
Wild Fruits 

Agrestem tenui meditabor arundine musam 

I am going to play a rustic strain on my slender reed, 

non m;ussa cano. 

but I trust that I do not sing unbidden things. 

This selection is the begi,nning of a book-length manuscript that Thoreau wrote 

during the summer of 1860 and the winter of 1860-61. He set the manuscript 

aside in late February or early March 1861 so that he could work full time on 

The Dispersion of Seeds. 

Throughout the 18 50s Thoreau had noted in his journal the dates on which 

plants in Concord reached certain stages of development (leafing, flowering, 

ripening, and so on). I.Ate in the decade he occasionally compiled lists of these 

phenomena, which totaled several dozen pages. Beginning in 1860 he assembled 

hundreds of pages of these lists and used them as the source for large charts or 

"calendars" on which he cross -listed plants with the dates they attained a specific 

stage of development. By averaging eight to ten years of data, he was able to de

termine the approximate date a certain plant would reach each developmental 

stage. 

In Wild Fruits he presents the plants "in the order in which they are first ob

served"; that is, in the order the plants ripen. He began, after an introductory 

section, with the samarae of the elm, which ripens on 10 May, and ended with 
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the cone of the pitch pine, which ripens on 16 November. By the time he set aside 
Wild Fruits, he had compu:ted a first draft of almost 300 pages and had written 

112 pages of a second draft; he stopped after compu:ting a section on black huck
leberries, which follows the final section ( on the low blueberry) in this selection. 

Wild Fruits, like The Dispersion of Seeds, is important for many reasons, 

not the least of which is that it demonstrates how a major American author at 

the height of his career succeeded in makjng science and literature mutually en

riching, rather than mutually exclusive, pursuits. 

M
ANY public speakers are accusto~ed, as I t~i~k foolishly, t~ talk 

about what they call little things m a patromzmg way sometimes, 

advising, perhaps, that they be not wholly neglected; but in making this 

distinction they really use no juster measure than a ten-foot pole and their 

own ignorance. According to this rule, a small potato is a little thing, a big 

one a great thing. A hogshead full of anything, the big cheese which it took 

so many oxen to draw, a national salute, a state-muster, a fat ox, the horse 

Columbus, or Mr. Blank, the Ossian Boy-there is no danger that any

body will call these little things. A cartwheel is a great thing, a snowflake a 

little thing. The Wellingtonia gigantea, the famous California tree, is a great 

thing, the seed from which it sprang a little thing. Scarcely one traveller has 

noticed the seed at all, and so with all the seeds or origins of things. But 

Pliny said, "In minimus Natura praestat"-Nature excels in the least 

things. 
In this country a political speech, whether by Mr. Seward or Caleb 

Cushing, is a great thing, a ray of light a little thing. It would be felt to be 

a greater national calamity if you should take six inches from the corporeal 

bulk of one or two gentlemen in Congress than if you should take a yard 

from their wisdom and manhood. 
I have noticed that whatever is thought to be covered by the word "ed-

ucation"-whether reading, writing, or 'rithmetic-is a great thing, but 

almost all that constitutes education is a little thing in the estimation of 
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such speakers as I refer to. In short, whatever they know and care but little 

about is a little thing, and accordingly almost everything good or great is 

little in their sense and is very slow to grow any bigger. 

When the husk gets separated from the kernel, almost all men run after 

the husk and pay their respects to that. It is only the husk of Christianity 

that is so bruited and wide spread in tj:iis world; the kernel is still the very 

least and rarest of all things. There is not a single church founded on it. To 

obey the higher law is generally considered the last manifestation of little

ness. 

I have observed that many English naturalists have a pitiful habit of 

speaking of their proper pursuit as a sort of trifling or waste of time-a 

mere interruption to more important employments and "severer studies," 

for which they must ask pardon of the reader-as if they would have you 

believe that all the rest of their lives was consecrated to some truly great 

and serious enterprise. But it happens that we never hear more of this, as 

we certainly should if it were only some great public or philanthropic ser

vice, and therefore conclude that they have been engaged in the heroic and 

magnanimous enterprise of feeding, clothing, housing, and warming 

themselves and their dependents, the chief value of all which was that it 

enabled them to pursue just these studies of which they speak so slight

ingly. The "severe study" they refer to was keeping their accounts. Com

paratively speaking, what they call their graver pursuits and severer stud

ies was the real trifling and misspense of life, and were they such fools as 

not to know it? It is, in effect at least, mere cant. All mankind have de

pended on them for this intellectual food. 

Most of us are still related to our native fields as the navigator to undiscov

ered islands in the sea. We can any afternoon discover a new fruit there, 

which will surprise us by its beauty or sweetness. So long as I saw in my 

walks one or two kinds of berries whose names I did not know, the pro

portion of the unknown seemed indefinitely, if not infinitely, great. 
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As I sail the unexplored sea of Concord, many a dell and swamp and 

wooded hill is my Ceram and Amboyna. Famous fruits imported from 

the east or south-and sold in our markets, as oranges, lemons, pine

apples, and bananas-do not concern me so much as many an unnoticed 

wild berry whose beauty annually lends a charm to some wild walk, or 

which I have found to be palatable to an outdoor taste. We cultivate im

ported shrubs in our front yards for the beauty of their berries, while at 

least equally beautiful berries grow unregarded by us in the surrounding 

fields. 
The tropical fruits are for those who dwell within the tropics. Their 

fairest and sweetest parts cannot be imported. Brought here, they chiefly 

concern those whose walks are through the marketplace. It is not the or

ange of Cuba but rather the checkerberry of the neighboring pasture that 

most delights the eye and the palate of the New England child. For it is not 

the foreignness or size or nutritive qualities of a fruit that determine its ab-

solute value. 
We do not think much of table fruits. They are especially for aldermen 

and epicures. They do not feed the imagination as these wild fruits do, but 

it would starve on them. The bitter-sweet of a white-oak acorn which you 

nibble in a bleak November walk over the tawny earth is more to me than 

a slice of imported pine-apple. The South may keep her pine-apples, and 

we will be content with our strawberries, which are, as it were, pine-apples 

with" going a-strawberrying" stirred into them, infinitely enhancing their 

flavor. What are all the oranges imported into England to the hips and 

haws in her hedges? She could easily spare the one, but not the other. Ask 

Wordsworth, or any of her poets who knows, which is the most to him. 

