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EARTH’S HOLOCAUST

Once upon a time — but whether in the time past or time
to come is a matter of little or no moment — this wide world
had become so overburdened with an accumulation of worn-out
trumpery, that the inhabitants determined to rid themselves of
it by a general bonfire. The site fixed upon at the representation
of the insurance companies, and as being as central a spot as
any other on the globe, was one of the broadest prairies of
the West, where no human habitation would be endangered by
the flames, and where a vast assemblage of spectators might
commodiously admire the show. Having a taste for sights of this
kind, and imagining, likewise, that the illumination of the bonfire
might reveal some profundity of moral truth heretofore hidden
in mist or darkness, I made it convenient to journey thither
and be present. At my arrival, although the heap of condemned
rubbish was as yet comparatively small, the torch had already
been applied. Amid that boundless plain, in the dusk of the
evening, like a far off star alone in the firmament, there was



merely visible one tremulous gleam, whence none could have
anticipated so fierce a blaze as was destined to ensue. With every
moment, however, there came foot-travellers, women holding
up their aprons, men on horseback, wheelbarrows, lumbering
baggage-wagons, and other vehicles, great and small, and from
far and near, laden with articles that were judged fit for nothing
but to be burned.

“What materials have been used to kindle the flame?”
inquired I of a bystander; for I was desirous of knowing the whole
process of the affair from beginning to end.

The person whom I addressed was a grave man, fifty years old
or thereabout, who had evidently come thither as a looker-on. He
struck me immediately as having weighed for himself the true
value of life and its circumstances, and therefore as feeling little
personal interest in whatever judgment the world might form of
them. Before answering my question, he looked me in the face
by the kindling light of the fire.

“O, some very dry combustibles,” replied he, “and extremely
suitable to the purpose, — no other, in fact, than yesterday’s
newspapers, last month’s magazines, and last year’s withered
leaves. Here now comes some antiquated trash that will take fire
like a handful of shavings.”

As he spoke, some rough-looking men advanced to the verge
of the bonfire, and threw in, as it appeared, all the rubbish
of the herald’s office, — the blazonry of coat armor, the crests
and devices of illustrious families, pedigrees that extended back,



like lines of light, into the mist of the dark ages, together with
stars, garters, and embroidered collars, each of which, as paltry
a bawble as it might appear to the uninstructed eye, had once
possessed vast significance, and was still, in truth, reckoned
among the most precious of moral or material facts by the
worshippers of the gorgeous past. Mingled with this confused
heap, which was tossed into the flames by armfuls at once,
were innumerable badges of knighthood, comprising those of
all the European sovereignties, and Napoleon’s decoration of
the Legion of Honor, the ribbons of which were entangled with
those of the ancient order of St. Louis. There, too, were the
medals of our own Society of Cincinnati, by means of which,
as history tells us, an order of hereditary knights came near
being constituted out of the king quellers of the Revolution. And
besides, there were the patents of nobility of German counts and
barons, Spanish grandees, and English peers, from the worm-
eaten instruments signed by William the Conqueror down to
the bran-new parchment of the latest lord who has received his
honors from the fair hand of Victoria.

At sight of the dense volumes of smoke, mingled with vivid
jets of flame, that gushed and eddied forth from this immense
pile of earthly distinctions, the multitude of plebeian spectators
set up a joyous shout, and clapped their hands with an emphasis
that made the welkin echo. That was their moment of triumph,
achieved, after long ages, over creatures of the same clay and the
same spiritual infirmities, who had dared to assume the privileges



due only to Heaven’s better workmanship. But now there rushed
towards the blazing heap a gray-haired man, of stately presence,
wearing a coat, from the breast of which a star, or other badge
of rank, seemed to have been forcibly wrenched away. He had
not the tokens of intellectual power in his face; but still there was
the demeanor, the habitual and almost native dignity, of one who
had been born to the idea of his own social superiority, and had
never felt it questioned till that moment.

“People,” cried he, gazing at the ruin of what was dearest to
his eyes with grief and wonder, but nevertheless with a degree
of stateliness, — “people, what have you done? This fire is
consuming all that marked your advance from barbarism, or that
could have prevented your relapse thither. We, the men of the
privileged orders, were those who kept alive from age to age the
old chivalrous spirit; the gentle and generous thought; the higher,
the purer, the more refined and delicate life. With the nobles, too,
you cast off the poet, the painter, the sculptor, — all the beautiful
arts; for we were their patrons, and created the atmosphere in
which they flourish. In abolishing the majestic distinctions of
rank, society loses not only its grace, but its steadfastness —”

More he would doubtless have spoken; but here there arose
an outcry, sportive, contemptuous, and indignant, that altogether
drowned the appeal of the fallen nobleman, insomuch that,
casting one look of despair at his own half-burned pedigree, he
shrunk back into the crowd, glad to shelter himself under his
new-found insignificance.



