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    Small choices ripple through ordinary lives, turning quiet rooms into stages where conscience, habit, and hope contend. This is the living current of T. S. Arthur’s Words for the Wise, a collection of moral narratives that brings the domestic sphere into sharp relief. Arthur, an American writer of the nineteenth century, aligns his storytelling with everyday experience, attending to the kinds of dilemmas that rarely make headlines but remake households. His pages trace the moral weather of work, marriage, money, and neighborliness, inviting readers to consider how modest acts—prudence here, impatience there—set in motion consequences that are anything but small.

Words for the Wise belongs to the tradition of domestic and moral fiction that flourished in the United States during the mid-nineteenth century. Presented as a series of short, readable tales, it draws its settings from familiar American homes, shops, and streets of the period. The book assumes an audience of general readers and addresses them in accessible prose, reflecting a culture interested in self-improvement and communal standards. Without depending on exotic locales or sensational events, Arthur situates conflict close to the hearth, where the pressures of livelihood and reputation bear upon conduct, and where the stakes are measured in trust, stability, and shared wellbeing.

The premise is straightforward yet capacious: each narrative offers a compact situation in which characters face a practical test of judgment, feeling, or resolve. Arthur’s narrators speak with calm authority, guiding the reader toward reflection and, often, gentle admonition. The experience is that of measured engagement rather than suspense-driven revelation. Scenes unfold with clarity; motives are legible; causality is emphasized. The style favors plain statement and illustrative incident over flourish, seeking to persuade by accumulation of recognizable moments. The mood is earnest and compassionate, designed to stir sympathy for human frailty while affirming the possibility of steadier choices and sounder habits.

At the core of these tales lie themes of prudence, integrity, and responsibility—virtues tested by pride, haste, or the lure of appearances. Arthur repeatedly examines how financial caution or its neglect colors domestic peace; how the pursuit of standing can deform judgment; and how kindness, exercised at opportune times, averts cascading harm. He is equally attentive to work ethic, temperate living, and the discipline of honest speech. Rather than exalting grand heroics, the book insists that character is formed—sometimes compromised—by recurring, seemingly minor decisions. The result is a moral cartography of everyday life, emphasizing continuity between inner disposition and outward consequence.

Arthur’s craft supports this emphasis through clear structures and illustrative contrast. Episodes tend to pivot on recognizable turning points—an unguarded purchase, a slighted duty, a withheld courtesy—that foreground cause and effect without sensationalism. Dialogue is functional and unadorned, ensuring that situations, not stylistic display, carry the meaning. Characters often appear in representative roles, enabling the reader to observe patterns rather than puzzle over ambiguity. Yet the tone avoids harshness: even when judgment is rendered, it is tempered by empathy for limitation and confusion. The book’s steady cadence and direct address produce an atmosphere in which reflection feels accessible, and amendment, if difficult, remains thinkable.

Although composed in a different social landscape, Words for the Wise speaks to enduring questions that face readers today. What do we owe our families and communities when resources are limited and pressures mount? How do we balance aspiration with restraint, or discern substance beneath surface? Arthur’s focus on household economies, workplace duties, and social obligation resonates amid contemporary concerns about debt, status, and trust. His narratives invite readers to examine habits of spending and speech, to consider how small courtesies or neglects shape collective life, and to value the quiet labor of steadiness—an appeal that remains pertinent wherever shared futures are at stake.

Approached as both historical artifact and moral conversation, this collection offers a calm, steady companionship through dilemmas that are as ordinary as they are consequential. Readers will find scenes framed for contemplation, language that clarifies rather than dazzles, and a consistent confidence that better choices lie within reach. Without relying on surprise, the book builds engagement through recognition and humane counsel. For those drawn to domestic fiction, social history, or ethical reflection, Words for the Wise provides a window onto nineteenth-century American concerns and an invitation to consider one’s own. Its lessons are modest, its ambitions practical, and its abiding interest unmistakably human.
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    Words for the Wise is a nineteenth-century collection of brief moral tales by T. S. Arthur, arranged to demonstrate how ordinary decisions carry practical consequences. Each sketch centers on familiar domestic or social situations, using straightforward incidents to trace the connection between conduct and result. The tone is measured and observational, with the narrator offering limited intrusion beyond setting scenes and linking implications. Across the book, Arthur emphasizes prudence, self-restraint, kindness, and honest work as reliable safeguards for individuals and households. Conversely, he presents vanity, impulsiveness, and neglect of duty as recurring sources of avoidable trouble, allowing characters’ choices to highlight cause and effect.