The value of these wild fruits is not in the mere possession or eating of 

them, but in the sight and enjoyment of them. The very derivation of the 

word "fruit" would suggest this. It is from the Latin fructus, meaning "that 

which is used or enjoyed." If it were not so, then going a-berrying and 

going to market would be nearly synonymous experiences. Of course, it is 
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the spirit in which you do a thing which makes it interesting, whether it is 

sweeping a room or pulling turnips. Peaches are unquestionably a very 

beautiful and palatable fruit, but the gathering of them for the market is 

not nearly so interesting to the imaginations of men as the gathering of 

huckleberries for your own use. .. 

A man fits out a ship at a great expense and sends it to the West Indies 

with a crew of men and boys, and after six months or a year, it comes back 

with a load of pine-apples; now, if no more gets accomplished thaQ. the 

speculator commonly aims at, if it simply turns out what is called a suc

cessful venture, I am less interested in this expedition than in some child's 

first excursions a-huckleberrying, in which it is introduced into a new 

world, experiences a new development, though it brings home only a gill 

of berries in its basket. I know that the newspapers and the politicians de

clare otherwise-other arrivals are reported and other prices quoted by 

them-but that does not alter the fact. Then I think that the fruit of the 

latter's expedition was finer than that of the former. It was a more fruitful 

expedition. What the editors and politicians lay so much stress upon is 

comparatively moonshine. 

The value of any experience is measured, of course, not by the amount 

of money, but the amount of development we get out of it. If a New En

gland boy's dealings with oranges and pine-apples have had more to do 

with his development than picking huckleberries or pulling turnips have, 

then he naturally and rightly thinks more of the former; otherwise not. 

No, it is not those far-fetched fruits which the speculator imports that con

cern us chiefly, but rather those which you have fetched yourself in the hold 

of a basket, from some far hill or swamp, journeying all the long afternoon, 

the first of the season, consigned to your friends at home. 

Commonly, the less you get, the happier and the richer you are. The rich 

man's son gets cocoa-nuts and the poor man's pignuts; but the worst of it 

is that the former never gets the cream of the cocoa-nut, as the latter does 

the cream of the pignut. That on which commerce seizes is always the very 
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coarsest part of a fruit-the mere bark and rind, in fact, for her hands are 

very clumsy. This is what fills the holds of ships, is exported and imported, 

pays duties, and is finally sold in the shops. 
It is a grand fact that you cannot make the fairer fruits or parts of fruits 

matter of commerce, that is, you cannot buy the highest use and enjoyment 

of them. You cannot buy that pleasure which it yields to him who truly 

plucks it. You cannot buy a good appetite even. In short, you may buy a ser-

vant or slave, but you cannot buy a friend. 
The mass of men are very easily imposed on. They have their runways 

in which they always travel and are sure to fall into any pit or trap which is 

set there. Whatever business a great many grown-up boys are seriously en

gaged in is considered respectable, and great even, and as such is sure of the 

recognition of the churchman and statesman. What, for instance, are the 

blue juniper berries in the pasture, considered as mere objects of beauty, to 

church or state? Some cow-boy may appreciate them-indeed, all who 

really live in the country do-but they do not receive the protection of any 

community; anybody may grab up all that exist; but as an article of com

merce, they command the attention of the civilized world. Go to the En

glish government, which of course represents the people, and ask, "What 

is the use of juniper berries?"-and it will answer, "To flavor gin with." I 

read that "several hundred tons of them are imported annually from the 

Continent" into England for this purpose; "but even this quantity," says 

my author, "is quite insufficient to meet the enormous consumption of the 

fiery liquid, and the deficiency is made up by spirits of turpentine." This is 

not the use, but the gross abuse, of juniper berries, with which an enlight

ened government, if ever there shall be one, will have nothing to do. The 

cow-boy is better informed than the government. Let us make distinctions 

and call things by their right names. 

Do not think, then, that the fruits of New England are mean and insig

nificant while those of some foreign land are noble and memorable. Our 

own, whatever they may be, are far more important to us than any others 
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can be. They educate us and fit us to live here in New England. Better for 

us is the wild strawberry than the pine-apple, the wild apple than the or

ange, the chestnut and pignut than the cocoa-nut and almond, and not on 

account of their flavor merely, but the part they play in our education. 

If it is of low tastes only that y~u speak, then we will quote to you the 

saying of Cyrus, the Persian king, that "it is not given to the same land to 

produce excellent fruits and men valiant in war." 

I mention these phenomena in the order in which they are first observed. 

Before the 10th of May, the winged seeds or samarae of the elms give them 

a leafy appearance, or as if covered with little hops, before the leaf buds are 

opened. This must be the earliest of our trees and shrubs to go to seed. It is 

so early that most mistake the fruit before it falls for leaves, and we owe to 

it the first deepening of the shadows in our streets. 

About the same time, we begin to see a dandelion gone to seed here and 

there in the greener grass of some more sheltered and moist bank, perhaps 

before we had detected its rich yellow disk-that little seedy spherical sys

tem which boys are wont to blow to see if their mothers want them. If they 

can blow off all the seeds at one puff, then their mothers do not want them. 

It is interesting as the first of that class of fuzzy or downy seeds so common 

in the fall. It is commonly the first of the many hints we get to be about our 

own tasks, those our Mother has set us, and bringing something to pass 

ourselves. So much more surely and rapidly does Nature work than man. 

By the 4th of June they are generally gone to seed in the rank grass. You see 

it dotted with a thousand downy spheres, and children now make ringlets 

of their crispy stems. 

