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Background Material* 
 
Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862) was born in Concord, Massachusetts not far outside 
Boston. His father owned a pencil manufacturing business, and although the family was 
not rich, the young Thoreau lived a comfortable life.   Money saved from his father's 
business also enabled Thoreau to attend Harvard where he was a voracious reader and was 
attracted to the philosophy of transcendentalism.  
 
Transcendentalism was much on the mind of the literary set in the early and mid 1800's in 
America.  The transcendentalist movement began in the US as the result of a religious 
controversy with the Unitarian church.  Some ministers felt that the church had become too 
rational and the pathway to God that was taught depended far too much on following rules, 
rather than a deeply felt religious experience.  Some individuals like Ralph Waldo 
Emerson even left the ministry over the controversy.  Emerson who became one of the 
most important advocates of transcendentalism, writing and lecturing extensively.  
Emerson said that men could transcend their ordinary existence and achieve deep spiritual 
fulfillment in their lives through a careful development of their consciousness and intellect.   
Thoreau was very much caught up in transcendentalism philosophy, and as we'll see, it 
forms the foundation and supporting latticework of Walden. 
 
During Thoreau's life, tremendous changes were taking place in America.  As a child, he 
lived a simple existence.  Concord was largely agrarian, and the effects of the industrial 
revolution had not yet spread there.   Townspeople walked or got around by horse-power.  
There were no clanging factories or screeching train whistles to mar the peacefulness of the 
countryside.   
 
As he grew older, however, a track was laid between Concord and Boston and the 
Fitchberg railroad came into being.  With the coming of the train, life began to change very 
rapidly.  The changes particularly effected farming.  Prior to the coming of the railroad, 
farmers grew produce mainly for the purpose of sustaining their families.  What was left 
over was sold in nearby markets, but the train made it possible for farmers to raise one or 
two cash crops that could be sold to markets hundreds of miles away.  There was also 
money to be made in firewood.  Those who owned woodlots could cut down trees and ship 
the wood to Boston to keep the stoves and furnaces of the city burning throughout the 
winter.  Ice cut from the lakes around Concord, including Walden, could be shipped 
elsewhere for use in refrigeration.  The slow, old ways were a thing of the past.  With 
trains, people moved quicker from place to place, and the overall pace of life was speeding 
up. Thoreau was concerned about all of these changes, and he used Walden to ask whether 
all these changes were really good for the soul. 
 



Thoreau also was affected by what industrialism was doing to the fabric of American life 
through the exploitation of workers.  The new factories needed cheap labor, and people 
worked long hours in horrible conditions for a small amount of pay.  Exploitation of 
people was never more pronounced than in the practice of slavery in the South.  Thoreau 
abhorred slavery, spoke and wrote against it.  His family's home even served as a stop-over 
for the underground railroad for run-away slaves seeking freedom.   
 
After graduating from Harvard, Thoreau tinkered with different jobs.  He tried teaching, 
working in his father's pencil factory, and surveying.  It was writing, of course, that he 
really wanted to do, but there wasn't any money in that.  His friends and acquaintances in 
Concord couldn't understand why Thoreau, a graduate of Harvard, was not making 
something of himself.  From his educational background, he could have gone into several 
fields including law, ministry, business or teaching, but none of those professions were 
really suited to his temperment. 
 
In 1839, he and his brother went on a boat trip on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers to 
Mt. Washington in New Hampshire.  He recorded his impressions in a journal, and ten 
years later after re-working the material, it became his first book, A Week on the Concord 
and Merrimack Rivers.    
 
After the boat journey, Thoreau lived for a while at Emerson's house, and a warm 
relationship developed between the two.  Emerson encouraged him in his writing and even 
asked Thoreau to edit one of the issues of Dial, a transcendental journal.  In 1845, Emerson 
allowed Thoreau to use a piece of property that he owned along Walden Pond near 
Concord.   
 
There Thoreau built a small cabin, and in his quiet hideaway, he planned to finish work on 
the Concord and Merrimack rivers book.  But he had something else in mind, an 
experiment of sorts.  By this time after living with Emerson, he was thoroughly steeped in 
transcendentalism, and he wanted to see if he could work one day and spend remaining six 
other days reading, contemplating and developing his consciousness. 
 
In 1846, Thoreau began working on a lecture which he would use to explain to the 
townspeople of Concord just what he was trying to accomplish by living in a small Spartan 
cabin along Walden Pond.  The lecture soon took on a life of its own and after much 
writing and re-writing, the lecture gradually evolved into his most famous work Walden.   
 



For all its impact in the literary and outdoor worlds, Walden is not an easy book to read. 
Thoreau used many puns and clever turns of words and phrases in his writing.  Since he 
intended part of it as a lecture, his playfulness with words and shifts of emphasis helped 
liven things up and get a laugh from his audience, but his irony can be missed by modern 
readers. Thoreau, after all, was writing for a Nineteenth century audience not a Twenty-
first century audience.  Moreover, Thoreau also utilized numerous literary illusions that 
can leave a good many readers scratching their heads.  Thus, to help in understanding 
passages in Walden--and make the reading of Thoreau a bit easier--short descriptive 
annotations have been included in the text of the reading selections which follow.   
 
One of the most important pieces of information helpful in understanding Walden is the 
book's connection to transcendentalism.   As we discussed previously, in 
transcendentalism, spiritual fulfillment isn't simply the process of learning about the bible 
and listening to sermons, but rather it's the process of using one's mind to create a 
consciousness of God.  Transcendentalists believe that the mind is a powerful instrument 
which is capable of imagination and intuition.  Emerson believed that if people use their 
intellect and their intuition, they have the ability to become god-like.   
 
It's heady stuff and you can see an eager Thoreau re-stating it in Walden:  "I know of no 
more encouraging fact," he wrote, "than the unquestionable ability of man to elevate his 
life by a conscious endeavor."  And, take a look at this famous quote from Walden found in 
the conclusion:   
 

I learned this, at least, by my experiment: that if one advances confidently in the direction of his 
dreams, and endeavors to live the life which he has imagined, he will meet with a success unexpected in 
common hours.  He will put some things behind, will pass an invisible boundary; new, universal, and 
more liberal laws will begin to establish themselves around and within him; or the old laws be 
expanded, and interpreted in his favor in a more liberal sense, and he will live with the license of a 
higher order of beings.  In proportion as he simplifies his life, the laws of the universe will appear less 
complex, and solitude will not be solitude, nor poverty poverty, nor weakness weakness.  If you have 
built castles in the air, your work need not be lost; that is where they should be.  Now put the 
foundations under them. 

 
That's transcendentalism, pure and simple.  Thoreau did a great service for 
transcendentalists, although to his disappointment, his contribution went unrecognized in 
his day.  Philosophers such as Emerson (who were recognized in their day) exposed the 
theory of transcendentalism, but Thoreau came along with something more useful: through 
Walden he provided a concrete way to live it. 
 
Let's look at this just a bit closer.  In his writing, Emerson described three basic stages of a 
transcendentalist life:  1) The transcendentalist learns all that is of merit in the wisdom of 
the past.  This comes largely through reading.   2) The transcendentalist lives a harmonious 
relationship with nature, and by doing so is able to discover ethical truths and 
communicate with the divine.  3) After being nurtured by books and nature, the 
transcendentalist must share his spiritual gains with others. 
 
When you understand this philosophical background, things in Walden begin to fall in 
place. Emerson's first stage (wisdom of the past) is strongly incorporated into Walden.  As 



you read Walden, you'll see Thoreau using many literary references to the Greeks, to 
Confucius, to the Hindu literature, and to the Bible. He even entitles one of his chapters 
"Readings."  This is all part of learning about the wisdom of the past. 
 
Emerson's second stage (relationship with nature) is the entire basis of Walden.   
Throughout the book, Thoreau is constantly reminding us of the beauties of nature, and 
reports on his observations of pond life, birds, animals and plants through all seasons. 
"Every morning," he tells us, "was a cheerful invitation to make my life of equal 
simplicity, and I may say innocence, with Nature herself."  It is on the topic of nature that 
readers often go wrong in their understanding of Walden.  Because Thoreau writes of 
nature, it is easy to characterize the book as writings of someone who builds a cabin and 
lives a simple life close to nature.  This is true, of course, but only on the surface.  More 
importantly, Thoreau's relationship with nature is a fundamental stage in a 
transcendentalist's life.  Through nature, he tells us, one can discover truths and develop a 
divine consciousness. 
 
Finally, Emerson's third stage (sharing with others) is Thoreau's purpose in writing and 
publishing Walden.  At the beginning he admits that he is bragging about his experiences, 
but it's because they are so important and must be told.  Like Emerson, Thoreau was a 
strong moralist, and he rarely missed an opportunity in Walden to preach, reminding of the 
potential for spiritual growth.  This is the purpose of Walden, the glue that holds it 
together.   Life can be so much more, he tells us, if only we take the path that he has laid 
out before us. 
 
Unfortunately, there's not enough space available here to reproduce all of Walden.  For our 
purposes, we'll look at a couple of selections from the first chapter and all of the second 
and final chapters.  You'll notice as you read the selections that Walden is not an outdoor 
adventure book, but Thoreau's ideas of living simply are still very much with us today.  It 
is a basic reason why people go to the outdoors.  In part, we enjoy camping, backpacking, 
climbing, and other activities because they allow us to get away from the rush of modern 
society and simplify our lives--even if it is just for just a few days.   
 
Moreover, Thoreau's ideas of cultivating our independence and marching to the beat of our 
own drums (to paraphrase a famous Thoreau quote) is basic to why people reach beyond 
the ordinary and climb mountains, run rivers or explore far away places.  Certainly the 
women that we'll study in this book were individuals who marched to the beat of their own 
drums.  In the 1800's women simply didn't travel alone, but the two women that we'll study 
did just that and much more, completely defying the conventions of their time.  
 