The opening pieces introduce the volume’s guiding idea through examples of prudence and economy. A young wage-earner and his household confront the allure of display and easy credit, weighing appearances against security. Counsel from elders stresses small savings, accurate accounts, and truthfulness in business dealings. Early missteps—minor extravagances or evasions—are shown to ripple outward, touching confidence at home and trust at work. The narrative keeps stakes clear and concrete, focusing on bills due, promises made, and habits formed. These initial chapters establish that steady self-control in modest matters prevents larger losses, setting the template for lessons that subsequent stories elaborate.

Subsequent sketches shift to neighborly duty and the quiet force of kindness. A family under temporary distress meets a range of responses, from quick judgment to practical help. Arthur contrasts the social cost of suspicion with the stability created by considerate aid, showing how a small, timely act can forestall heavier burdens for all involved. The story moves through visits, conversations, and modest sacrifices, emphasizing that compassion works best when it is discreet and immediate. Without dramatizing outcomes, the narrative illustrates how goodwill strengthens community bonds and how relief offered without ostentation guides recipients back toward self-reliance and restored standing.

The book then turns to the influence of parents and mentors on youth. A mother’s steady counsel and a father’s expectations frame a son’s passage from school to apprenticeship, where the attractions of idleness and show test early resolutions. Scenes of workshop routines, late hours, and company kept underscore the formation of habit. Advice is presented as practical guidance—punctuality, temperate recreation, attention to instruction—rather than lofty maxims. A turning point arises when the young man faces a choice between immediate gratification and longer-term advancement, with the narrative pausing upon the decision itself and the tensions it creates at home and in the workplace.

Midway, a temperance narrative examines the slide from social drinking to risk. A respected tradesman, introduced in good repute, gradually relaxes his rule at public tables, encouraged by peers and business acquaintances. Small deviations—celebratory toasts, late hours, overlooked tasks—accumulate. The story traces subtle shifts in temper and punctuality, the concerns of a spouse, and whispers among customers, without pronouncing judgment in advance. External pressures and self-justifications are set side by side, presenting the moment when habit threatens professional standing and family quiet. The emphasis remains on warning signs and the possibility of timely reform, rather than on dramatic collapse or punishment.

Commerce and character are explored through a tale of credit, speculation, and trust. A promising offer tempts a merchant to leave the safe path of transparent dealing for a venture that promises quick returns with little scrutiny. An older associate’s letter, a delayed remittance, and a discrepancy in accounts supply the plot’s pivotal facts. Arthur details the mechanisms of confidence—accurate books, prompt payments, candid explanation—and shows how reputation functions as capital. The chapter concentrates on choices made under pressure, presenting alternatives and their immediate implications for partners and clerks, while suspending final consequences to underscore the value of clear principles in uncertain markets.

Attention then turns to the social world: rumor, appearances, and the ethics of speech. A misunderstanding places a neighbor in a doubtful light, and circulating conjectures begin to affect employment prospects and friendships. Rather than heighten scandal, the narrative follows a measured inquiry by a discreet friend, contrasting hasty inferences with patient fact-finding. Household visits, a misplaced item, and conflicting recollections create a puzzle resolved by simple verification. The episode illustrates how restraint, courtesy, and a presumption of good intent prevent needless harm. It also highlights the responsibility of listeners, not only speakers, for checking the spread of injurious tales.