“Let him thank his stars that we have not flung him into the
same fire!” shouted a rude figure, spurning the embers with his
foot. “And henceforth let no man dare to show a piece of musty
parchment as his warrant for lording it over his fellows. If he have
strength of arm, well and good; it is one species of superiority.
If he have wit, wisdom, courage, force of character, let these
attributes do for him what they may; but from this day forward
no mortal must hope for place and consideration by reckoning up
the mouldy bones of his ancestors. That nonsense is done away.”

“And in good time,” remarked the grave observer by my side,
in a low voice, however, “if no worse nonsense comes in its place;
but, at all events, this species of nonsense has fairly lived out its
life.”

There was little space to muse or moralize over the embers
of this time-honored rubbish; for, before it was half burned out,
there came another multitude from beyond the sea, bearing the
purple robes of royalty, and the crowns, globes, and sceptres of
emperors and kings. All these had been condemned as useless
bawbles, playthings at best, fit only for the infancy of the world
or rods to govern and chastise it in its nonage, but with which
universal manhood at its full-grown stature could no longer brook
to be insulted. Into such contempt had these regal insignia now
fallen that the gilded crown and tinselled robes of the player
king from Drury Lane Theatre had been thrown in among the
rest, doubtless as a mockery of his brother monarchs on the
great stage of the world. It was a strange sight to discern the



crown jewels of England glowing and flashing in the midst of the
fire. Some of them had been delivered down from the time of
the Saxon princes; others were purchased with vast revenues, or
perchance ravished from the dead brows of the native potentates
of Hindustan; and the whole now blazed with a dazzling lustre, as
if a star had fallen in that spot and been shattered into fragments.
The splendor of the ruined monarchy had no reflection save in
those inestimable precious stones. But enough on this subject.
It were but tedious to describe how the Emperor of Austria’s
mantle was converted to tinder, and how the posts and pillars
of the French throne became a heap of coals, which it was
impossible to distinguish from those of any other wood. Let me
add, however, that I noticed one of the exiled Poles stirring up the
bonfire with the Czar of Russia’s sceptre, which he afterwards
flung into the flames.

“The smell of singed garments is quite intolerable here,”
observed my new acquaintance, as the breeze enveloped us in the
smoke of a royal wardrobe. “Let us get to windward and see what
they are doing on the other side of the bonfire.”

We accordingly passed around, and were just in time to
witness the arrival of a vast procession of Washingtonians, —
as the votaries of temperance call themselves nowadays, —
accompanied by thousands of the Irish disciples of Father
Mathew, with that great apostle at their head. They brought a
rich contribution to the bonfire, being nothing less than all the
hogsheads and barrels of liquor in the world, which they rolled



before them across the prairie.

“Now, my children,” cried Father Mathew, when they reached
the verge of the fire, “one shove more, and the work is done. And
now let us stand off and see Satan deal with his own liquor.”

Accordingly, having placed their wooden vessels within reach
of the flames, the procession stood off at a safe distance, and
soon beheld them burst into a blaze that reached the clouds and
threatened to set the sky itself on fire. And well it might; for
here was the whole world’s stock of spirituous liquors, which,
instead of kindling a frenzied light in the eyes of individual
topers as of yore, soared upwards with a bewildering gleam that
startled all mankind. It was the aggregate of that fierce fire
which would otherwise have scorched the hearts of millions.
Meantime numberless bottles of precious wine were flung into
the blaze, which lapped up the contents as if it loved them, and
grew, like other drunkards, the merrier and fiercer for what it
quaffed. Never again will the insatiable thirst of the fire-fiend be
so pampered. Here were the treasures of famous bon vivants, —
liquors that had been tossed on ocean, and mellowed in the sun,
and hoarded long in the recesses of the earth, — the pale, the gold,
the ruddy juice of whatever vineyards were most delicate, — the
entire vintage of Tokay, — all mingling in one stream with the vile
fluids of the common pot house, and contributing to heighten the
self-same blaze. And while it rose in a gigantic spire that seemed
to wave against the arch of the firmament and combine itself with
the light of stars, the multitude gave a shout as if the broad earth



were exulting in its deliverance from the curse of ages.
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