One misconception that people sometimes have of Walden is that the book is simply a 
reproduction of Thoreau's journal.  Certainly Thoreau used his journal as a basis for 
Walden, but most of the book was written after he left the woods.  In fact Thoreau lived in 
his cabin at Walden for two years from 1845 to 1847; yet in the book, he condenses those 
two years into one.  Walden is the result of extensive writing and re-writing.  It is a very 
carefully crafted work in which Thoreau repeats his ideas and reasonings in slightly 
different guises while staying true to a central theme.  In the end, Thoreau, created a work 



that has stood the test of time.  Even though it was written 150 years ago, and even though 
it uses language that is sometimes lost on modern readers, the basic content still relates to 
us today. That's a sure sign of a great work of art. 
 
 
Walden: List of Chapters 

 
1. Economy                               
2. Where I Lived, and What I Lived For   
3. Reading                               
4. Sounds                                
5. Solitude                              
6. Visitors                              
7. The Bean-Field                        
8. The Village                           
9. The Ponds                             
10. Baker Farm                            
11. Higher Laws                           
12. Brute Neighbors                       
13. House-Warming                         
14. Inhabitants and Winter Visitors       
15. Winter Animals                        
16. The Pond in Winter                    
17. Spring                                
18. Conclusion                            
 

 
 
Selected Readings From Walden  
By Henry David Thoreau 
 
[Annotations and notes helpful to understanding passages from Walden have been placed in 
brackets and italicized.] 
 
From Chapter 1: Economy 
(First 9 paragraphs) 
 
When I wrote the following pages, or rather the bulk of them, I lived alone, in the woods, a mile from any 
neighbor, in a house which I had built myself, on the shore of Walden Pond, in Concord, Massachusetts, and 
earned my living by the labor of my hands only. I lived there two years and two months.  At present I am a 
sojourner in civilized life again. 
 
I should not obtrude my affairs so much on the notice of my readers if very particular inquiries had not been 
made by my townsmen concerning my mode of life, which some would call impertinent, though they do not 
appear to me at all impertinent, but, considering the circumstances, very natural and pertinent. Some have 
asked what I got to eat; if I did not feel lonesome; if I was not afraid; and the like.  Others have been curious 
to learn what portion of my income I devoted to charitable purposes; and some, who have large families, how 
many poor children I maintained. I will therefore ask those of my readers who feel no particular interest in 
me to pardon me if I undertake to answer some of these questions in this book.  In most books, the I, or first 
person, is omitted; in this it will be retained; that, in respect to egotism, is the main difference.  We 
commonly do not remember that it is, after all, always the first person that is speaking.  I should not talk so 
much about myself if there were anybody else whom I knew as well.  Unfortunately, I am confined to this 
theme by the narrowness of my experience.  Moreover, I, on my side, require of every writer, first or last, a 
simple and sincere account of his own life, and not merely what he has heard of other men's lives; some such 
account as he would send to his kindred from a distant land; for if he has lived sincerely, it must have been in 



a distant land to me.  Perhaps these pages are more particularly addressed to poor students.  As for the rest of 
my readers, they will accept such portions as apply to them.  I trust that none will stretch the seams in putting 
on the coat, for it may do good service to him whom it fits. 
 
I would fain say something, not so much concerning the Chinese and Sandwich Islanders [Hawaiians] as you 
who read these pages, who are said to live in New England; something about your condition, especially your 
outward condition or circumstances in this world, in this town, what it is, whether it is necessary that it be as 
bad as it is, whether it cannot be improved as well as not.  I have travelled a good deal in Concord; and 
everywhere, in shops, and offices, and fields, the inhabitants have appeared to me to be doing penance in a 
thousand remarkable ways.  What I have heard of Bramins [upper caste Hindus] sitting exposed to four fires 
and looking in the face of the sun; or hanging suspended, with their heads downward, over flames; or looking 
at the heavens over their shoulders "until it becomes impossible for them to resume their natural position, 
while from the twist of the neck nothing but liquids can pass into the stomach"; or dwelling, chained for life, 
at the foot of a tree; or measuring with their bodies, like caterpillars, the breadth of vast empires; or standing 
on one leg on the tops of pillars -- even these forms of conscious penance are hardly more incredible and 
astonishing than the scenes which I daily witness.  The twelve labors of Hercules* were trifling in 
comparison with those which my neighbors have undertaken; for they were only twelve, and had an end; but 
I could never see that these men slew or captured any monster or finished any labor. They have no friend 
Iolaus to burn with a hot iron the root of the hydra's head, but as soon as one head is crushed, two spring up. 
 
[*Hercules of Greek Mythology obtained his release from servitude by performing 12 feats.  In one of these 
Hercules fought Lernean Hydra, a 9-headed serpent.  The Hydra re-grew two heads each time Hercules cut 
one off.  With the help of Iolaus, he burned the heads and buried the 9th.] 
 
I see young men, my townsmen, whose misfortune it is to have inherited farms, houses, barns, cattle, and 
farming tools; for these are more easily acquired than got rid of.  Better if they had been born in the open 
pasture and suckled by a wolf, that they might have seen with clearer eyes what field they were called to 
labor in.  Who made them serfs of the soil?  Why should they eat their sixty acres, when man is condemned 
to eat only his peck of dirt?  Why should they begin digging their graves as soon as they are born?  They 
have got to live a man's life, pushing all these things before them, and get on as well as they can.  How many 
a poor immortal soul have I met well-nigh crushed and smothered under its load, creeping down the road of 
life, pushing before it a barn seventy-five feet by forty, its Augean* stables never cleansed, and one hundred 
acres of land, tillage, mowing, pasture, and woodlot!  The portionless, who struggle with no such 
unnecessary inherited encumbrances, find it labor enough to subdue and cultivate a few cubic feet of flesh. 
 
[*Augean stables refers to Augeau who had 3,000 oxen and a filthy stable which had not been cleaned in 30 
years.] 
 
But men labor under a mistake.  The better part of the man is soon plowed into the soil for compost.  By a 
seeming fate, commonly called necessity, they are employed, as it says in an old book, laying up treasures 
which moth and rust will corrupt and thieves break through and steal.  It is a fool's life, as they will find when 
they get to the end of it, if not before.  It is said that Deucalion and Pyrrha* created men by throwing stones 
over their heads behind them:--  
 
       Inde genus durum sumus, experiensque laborum, 
       Et documenta damus qua simus origine nati.   
 
Or, as Raleigh [Sir Walter Raleigh wrote History of the World] rhymes it in his sonorous way,--     
 

"From thence our kind hard-hearted is, enduring pain and care, 
Approving that our bodies of a stony nature are."   
 

So much for a blind obedience to a blundering oracle, throwing the stones over their heads behind them, and 
not seeing where they fell. 
 



[*When Zeus destroyed man, Deucalion and Pyrrha, his wife, were the only mortals saved.   Upon advice 
from another god, they covered their heads and cast stones over their shoulders. The stones turned into men 
and eventually man repopulated the earth again.]  
 
Most men, even in this comparatively free country, through mere ignorance and mistake, are so occupied 
with the factitious cares and superfluously coarse labors of life that its finer fruits cannot be plucked by them.  
Their fingers, from excessive toil, are too clumsy and tremble too much for that.  Actually, the laboring man 
has not leisure for a true integrity day by day; he cannot afford to sustain the manliest relations to men; his 
labor would be depreciated in the market.  He has no time to be anything but a machine.  How can he 
remember well his ignorance -- which his growth requires -- who has so often to use his knowledge?  We 
should feed and clothe him gratuitously sometimes, and recruit him with our cordials, before we judge of 
him.  The finest qualities of our nature, like the bloom on fruits, can be preserved only by the most delicate 
handling.  Yet we do not treat ourselves nor one another thus tenderly. 
 
Some of you, we all know, are poor, find it hard to live, are sometimes, as it were, gasping for breath.  I have 
no doubt that some of you who read this book are unable to pay for all the dinners which you have actually 
eaten, or for the coats and shoes which are fast wearing or are already worn out, and have come to this page 
to spend borrowed or stolen time, robbing your creditors of an hour. It is very evident what mean and 
sneaking lives many of you live, for my sight has been whetted by experience; always on the limits, trying to 
get into business and trying to get out of debt, a very ancient slough, called by the Latins aes alienum, 
another's brass, for some of their coins were made of brass; still living, and dying, and buried by this other's 
brass; always promising to pay, promising to pay, tomorrow, and dying today, insolvent; seeking to curry 
favor, to get custom, by how many modes, only not state-prison offenses; lying, flattering, voting, contracting 
yourselves into a nutshell of civility or dilating into an atmosphere of thin and vaporous generosity, that you 
may persuade your neighbor to let you make his shoes, or his hat, or his coat, or his carriage, or import his 
groceries for him; making yourselves sick, that you may lay up something against a sick day, something to be 
tucked away in an old chest, or in a stocking behind the plastering, or, more safely, in the brick bank; no 
matter where, no matter how much or how little. 
 
I sometimes wonder that we can be so frivolous, I may almost say, as to attend to the gross but somewhat 
foreign form of servitude called Negro Slavery, there are so many keen and subtle masters that enslave both 
North and South.  It is hard to have a Southern overseer; it is worse to have a Northern one; but worst of all 
when you are the slave-driver of yourself.  Talk of a divinity in man!  Look at the teamster on the highway, 
wending to market by day or night; does any divinity stir within him?  His highest duty to fodder and water 
his horses!  What is his destiny to him compared with the shipping interests?  Does not he drive for Squire 
Make-a-stir?  How godlike, how immortal, is he?  See how he cowers and sneaks, how vaguely all the day he 
fears, not being immortal nor divine, but the slave and prisoner of his own opinion of himself, a fame won by 
his own deeds.  Public opinion is a weak tyrant compared with our own private opinion.  What a man thinks 
of himself, that it is which determines, or rather indicates, his fate. Self-emancipation even in the West Indian 
provinces of the fancy and imagination -- what Wilberforce is there to bring that about? [The Englishman 
William Wilberforce led the parliamentary battle to abolish slavery in the British West Indies] Think, also, of 
the ladies of the land weaving toilet cushions against the last day, not to betray too green an interest in their 
fates!  As if you could kill time without injuring eternity. 
 
The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.  What is called resignation is confirmed desperation.  From 
the desperate city you go into the desperate country, and have to console yourself with the bravery of minks 
and muskrats*.  A stereotyped but unconscious despair is concealed even under what are called the games 
and amusements of mankind.  There is no play in them, for this comes after work.  But it is a characteristic of 
wisdom not to do desperate things. 
 