Later pieces consider pride, gratitude, and the right use of prosperity. One sketch presents new wealth testing a family’s habits, as furnishings, entertainments, and ambitions expand beyond comfort. Another examines the claims of kinship, when a distant relation appeals for assistance that may embarrass cultivated tastes. The narratives trace invitations, purchases, and letters, balancing social expectations with quiet duty. Moments of hesitation mark turning points: whether to display rank, whether to share resources, whether to remember earlier obligations. Without disclosing outcomes, the chapters suggest that contentment aligns with measure and remembrance, and that generosity, when ordered, enriches both giver and recipient.

The volume closes by returning to its central premise: that life’s commonplaces are the true arena of wisdom. Arthur gathers examples from the preceding sketches to reinforce a simple law of moral cause and effect: conduct generates habit, habit forms character, and character shapes fortune. Rather than issuing abstract rules, the final pages recall everyday scenes—household accounts, shop counters, neighborly errands—to show where choices are actually made. The concluding emphasis falls on practicable virtues: industry, temperance, candor, and kindness. Words for the Wise thus offers brief, illustrative reminders intended to guide readers toward steady, sustainable well-being in family, work, and community.
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    Words for the Wise unfolds within the antebellum United States, primarily in mid-Atlantic and northeastern towns and cities such as Philadelphia and Baltimore, where T. S. Arthur lived and worked. Published in 1851, its scenes of parlors, counting-rooms, small shops, and workshops reflect the expanding urban middle class between the 1830s and early 1850s. The settings emphasize the domestic sphere, local churches, benevolent societies, and commercial streets—spaces where moral choice intersects with everyday economic life. The book’s time and place are marked by rapid urban growth, reform enthusiasm, and volatile markets, creating a backdrop in which sobriety, thrift, charity, and neighborly obligation are presented as stabilizing civic virtues.

The temperance movement is the most immediate historical force shaping the book’s themes. The American Temperance Society, founded in 1826, spread moral suasion across towns, while the Washingtonian movement that began in Baltimore in 1840 popularized testimonies of reformed drinkers. By 1851 the movement achieved legal expression in Maine’s pioneering prohibition law, championed by Neal Dow, which forbade the manufacture and sale of intoxicating liquors except for limited purposes. Historians estimate U.S. per capita alcohol consumption fell markedly from its 1830 peak. Arthur’s cautionary tales of tavern culture, ruined households, and reclaimed sobriety mirror the shift from voluntary pledges to statutory control, dramatizing how intemperance threatened family economy and civic order in specific locales and years.

Financial instability—especially the panics of 1837 and 1839—reshaped the moral terrain Arthur explores. Andrew Jackson’s 1836 Specie Circular precipitated a credit contraction; banks suspended specie payments in 1837, and the state-chartered Bank of the United States of Pennsylvania collapsed in 1841 in Philadelphia. Congress passed the Bankruptcy Act of 1841, enabling voluntary bankruptcy, only to repeal it in 1843 amid controversy. Storekeepers, clerks, and artisans experienced layoffs, foreclosures, and calls for stricter personal responsibility. Arthur’s narratives of debt, failed speculation, and careful household budgeting echo these crises, urging prudence and honest dealing. By anchoring temptation and ruin in the concrete world of notes, loans, and insolvency laws, the book translates macroeconomic shocks into intimate moral stakes.

The Second Great Awakening’s late wave and its institutional offspring provided the moral infrastructure for Arthur’s didactic aims. Evangelical reform networks—American Tract Society (1825), American Sunday School Union (1824, Philadelphia), and innumerable local temperance and benevolent societies—used print, lectures, and home visitation to shape daily conduct. These organizations distributed millions of tracts by midcentury and fostered family devotions, Sabbath observance, and mutual aid. Arthur wrote within this culture of moral suasion, employing the case-study logic of reform literature. The book’s plot patterns—sin, consequence, repentance, and restoration—mirror the revivalist grammar of conversion and the practical philanthropy of urban associational life that flourished from the 1820s through the 1840s.

