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From “the East” to “the West”: Helen Hunt Jackson,
the Trans-location and the Transition of
Themes of the Nineteenth-Century American Woman Writer
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Helen Hunt Jackson, best known today for her popular nineteenth-century novel, Ramona, began her
career as a poet writing traditional New England elegies. She tried other genres, including contemplative
poetry, travel writing and novel, and always adhered closely to the traditional expectations of woman writers.
“Gilded Age”

because many readers at that time longed for literary expressions of what was moral and ethical. But in 1873,

Jackson was praised particularly for her contemplative poetry during the ruthless, materialistic

when she left the East for her health and settled in the West, her traditional style changed. Though Jackson had
started her career within the genteel tradition, she departed from its influences and gained a unique point of
view on the West. In Colorado, she developed a standpoint different from that of most Easterners. As a woman
writer, Jackson was ahead of her time in praising and enjoying life in the West. In her famous novel, Ramona,
readers can discern the viewpoints of Spanish-Mexicans and Native Americans and appreciate the deep resent-

ment felt by these indigenous people towards the encroaching American Yankees.
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LIFTED OVER

As tender mothers guiding baby steps,

When places come at which the tiny feet

Would trip, lift up.the little ones in arms

Of love, and set them down beyond the harm,

So did Our Father watch the precious boy,

Led o'er the stones by me, who stumbled of
Myself, but strove to help my darling on:

He saw the sweet limbs faltering, and saw

Rough ways before us, where my arms would fail;
So reached from heaven, and lifting the dear child,
Who smiled in leaving me, He put him down
Beyond all hurt, beyond my sight, and bade

Him wait for me! Shall I not then be glad,

And, thanking God, press on to overtake?
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“Thought”

O Messenger, art thou the king, or 1?

Thou dalliest outside the palace gate

Till on thine idle armor lie the late

And heavy dews: the morn’s bright, scornful eye
Reminds thee; then, in subtle mockery,

Thou smilest at the window where I wait,

Who bade thee ride for life. In empty state

My days go on, while false hours prophesy
Thy quick return; at last, in sad despair,

1 cease to bid thee, leave thee free as air;

When lo, thou stand'st before me glad and fleet,
And lay’st undreamed-of treasures at my feet.
Ah! Messenger, thy royal blood to buy,

I am too poor. Thou art the king, not I.
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Cheynne Mountain

By easy slope to west as if it had

No thought, when first its soaring was begun,
Except to look devoutly to the sun,

It rises and has risen, until glad,

With light as with a garment, it is clad,

Each dawn, before the tardy plains have won
One ray; and after day has long been done

For us, the light doth cling reluctant, sad to leave its brow.
Beloved mountain, I

Thy worshipper as thou the sun’s, each morn
My dawn, before the dawn, receive from thee;
And think, as thy rose-tinted peaks I see

That thou wert great when Homer was not born.

And ere thou change all human song shall die!
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The Loneliness of Sorrow.

Friends crowd around and take it by the hand,
Intruding gently on its loneliness,

Striving with word of love and sweet caress
To draw it into light and air. Like band

Of brothers, all men gather close, and stand
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About it, making half its grief their own,

Leaving it never silent nor alone.

But through all crowds of strangers and of friends,
Among all voices of good-will and cheer,

Walks Sorrow, silently, and does not hear.

Like hermit whom mere loneliness defends;

Like one born deaf, to whose still ear sound sends
No word of message; and like one born dumb,

From whose sealed lips complaint can never come.

Majestic in its patience, and more sweet

Than all things else that can of souls have birth,
Bearing the one redemption of this earth
Which God's eternities fulfil, complete,

Down to its grave, with steadfast, tireless feet
It goes uncomforted, serene, alone,

And leaves not even name on any stone.
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“Too Much Wheat.”

“Too much wheat!” So the dealers say.
Millions of bushels left unsold

Of last year’s crop; and now, to-day,

Ripe and heavy and yellow as gold,

This Summer’s crop counts full and fair;
And murmurs, not thanks, are in the air,
And storehouse doors are locked, to wait;
And men are plotting, early and late.
What shall save the farmers from loss,

If wheat too plenty makes what a dross?”
“Too much wheat!” Good God, what a word!

A blasphemy in our borders heard.

“Too much wheat!” And our heart were stirred,
But yesterday, and our cheeks like flame.
For vengeance the Lord his loins doth gird.
When nation reads such tale of shame.
Hundreds of men lie dying, dead,

Brothers of ours, though their skins are red;
Men we promised to teach and feed.

O, dastard Nation! Dastard deed!

They starve like beasts in pens and fold,
‘While we hoard wheat to sell for gold.
“Too much wheat!” Men’s lives are dross!

“How shall the farmers be saved from loss?”

“Too much wheat!” Do the figures lie?

What wondrous yields! Put the ledgers by!

1

“Too much wheat!

O, Summer rain,

And sun, and sky, and wind from West,

Fall not, nor shine, nor blow again!

Let fields be desert, famine guest

Within our gates who hoard for gold
Millions of bushes of wheat unsold,

With men and women and children dead
And daily dying for lack of bread!

“Too much wheat!” Good God, what a word!

A blasphemy in our borders heard!
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