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The Devil and Daniel Webster

STEPHEN VINCENT BENET'S (1898-1943) untimely death,
due in part to his unsparing and conspicuously effective war
propaganda work, struck down in its prime the career of one of
the most versatile and democratic writers of our time. Stephen
and his brother, William Rose Benet, were descended from a
long line of military and literary folk. He was born in Bethlehem,
Pennsylvania, graduated from Yale, and then attended the Sor-
bonne in France, where he met Mrs. Benet, and began writing
in earnest. His John Brown's Body won the Pulitzer Prize for
poetry in 1929. He received the award again in 1944 for his
epic of American progress, Western Star, published posthumously
in 1943. His two novels, Beginnings of Wisdom and Spanish
Bayonet, were not too successful, but his short stories will be
remembered as long as his poetry. One of them, “The Devil
and Daniel Webster,” was done both in films and grand opera —
American folklore at its finest.
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THE DEVIL AND DANIEL WEBSTER
By Stephen Vincent Benet

It's a story they tell in the border country, where Massa-
chusetts joins Vermont and New Hampshire.

Yes, Dan’l Webster’s dead — or, at least, they buried him.
But every time there’s a thunderstorm around Marshfield, they
say you can hear his rolling voice in the hollows of the sky.
And they say that if you go to his grave and speak loud and
clear, “Dan’l Webster — Dan’l Webster!” the ground’ll begin to
shiver and the trees begin to shake. And after a while you'll
hear a deep voice saying, “Neighbor, how stands the Union?”
Then you better answer the Union stands as she stood, rock-
bottomed and copper-sheathed, one and indivisible, or he’s liable
1o rear right out of the ground. At least, that’s what I was told
when I was a youngster.
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The Devil and Daniel Webster

You see, for a while, he was the biggest man in the country.
He never got to be President, but he was the biggest man. There
were thousands that trusted in him right next to God Almighty,
and they told stories about him and all the things that belonged
to him that were the stories of patriarchs and such. They said,
when he stood up to speak, stars and stripes came right out of
the sky, and once he spoke against a river and made it sink into
the ground. They said, when he walked the woods with his
fishing rod, Killall, the trout would jump out of the streams right
into his pockets, for they knew it was no use putting up a fight
against him; and, when he argued a case, he could turn on the
harps of the blessed and the shaking of the earth underground.
That was the kind of man he was, and his big farm up at Marsh-
field was suitable to him. The chickens he raised were all white
meat down through the drumsticks, the cows were tended like
children, and the big ram he called Goliath had hormns with a
curl like a morning-glory vine and could butt through an iron
door. But Dan’l wasn’t one of your gentlemen farmers; he knew
all the ways of the land, and he’d be up by candlelight to see
that the chores got done. A man with a mouth like a mastiff,
a brow like a mountain and eyes like burning anthracite — that
was Dan’l Webster in his prime. And the biggest case he argued
never got written down in the books, for he argued it against
the devil, nip and tuck and no holds barred. And this is the
way I used to hear it told.



K2 S A
PRAE 0 —EREERERMA o MEERE LR
5 TRBEANARM o BT EBIAREMERRE
T MU BT B R A RO A (RO B S O A SR S B
HIBA 5 12 B TELRORCE o AR » MO AREREERS » B
WR LHEA » H—K R — BT » ST RS E
BETE o MR » GWE MBI [ 58 J RS RS
B B R R MRS » AT R
SPERIIR ; MB— R AR -
HEEM o (st RIEEN—EA » BB EEENS
U S B0 - MRS LR AR - A4
HBBEHET O L2 BRETNHRELYE » A
SR EREAIE  BAEERIEY c TEAEELR
REE RIS N NEERAER > RARREER
JBREE » TR AR o BEER - ARSIl » MIREE - 58
ERARE - HAFEEKRENEE o ASBENRA
K AEEGETE > BEBEOTEANPE » M
SR 0 M RAIRRITERS LT o REBKE
RERSA o



The Devil and Daniel Webster

There was a man named Jabez Stone, lived at Cross Corners,
New Hampshire. He wasn’t a bad man to start with, but he was
an unlucky man. If he planted corn, he got borers; if he planted
potatoes, he got blight. He had good-enough land, but it didn’t
prosper him; he had a decent wife and children, but the more
children he had, the less there was to feed them. If stones cropped
up in his neighbor’s field, boulders boiled up in his; if he had a
horse with the spavins, he’d trade it for one with the staggers
and give something extra. There’s some folks bound to be like
that, apparently. But one day Jabez Stone got sick of the whole
business.

He’s been plowing that morning and he’s just broke the
plowshare on a rock that he could have sworn hadn’t been there

" yesterday. And, as he stood looking at the plowshare, the off
horse began to cough — that ropy kind of cough that means sick-
ness and horse doctors. There were two children down with the
measles, his wife was ailing, and he had a whitlow on his thumb.
It was about the last straw for Jabez Stone. “I vow,” he said,
and he looked around him kind of desperate, “I vow it'’s enough
to make a man want to sell his soul to the devil!l And I would,
too, for two cents!”

Then he felt a kind of queerness come over him at having
said what he’s said; though, naturally, being a New Hampshire-
man, he wouldn’t take it back. But, all the same, when it got
to be evening and, as far as he could see, no notice had been
taken, he felt relieved in his mind, for he was a religious man.
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The Devil and Daniel Webster

But notice is always taken, sooner or later, just like the Good
Book says. And, sure enough, next day, about suppertime, a
soft-spoken, dark-dressed stranger drove up in a handsome buggy
and asked for Jabez Stone.

Well, Jabez told his family it was a lawyer, come to see him
about a legacy. But he knew who it was. He didn’t like the
looks of the stranger, nor the way he smiled with his teeth. They
were white teeth, and plentiful — some say they were filed to a
point, but I wouldn’t vouch for that. And he didn’t like it when
the dog took one look at the stranger and ran away howling, with
his tail between his legs. But having passed the word, more or
less he stuck to it, and they went out behind the barn and made
their bargain. Jabez Stone had to prick his finger to sign, and
the stranger lent him a silver pin. The wound healed clean, but
it left a little white scar.

After that, all of a sudden, things began to pick up and
prosper for Jabez Stone. His cows got fat and his horse sleek,
his crops were the envy of the neighborhood, and lightning might
strike all over the valley, but it wouldn’t strike his barn. Pretty
soon he was one of the prosperous people of the country; they
asked him to stand for selectman, and he stood for it; there began
to be talk of running him for state senate. All in all, you might
say the Stone family was as happy and contented as cats in a
dairy. And so they were, except for Jabez Stone.

He’d been contented enough the first few years. It's a great
thing when bad luck turns; it drives most other things out of your
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