When ‘‘A White Heron’’ appeared in 1886 as the title story in Sarah Orne Jewett’s collection A White Heron and Other Stories, the author was already established as one of the finest local color writers the United States had produced. This was Jewett’s eighth published book, and she had enough influence with her publisher, Houghton, Mifflin, to open the book with the story, although it had already been rejected by the Atlantic Monthly magazine as too sentimental and romantic. Jewett’s instincts, in this case, were right. The story of a young forest-dwelling girl who must choose whether or not to tell a handsome young hunter the secret of where the rare white heron has its nest was immediately recognized by critics as a treasure; it has since become the most admired and most widely anthologized of Jewett’s nearly 150 short stories. While some critics have faulted the story for its shifts in narrative point of view which they saw as lack of control on the author’s part, others have praised Jewett’s narrative shifts, which they find add an important dimension to the narrator’s role. Over the past century critics have explored themes of good versus evil, flesh versus spirit, nature versus civilization, feminine versus masculine world view, and innocence versus experience in ‘‘A White Heron.’’ Mary E. Wilkins Freeman, another well-regarded nineteenth-century New England writer, praised the story. An anonymous 1886 reviewer in the Overland Monthly called it ‘‘a tiny classic,’’ and noted that its themes ‘‘never were interpreted with more beauty and insight.’’

1. At the end of the story, Sylvia's grandmother is angry at Sylvia because she will not tell the young ornithologist where the white heron's nest is located. The young man has offered the poor family money for this information and the grandmother cannot understand why Sylvia will not reveal the it. But Sylvia has decided that the bird's life is more important than money so she refuses to speak. Jewett writes, " she cannot tell the heron's secret and give its life away."

2.      It is true that the white heron and Sylvia share some common characteristics. They are both isolated and alone in the woods, they are both sought after, Sylvia for her knowledge of the woods and the white heron for its beauty. However, it think it would stretch the similarities a little too far to say one was a symbol for another. It think a better interpretation is that the white heron represents nature and the two views mankind has towards it. The young ornithologist simply wants the bird as a "specimen" for his collection. He sees nature as utilitarian and for what it can be used for. By the end of the story, Sylvia,sees nature for all its beauty--not as something that can be used, but as something that should be appreciated for itself. Her journey up the pine tree is evidence that Sylvia does change her mind about nature. At first, the squirrels "scold" her and the tree "lenthens itself out" in order to make it more difficult to climb. But in the end the tree comes to "like its new dependent" and when she gets to the top, she has a new perspective that encompasses the entire view of nature, not just its utilitarian value. That's why she declines the young hunter's offer of $10 to show the bird's hiding place. She would not take money to betray the beauty of something so beautiful.

3. She is a shy, independent, considerate child.  She enjoys being in the country with her grandmother, as opposed to the busy city. She is content with the simple things in life, like the beautiful countryside and her only companion, the cow Mistress Moolly.

She is also very mature, and makes a hard decision in the end to preserve the bird, at the sacrifice of her only human friend in quite some time.  She values the beauty and life of the creatures around her over the pleasures of human companionship.

Her maturity and independence stand out.  For a girl her age, those two traits are pretty rare.  Most often, teenage or preteen girls value sociality, friendship, and peer-approval, and put all else above having those things.  But Sylvia is unique; she relishes being alone, is afraid of most human interaction, and makes a tough decision at the end that sacrfices a tender friendship.

