
which few run.  Scarcely in autumn have the leaves begun to drop
from their high perches silently downward when the birds begin to
drop away from the bare boughs silently southward.  Lo! some morning
the leaves are on the ground, and the birds have vanished.  The
species that remain, or that come to us then, wear the hues of
the season, and melt into the tone of Nature's background—blues,
grays, browns, with touches of white on tail and breast and wing
for coming flecks of snow.

Save only him—proud, solitary stranger in our unfriendly land—the
fiery grosbeak.  Nature in Kentucky has no wintry harmonies for him.
He could find these only among the tufts of the October sumac, or
in the gum-tree when it stands a pillar of red twilight fire in
the dark November woods, or in the far depths of the crimson sunset
skies, where, indeed, he seems to have been nested, and whence to
have come as a messenger of beauty, bearing on his wings the light
of his diviner home.
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