By the I 3th of May the earliest willows (Salix discolor) about warm edges 

of woods show great green wands a foot or two long, consisting of curved 

worm-like catkins three inches long. Like the fruit of the elm, they form 
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conspicuous masses of green before the leaves are noticea_b~e, and some 

have now begun to burst and show their down-and thus 1t 1s the next of 

our trees and shrubs to shed its seeds after the elm. 
Three or four days later the Salix humilis and the smallest of our wil-

lows, Salix tristis, commonly on higher and drier ground than the ash and 

the early aspen, begin to show their down. The Salix tristis is generally 

gone to seed by the 7th of June. 

As early as the 14th of May, such as frequent the riverside pluck ~nd eat the 

inner leaf of the sweet flag and detect small critchicrotches, which are the 

green fruit and flower buds. The old herbalist Gerar~e th~s describes 

them: "The flower is a long thing resembling the cat-tails which grow on 

hazel; it is about the thickness of an ordinary reed, some inch and a half 

long, of a greenish yellow color, curiously checkered, as if it were wrought 

with a needle with green and yellow silk intermixt." 
By the 2sth of May this bud, before it has blossome~ and wh_ile yet ten

der, is in condition to be eaten and would help to sustam a famished trav

eller. I often turn aside my boat to pluck it, passing through a dense bed of 

flags recently risen above the surface. The inmost tender leaf near the base 

of the plant is quite palatable, as children know. They love it as much ~s the 

musquash does. Early in June I see them going a-flagging even a _mile or 

two and returning with large bundles for the sake of this blade, which t~ey 

extract at their leisure. After the middle of June, the critchicrotch, gomg 

to seed, becomes unfit to eat. 
How agreeable and surprising the peculiar fragrance of the sweet flag 

when you first bruise it in the spring! That this plant alone should have ex

tracted this odor surely for so many ages from the moist earth! 
Gerarde says that the Tartars hold the root "in such esteem that they will 

not drink water (which is their usual drink) unless they have just steeped 

some of this root therein." 
Sir John Richardson tells us that "the Cree name of this plant is 
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watchuske-mitsu-in, or 'that which the muskrat eats,'" and that the Indians 

of British America use the root of this plant as a cure for colic.: "About the 

size of a small pea of the root, dried before the fire or in the sun, is a dose 

for an adult .... When administered to children, the root is rasped, and 

the filings swallowed in a glass of Water." Who has not when a child had 

this same remedy administered to him for that complaint-though the 

medicine came recommended by a lump of sugar, which the Cree boys did 

not get-which perhaps was longest in use thus by the Indians. Thus; we 

begin our summer like the musquash. We take our first course at the same 

table with him. These are his greens, while we are also looking for dan

delions. He is so much like us; we are so much like him. 

About the 20th of May I see the first mouse-ear going to seed and begin

ning to be blown about the pastures and whiten the grass, together with 

bluets, and float on the surface of water. They have now lifted themselves 

much higher above the earth than when we sought for their first flowers. 

As Gerarde says of the allied English species, "These plants do grow upon 

sandy banks and untoiled places that be open to the sun." 

I begin to see the white-maple keys on the water as early as the 28th of May. 

Gerarde's account of the seeds of the "great maple" of European moun

tains applies to these. Having described the flowers, he says, "After them 

cometh up long fruit fastened together by couples, one right against an

other, with kernels bumping out near to the place in which they are com

bined; in all the other parts flat and thin like unto parchment, or resem

bling the innermost wings of grasshoppers." 

About the 20th the similar large green keys of our white maple are con

spicuous. They are nearly two inches long and half an inch wide, with 

waved inner edges to the wings, like green moths ready to bear off their 

seeds. By the 6th of June they are about half fallen, and I notice that their 

fall takes place about the time that the great emperor moth (Attaeus cecro-



H E N R Y D. T H O R E A U 

pia) comes out of its chrysalis, and it is sometimes found in the morning 

wrecked on the surface of the river amid them. 

The red-maple keys are not half so large as the white, but many times as 

beautiful. You notice the little fruit just formed early in May, while some 

trees are still in flower. As it increases in size, the maple tops acquire a 

browner red, almost a birch red. About the middle of May, the red maples 

along the edges of swamps, their fruit being nearly ripe, are among the 

most beautiful objec;ts in the landscape, and more interesting than when in 

flower, especially if seen in a favorable light. 
I stand now on a knoll in the midst of a swamp and observe a young red 

maple at its base a few rods off on one side with respect to the sun. The keys 

are high colored, a sort of pink scarlet, and hang down three inches or 

more. Masses of these double samarae with their peduncles gracefully ris

ing a little before they curve downward, and only a little darker shade than 

the fruit, are unequally dispersed along the branches and trembling in the 

wind. 
Like the flower of the shad bush, this handsome fruit is seen for the most 

part against bare twigs, it is so much in advance of its own and of other 

leaves. It is fairly ripe about the 1st of June, and much of it is conspicuously 

light colored instead of scarlet. It is in the midst of its fall about the 7th of 

June. By the 1st of June most.trees have bloomed and are forming their 

fruit. Green berries also begin to be noticed. 

The strawberry is our first edible fruit to ripen. I begin to find them as early 

as the 3d of June, but commonly about the 10th, or before the cultivated 

kinds are offered. They are in their prime the last of June. In meadows they 

are a week later, and they linger there till late in July. 
Even old Tusser, who confines himself mostly to the coarser parts of 

husbandry, sings in his homely strain under "September": 
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Wife, into the garden, and set me a plot, 

with strawberry roots, of the best to be got: 

Such growing abroad, among thorns in the wood, 

well chosen and pricked, prove excellent good. 

The old herbalist Gerarde, writing before 1599, gives us this lively account 

of the English strawberry, which is sufficiently applicable to our own: He 

says: 

The strawberry hath leaves spread upon the ground, somewhat snipt about 

the edges, thre~ set together upon one slender footstalk, like the trefoil, green 

on the upper side and on the nether side more white; among which rise up 

slender stems, whereon do grow small flowers, consisting of five little white 

l~aves, the middle part somewhat yellow, after which cometh the fruit, not un

like _to the mulberry, or rather the raspis, red of color, having the taste of wine, 

the mner pulp or substance whereof is moist and white, in which is contained 

lit~e seeds._ The_ root is threaddy of long continuance, sending forth many 

stnngs, wh1eh disperse themselves far abroad, whereby it greatly increaseth. 