[*When caught in traps, minks and muskrats will sometimes chew off their feet to free themselves.] 
 
 
From Chapter 1: Economy 
(Midway Through Chapter:  Thoreau builds his cabin) 
 



Near the end of March, 1845, I borrowed an axe and went down to the woods by Walden Pond, nearest to 
where I intended to build my house, and began to cut down some tall, arrowy white pines, still in their youth, 
for timber.  It is difficult to begin without borrowing, but perhaps it is the most generous course thus to 
permit your fellow-men to have an interest in your enterprise.  The owner of the axe, as he released his hold 
on it, said that it was the apple of his eye; but I returned it sharper than I received it.  It was a pleasant hillside 
where I worked, covered with pine woods, through which I looked out on the pond, and a small open field in 
the woods where pines and hickories were springing up.  The ice in the pond was not yet dissolved, though 
there were some open spaces, and it was all dark-colored and saturated with water.  There were some slight 
flurries of snow during the days that I worked there; but for the most part when I came out on to the railroad, 
on my way home, its yellow sand heap stretched away gleaming in the hazy atmosphere, and the rails shone 
in the spring sun, and I heard the lark and pewee and other birds already come to commence another year 
with us.  They were pleasant spring days, in which the winter of man's discontent was thawing as well as the 
earth, and the life that had lain torpid began to stretch itself.  One day, when my axe had come off and I had 
cut a green hickory for a wedge, driving it with a stone, and had placed the whole to soak in a pond-hole in 
order to swell the wood, I saw a striped snake run into the water, and he lay on the bottom, apparently 
without inconvenience, as long as I stayed there, or more than a quarter of an hour; perhaps because he had 
not yet fairly come out of the torpid state.  It appeared to me that for a like reason men remain in their present 
low and primitive condition; but if they should feel the influence of the spring of springs arousing them, they 
would of necessity rise to a higher and more ethereal life.  I had previously seen the snakes in frosty 
mornings in my path with portions of their bodies still numb and inflexible, waiting for the sun to thaw them.  
On the 1st of April it rained and melted the ice, and in the early part of the day, which was very foggy, I 
heard a stray goose groping about over the pond and cackling as if lost, or like the spirit of the fog. 
 
So I went on for some days cutting and hewing timber, and also studs and rafters, all with my narrow axe, not 
having many communicable or scholar-like thoughts, singing to myself, --  
 
              Men say they know many things; 
              But lo! they have taken wings -- 
              The arts and sciences, 
              And a thousand appliances; 
              The wind that blows 
              Is all that any body knows.  
 
I hewed the main timbers six inches square, most of the studs on two sides only, and the rafters and floor 
timbers on one side, leaving the rest of the bark on, so that they were just as straight and much stronger than 
sawed ones.  Each stick was carefully mortised or tenoned by its stump, for I had borrowed other tools by 
this time.  My days in the woods were not very long ones; yet I usually carried my dinner of bread and butter, 
and read the newspaper in which it was wrapped, at noon, sitting amid the green pine boughs which I had cut 
off, and to my bread was imparted some of their fragrance, for my hands were covered with a thick coat of 
pitch.  Before I had done I was more the friend than the foe of the pine tree, though I had cut down some of 
them, having become better acquainted with it.  Sometimes a rambler in the wood was attracted by the sound 
of my axe, and we chatted pleasantly over the chips which I had made. 
 
By the middle of April, for I made no haste in my work, but rather made the most of it, my house was framed 
and ready for the raising.  I had already bought the shanty of James Collins, an Irishman who worked on the 
Fitchburg Railroad, for boards.  James Collins' shanty was considered an uncommonly fine one.  When I 
called to see it he was not at home.  I walked about the outside, at first unobserved from within, the window 
was so deep and high.  It was of small dimensions, with a peaked cottage roof, and not much else to be seen, 
the dirt being raised five feet all around as if it were a compost heap.  The roof was the soundest part, though 
a good deal warped and made brittle by the sun.  Doorsill there was none, but a perennial passage for the 
hens under the door board.  Mrs. C. came to the door and asked me to view it from the inside.  The hens were 
driven in by my approach.  It was dark, and had a dirt floor for the most part, dank, clammy, and aguish, only 
here a board and there a board which would not bear removal.  She lighted a lamp to show me the inside of 
the roof and the walls, and also that the board floor extended under the bed, warning me not to step into the 
cellar, a sort of dust hole two feet deep.  In her own words, they were "good boards overhead, good boards all 
around, and a good window" -- of two whole squares originally, only the cat had passed out that way lately.  



There was a stove, a bed, and a place to sit, an infant in the house where it was born, a silk parasol, gilt-
framed looking-glass, and a patent new coffee-mill nailed to an oak sapling, all told.  The bargain was soon 
concluded, for James had in the meanwhile returned.  I to pay four dollars and twenty-five cents tonight, he 
to vacate at five tomorrow morning, selling to nobody else meanwhile: I to take possession at six.  It were 
well, he said, to be there early, and anticipate certain indistinct but wholly unjust claims on the score of 
ground rent and fuel.  This he assured me was the only encumbrance.  At six I passed him and his family on 
the road.  One large bundle held their all -- bed, coffee-mill, looking-glass, hens -- all but the cat; she took to 
the woods and became a wild cat, and, as I learned afterward, trod in a trap set for woodchucks, and so 
became a dead cat at last. 
 
I took down this dwelling the same morning, drawing the nails, and removed it to the pond-side by small 
cartloads, spreading the boards on the grass there to bleach and warp back again in the sun. One early thrush 
gave me a note or two as I drove along the woodland path.  I was informed treacherously by a young Patrick 
[Patrick is a name for an Irishman] that neighbor Seeley, an Irishman, in the intervals of the carting, 
transferred the still tolerable, straight, and drivable nails, staples, and spikes to his pocket, and then stood 
when I came back to pass the time of day, and look freshly up, unconcerned, with spring thoughts, at the 
devastation; there being a dearth of work, as he said.  He was there to represent spectatordom, and help make 
this seemingly insignificant event one with the removal of the gods of Troy.* 
 
[*Thoreau is making light of Collins' laziness by comparing him to the heroic Greeks] 
 
I dug my cellar in the side of a hill sloping to the south, where a woodchuck had formerly dug his burrow, 
down through sumach and blackberry roots, and the lowest stain of vegetation, six feet square by seven deep, 
to a fine sand where potatoes would not freeze in any winter.  The sides were left shelving, and not stoned; 
but the sun having never shone on them, the sand still keeps its place. It was but two hours' work.  I took 
particular pleasure in this breaking of ground, for in almost all latitudes men dig into the earth for an equable 
temperature.  Under the most splendid house in the city is still to be found the cellar where they store their 
roots as of old, and long after the superstructure has disappeared posterity remark its dent in the earth.  The 
house is still but a sort of porch at the entrance of a burrow. 
 
At length, in the beginning of May, with the help of some of my acquaintances, rather to improve so good an 
occasion for neighborliness than from any necessity, I set up the frame of my house.  No man was ever more 
honored in the character of his raisers than I.  They are destined, I trust, to assist at the raising of loftier 
structures one day.  I began to occupy my house on the 4th of July, as soon as it was boarded and roofed, for 
the boards were carefully feather-edged and lapped, so that it was perfectly impervious to rain, but before 
boarding I laid the foundation of a chimney at one end, bringing two cartloads of stones up the hill from the 
pond in my arms.  I built the chimney after my hoeing in the fall, before a fire became necessary for warmth, 
doing my cooking in the meanwhile out of doors on the ground, early in the morning: which mode I still 
think is in some respects more convenient and agreeable than the usual one.  When it stormed before my 
bread was baked, I fixed a few boards over the fire, and sat under them to watch my loaf, and passed some 
pleasant hours in that way.  In those days, when my hands were much employed, I read but little, but the least 
scraps of paper which lay on the ground, my holder, or tablecloth, afforded me as much entertainment, in fact 
answered the same purpose as the Iliad.  [The Iliad is the Greek epic poem describing the siege of Troy.] 
 
 
From Chapter 2: Where I Lived and What I Lived For 
(Entire Chapter) 
 
At a certain season of our life we are accustomed to consider every spot as the possible site of a house.  I 
have thus surveyed the country on every side within a dozen miles of where I live.  In imagination I have 
bought all the farms in succession, for all were to be bought, and I knew their price.  I walked over each 
farmer's premises, tasted his wild apples, discoursed on husbandry with him, took his farm at his price, at any 
price, mortgaging it to him in my mind; even put a higher price on it -- took everything but a deed of it -- 
took his word for his deed, for I dearly love to talk -- cultivated it, and him too to some extent, I trust, and 
withdrew when I had enjoyed it long enough, leaving him to carry it on.  This experience entitled me to be 
regarded as a sort of real-estate broker by my friends.  Wherever I sat, there I might live, and the landscape 



radiated from me accordingly.  What is a house but a sedes, a seat? -- better if a country seat.  I discovered 
many a site for a house not likely to be soon improved, which some might have thought too far from the 
village, but to my eyes the village was too far from it.  Well, there I might live, I said; and there I did live, for 
an hour, a summer and a winter life; saw how I could let the years run off, buffet the winter through, and see 
the spring come in.  The future inhabitants of this region, wherever they may place their houses, may be sure 
that they have been anticipated.  An afternoon sufficed to lay out the land into orchard, wood-lot, and 
pasture, and to decide what fine oaks or pines should be left to stand before the door, and whence each 
blasted tree* could be seen to the best advantage; and then I let it lie, fallow, perchance, for a man is rich in 
proportion to the number of things which he can afford to let alone. 
 
[*Blasted tree:  picturesque artists such as Thomas Cole often depicted deformed trees in the foreground of 
their paintings.] 
 