Urbanization and mass immigration in the 1840s created social stresses that Arthur addresses through themes of charity, restraint, and public order. The Irish famine migration from 1845 and parallel German arrivals swelled city populations; the share of Americans living in urban areas rose from roughly 7 percent in 1820 to about 15 percent by 1850. Philadelphia’s violent nativist riots in 1844, which saw Catholic churches burned and dozens killed in Kensington and Southwark, exposed fragility in civic bonds. Benevolent institutions such as the Philadelphia House of Refuge (1828) sought moral rehabilitation for youth. Arthur’s depictions of neighborly assistance and suspicion of vice-ridden districts reflect these tensions, urging cross-class responsibility amid ethnic and sectarian conflict.

Industrialization altered work rhythms and class relations, inflecting the book’s stress on diligence and humane authority. The 1835 Philadelphia general strike won a ten-hour workday for many laborers; President Martin Van Buren fixed a ten-hour day for federal workers in 1840. Commonwealth v. Hunt (Massachusetts, 1842) removed common-law barriers to labor unions, while railroads—such as the Baltimore and Ohio, reaching the Ohio River at Wheeling in 1852—tightened time-discipline and market integration. Arthur’s shop floors and counting-houses capture this new tempo. He endorses steady labor and fair dealing rather than radicalism, framing employer benevolence and worker self-control as solutions to shopkeeper insolvency, wage insecurity, and the moral hazards of rapidly changing workplaces.

Women’s organized reform and evolving legal status also frame the book’s domestic moral focus. The Seneca Falls Convention (New York, July 19–20, 1848), led by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott of Philadelphia Quaker networks, issued the Declaration of Sentiments demanding civil and property rights. States, including New York (1848) and Pennsylvania (1848), enacted Married Women’s Property Acts that modestly altered household economics. Female benevolent societies in Philadelphia coordinated relief, sewing work, and maternal instruction. Arthur’s narratives, while conservative, rely on women as guardians of thrift, sobriety, and sympathy; they echo reform-era claims that the home was a site of civic virtue, translating debates over rights and responsibilities into scenes of household governance.

As social and political critique, Words for the Wise exposes how intemperance, reckless credit, and neglect of familial duties corrode the republic’s moral economy. In an age of Maine-style liquor laws, bankruptcies, labor agitation, and sectarian riots, the book argues that civic stability begins in self-government—sobriety, prudence, and charitable reciprocity—yet it also legitimates public intervention where vice becomes systemic. By dramatizing ruined shops, endangered children, and fragile immigrant neighborhoods, Arthur indicts predatory lenders, exploitative employers, and the liquor trade while affirming benevolent societies and measured legal reform. The work thus registers antebellum anxieties about class divides and urban disorder, translating them into compelling moral cases.
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PREFACE.

THE title of this book—"WORDS FOR THE WISE"—is too comprehensive to need explanation. May the lessons it teaches be "sufficient" as warnings, incentives and examples, to hundreds and thousands who read them.









WORDS FOR THE WISE.


Table of Contents




THE POOR DEBTOR.


Table of Contents



"THERE is one honest man in the world, I am happy to say," remarked a rich merchant, named Petron, to a friend who happened to call in upon him.

"Is there, indeed! I am glad to find you have made a discovery of the fact. Who is the individual entitled to the honourable distinction?"

"You know Moale, the tailor?"

"Yes. Poor fellow! he's been under the weather for a long time."

"I know. But he's an honest man for all that."

"I never doubted his being honest, Mr. Petron."

"I have reason to know that he is. But I once thought differently. When he was broken up in business some years ago, he owed me a little bill, which I tried to get out of him as hard as any one ever did try for his own. But I dunned and dunned him until weary, and then, giving him up as a bad case, passed the trifle that he owed me to account of profit and loss. He has crossed my path a few times since; but, as I didn't feel toward him as I could wish to feel toward all men, I treated him with marked coldness. I am sorry for having done so, for it now appears that I judged him too severely. This morning he called in of his own free will, and paid me down the old account. He didn't say any thing about interest, nor did I, though I am entitled to, and ought to have received it. But, as long as he came forward of his own accord and settled his bill, after I had given up all hope of ever receiving it, I thought I might afford to be a little generous and not say any thing about the interest; and so I gave him a receipt in full. Didn't I do right?"

"In what respect?" asked the friend.