Of the fruit he adds, "The nourishment which they yield is little thin and 

waterish, and if they happen to putrify in the stomach, their no~rishment 

is naught." 

By the 30th of May I notice the green fruit, and two or three days later, 

as I am walking, perhaps, over the southerly slope of some dry and bare 

hill, or where there are bare and sheltered spaces between the bushes, it oc

curs to me that strawberries have possibly set; and looking carefully in the 

most favorable places, just beneath the top of the hill, I discover the red

dening fruit, and at length, on the very driest and sunniest spot or brow, 

tw~ or three berries which I am forward to call ripe, though generally only 

the1r sunny cheek is red. Or else, I notice one half-turned on the sand of the 

railroad causeway, or even on sand thrown out of a ditch in a meadow. 
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They are at first hard to detect in such places amid the red lower leaves, as 

if Nature meant thus to conceal the fruit, especially if your mind is unpre

pared for it. The plant is so humble that it is an unnoticed carpet.No ed~ble 

wild fruit, except the bog cranberry (Vacciniae oxycoccus ), and that requires 

to be cooked, lies so close to the ground as these earliest upland strawber

ries. Hence, Virgil with propriety refers to the strawberry as "humi nascen

tia fraga "-"strawberries growing on the ground." 
What flavor can be more agreeable to our palates than that of this little 

fruit, which thus, as it were, exudes from the earth at the very beginning of 

the summer, without any care of ours? What beautiful and palatable 

bread! I make haste to pluck and eat this first fruit of the year, though they 

are green on the underside, somewhat acid as yet, and a little gritty from 

lying so low. I taste a little strawberry-flavored earth with them. I get 

enough to redden my fingers and lips at least. 
The next day, perhaps, I get two or three handfuls of ripe berries, or 

such as I am willing to call ripe, in a similar locality, the largest and sweetest 

where the vines hang over the sand; and at the same time, commonly, I get 

my first smelling, aye, even tasting, of that remarkable bug_(one of th~ Scu

tellaridae) which we are wont to say tastes exactly as a certam domestic bug 

smells-and thus I am set up for the season. This bug, as you know, "has 

only to pass over a fruit to impart to it" its peculiar odor. Like the dog in_the 

manger, he spoils a whole mouthful for you, without enjoying them him

self. It is wonderful by what affinity this fellow can find out the first straw-

berry. 
You seek the early strawberry on any of the most favorable exposures, 

as the sides of little knolls or swells (protuberances or warts on the slopes 

of the hills), or in and near those little sandy hollows where cows have 

pawed in past years, when they were first turned out to pasture, set~ing the 

question of superiority and which should lead the herd. Sometimes the 

berries have been dusted by their recent conflicts. 
I perceive from time to time in the spring, and have long kept a record 
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of it, an indescribably sweet fragrance, which I cannot trace to any partic

ular source. It is perchance that sweet scent of the earth of which the an

cients speak_- Though I have not detected the flower that emits it, this ap

pears to be its fruit. It is natural that the first fruit which the earth bears 

should emit and be, as it were, a concentration and embodiment of that 

vernal fragrance with which the air has lately teemed. Strawberries are the 

manna fou~d,_ e~e long, where that fragrance has been. Are not the juices 

of each frmt distilled from the air? 

This is one of the fruits as remarkable for its fragrance as its flavor .and 

it is said to have got its Latin name fraga from this fact. Its fragrance: like 

that of the checkerberry, is a very prevalent one. Wilted young twigs of sev

eral evergreens, especially the fir-balsam, smell very much like it. 

. Onl~ one in a hundred know where to look for these early strawberries. 

It is, as it were, a sort of Indian knowledge acquired by secret tradition. I 

kno~ w_ell wh~t has called that apprentice who has just crossed my path to 

the hillsides this Sunday morning. In whatever factory or chamber he has 

~is dwelling place, he is as sure to be by the side of the first strawberry when 

it reddens as that domestic smelling bug that I spoke of, though he lies con

cealed all the rest of the year. It is an instinct with him. But the rest of man

kind have not dreamed of such things as yet. The few wild strawberries 

that we have will have come and gone before the mass know it. 

I _do not think much of strawberries in gardens, nor in market baskets, 

norm quart boxes, raised and sold by your excellent hard-fisted neighbor. 

It is those little natural beds or patches of them on the dry hillsides that in

ter~st me most, though I may get but a handful at first, where, however, the 

frmt sometimes reddens the ground and the otherwise barren soil is all 

beaded with them-not weeded or watered or manured by a hired gar

dener. The berries monopolize the lean sward now for a dozen feet to

gether, bein~ the most luxuriant growth it supports, but they soon dry up 

unless there is a great deal of rain. 

Sometimes it is under different circumstances that I get my first taste of 
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strawberries. Being overtaken by a thundershower as I am paddling up the 

river, I run my boat ashore where there is a hard sloping bank, turn it over, 

and take shelter under it. There I lie for an hour in close contact with the 

earth, and in a fair way to find out what it produces. As soon as the rain be

gins to hold up, I scramble out, straighten my legs, and stumble at once on 

a little patch of strawberries within a rod, the sward all red with them, and 

these I pluck while the last drops are thinly falling. 
But it is not without some misgivings that we accept this gift. The mid

dle of June is past, and it is dry and hazy weather. We are getting deeper 

into the mists of earth; we live in a grosser element, further from heaven 

these days, methinks. Even the birds sing with less vigor and vivacity. The 

season of hope and promise is passed, and already the season of small fruits 

has arrived. We are a little saddened because we begin to see the interval 

between our hopes and their fulfillment. The prospect of the heavens is 

taken away by the haze, and we are presented with a few small berries. 