My imagination carried me so far that I even had the refusal of several farms -- the refusal was all I wanted -- 
but I never got my fingers burned by actual possession.  The nearest that I came to actual possession was 
when I bought the Hollowell place, and had begun to sort my seeds, and collected materials with which to 
make a wheelbarrow to carry it on or off with; but before the owner gave me a deed of it, his wife -- every 
man has such a wife -- changed her mind and wished to keep it, and he offered me ten dollars to release him.  
Now, to speak the truth, I had but ten cents in the world, and it surpassed my arithmetic to tell, if I was that 
man who had ten cents, or who had a farm, or ten dollars, or all together.  However, I let him keep the ten 
dollars and the farm too, for I had carried it far enough; or rather, to be generous, I sold him the farm for just 
what I gave for it, and, as he was not a rich man, made him a present of ten dollars, and still had my ten 
cents, and seeds, and materials for a wheelbarrow left.  I found thus that I had been a rich man without any 
damage to my poverty.  But I retained the landscape, and I have since annually carried off what it yielded 
without a wheelbarrow.  With respect to landscapes,  
 
           "I am monarch of all I survey, 
            My right there is none to dispute."  
 
I have frequently seen a poet withdraw, having enjoyed the most valuable part of a farm, while the crusty 
farmer supposed that he had got a few wild apples only.  Why, the owner does not know it for many years 
when a poet has put his farm in rhyme, the most admirable kind of invisible fence, has fairly impounded it, 
milked it, skimmed it, and got all the cream, and left the farmer only the skimmed milk. 
 
The real attractions of the Hollowell farm, to me, were: its complete retirement, being, about two miles from 
the village, half a mile from the nearest neighbor, and separated from the highway by a broad field; its 
bounding on the river, which the owner said protected it by its fogs from frosts in the spring, though that was 
nothing to me; the gray color and ruinous state of the house and barn, and the dilapidated fences, which put 
such an interval between me and the last occupant; the hollow and lichen-covered apple trees, nawed by 
rabbits, showing what kind of neighbors I should have; but above all, the recollection I had of it from my 
earliest voyages up the river, when the house was concealed behind a dense grove of red maples, through 
which I heard the house-dog bark.  I was in haste to buy it, before the proprietor finished getting out some 
rocks, cutting down the hollow apple trees, and grubbing up some young birches which had sprung up in the 
pasture, or, in short, had made any more of his improvements.  To enjoy these advantages I was ready to 
carry it on; like Atlas,* to take the world on my shoulders -- I never heard what compensation he received for 
that -- and do all those things which had no other motive or excuse but that I might pay for it and be 
unmolested in my possession of it; for I knew all the while that it would yield the most abundant crop of the 
kind I wanted, if I could only afford to let it alone.  But it turned out as I have said. 
 
[*In Greek mythology, Atlas carried the world on his shoulders.] 
 
All that I could say, then, with respect to farming on a large scale -- I have always cultivated a garden -- was, 
that I had had my seeds ready.  Many think that seeds improve with age.  I have no doubt that time 
discriminates between the good and the bad; and when at last I shall plant, I shall be less likely to be 
disappointed. But I would say to my fellows, once for all, As long as possible live free and uncommitted.  It 
makes but little difference whether you are committed to a farm or the county jail. 



 
Old Cato, whose "De Re Rustica" is my "Cultivator," says -- and the only translation I have seen makes sheer 
nonsense of the passage -- "When you think of getting a farm turn it thus in your mind, not to buy greedily; 
nor spare your pains to look at it, and do not think it enough to go round it once.  The oftener you go there the 
more it will please you, if it is good."*  I think I shall not buy greedily, but go round and round it as long as I 
live, and be buried in it first, that it may please me the more at last. 
 
[*Marcus Porcius Cato was a Roman statesman. Through legislative efforts, he tried to restore what he 
believed to be the high morals and simplicity of life characteristic of the earlier days of the Roman republic.  
He is the author of De Re Rustica.  The above quote is a translation of a portion of this work.] 
 
The present was my next experiment of this kind, which I purpose to describe more at length, for 
convenience putting the experience of two years into one.  As I have said, I do not propose to write an ode to 
dejection, but to brag as lustily as chanticleer [rooster] in the morning, standing on his roost, if only to wake 
my neighbors up. 
 
When first I took up my abode in the woods, that is, began to spend my nights as well as days there, which, 
by accident, was on Independence Day, or the Fourth of July, 1845, my house was not finished for winter, 
but was merely a defence against the rain, without plastering or chimney, the walls being of rough, weather-
stained boards, with wide chinks, which made it cool at night.  The upright white hewn studs and freshly 
planed door and window casings gave it a clean and airy look, especially in the morning, when its timbers 
were saturated with dew, so that I fancied that by noon some sweet gum would exude from them.  To my 
imagination it retained throughout the day more or less of this auroral character, reminding me of a certain 
house on a mountain which I had visited a year before.  This was an airy and unplastered cabin, fit to 
entertain a travelling god, and where a goddess might trail her garments.  The winds which passed over my 
dwelling were such as sweep over the ridges of mountains, bearing the broken strains, or celestial parts only, 
of terrestrial music.  The morning wind forever blows, the poem of creation is uninterrupted; but few are the 
ears that hear it.  Olympus* is but the outside of the earth everywhere. 
 
[*Olympus is the home of the Greek gods]  
 
The only house I had been the owner of before, if I except a boat, was a tent, which I used occasionally when 
making excursions in the summer, and this is still rolled up in my garret; but the boat, after passing from 
hand to hand, has gone down the stream of time.  With this more substantial shelter about me, I had made 
some progress toward settling in the world.  This frame, so slightly clad, was a sort of crystallization around 
me, and reacted on the builder.  It was suggestive somewhat as a picture in outlines.  I did not need to go 
outdoors to take the air, for the atmosphere within had lost none of its freshness.  It was not so much within 
doors as behind a door where I sat, even in the rainiest weather. The Harivansa [A French Work] says, "An 
abode without birds is like a meat without seasoning."  Such was not my abode, for I found myself suddenly 
neighbor to the birds; not by having imprisoned one, but having caged myself near them.  I was not only 
nearer to some of those which commonly frequent the garden and the orchard, but to those smaller and more 
thrilling songsters of the forest which never, or rarely, serenade a villager -- the wood thrush, the veery, the 
scarlet tanager, the field sparrow, the whip-poor-will, and many others. 
 
I was seated by the shore of a small pond, about a mile and a half south of the village of Concord and 
somewhat higher than it, in the midst of an extensive wood between that town and Lincoln, and about two 
miles south of that our only field known to fame, Concord Battle Ground; [the earliest skirmish of the 
American Revolutionary War fought here] but I was so low in the woods that the opposite shore, half a mile 
off, like the rest, covered with wood, was my most distant horizon.  For the first week, whenever I looked out 
on the pond it impressed me like a tarn high up on the side of a mountain, its bottom far above the surface of 
other lakes, and, as the sun arose, I saw it throwing off its nightly clothing of mist, and here and there, by 
degrees, its soft ripples or its smooth reflecting surface was revealed, while the mists, like ghosts, were 
stealthily withdrawing in every direction into the woods, as at the breaking up of some nocturnal conventicle 
[A secrete or illegal religious meeting].  The very dew seemed to hang upon the trees later into the day than 
usual, as on the sides of mountains.   
 



This small lake was of most value as a neighbor in the intervals of a gentle rain-storm in August, when, both 
air and water being perfectly still, but the sky overcast, mid-afternoon had all the serenity of evening, and the 
wood thrush sang around, and was heard from shore to shore.  A lake like this is never smoother than at such 
a time; and the clear portion of the air above it being, shallow and darkened by clouds, the water, full of light 
and reflections, becomes a lower heaven itself so much the more important.  From a hill-top near by, where 
the wood had been recently cut off, there was a pleasing vista southward across the pond, through a wide 
indentation in the hills which form the shore there, where their opposite sides sloping toward each other 
suggested a stream flowing out in that direction through a wooded valley, but stream there was none.  That 
way I looked between and over the near green hills to some distant and higher ones in the horizon, tinged 
with blue.  Indeed, by standing on tiptoe I could catch a glimpse of some of the peaks of the still bluer and 
more distant mountain ranges in the northwest, those true-blue coins from heaven's own mint, and also of 
some portion of the village.  But in other directions, even from this point, I could not see over or beyond the 
woods which surrounded me.  It is well to have some water in your neighborhood, to give buoyancy to and 
float the earth.  One value even of the smallest well is, that when you look into it you see that earth is not 
continent but insular.*  This is as important as that it keeps butter cool.  When I looked across the pond from 
this peak toward the Sudbury meadows, which in time of flood I distinguished elevated perhaps by a mirage 
in their seething valley, like a coin in a basin, all the earth beyond the pond appeared like a thin crust 
insulated and floated even by this small sheet of interverting water, and I was reminded that this on which I 
dwelt was but dry land. 
 
[*In Thoreau's days, butter was submerged in the family well which keep it from melting and becoming 
rancid.] 
 
Though the view from my door was still more contracted, I did not feel crowded or confined in the least.  
There was pasture enough for my imagination.  The low shrub oak plateau to which the opposite shore arose 
stretched away toward the prairies of the West and the steppes of Tartary, [Russian grasslands] affording 
ample room for all the roving families of men.  "There are none happy in the world but beings who enjoy 
freely a vast horizon" -- said Damodara, when his herds required new and larger pastures.* 
 
[*Damodara is another name for Krishna, a deity in Hinduism.  Krishna is often depicted as a handsome 
young man playing a flute.] 
 
Both place and time were changed, and I dwelt nearer to those parts of the universe and to those eras in 
history which had most attracted me.  Where I lived was as far off as many a region viewed nightly by 
astronomers.  We are wont to imagine rare and delectable places in some remote and more celestial corner of 
the system, behind the constellation of Cassiopeia's Chair, far from noise and disturbance.  I discovered that 
my house actually had its site in such a withdrawn, but forever new and unprofaned, part of the universe.  If 
it were worth the while to settle in those parts near to the Pleiades or the Hyades, to Aldebaran or Altair 
[names of stars and constellations], then I was really there, or at an equal remoteness from the life which I 
had left behind, dwindled and twinkling with as fine a ray to my nearest neighbor, and to be seen only in 
moonless nights by him.  Such was that part of creation where I had squatted;  
 
          "There was a shepherd that did live, 
              And held his thoughts as high 
           As were the mounts whereon his flocks 
              Did hourly feed him by."   
 
What should we think of the shepherd's life if his flocks always wandered to higher pastures than his 
thoughts? 
 