"In forgiving him the interest, which I might have claimed as well as not, and which he would, no doubt, have paid down, or brought me at some future time."

"Oh, yes. You were right to forgive the interest," returned the friend, but in a tone and with a manner that struck the merchant as rather singular. "No man should ever take interest on money due from an unfortunate debtor.[1q]"

"Indeed! Why not?" Mr. Petron looked surprised. "Is not money always worth its interest?"

"So it is said. But the poor debtor has no money upon which to make an interest. He begins the world again with nothing but his ability to work; and, if saddled with an old debt—principal and interest—his case is hopeless. Suppose he owes ten thousand dollars, and, after struggling hard for three or four years, gets into a position that will enable him to pay off a thousand dollars a year. There is some chance for him to get out of debt in ten years. But suppose interest has been accumulating at the rate of some six hundred dollars a year. His debt, instead of being ten thousand, will have increased to over twelve thousand dollars by the time he is in a condition to begin to pay off any thing; and then, instead of being able to reduce the amount a thousand dollars a year, he will have to let six hundred go for the annual interest on the original debt. Four years would have to elapse before, under this system, he would get his debt down to where it was when he was broken up in business. Thus, at the end of eight years' hard struggling, he would not, really, have advanced a step out of his difficulties. A debt of ten thousand dollars would still be hanging over him. And if, persevering to the end, he should go on paying the interest regularly and reducing the principal, some twenty-five years of his life would be spent in getting free from debt, when little over half that time would have been required, if his creditors had, acting from the commonest dictates of humanity, voluntarily released the interest."

"That is a new view of the case, I must confess—at least new to me," said Mr. Petron.

"It is the humane view of the case. But, looking to interest alone, it is the best view for every creditor to take. Many a man who, with a little effort, might have cancelled, in time, the principal of a debt unfortunately standing against him, becomes disheartened at seeing it daily growing larger through the accumulation of interest, and gives up in despair. The desire to be free from debt spurs many a man into effort. But make the difficulties in his way so large as to appear insurmountable, and he will fold his hands in helpless inactivity. Thousands of dollars are lost every year in consequence of creditors grasping after too much, and breaking down the hope and energy of the debtors."

"Perhaps you are right," said Mr. Petron;—"that view of the case never presented itself to my mind. I don't suppose, however, the interest on fifty dollars would have broken down Moale."

"There is no telling. It is the last pound, you know, that breaks the camel's back. Five years have passed since his day of misfortune. Fifteen dollars for interest are therefore due. I have my doubts if he could have paid you sixty-five dollars now. Indeed, I am sure he could not. And the thought of that as a new debt, for which he had received no benefit whatever, would, it is more than probable, have produced a discouraged state of mind, and made him resolve not to pay you any thing at all."

"But that wouldn't have been honest," said the merchant.

"Perhaps not, strictly speaking. To be dishonest is from a set purpose to defraud; to take from another what belongs to him; or to withhold from another, when ability exists to pay, what is justly his due. You would hardly have placed Moale in either of these positions, if, from the pressure of the circumstances surrounding him as a poor man and in debt, he had failed to be as active, industrious, and prudent as he would otherwise have been. We are all apt to require too much of the poor debtor, and to have too little sympathy with him. Let the hope of improving your own condition—which is the mainspring of all your business operations—be taken away, and instead, let there be only the desire to pay off old debts through great labour and self-denial, that must continue for years, and imagine how differently you would think and feel from what you do now. Nay, more; let the debt be owed to those who are worth their thousands and tens of a thousands, and who are in the enjoyment of every luxury and comfort they could desire, while you go on paying them what you owe, by over-exertion and the denial to yourself and family of all those little luxuries and recreations which both so much need, and then say how deeply dyed would be that dishonesty which would cause you, in a moment of darker and deeper discouragement than usual, to throw the crushing weight from your shoulders, and resolve to bear it no longer? You must leave a man some hope in life if you would keep him active [2q]and industrious in his sphere."

Mr. Petron said nothing in reply to this; but he looked sober. His friend soon after left.