I find beds of large and lusty strawberry plants in sproutlands, but they 

appear to run to leaves and bear very little fruit, having spent themselves in 

leaves by the time the dry weather comes. It is those earlier and more 

stunted plants which grow on dry uplands that bear the early fruit formed 

before the drought. 
In many meadows, also, you find dense beds of rank leaves without 

fruit, yet some meadows produce both leaves and fruit, and these are they 

whose clusters are handsomest. In July these ranker meadow strawberries 

are ripe, and they tempt many to trample the high grass in search of them. 

They would not be suspected for aught that appears above, but you spread 

aside the tall grass and find them deep in little cavities at its roots, in the 

shade, when elsewhere they are dried up. 
But commonly it is only a taste that we get hereabouts, and then proceed 

on our way with reddened and fragrant fingers till that stain gets washed 

off at the next spring. The walker in this neighborhood does well if he gets 

two or three handfuls of this fruit in a year, and he is fain to mix some green 
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ones and leaves with them, making a sort of salad, while he remembers the 

flavor of the ripe ones. But it is not so up-country. There they are prosai

cally abundant, for this plant loves a cool region. It is said to be "a native of 

the Alps and the forests of Gaul," but to have been "unknown to the 

Greeks." A hundred miles north from here, in New Hampshire, I have 

found them in profusion by the roadside, and in the grass and about the 

stumps on the adjacent hillsides in newly cleared land everywhere. You can 

hardly believe with what vigor they grow and bear there. They are nut far 

off, commonly, from where trout lurk, for they love the same sort of air and 

water, and the same hut commonly offers the traveller amid the New 

Hampshire mountains strawberries and trout rods. In the vicinity of Ban

gor, as I am told, they are found at the roots of grass where it is up to your 

knees, and they are smelled before they are seen, in hot weather. Also on 

mountains whence you see the Penobscot fifteen miles off and the white 

sails of a hundred schooners flapping. There, sometimes, where silver 

spoons and saucers are scarce but everything else is plentiful, they empty 

countless quarts into a milk pan, stir in cream and sugar, while the party 

sits around with each a big spoon. 

Hearne, in his Journey to the Northern Ocean, says that "strawberries 

[the Oteagh-minick of the Indians is so called because it in some measure 

resembles a heart], and those of a considerable size and excellent flavor, are 

found as far north as Churchill River," especially where the ground has 

been burned over. According to Sir John Franklin, the Cree name is Otei

meena; and Tanner says that the Chippeway name is 0-da-e-min-all ev

idently the same word, as they have the same meaning. Tanner says that the 

Chippeways frequently dream of going to the other world, but when one 

gets to "the great strawberry, at which the le-bi-ug (or spirits of the dead) 

repast themselves on their journey," and takes up the spoon, to separate a 

part of it, he finds it turned to rock, the soft red sand rock which is said to 

prevail about Lake Superior. The Dakotahs call June Wazuste-casa-wi, 

"the moon when the strawberry is red." 
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From William Wood's New England's Prospect, printed about 1633, it 

would appear that strawberries were much more abundant and large here 

before they were impoverished or cornered up by cultivation. "Some," as 

he says, "being two inches about; one may gather half a bushel in a fore-

" noon. 

They are the first blush of a country, its morning red, a sort of ambrosial 

food which grows only on Olympian soil. 

Roger Williams says, in his Key, "One of the chiefest doctors of En

gland was wont to say that God could have made, but God never did make, 

a better berry. In some parts, where the natives have planted, I have many 

times seen as many as would fill a good ship, within a few miles' compass. 

The Indians bruise them in a mortar, and mix them with meal, and make 

strawberry bread ... having no other food for many days." 

Boucher, in his Natural History of New France, printed in 1664, tells us 

that the land is filled with an incredible and inexhaustible quantity of rasp

berries and strawberries; and in Loskiel's History of the Mission of the 

United Brethren among the Indians of North America, especially the Dela

wares (1794), it is said, "Strawberries grow so large and in such abundance 

that whole plains are covered with them as with a fine scarlet cloth." In the 

year 1808 a Mr. Peters, a southerner, wrote to a Philadelphia society to con

firm the statement that a tract of forest containing some eight hundred 

acres somewhere in Virginia, as it appears, having been burned in the last 

century, strawberries come up profusely. "The old neighbors," says he, 

"dwelt much on the exuberant plenty, and general cover of the strawber

ries; which, they said, could be scented, when perfectly ripe, from a great 

distance. Some of them described the vast surface and waste of flowers, 

when the plants bloomed in a style that, if the fact had not been well at

tested, would have appeared fiction. This inimitable gala dress of nature, 

and the immense number of bees, with their busy hum, frequenting the 

blossoms and fruit, with the rugged and diversified mountains on the bor-
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ders [ of the tract], would have furnished a scene of pastoral imagery for 
poetic description." ' 

The historians of New Hampshire towns tell us that "strawberries are 

less abundant than in former days, when the land was first cultivated." In 
~act, hereabouts the strawberries and cream of the county are gone. That 

ineffable fragrance which gives to this berry its Latin name can never ex

hale from our manured fields. If we would behold this concentrated per

fume and fruit of virgin and untoiled regions in perfection, we must go to 

the cool banks of the North, where perhaps the parhelion scatters the seeds 

of it, to the prairies of the Assineboin, where by its abundance it is said to 

tinge the feet of the prairie horses and the buffaloes, or to Lapland, where, 

~s one r~ads, the ~ray rocks that rise above the lowly houses of the Laps 

blush literally cnmson with the wild strawberries-those wondrous 

strawberries that spring up everywhere in Lapland, whose profusion is 

such that they stain the hoofs of the reindeer, and the sledge of the traveller, 

yet are so delicate and matchless in flower, that the czar himself sends for 

the~,,,by estajfettes, all th~ long way to his summer palace of Tsazkoy 
Che le• In Lapland, that twilight region, where you would not expect that 

the sun had power enough to paint a strawberry red, still less mature it I 

But le_t us not call this by the mean name of "strawberry" any longer, be

~ause m Ireland or England they spread straw under their garden kinds. It 

is_ not that to the Laplander or the Chippewayan-better call it by the In
dian name of heart-berry, for it is indeed a crimson heart which we eat at 

the beginning of summer to make us brave, or all the rest of the year as 
Nature is. ' 

. You occasionally find afar ripe ones of a second crop in November, a 
slight evening red, answering to that morning one. 