Every morning was a cheerful invitation to make my life of equal simplicity, and I may say innocence, with 
Nature herself.  I have been as sincere a worshipper of Aurora [goddess of dawn] as the Greeks.  I got up 
early and bathed in the pond; that was a religious exercise, and one of the best things which I did.  They say 
that characters were engraven on the bathing tub of King Tchingthang to this effect: "Renew thyself 
completely each day; do it again, and again, and forever again."  [From the Chinese philosopher Confucius] I 
can understand that.  Morning brings back the heroic ages.  I was as much affected by the faint hum of a 



mosquito making its invisible and unimaginable tour through my apartment at earliest dawn, when I was 
sitting with door and windows open, as I could be by any trumpet that ever sang of fame.  It was Homer's 
requiem; itself an Iliad and Odyssey in the air, singing its own wrath and wanderings.  [The Odyssey begins 
with the wanderings of Odysseus and the Iliad begins with Achilles' wrath.] There was something cosmical 
about it; a standing advertisement, till forbidden, of the everlasting vigor and fertility of the world.  The 
morning, which is the most memorable season of the day, is the awakening hour.  Then there is least 
somnolence in us; and for an hour, at least, some part of us awakes which slumbers all the rest of the day and 
night.  Little is to be expected of that day, if it can be called a day, to which we are not awakened by our 
Genius, but by the mechanical nudgings of some servitor, are not awakened by our own newly acquired force 
and aspirations from within, accompanied by the undulations of celestial music, instead of factory bells, and 
a fragrance filling the air -- to a higher life than we fell asleep from; and thus the darkness bear its fruit, and 
prove itself to be good, no less than the light. That man who does not believe that each day contains an 
earlier, more sacred, and auroral hour than he has yet profaned, has despaired of life, and is pursuing a 
descending and darkening way. After a partial cessation of his sensuous life, the soul of man, or its organs 
rather, are reinvigorated each day, and his Genius tries again what noble life it can make.  All memorable 
events, I should say, transpire in morning time and in a morning atmosphere.  The Vedas say, "All 
intelligences awake with the morning."  [The Vedas are early religious texts describing religious practices 
and beliefs.]  Poetry and art, and the fairest and most memorable of the actions of men, date from such an 
hour.  All poets and heroes, like Memnon [An Ethiopian king killed by Achilles and made immortal by Zeus], 
are the children of Aurora, and emit their music at sunrise.  To him whose elastic and vigorous thought keeps 
pace with the sun, the day is a perpetual morning.  It matters not what the clocks say or the attitudes and 
labors of men.  Morning is when I am awake and there is a dawn in me.  Moral reform is the effort to throw 
off sleep. Why is it that men give so poor an account of their day if they have not been slumbering?  They are 
not such poor calculators.  If they had not been overcome with drowsiness, they would have performed 
something.  The millions are awake enough for physical labor; but only one in a million is awake enough for 
effective intellectual exertion, only one in a hundred millions to a poetic or divine life. To be awake is to be 
alive.  I have never yet met a man who was quite awake.  How could I have looked him in the face? 
 
We must learn to reawaken and keep ourselves awake, not by mechanical aids, but by an infinite expectation 
of the dawn, which does not forsake us in our soundest sleep.  I know of no more encouraging fact than the 
unquestionable ability of man to elevate his life by a conscious endeavor.  It is something to be able to paint a 
particular picture, or to carve a statue, and so to make a few objects beautiful; but it is far more glorious to 
carve and paint the very atmosphere and medium through which we look, which morally we can do.  To 
affect the quality of the day, that is the highest of arts.  Every man is tasked to make his life, even in its 
details, worthy of the contemplation of his most elevated and critical hour.  If we refused, or rather used up, 
such paltry information as we get, the oracles would distinctly inform us how this might be done. 
 
I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I 
could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.  I did not wish 
to live what was not life, living is so dear; nor did I wish to practise resignation, unless it was quite 
necessary.  I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life, to live so sturdily and Spartan-like as to 
put to rout all that was not life, to cut a broad swath and shave close, to drive life into a corner, and reduce it 
to its lowest terms, and, if it proved to be mean, why then to get the whole and genuine meanness of it, and 
publish its meanness to the world; or if it were sublime, to know it by experience, and be able to give a true 
account of it in my next excursion.  For most men, it appears to me, are in a strange uncertainty about it, 
whether it is of the devil or of God, and have somewhat hastily concluded that it is the chief end of man here 
to "glorify God and enjoy him forever." 
 
Still we live meanly, like ants; though the fable tells us that we were long ago changed into men; like 
pygmies we fight with cranes; it is error upon error, and clout upon clout, and our best virtue has for its 
occasion a superfluous and evitable wretchedness.  [Ants: Jupiter repopulated a mortal's kingdom by 
changing all the ants in an oak tree into men.  Cranes: In the Iliad, Trojans are compared to cranes fighting 
pygmies]  Our life is frittered away by detail.  An honest man has hardly need to count more than his ten 
fingers, or in extreme cases he may add his ten toes, and lump the rest.  Simplicity, simplicity, simplicity!  I 
say, let your affairs be as two or three, and not a hundred or a thousand; instead of a million count half a 
dozen, and keep your accounts on your thumb-nail.  In the midst of this chopping sea of civilized life, such 



are the clouds and storms and quicksands and thousand-and-one items to be allowed for, that a man has to 
live, if he would not founder and go to the bottom and not make his port at all, by dead reckoning, and he 
must be a great calculator indeed who succeeds.  [Dead reckoning is a way of navigating by determining 
course from the last known position. Used in cloudy weather when the sun or stars are not visible, it involves 
guess work and is not always accurate]  Simplify, simplify.  Instead of three meals a day, if it be necessary 
eat but one; instead of a hundred dishes, five; and reduce other things in proportion.  Our life is like a 
German Confederacy, made up of petty states, with its boundary forever fluctuating, so that even a German 
cannot tell you how it is bounded at any moment. [the Confederacy's borders were constantly changing 
during Thoreau's years] The nation itself, with all its so-called internal improvements, which, by the way are 
all external and superficial, is just such an unwieldy and overgrown establishment, cluttered with furniture 
and tripped up by its own traps, ruined by luxury and heedless expense, by want of calculation and a worthy 
aim, as the million households in the land; and the only cure for it, as for them, is in a rigid economy, a stern 
and more than Spartan simplicity of life and elevation of purpose.  It lives too fast.  Men think that it is 
essential that the Nation have commerce, and export ice, and talk through a telegraph, and ride thirty miles an 
hour, without a doubt, whether they do or not; but whether we should live like baboons or like men, is a little 
uncertain.  If we do not get out sleepers, and forge rails, and devote days and nights to the work, but go to 
tinkering upon our lives to improve them, who will build railroads?  And if railroads are not built, how shall 
we get to heaven in season?  But if we stay at home and mind our business, who will want railroads?  We do 
not ride on the railroad; it rides upon us.  Did you ever think what those sleepers are that underlie the 
railroad?  [Sleepers are railroad ties] Each one is a man, an Irishman, or a Yankee man.  The rails are laid on 
them, and they are covered with sand, and the cars run smoothly over them.  They are sound sleepers, I 
assure you.  And every few years a new lot is laid down and run over; so that, if some have the pleasure of 
riding on a rail, others have the misfortune to be ridden upon.  And when they run over a man that is walking 
in his sleep, a supernumerary sleeper in the wrong position, and wake him up, they suddenly stop the cars, 
and make a hue and cry about it, as if this were an exception.  I am glad to know that it takes a gang of men 
for every five miles to keep the sleepers down and level in their beds as it is, for this is a sign that they may 
sometime get up again. 
 
Why should we live with such hurry and waste of life?  We are determined to be starved before we are 
hungry.  Men say that a stitch in time saves nine, and so they take a thousand stitches today to save nine 
tomorrow.  As for work, we haven't any of any consequence.  We have the Saint Vitus' dance [a nervous 
condition characterized by spastic limb motions], and cannot possibly keep our heads still.  If I should only 
give a few pulls at the parish bell-rope, as for a fire, that is, without setting the bell, there is hardly a man on 
his farm in the outskirts of Concord, notwithstanding that press of engagements which was his excuse so 
many times this morning, nor a boy, nor a woman, I might almost say, but would forsake all and follow that 
sound, not mainly to save property from the flames, but, if we will confess the truth, much more to see it 
burn, since burn it must, and we, be it known, did not set it on fire -- or to see it put out, and have a hand in it, 
if that is done as handsomely; yes, even if it were the parish church itself.  Hardly a man takes a half-hour's 
nap after dinner, but when he wakes he holds up his head and asks, "What's the news?" as if the rest of 
mankind had stood his sentinels.  Some give directions to be waked every half-hour, doubtless for no other 
purpose; and then, to pay for it, they tell what they have dreamed. After a night's sleep the news is as 
indispensable as the breakfast. "Pray tell me anything new that has happened to a man anywhere on this 
globe" -- and he reads it over his coffee and rolls, that a man has had his eyes gouged out this morning on the 
Wachito River; never dreaming the while that he lives in the dark unfathomed mammoth cave of this world, 
and has but the rudiment of an eye himself. [Blind fish are found in Mammoth cave in Kentucky]  
 
For my part, I could easily do without the post-office.  I think that there are very few important 
communications made through it. To speak critically, I never received more than one or two letters in my life 
-- I wrote this some years ago -- that were worth the postage.  The penny-post is, commonly, an institution 
through which you seriously offer a man that penny for his thoughts which is so often safely offered in jest.  
And I am sure that I never read any memorable news in a newspaper.  If we read of one man robbed, or 
murdered, or killed by accident, or one house burned, or one vessel wrecked, or one steamboat blown up, or 
one cow run over on the Western Railroad, [A nearby railroad] or one mad dog killed, or one lot of 
grasshoppers in the winter -- we never need read of another.  One is enough.  If you are acquainted with the 
principle, what do you care for a myriad instances and applications?  To a philosopher all news, as it is 
called, is gossip, and they who edit and read it are old women over their tea.  Yet not a few are greedy after 



this gossip.  There was such a rush, as I hear, the other day at one of the offices to learn the foreign news by 
the last arrival, that several large squares of plate glass belonging to the establishment were broken by the 
pressure -- news which I seriously think a ready wit might write a twelve-month, or twelve years, beforehand 
with sufficient accuracy. As for Spain, for instance, if you know how to throw in Don Carlos and the Infanta, 
and Don Pedro and Seville and Granada, [prominent royals in Spain during Thoreau's day.] from time to 
time in the right proportions -- they may have changed the names a little since I saw the papers -- and serve 
up a bull-fight when other entertainments fail, it will be true to the letter, and give us as good an idea of the 
exact state or ruin of things in Spain as the most succinct and lucid reports under this head in the newspapers: 
and as for England, almost the last significant scrap of news from that quarter was the revolution of 1649; 
[The date that the British monarchy was abolished] and if you have learned the history of her crops for an 
average year, you never need attend to that thing again, unless your speculations are of a merely pecuniary 
character.  If one may judge who rarely looks into the newspapers, nothing new does ever happen in foreign 
parts, a French revolution not excepted. 
 