The merchant, as the reader may infer from his own acknowledgment, was one of those men whose tendency to regard only their own interests has become so confirmed a habit, that they can see nothing beyond the narrow circle of self. Upon debtors he had never looked with a particle of sympathy; and had, in all cases, exacted his own as rigidly as if his debtor had not been a creature of human wants and feelings. What had just been said, however, awakened a new thought in his mind; and, as he reflected upon the subject, he saw that there was some reason in what had been said, and felt half ashamed of his allusion to the interest of the tailor's fifty-dollar debt.

Not long after, a person came into his store, and from some cause mentioned the name of Moale.

"He's an honest man—that I am ready to say of him," remarked Mr. Petron.

"Honest, but very poor," was replied.

"He's doing well now, I believe," said the merchant.

"He's managing to keep soul and body together, and hardly that."

"He's paying off his old debts."

"I know he is; but I blame him for injuring his health and wronging his family, in order to pay a few hundred dollars to men a thousand times better off in the world than he is. He brought me twenty dollars on an old debt yesterday, but I wouldn't touch it. His misfortunes had long ago cancelled the obligation in my eyes. God forbid! that with enough to spare, I should take the bread out of the mouths of a poor man's children."

"Is he so very poor?" asked Mr. Petron, surprised and rebuked at what he heard.

"He has a family of six children to feed, clothe, and educate; and he has it to do by his unassisted labour. Since he was broken up in business some years ago, he has had great difficulties to contend with, and only by pinching himself and family, and depriving both of nearly every comfort, has he been able to reduce the old claims that have been standing against him. But he has shortened his own life ten years thereby, and has deprived his children of the benefits of education, except in an extremely limited degree—wrongs that are irreparable. I honour his stern integrity of character, but think that he has carried his ideas of honesty too far. God gave him these children, and they have claims upon him for earthly comforts and blessings to the extent of his ability to provide. His misfortunes he could not prevent, and they were sent as much for the chastisement of those who lost by him as they were for his own. If, subsequently, his greatest exertion was not sufficient to provide more than ordinary comforts for the family still dependent upon him, his first duty was to see that they did not want. If he could not pay his old debts without injury to his health or wrong to his family, he was under no obligation to pay them; for it is clear, that no claims upon us are so imperative as to require us to wrong others in order to satisfy them."

Here was another new doctrine for the ears of the merchant—doctrine strange, as well as new. He did not feel quite so comfortable as before about the recovered debt of fifty dollars. The money still lay upon his desk. He had not yet entered it upon his cash-book, and he felt now less inclined to do so than ever. The claims of humanity, in the abstract, pressed themselves upon him for consideration, and he saw that they were not to be lightly thrust aside.

In order to pay the fifty dollars, which had been long due to the merchant, Mr. Moale had, as alleged, denied himself and family at every point, and overworked himself to a degree seriously injurious to his health; but his heart felt lighter after the sense of obligation was removed.

There was little at home, however, to make him feel cheerful. His wife, not feeling able to hire a domestic, was worn down with the care and labour of her large family; the children were, as a necessary consequence, neglected both in minds and bodies. Alas! there was no sunshine in the poor man's dwelling.

"Well, Alice," said Mr. Moale, as his wife came and stood by the board upon which he sat at work, holding her babe in her arms, "I have paid off another debt, thank heaven?"

"Whose?"

"Petron's. He believed me a rogue and treated me as such. I hope he thinks differently now."

"I wish all men were as honest in their intentions as you are."

"So do I, Alice. The world would be a much better one than it is, I am thinking."

"And yet, William," said his wife, "I sometimes think we do wrong to sacrifice so much to get out of debt. Our children"—

"Alice," spoke up the tailor, quickly, "I would almost sell my body into slavery to get free from debt. When I think of what I still owe, I feel as if I would suffocate."

"I know how badly you feel about it, William; but your heart is honest, and should not that reflection bear you up?"

"What is an honest heart without an honest hand, Alice?" replied the tailor, bending still to his work.

"The honest heart is the main thing, William; God looks at that. Man judges only of the action, but God sees the heart and its purposes."

"But what is the purpose without the act?"

"It is all that is required, where no ability to act
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