W~ld raspberries begin to be ripe by the 25th of June, and last into August, 
bemg attheir height aboutthe 15th of July. 
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The sight of these light red berries on a comparatively large and leafy 

bush-as, perchance, winding our way through the little groves which 

they make, we pluck the fruit dripping with rain-surprises us while it re

minds us of the progress of the year. 

This seems to me one of the simplest, most innocent, and ethereal of 

fruits. One European species is well named "I dream." Hereabouts it 

grows chiefly in open swamps, though also on hilltops, but rarely bears 

enough fruit to be of much account. In wet summers, however, like those 

of 1859 and 1860, it bears quite abundantly in some places in this neigh

borhood and is gathered for the table. 

Like the strawberry, it loves a new country, or one recently burned or 

cleared, where the soil is still moist, and it was far more common here for

merly. · 

Both Indians and whites, ancients and moderns, have turned aside to 

pluck this little fruit. The English botanist Lindley says: "I have before me 

three plants of raspberries, raised from seeds which were taken from the 

stomach of a man whose skeleton was found thirty feet below the surface 

of the earth [in England]. He had been buried with some coins of the em

peror Hadrian, and it is therefore probable that the seeds were 1,600 to 

1,700 years old." The correctness of this statement has, however, been 

questioned. 

I sometimes see a few berries still fresh in the swamps in the middle of 

September, and I have heard of a second crop being found in some locali

ties much later in the fall. 

Pliny, after observing how the European species at length bends down 

and takes root at the extremity, so that it would occupy all places if it were 

not for cultivation, says that therefore "men seem to have been made to 

take care of the earth," and, alas, that "thus a thing most noxious and to be 

execrated has taught us the art of multiplying by layers and quicksets." 

194 

FAITH IN A SEE D 

I see the red mulberry ripe the 28th of June, and still a few the 26th of July. 

I know of one or two trees in the fields, but they have probably spread from 

cultivation. Pliny says of mulberry trees: "They are among the latest to 

blossom, but among the first to ripen their fruit. Ripe, they stain the hands 

with their juice; sour, they take out the stain. Art has effected least of all in 

this tree-whether in its names [ that is, varieties], or by grafting, or by any 

other mode, except in the size of the fruit," which appears to be true still. 

Early in July the early blueberry, raspberry, and thimble berry are all begin
ning to be ripe together. 

Black thimbleberries begin June 28th and last through July, being at their 

height about the 15th of July. I notice the green ones by the 19th of June. 

They grow along walls where the mowers pluck the fruit at the end of each 
swath, and in sproutlands. 

This is an honest and homely berry, without much flavor, but whole

some and firm. I used to have a pleasant time when young, ranging the 

wall-sides for them, competing with the birds, gathering the large black 

and blackening ones, and stringing them on herd's-grass culms, the most 

convenient way of bringing them home if you have no dish. 

They commonly begin to dry up by the middle of July. I have seen a sec

ond crop of large and perfectly ripe berries, with others still unripe, as late 

as the 8th of October, when there had been an abundance of rain the pre
vious six weeks. 

Some ten days later comes the high blueberry, swamp blueberry, or bil

berry. We have two common varieties: the blue and the late black (Vacci

nium corymbosum and its variant, atrococcum ). The latter, which is the 

least common, is small and black, without bloom, more acid, and a day or 

two earlier than the other, as e~rly or earlier than the thimbleberry, begin-
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ning the 1st of July, and both last till September. I notice the green berries 

by the 30th of May, and between the 1st and 5th of July begin to see a few 

ripe ones. They are at their height from the 1st to the 5th of August. 

They are said to be found as far north as Newfoundland and Quebec. 

They grow in swamps, or if they are very wet, about their edges, and about 

the edges of ponds, and occasionally you meet with a bush even on a hill

side. It loves the water so much that though it may grow about the edge of 

a pond with steep and hard shores, like Walden and Goose Pond, it is con

fined strictly to the shoreline, and it will not bear well except in seasons 

when the water is high. By the sight of these bushes, as of buttonbushes 

and some others, in a hollow, you may know when you have got down to 

the water level. Let the ground in the woods sink to a certain depth so that 

water or considerable moisture is reached, and sphagnum and other water 

plants spring up there; and if man does not interfere, a dense hedge of 

high-blueberry bushes will commonly spring up all around the edge, 

curving over it, or perhaps will extend through it, and this whether it is a 

mere hollow a rod across or a swamp of a hundred acres. 
This is the commonest stout shrub of our swamps, of which I have been 

compelled to cut down not a few when running lines on a survey or in low 

woods. When I see their dense curving tops ahead, I expect a wet foot. The 

flowers have an agreeable, sweet, and berry-promising fragrance, and a 

handful of them plucked and eaten have a sub-acid taste, agreeable to 

some palates. The fruit has a singularly cool and refreshing, slightly acid 

flavor; yet the botanist Pursh says of his (Vaccinium corymbosum, which 

must be another kind) simply, "berries black, insipid." In the Due d' Arem

berg's garden at Enghien, it is said to be "cultivated in the peat border for 

its fruit, which is used like that of the cranberry"-so slow are they to find 

out what it is good for l Rarely I find some which have a peculiar and de

cided bitter taste, which makes them almost inedible. They are of various 

sizes, colors, and flavors, but I prefer the large and more acid blue ones with 

a bloom. These embody for me the essence and flavor of the swamp. 
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When they are thick and large, bending the bushes with their weight, few 

fruits are so handsome a sight. 

Some growing sparingly on recent shoots are half an inch or more in di

ameter, or nearly as big as cranberries. I should not dare to say now how 

many quarts I once picked from a single bush which I actually climbed. 

These are not all that tempt most into the swamp. Annually we go on a 

pilgrimage to these sacred places, in spite of dogwood and bilberry bumps. 

There are Beck Stow's, and Gowing's, and the Damon Meadows, and 

Charles Miles's, and many others, which all have heard of, and there is 

many a preserve concealed in the midst of the woods known only to a few. 