What news! how much more important to know what that is which was never old!  "Kieou-he-yu (great 
dignitary of the state of Wei) sent a man to Khoung-tseu to know his news.  Khoung-tseu caused the 
messenger to be seated near him, and questioned him in these terms: What is your master doing?  The 
messenger answered with respect:  My master desires to diminish the number of his faults, but he cannot 
come to the end of them.  The messenger being gone, the philosopher remarked:  What a worthy messenger!  
What a worthy messenger!" [From Confucius] The preacher, instead of vexing the ears of drowsy farmers on 
their day of rest at the end of the week -- for Sunday is the fit conclusion of an ill-spent week, and not the 
fresh and brave beginning of a new one -- with this one other draggle-tail of a sermon, should shout with 
thundering voice, "Pause!  Avast!  Why so seeming fast, but deadly slow?" 
 
Shams and delusions are esteemed for soundest truths, while reality is fabulous.  If men would steadily 
observe realities only, and not allow themselves to be deluded, life, to compare it with such things as we 
know, would be like a fairy tale and the Arabian Nights' Entertainments.  If we respected only what is 
inevitable and has a right to be, music and poetry would resound along the streets. When we are unhurried 
and wise, we perceive that only great and worthy things have any permanent and absolute existence, that 
petty fears and petty pleasures are but the shadow of the reality.  This is always exhilarating and sublime.  By 
closing the eyes and slumbering, and consenting to be deceived by shows, men establish and confirm their 
daily life of routine and habit everywhere, which still is built on purely illusory foundations.  Children, who 
play life, discern its true law and relations more clearly than men, who fail to live it worthily, but who think 
that they are wiser by experience, that is, by failure.  I have read in a Hindoo [Hindu] book, that "there was a 
king's son, who, being expelled in infancy from his native city, was brought up by a forester, and, growing up 
to maturity in that state, imagined himself to belong to the barbarous race with which he lived.  One of his 
father's ministers having discovered him, revealed to him what he was, and the misconception of his 
character was removed, and he knew himself to be a prince. So soul," continues the Hindoo philosopher, 
"from the circumstances in which it is placed, mistakes its own character, until the truth is revealed to it by 
some holy teacher, and then it knows itself to be Brahme."  I perceive that we inhabitants of New England 
live this mean life that we do because our vision does not penetrate the surface of things.  We think that that 
is which appears to be.  If a man should walk through this town and see only the reality, where, think you, 
would the "Mill-dam" go to? [The name of the business center of Concord.] If he should give us an account 
of the realities he beheld there, we should not recognize the place in his description.  Look at a meeting-
house, or a court-house, or a jail, or a shop, or a dwelling-house, and say what that thing really is before a 
true gaze, and they would all go to pieces in your account of them.  Men esteem truth remote, in the outskirts 
of the system, behind the farthest star, before Adam and after the last man.  In eternity there is indeed 
something true and sublime.  But all these times and places and occasions are now and here.  God himself 
culminates in the present moment, and will never be more divine in the lapse of all the ages.  And we are 
enabled to apprehend at all what is sublime and noble only by the perpetual instilling and drenching of the 
reality that surrounds us.  The universe constantly and obediently answers to our conceptions; whether we 
travel fast or slow, the track is laid for us.  Let us spend our lives in conceiving then.  The poet or the artist 
never yet had so fair and noble a design but some of his posterity at least could accomplish it. 
 
Let us spend one day as deliberately as Nature, and not be thrown off the track by every nutshell and 
mosquito's wing that falls on the rails.  [Train derailments were common in those days.] Let us rise early and 



fast, or break fast, gently and without perturbation; let company come and let company go, let the bells ring 
and the children cry -- determined to make a day of it.  Why should we knock under and go with the stream?  
Let us not be upset and overwhelmed in that terrible rapid and whirlpool [challenges faced by Ulysses' 
journey in the Odyssey] called a dinner, situated in the meridian [noon] shallows.  Weather this danger and 
you are safe, for the rest of the way is down hill.  With unrelaxed nerves, with morning vigor, sail by it, 
looking another way, tied to the mast like Ulysses.  [Ulysses had himself tied to the mast of his ship to 
prevent himself from being drawn toward the song of the Sirens which would have meant his death]  If the 
engine whistles, let it whistle till it is hoarse for its pains.  If the bell rings, why should we run?  We will 
consider what kind of music they are like. Let us settle ourselves, and work and wedge our feet downward 
through the mud and slush of opinion, and prejudice, and tradition, and delusion, and appearance, that 
alluvion which covers the globe, through Paris and London, through New York and Boston and Concord, 
through Church and State, through poetry and philosophy and religion, till we come to a hard bottom and 
rocks in place, which we can call reality, and say, This is, and no mistake; and then begin, having a point 
d'appui, [point of support] below freshet and frost and fire, a place where you might found a wall or a state, 
or set a lamp-post safely, or perhaps a gauge, not a Nilometer, but a Realometer, [measures the rise of rivers] 
that future ages might know how deep a freshet of shams and appearances had gathered from time to time.  If 
you stand right fronting and face to face to a fact, you will see the sun glimmer on both its surfaces, as if it 
were a cimeter, [scimitar: a curved sword] and feel its sweet edge dividing you through the heart and 
marrow, and so you will happily conclude your mortal career.  Be it life or death, we crave only reality.  If 
we are really dying, let us hear the rattle in our throats and feel cold in the extremities; if we are alive, let us 
go about our business. 
 
Time is but the stream I go a-fishing in.  I drink at it; but while I drink I see the sandy bottom and detect how 
shallow it is. Its thin current slides away, but eternity remains.  I would drink deeper; fish in the sky, whose 
bottom is pebbly with stars.  I cannot count one.  I know not the first letter of the alphabet.  I have always 
been regretting that I was not as wise as the day I was born.  The intellect is a cleaver; it discerns and rifts its 
way into the secret of things.  I do not wish to be any more busy with my hands than is necessary.  My head 
is hands and feet.  I feel all my best faculties concentrated in it.  My instinct tells me that my head is an organ 
for burrowing, as some creatures use their snout and fore paws, and with it I would mine and burrow my way 
through these hills.  I think that the richest vein is somewhere hereabouts; so by the divining-rod [A stick, 
usually forked, which can be used to find water]and thin rising vapors I judge; and here I will begin to mine.    
 
 
From Chapter 18: Conclusion 
(Entire Chapter) 
 
To the sick the doctors wisely recommend a change of air and scenery.  Thank Heaven, here is not all the 
world.  The buckeye [relative of the horse chestnut] does not grow in New England, and the mockingbird is 
rarely heard here. The wild goose is more of a cosmopolite than we; he breaks his fast in Canada, takes a 
luncheon in the Ohio, and plumes himself for the night in a southern bayou.  Even the bison, to some extent, 
keeps pace with the seasons cropping the pastures of the Colorado only till a greener and sweeter grass 
awaits him by the Yellowstone.  Yet we think that if rail fences are pulled down, and stone walls piled up on 
our farms, bounds are henceforth set to our lives and our fates decided.  If you are chosen town clerk, 
forsooth, you cannot go to Tierra del Fuego [the tip of South America] this summer: but you may go to the 
land of infernal fire nevertheless.  The universe is wider than our views of it. 
 
Yet we should oftener look over the tafferel [rail around the back of a ship] of our craft, like curious 
passengers, and not make the voyage like stupid sailors picking oakum. [Picking oakum refers to untwisting 
old rope to be used for caulking the seams of a ship]  The other side of the globe is but the home of our 
correspondent.  Our voyaging is only great-circle sailing, and the doctors prescribe for diseases of the skin 
merely.  One hastens to southern Africa to chase the giraffe; but surely that is not the game he would be after.  
How long, pray, would a man hunt giraffes if he could?  Snipes and woodcocks [game birds no longer 
legally hunted] also may afford rare sport; but I trust it would be nobler game to shoot one's self.--  
 
      "Direct your eye right inward, and you'll find 
       A thousand regions in your mind 



       Yet undiscovered.  Travel them, and be 
       Expert in home-cosmography."   
 
What does Africa -- what does the West stand for?  Is not our own interior white on the chart? black though it 
may prove, like the coast, when discovered.  Is it the source of the Nile, or the Niger, or the Mississippi, or a 
Northwest Passage around this continent, that we would find?  Are these the problems which most concern 
mankind?  Is Franklin* the only man who is lost, that his wife should be so earnest to find him?  Does Mr. 
Grinnell know where he himself is?  Be rather the Mungo Park*, the Lewis and Clark and Frobisher,* of 
your own streams and oceans; explore your own higher latitudes -- with shiploads of preserved meats to 
support you, if they be necessary; and pile the empty cans sky-high for a sign.  Were preserved meats 
invented to preserve meat merely?  Nay, be a Columbus to whole new continents and worlds within you, 
opening new channels, not of trade, but of thought.  Every man is the lord of a realm beside which the earthly 
empire of the Czar is but a petty state, a hummock left by the ice.  Yet some can be patriotic who have no 
self-respect, and sacrifice the greater to the less.  They love the soil which makes their graves, but have no 
sympathy with the spirit which may still animate their clay.  Patriotism is a maggot in their heads.  What was 
the meaning of that South-Sea Exploring Expedition, with all its parade and expense, but an indirect 
recognition of the fact that there are continents and seas in the moral world to which every man is an isthmus 
or an inlet, yet unexplored by him, but that it is easier to sail many thousand miles through cold and storm 
and cannibals, in a government ship, with five hundred men and boys to assist one, than it is to explore the 
private sea, the Atlantic and Pacific Ocean of one's being alone.  
 
