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    Call me Ishmael. Some years ago—never mind how long pre­cisely—having little or no money in my purse, and noth­ing par­tic­u­lar to in­ter­est me on shore, I thought I would sail about a little and see the watery part of the world. It is a way I have of driving off the spleen and regulating the circulation. When­ever I find myself grow­ing grim about the mouth; when­ever it is a damp, driz­zly Novem­ber in my soul; when­ever I find myself in­vol­un­tar­ily paus­ing before coffin ware­houses, and bring­ing up the rear of every fu­neral I meet; and es­pe­cially when­ever my hypos get such an upper hand of me, that it re­quires a strong moral prin­ci­ple to pre­vent me from de­lib­er­ately step­ping into the street, and me­thod­i­cally knock­ing people's hats off—then, I ac­count it high time to get to sea as soon as I can. This is my sub­sti­tute for pistol and ball. With a philo­soph­i­cal flour­ish Cato throws him­self upon his sword; I qui­etly take to the ship. There is noth­ing sur­pris­ing in this. If they but knew it, almost all men in their degree, some time or other, cher­ish very nearly the same feel­ings to­wards the ocean with me. 

    There now is your in­su­lar city of the Man­hat­toes, belted round by wharves as Indian isles by coral reefs—com­merce sur­rounds it with her surf. Right and left, the streets take you wa­ter­ward. Its ex­treme down­town is the bat­tery, where that noble mole is washed by waves, and cooled by breezes, which a few hours pre­vi­ous were out of sight of land. Look at the crowds of water-gazers there. 

    Cir­cum­am­bu­late the city of a dreamy Sab­bath af­ter­noon. Go from Cor­lears Hook to Coen­ties Slip, and from thence, by White­hall, north­ward. What do you see?—Posted like silent sen­tinels all around the town, stand thou­sands upon thou­sands of mortal men fixed in ocean rever­ies. Some lean­ing against the spiles; some seated upon the pier-heads; some look­ing over the bul­warks of ships from China; some high aloft in the rig­ging, as if striv­ing to get a still better sea­ward peep. But these are all lands­men; of week days pent up in lath and plas­ter—tied to coun­ters, nailed to benches, clinched to desks. How then is this? Are the green fields gone? What do they here? 

    But look! here come more crowds, pacing straight for the water, and seem­ingly bound for a dive. Strange! Noth­ing will con­tent them but the ex­tremest limit of the land; loi­ter­ing under the shady lee of yonder ware­houses will not suf­fice. No. They must get just as nigh the water as they pos­si­bly can with­out fall­ing in. And there they stand—miles of them—leagues. In­lan­ders all, they come from lanes and alleys, streets and av­enues—north, east, south, and west. Yet here they all unite. Tell me, does the mag­netic virtue of the nee­dles of the com­passes of all those ships at­tract them thither? 

    Once more. Say you are in the coun­try; in some high land of lakes. Take almost any path you please, and ten to one it car­ries you down in a dale, and leaves you there by a pool in the stream. There is magic in it. Let the most absent-minded of men be plunged in his deep­est rever­ies—stand that man on his legs, set his feet a-going, and he will in­fal­li­bly lead you to water, if water there be in all that region. Should you ever be athirst in the great Amer­i­can desert, try this ex­per­i­ment, if your car­a­van happen to be sup­plied with a meta­phys­i­cal pro­fes­sor. Yes, as every one knows, med­i­ta­tion and water are wedded for ever. 

    But here is an artist. He de­sires to paint you the dreami­est, shadi­est, qui­etest, most en­chant­ing bit of ro­man­tic land­scape in all the valley of the Saco. What is the chief el­e­ment he em­ploys? There stand his trees, each with a hollow trunk, as if a hermit and a cru­ci­fix were within; and here sleeps his meadow, and there sleep his cattle; and up from yonder cot­tage goes a sleepy smoke. Deep into dis­tant wood­lands winds a mazy way, reach­ing to over­lap­ping spurs of moun­tains bathed in their hill-side blue. But though the pic­ture lies thus tranced, and though this pine-tree shakes down its sighs like leaves upon this shep­herd's head, yet all were vain, unless the shep­herd's eye were fixed upon the magic stream before him. Go visit the Prairies in June, when for scores on scores of miles you wade knee-deep among Tiger-lilies—what is the one charm want­ing?—Water—there is not a drop of water there! Were Ni­a­gara but a cataract of sand, would you travel your thou­sand miles to see it? Why did the poor poet of Ten­nessee, upon sud­denly re­ceiv­ing two hand­fuls of silver, de­lib­er­ate whether to buy him a coat, which he sadly needed, or invest his money in a pedes­trian trip to Rock­away Beach? Why is almost every robust healthy boy with a robust healthy soul in him, at some time or other crazy to go to sea? Why upon your first voyage as a pas­sen­ger, did you your­self feel such a mys­ti­cal vi­bra­tion, when first told that you and your ship were now out of sight of land?   
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