I remember years ago breaking through a thick oak wood east of the 

Great Fields and descending into a long, narrow, and winding blueberry 

swamp which I did not know existed there. A deep, withdrawn meadow 

sunk low amid the forest, filled with green waving sedge three feet high, 

and low andromeda, and hardhack, for the most part dry to the feet then, 

though with a bottom of unfathomed mud, not penetrable except in mid

summer or midwinter, and with no print of man or beast in it that I could 

detect. Over this meadow the marsh-hawk circled undisturbed, and she 

probably had her nest in it, for flying over the wood she had long since eas

ily discovered it. It was dotted with islands of blueberry bushes and sur

rounded by a dense hedge of them, mingled with the pannicled androm

eda, high chokeberry, wild holly with its beautiful crimson berries, and so 

on, these being the front rank to a higher wood. Great blueberries, as big 

as old-fashioned bullets, alternated, or were closely intermingled, with the 

crimson hollyberries and black chokeberries, in singular contrast yet har

. mony, and you hardly knew why you selected those only to eat, leaving the 

others to the birds. 

From this meadow I entered southward by a passage hardly a foot wide, 

stooping close to the ground and brushing off the berries with my pack, 

into another yet larger swamp or meadow of a similar character; for it was 

a twin meadow. 
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Thus hedged about, it is only in some late year that you stumble on some 

of these places in your neighborhood and stand surprised on the edge of a 

blueberry preserve, as retired and novel as if it were a thousand miles re

moved from your ordinary walks, as far off as Persia from Concord. 

The timid or ill-shod confine themselves to the land side where they get 

comparatively few berries and many scratches, but the more adventur

ous-making their way through the open swamp which the bushes over

hang, wading amid the water andromeda and sphagnum, where the sur

face quakes for a rod around, and wetting their feet at least with the 

contents of many an upset and rent pitcher plant-obtain access to the 

great drooping clusters which no hand has disturbed. There is no wilder 

and richer sight than is afforded from such a point of view of the edge of a 

blueberry swamp, when various wild berries are intermixed. 

There was Charles Miles's Swamp also, where you might get more than 

the value of the berries, in the beauty of the spruce trees with which it was 

beset, though not the less wildly rich and beautiful the cool blueberries 

hung high over your head there. I remember years ago picking blueberries 

in that swamp, before it began to be redeemed, when from its very depths 

I could hear the trembling strains of Mr. Miles's bass viol, from the unseen 

house, for he was a famous timist and held the choir to harmony on the sab

bath. I am not sure but some echo of those strains "touched my trembling 

ears" and reminded me about those times, what true fame was, for it did 

not seem a "mortal soil" where I stood. 

Thus, any summer, after spending the forenoon in your chamber read

ing or writing, in the afternoon you walk forth into the fields and woods 

and turn aside, if you please, into some rich withdrawn and untrodden 

swamp, and find there bilberries large and fair awaiting you in inexhaust

ible abundance. This is your real garden. Perhaps (as at Martial Miles's 

Swamp) you press your way through thickets of chokeberry bushes higher 

than your head, with many of their lower leaves already red, attenuating 

with young birch; raspberries; andromeda, high and low; and great, 
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dense, flat beds of the evergreen swamp blackberry (Rabus sempervi

rens)-and ever and anon you come to a cool opening in which stands an 

island or two of great dark green high-blueberry bushes, dotted with the 

big cool berries. Or they rise far above your head in the shade of the swamp, 

retaining their freshness and coolness a long time, little blue sacks full of 

swampy nectar and ambrosia commingled, whose bonds you burst by the 

pressure of your teeth. This reminds me that according to Gerarde, whor

tleberries are "called in Low Dutch Crakebesien, because they make acer

tain crack whilst they be broken between the teeth." 

Some large swamps consist almost exclusively of blue-

berry bushes growing in large clumps, whose spreading 

tops are closely intermingled above the countless nar

row winding paths, or such they seem, which sepa

rate their bases, forming thus a perfect labyrinth to 

which there is no clue, but you must steer by the 

sun; paths which can be convenient only to rabbits, 

where you make your way with difficulty, stooping low and strad'

dling from tussock to tussock in order to keep out of water, 

guided perhaps by the accidental rattling of your companion's tin pail. 

The gray blueberry bushes, venerable as oaks-why is not their fruit 

poisonous? It has the wildest flavor of any of the huckleberry tribe that I 

pluck. It is like eating a poisonous berry which your nature.makes harm

less. I derive some of the same pleasure from it as if I were eating the arum 

berries and musquash root with impunity, as if I were a Mithridates 
among the berries. 

Sometimes copious rains early in August will cause those masses of 

small green berries, of which commonly but few get ripe, to swell and 

ripen every one, so that their harvest fulfills the promise of their spring, 

even in swamps where a fortnight before you had despaired of them, and 

nobody can believe what sights you have seen. 

Here they hang for many weeks unchanged, in dense clusters, half a 
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dozen berries touching each other, black, blue, and intermediate colors. 

But our appreciation of their flavor commonly prevents our observing 

their beauty, though we admire the color of the hollyberries, which are 

their neighbors. If they were poisonous, we should hear more of their 

beauty to the eye. 

They hang on into September. Once, when Walden Pond was high, I 

found perfectly fresh high blueberries overhanging the south side of the 

pond, which together form a heap, on the 15th of September, and there are 

many still green among them, though in swamps they are all shrivelled. 

Commonly they begin to wilt after the middle of August, though they may 

still be pretty thick, lose their raciness, or wild and sprightly taste, and ac

quire a dead and flat one. 

I sometimes see a variety two or three feet high with large, rather ob

long, black berries, with little or no bloom, narrow leaves, and a conspic

uous calyx, which appears to be intermediate between this and the Vacci

nium vacillans or Vaccinium pennsylvanicum. 

Many swamps in this neighborhood are considered quite valuable for 

the blueberries, they being made private property, and I have heard of 

damages being allowed by referees on account of blueberry bushes that 

were burned. I believe that the most peculiar dish made with these berries 

is the "blueberry hollow," which is a pudding with a distinct crust enclos

ing the berries, and the same disposition is made of blackberries. 