[*Sir John Franklin, a British explorer searching for the Northwest passage, was lost in the Arctic.  Over 40 
expeditions set-out to look for him, including one organized by Henry Grinnell of New York.  Mungo Park 
was a Scottish explorer who determined the course of the Niger River in Africa.  Sir Martin Frobisher was a  
British navigator and the first to search for the Northwest passage. The South-Sea Exploring Expedition 
which explored Antarctic islands was led by Charles Wilkes.] 
 
      "Erret, et extremos alter scrutetur Iberos. 
       Plus habet hic vitae, plus habet ille viae."  
 
   Let them wander and scrutinize the outlandish Australians. 
   I have more of God, they more of the road.   
 
It is not worth the while to go round the world to count the cats in Zanzibar. [From a book by Charles 
Pickering in which he travels around the world and at one point discusses  the cats of Zanzibar] Yet do this 
even till you can do better, and you may perhaps find some "Symmes' Hole" by which to get at the inside at 
last.  England and France, Spain and Portugal, Gold Coast and Slave Coast, all front on this private sea; but 
no bark from them has ventured out of sight of land, though it is without doubt the direct way to India.  
[Captain John Cleve Symmes proposed in 1818 that the earth was hollow and open at both poles.] If you 
would learn to speak all tongues and conform to the customs of all nations, if you would travel farther than 
all travellers, be naturalized in all climes, and cause the Sphinx to dash her head against a stone, even obey 
the precept of the old philosopher, and Explore thyself.  [Sphinx is a mythical monster who killed those 
unable to solve her riddle. Sphinx killed herself when Oedipus solved it.]  Herein are demanded the eye and 
the nerve.  Only the defeated and deserters go to the wars, cowards that run away and enlist.  Start now on 
that farthest western way, which does not pause at the Mississippi or the Pacific, nor conduct toward a 
wornout China or Japan, but leads on direct, a tangent to this sphere, summer and winter, day and night, sun 
down, moon down, and at last earth down too. 
 
It is said that Mirabeau [Comet de Mirabeau was a statesman during the French Revolution] took to highway 
robbery "to ascertain what degree of resolution was necessary in order to place one's self in formal opposition 
to the most sacred laws of society."  He declared that "a soldier who fights in the ranks does not require half 
so much courage as a footpad" [robber on foot] -- "that honor and religion have never stood in the way of a 
well-considered and a firm resolve." This was manly, as the world goes; and yet it was idle, if not desperate.  
A saner man would have found himself often enough "in formal opposition" to what are deemed "the most 
sacred laws of society," through obedience to yet more sacred laws, and so have tested his resolution without 
going out of his way.  It is not for a man to put himself in such an attitude to society, but to maintain himself 



in whatever attitude he find himself through obedience to the laws of his being, which will never be one of 
opposition to a just government, if he should chance to meet with such. 
 
I left the woods for as good a reason as I went there.  Perhaps it seemed to me that I had several more lives to 
live, and could not spare any more time for that one.  It is remarkable how easily and insensibly we fall into a 
particular route, and make a beaten track for ourselves.  I had not lived there a week before my feet wore a 
path from my door to the pond-side; and though it is five or six years since I trod it, it is still quite distinct.  It 
is true, I fear, that others may have fallen into it, and so helped to keep it open.  The surface of the earth is 
soft and impressible by the feet of men; and so with the paths which the mind travels.  How worn and dusty, 
then, must be the highways of the world, how deep the ruts of tradition and conformity!  I did not wish to 
take a cabin passage, but rather to go before the mast and on the deck of the world, for there I could best see 
the moonlight amid the mountains.  I do not wish to go below now. 
 
I learned this, at least, by my experiment: that if one advances confidently in the direction of his dreams, and 
endeavors to live the life which he has imagined, he will meet with a success unexpected in common hours.  
He will put some things behind, will pass an invisible boundary; new, universal, and more liberal laws will 
begin to establish themselves around and within him; or the old laws be expanded, and interpreted in his 
favor in a more liberal sense, and he will live with the license of a higher order of beings.  In proportion as he 
simplifies his life, the laws of the universe will appear less complex, and solitude will not be solitude, nor 
poverty poverty, nor weakness weakness.  If you have built castles in the air, your work need not be lost; that 
is where they should be.  Now put the foundations under them. 
 
It is a ridiculous demand which England and America make, that you shall speak so that they can understand 
you.  Neither men nor toadstools grow so.  As if that were important, and there were not enough to 
understand you without them.  As if Nature could support but one order of understandings, could not sustain 
birds as well as quadrupeds, flying as well as creeping things, and hush and whoa, which Bright [a term for 
an ox] can understand, were the best English.  As if there were safety in stupidity alone.  I fear chiefly lest 
my expression may not be extravagant enough, may not wander far enough beyond the narrow limits of my 
daily experience, so as to be adequate to the truth of which I have been convinced.  Extra vagance! 
[extravagance] it depends on how you are yarded.  The migrating buffalo, which seeks new pastures in 
another latitude, is not extravagant like the cow which kicks over the pail, leaps the cowyard fence, and runs 
after her calf, in milking time.  I desire to speak somewhere without bounds; like a man in a waking moment, 
to men in their waking moments; for I am convinced that I cannot exaggerate enough even to lay the 
foundation of a true expression.  Who that has heard a strain of music feared then lest he should speak 
extravagantly any more forever?  In view of the future or possible, we should live quite laxly and undefined 
in front, our outlines dim and misty on that side; as our shadows reveal an insensible perspiration toward the 
sun.  The volatile truth of our words should continually betray the inadequacy of the residual statement.  
Their truth is instantly translated; its literal monument alone remains.  The words which express our faith and 
piety are not definite; yet they are significant and fragrant like frankincense to superior natures. 
 
Why level downward to our dullest perception always, and praise that as common sense?  The commonest 
sense is the sense of men asleep, which they express by snoring.  Sometimes we are inclined to class those 
who are once-and-a-half-witted with the half-witted, because we appreciate only a third part of their wit.  
Some would find fault with the morning red, if they ever got up early enough. "They pretend," as I hear, "that 
the verses of Kabir have four different senses; illusion, spirit, intellect, and the exoteric doctrine of the 
Vedas"; but in this part of the world it is considered a ground for complaint if a man's writings admit of more 
than one interpretation.  While England endeavors to cure the potato-rot, [the potato blight] will not any 
endeavor to cure the brain-rot, which prevails so much more widely and fatally? 
 
I do not suppose that I have attained to obscurity, but I should be proud if no more fatal fault were found with 
my pages on this score than was found with the Walden ice.  Southern customers objected to its blue color, 
which is the evidence of its purity, as if it were muddy, and preferred the Cambridge ice, which is white, but 
tastes of weeds.  The purity men love is like the mists which envelop the earth, and not like the azure ether 
beyond. 
 



Some are dinning in our ears that we Americans, and moderns generally, are intellectual dwarfs compared 
with the ancients, or even the Elizabethan men.  But what is that to the purpose?  A living dog is better than a 
dead lion.  Shall a man go and hang himself because he belongs to the race of pygmies, and not be the 
biggest pygmy that he can?  Let every one mind his own business, and endeavor to be what he was made. 
 
Why should we be in such desperate haste to succeed and in such desperate enterprises?  If a man does not 
keep pace with his companions, perhaps it is because he hears a different drummer.  Let him step to the 
music which he hears, however measured or far away. It is not important that he should mature as soon as an 
apple tree or an oak.  Shall he turn his spring into summer?  If the condition of things which we were made 
for is not yet, what were any reality which we can substitute?  We will not be shipwrecked on a vain reality.  
Shall we with pains erect a heaven of blue glass over ourselves, though when it is done we shall be sure to 
gaze still at the true ethereal heaven far above, as if the former were not? 
 
There was an artist in the city of Kouroo who was disposed to strive after perfection. [Scholars are unsure to 
what Kouroo refers but it may have something to do with Hindu literature.] One day it came into his mind to 
make a staff.  Having considered that in an imperfect work time is an ingredient, but into a perfect work time 
does not enter, he said to himself, It shall be perfect in all respects, though I should do nothing else in my 
life.  He proceeded instantly to the forest for wood, being resolved that it should not be made of unsuitable 
material; and as he searched for and rejected stick after stick, his friends gradually deserted him, for they 
grew old in their works and died, but he grew not older by a moment.  His singleness of purpose and 
resolution, and his elevated piety, endowed him, without his knowledge, with perennial youth.  As he made 
no compromise with Time, Time kept out of his way, and only sighed at a distance because he could not 
overcome him.  Before he had found a stock in all respects suitable the city of Kouroo was a hoary ruin, and 
he sat on one of its mounds to peel the stick.  Before he had given it the proper shape the dynasty of the 
Candahars was at an end, and with the point of the stick he wrote the name of the last of that race in the sand, 
and then resumed his work.  By the time he had smoothed and polished the staff Kalpa was no longer the 
pole-star; [In Hindu writings, Kalpa is a long period of time] and ere he had put on the ferule [an iron ring 
around the end of a staff] and the head adorned with precious stones, Brahma had awoke and slumbered 
many times.  [In Hinduism, Brahma is the essential divine reality of the universe; the eternal spirit from 
which all being originates and to which all returns.]  But why do I stay to mention these things?  When the 
finishing stroke was put to his work, it suddenly expanded before the eyes of the astonished artist into the 
fairest of all the creations of Brahma.  He had made a new system in making a staff, a world with full and fair 
proportions; in which, though the old cities and dynasties had passed away, fairer and more glorious ones had 
taken their places. And now he saw by the heap of shavings still fresh at his feet, that, for him and his work, 
the former lapse of time had been an illusion, and that no more time had elapsed than is required for a single 
scintillation from the brain of Brahma to fall on and inflame the tinder of a mortal brain.  The material was 
pure, and his art was pure; how could the result be other than wonderful? 
 