When their leaves have fallen, they are scraggy, gray, dead-looking 

bushes, and the oldest have quite a venerable appearance;indeed, they are 

much older than you would suspect; for since they grow on the edges of 

swamps and ponds, and on islets in swamps, they frequently escape being 

cut with the wood and so are older than one growth of wood. There are 

many growing quite on the edge of Goose Pond, occupying a strip only 

some three or four feet wide entirely around it, between the steep hillside 

and the pond, which have accordingly escaped being cut. This is the whole 

extent of their territory there, not one growing above or below this line. 
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They are a kind of eyelashes to the pond. They have all the appearance of 

age, being gray and covered with lichens, commonly crooked, zigzag, and 

intertwisted with their neighbors, so that when you have cut one off, it is 
hard to extract it from the mass. 

The winter season, when you can stand on the ice, is a good time to ex

amine them. They bend over n~arly to the ice, literally bowed with the 

weight of many winters' snows, yet with lusty young shoots running. up 

perpendicularly by their sides, like erect young men destined to perpetuate 

the family, by the side of their stooping sires. They have a gray, flat, scaly 

bark split into long, fine, closely adhering scales, the inner bark being dull 
reddish. 

I find that many of these bushes have attained half the age of man. On 

one, which measured eight and a half inches in circumference at the butt 
' I counted pretty accurately forty-two rings. From another I cut a straight 

and round club four feet long and six and a half inches in circumference at 

the smaller end, a heavy and close-grained wood, and nobody could tell 
me what it was. 

But the largest and handsomest that I ever saw is on what I call Sassafras 

Island in Flint's Pond. It, in fact, makes a small tree or clump of trees, about 

ten feet high and spreading the same or more, and is perfectly sound and 

vigorous. It divides at six inches above the ground into five stems, which, 

at the height of three feet, measure respectively eleven, eleven and a half, 

eleven, eight, and six and a half inches in circumference, or an average nine 

and a half inches; and near the ground, where they form one solid trunk, 

they are thirty-one inches in circumference, or more than ten inches in di

ameter; but probably they have grown together there-indeed, they look 

as if they had sprung from the different seeds of one berry. The branches 

spread a little as they rise in their usual zigzag and half-spiral manner, one 

sometimes resting in the forks of its neighbor, and the finely divided red

dish bark is at intervals handsomely clothed with large yellow and gray li

chens (the prevailing ones being Parmelia caperata and saxatilis, the sulfur 
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and rock lichens), which extend quite around them. Next the ground, the 

bank is quite reddish. The top, which is spreading, is somewhat flattish or 

corymbose, consisting of a great many fine twigs, which give it a thick and 

dark appearance against the sky even in winter, compared with the more 

open portion beneath. In these fine twiggy tops the catbird oftenest builds 

her nest, and the black snake loves to rest, with or without a view to the 

young birds.Judging from those whose rings I have counted, the largest of 

these stems must be about fifty years old. 
I climbed up this tree and found a comfortable seat with my feet four 

feet from the ground, and there was room for three or four persons more 

there, but unfortunately it was not the season for berries. 
This blueberry grove must be well known to the partridges. No doubt 

they distinguish its peculiar tops from afar and launch themselves in 

bullet-like flight toward it. In fact, I noticed in the ice the tracks of them 

which had been there to feed on its large red buds during a previous thaw. 

These have not been cut because they stand on that rather inaccessible 

little island; above there is little woodbine, and therefore they have attained 

their full size. Perhaps yet larger ones were to be seen here before the whites 

came to cut down the woods. They are often older than many whole or

chards of cultivated fruit trees and may have borne fruit before the writer 

was born. 

About the same time, the late or second kind of low blueberry, the com

mon low blueberry (Vaccinium vacillans), the firm berry which is generally 

found with huckleberries on a bush of the same size, begins to be ripe. This 

is an upright, slender shrub with a few long wand-like branches, with 

green bark and crimson-colored recent shoots and glaucous green leaves. 

The flowers have a considerably rosy tinge of a delicate tint. They grow 

either on open hillsides or pastures, or in sproutlands, or in thin woods, and 

are from one and a half to two feet high. 
This glaucous-leaved bush ripens its fruit somewhat in advance of 
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huckleberries, and it is sweeter than they (if not than the fruit of any of our 

vaccineae). Both this and the high blueberry are more densely flowered 

than our other whortleberries, and accordingly the berries are not scat

tered like huckleberries, but in dense clusters, raceme-like, so that you can 

strip off a handful at once, of various sizes and qualities. At first you find 

the ripest ones, not on the very top, nor on the lower slopes, but in the 

brows, or what is called the "pitch" of a hill, or the southeast or southerly 

side where they get the most light and heat. 

This is the only kind of low blueberry known to many who are belated 

in their observations and expeditions. The earlier low blueberry, which we 

might for convenience call bluets (Vaccinium pennsylvanicum) (which we 

now presume to be a little in the rear and out of bearing), is mountain- and 

spring-like with its fine light-blue bloom-very handsome and simple 

and ambrosial, to be sure, but, we must admit, soft and rather thin and 

tasteless. But the second kind is more like solid food, hard and bread-like, 

though at the same time more earthy. 

Some years they are particularly large, as well as abundant. By the 20th 

of August they begin to be a little wilted, though still good, when huck

leberries are getting to be suspected. By the r st of September they are more 

or less shrivelled and, if it is a wet season, spoiling; but otherwise they are 

half dried, many as hard as if dried on a pan; yet they are still very sweet 

and good, and not wormy like huckleberries. This is a great recommen

dation, and you can accordingly pluck and eat with confidence that they 

are still vegetable food. They are often very abundant in this state when 

there has been a drought. I gather them sometimes as late as the middle of 

September, quite sound, in fact, after all the rest of the plant has turned to 

a deep crimson, which is its autumnal tint. These almost spicy lingering 

clusters of blueberries contrast strangely with the bright leaves. 