No face which we can give to a matter will stead us so well at last as the truth.  This alone wears well.  For 
the most part, we are not where we are, but in a false position.  Through an infinity of our natures, we 
suppose a case, and put ourselves into it, and hence are in two cases at the same time, and it is doubly 
difficult to get out.  In sane moments we regard only the facts, the case that is.  Say what you have to say, not 
what you ought.  Any truth is better than make-believe.  Tom Hyde, the tinker, standing on the gallows, was 
asked if he had anything to say.  "Tell the tailors," said he, "to remember to make a knot in their thread before 
they take the first stitch."  His companion's prayer is forgotten. [Scholars are uncertain who Tom Hyde is.] 
 
However mean your life is, meet it and live it; do not shun it and call it hard names.  It is not so bad as you 
are.  It looks poorest when you are richest.  The fault-finder will find faults even in paradise.  Love your life, 
poor as it is.  You may perhaps have some pleasant, thrilling, glorious hours, even in a poorhouse. The 
setting sun is reflected from the windows of the almshouse as brightly as from the rich man's abode; the snow 
melts before its door as early in the spring.  I do not see but a quiet mind may live as contentedly there, and 
have as cheering thoughts, as in a palace. The town's poor seem to me often to live the most independent 
lives of any.  Maybe they are simply great enough to receive without misgiving.  Most think that they are 
above being supported by the town; but it oftener happens that they are not above supporting themselves by 
dishonest means, which should be more disreputable. Cultivate poverty like a garden herb, like sage.  Do not 
trouble yourself much to get new things, whether clothes or friends.  Turn the old; return to them.  Things do 



not change; we change.  Sell your clothes and keep your thoughts.  God will see that you do not want society.  
If I were confined to a corner of a garret all my days, like a spider, the world would be just as large to me 
while I had my thoughts about me.  The philosopher said: "From an army of three divisions one can take 
away its general, and put it in disorder; from the man the most abject and vulgar one cannot take away his 
thought." [From Confucius]  Do not seek so anxiously to be developed, to subject yourself to many 
influences to be played on; it is all dissipation.  Humility like darkness reveals the heavenly lights. The 
shadows of poverty and meanness gather around us, "and lo! creation widens to our view."  We are often 
reminded that if there were bestowed on us the wealth of Croesus, [an ancient ruler of Lydia possessing 
great wealth] our aims must still be the same, and our means essentially the same.  Moreover, if you are 
restricted in your range by poverty, if you cannot buy books and newspapers, for instance, you are but 
confined to the most significant and vital experiences; you are compelled to deal with the material which 
yields the most sugar and the most starch.  It is life near the bone where it is sweetest.  You are defended 
from being a trifler.  No man loses ever on a lower level by magnanimity on a higher.  Superfluous wealth 
can buy superfluities only.  Money is not required to buy one necessary of the soul. 
 
I live in the angle of a leaden wall, into whose composition was poured a little alloy of bell-metal.  Often, in 
the repose of my mid-day, there reaches my ears a confused tintinnabulum [tinkling bell] from without.  It is 
the noise of my contemporaries.  My neighbors tell me of their adventures with famous gentlemen and ladies, 
what notabilities they met at the dinner-table; but I am no more interested in such things than in the contents 
of the Daily Times. The interest and the conversation are about costume and manners chiefly; but a goose is a 
goose still, dress it as you will.  They tell me of California and Texas, of England and the Indies, of the Hon. 
Mr. _____ of Georgia or of Massachusetts, [Scholars are unsure who Mr. ____ is.] all transient and fleeting 
phenomena, till I am ready to leap from their court-yard like the Mameluke bey. [In 1811, during a massacre 
of Mamelukes in Egypt, one escaped by leaping onto a horse and fleeing to Syria.] I delight to come to my 
bearings -- not walk in procession with pomp and parade, in a conspicuous place, but to walk even with the 
Builder of the universe, if I may -- not to live in this restless, nervous, bustling, trivial Nineteenth Century, 
but stand or sit thoughtfully while it goes by.  What are men celebrating?  They are all on a committee of 
arrangements, and hourly expect a speech from somebody.  God is only the president of the day, and Webster 
[Daniel Webster, a senator from Massachusetts] is his orator.  I love to weigh, to settle, to gravitate toward 
that which most strongly and rightfully attracts me -- not hang by the beam of the scale and try to weigh less 
-- not suppose a case, but take the case that is; to travel the only path I can, and that on which no power can 
resist me.  It affords me no satisfaction to commerce to spring an arch before I have got a solid foundation.  
Let us not play at kittly-benders.  [A child's game of tempting thin ice by running across it.] There is a solid 
bottom everywhere.  We read that the traveller asked the boy if the swamp before him had a hard bottom.  
The boy replied that it had. But presently the traveller's horse sank in up to the girths, and he observed to the 
boy, "I thought you said that this bog had a hard bottom."  "So it has," answered the latter, "but you have not 
got half way to it yet."  [Probably from a story in the local newspaper in 1828.] So it is with the bogs and 
quicksands of society; but he is an old boy that knows it.  Only what is thought, said, or done at a certain rare 
coincidence is good.  I would not be one of those who will foolishly drive a nail into mere lath and 
plastering; such a deed would keep me awake nights.  Give me a hammer, and let me feel for the furring.  
[Furrings are studs or support timbers to which laths are nailed in house construction.] Do not depend on 
the putty.  Drive a nail home and clinch it so faithfully that you can wake up in the night and think of your 
work with satisfaction -- a work at which you would not be ashamed to invoke the Muse.  So will help you 
God, and so only.  Every nail driven should be as another rivet in the machine of the universe, you carrying 
on the work. 
 
Rather than love, than money, than fame, give me truth.  I sat at a table where were rich food and wine in 
abundance, and obsequious attendance, but sincerity and truth were not; and I went away hungry from the 
inhospitable board.  The hospitality was as cold as the ices.  I thought that there was no need of ice to freeze 
them.  They talked to me of the age of the wine and the fame of the vintage; but I thought of an older, a 
newer, and purer wine, of a more glorious vintage, which they had not got, and could not buy. The style, the 
house and grounds and "entertainment" pass for nothing with me.  I called on the king, but he made me wait 
in his hall, and conducted like a man incapacitated for hospitality.  There was a man in my neighborhood 
who lived in a hollow tree.  His manners were truly regal.  I should have done better had I called on him. 
 



How long shall we sit in our porticoes practising idle and musty virtues, which any work would make 
impertinent?  As if one were to begin the day with long-suffering, and hire a man to hoe his potatoes; and in 
the afternoon go forth to practise Christian meekness and charity with goodness aforethought!  Consider the 
China pride and stagnant self-complacency of mankind.  This generation inclines a little to congratulate itself 
on being the last of an illustrious line; and in Boston and London and Paris and Rome, thinking of its long 
descent, it speaks of its progress in art and science and literature with satisfaction.  There are the Records of 
the Philosophical Societies, and the public Eulogies of Great Men! It is the good Adam contemplating his 
own virtue.  "Yes, we have done great deeds, and sung divine songs, which shall never die" -- that is, as long 
as we can remember them.  The learned societies and great men of Assyria [ancient empire in southwest 
Asia] -- where are they?  What youthful philosophers and experimentalists we are!  There is not one of my 
readers who has yet lived a whole human life.  These may be but the spring months in the life of the race.  If 
we have had the seven-years' itch, we have not seen the seventeen-year locust yet in Concord.  We are 
acquainted with a mere pellicle [skin] of the globe on which we live.  Most have not delved six feet beneath 
the surface, nor leaped as many above it.  We know not where we are.  Beside, we are sound asleep nearly 
half our time.  Yet we esteem ourselves wise, and have an established order on the surface.  Truly, we are 
deep thinkers, we are ambitious spirits!  As I stand over the insect crawling amid the pine needles on the 
forest floor, and endeavoring to conceal itself from my sight, and ask myself why it will cherish those 
humble thoughts, and bide its head from me who might, perhaps, be its benefactor, and impart to its race 
some cheering information, I am reminded of the greater Benefactor and Intelligence that stands over me the 
human insect. 
 
There is an incessant influx of novelty into the world, and yet we tolerate incredible dulness.  I need only 
suggest what kind of sermons are still listened to in the most enlightened countries. There are such words as 
joy and sorrow, but they are only the burden of a psalm, sung with a nasal twang, while we believe in the 
ordinary and mean.  We think that we can change our clothes only. It is said that the British Empire is very 
large and respectable, and that the United States are a first-rate power.  We do not believe that a tide rises and 
falls behind every man which can float the British Empire like a chip, if he should ever harbor it in his mind.  
Who knows what sort of seventeen-year locust will next come out of the ground?  The government of the 
world I live in was not framed, like that of Britain, in after-dinner conversations over the wine. 
 
The life in us is like the water in the river.  It may rise this year higher than man has ever known it, and flood 
the parched uplands; even this may be the eventful year, which will drown out all our muskrats.  It was not 
always dry land where we dwell.  I see far inland the banks which the stream anciently washed, before 
science began to record its freshets.  Every one has heard the story which has gone the rounds of New 
England, of a strong and beautiful bug which came out of the dry leaf of an old table of apple-tree wood, 
which had stood in a farmer's kitchen for sixty years, first in Connecticut, and afterward in Massachusetts -- 
from an egg deposited in the living tree many years earlier still, as appeared by counting the annual layers 
beyond it; which was heard gnawing out for several weeks, hatched perchance by the heat of an urn.  Who 
does not feel his faith in a resurrection and immortality strengthened by hearing of this?  Who knows what 
beautiful and winged life, whose egg has been buried for ages under many concentric layers of woodenness 
in the dead dry life of society, deposited at first in the alburnum of the green and living tree, [alburnum is the 
soft part of the tree between the inner bark and heartwood]  which has been gradually converted into the 
semblance of its well-seasoned tomb -- heard perchance gnawing out now for years by the astonished family 
of man, as they sat round the festive board -- may unexpectedly come forth from amidst society's most trivial 
and handselled furniture, to enjoy its perfect summer life at last! 
 
I do not say that John [British citizen] or Jonathan [American citizen] for will realize all this; but such is the 
character of that morrow which mere lapse of time can never make to dawn.  The light which puts out our 
eyes is darkness to us.  Only that day dawns to which we are awake.  There is more day to dawn.  The sun is 
but a morning star.   
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