Henry David Thoreau: from Walden (1854)

After graduating from Harvard and teaching school for several years, Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862) decided to
focus his energies on his true passions—nature study and poetry. The rebellious son of a pencil-maker father and
abolitionist mother, Thoreau exuded a spirit of uncompromising integrity, manly vigor, self-reliant simplicity, and
tart individuality. The short and sinewy Thoreau joyfully mastered the woodland arts. He loved to muck about in
swamps and fields, communing with mud turtles and loons as well as his inner self. Such introspection was
fostered by the leading founder of transcendentalism, Ralph Waldo Emerson. On 4 July 1845, Thoreau moved into
a small cabin he had built on land owned by Emerson bordering Walden Pond, about two miles from Concord.
Armed with jackknife, spyglass, diary, and pencil, he found the woods and fields alive with fascinating sights,
spiritual meaning, and elemental truths. During his twenty-six months at Walden Pond, Thoreau learned to
simplify his material wants so as to "entertain the true problems of life." In Walden he offered readers a richly
textured journal of his thoughts and activities while engaged in plain living and high thinking at Walden Pond.
Although he returned to live in his family's household in 1847, Thoreau's heart remained in the woods.

From Henry David Thoreau, The Writings of Henry David Thoreau, vol. 2 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1906), pp. 8-10, 100-103,

108-109, 355-356.

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 we consider what, to use the words of
the catechism, is the chief end of man, and what
are the true necessaries and means of life, it ap-
pears as if men had deliberately chosen the com-
mon mode of living because they preferred it to
any other. Yet they honestly think there is no
choice left. But alert and healthy natures
remember that the sun rose clear. It is never too
late to give up our prejudices. No way of thinking
or doing, however ancient, can be trusted without
proof. What everybody echoes or in silence passes
by as true to-day may turn out to be falsehood
tomorrow, mere smoke of opinion, which some
had trusted for a cloud that would sprinkle
fertilizing rain on their fields. What old people say
you cannot do, you try and find that you can. Old
deeds for old people, and new deeds for new.... |
have lived some thirty years on this planet, and |
have yet to hear the first syllable of valuable or
even earnest advice from my seniors. They have
told me nothing, and probably cannot tell me
anything to the purpose. Here is life, an experiment
to a great extent untried by me; but it does not
avail me that they have tried it. If | have any
experience which | think valuable, | am sure to
reflect that this my Mentors said nothing about.
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| went to the woods because | wished to live
deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life,
and see if | could not learn what it had to teach,
and not, when | came to die, discover that | had not
lived. | did not wish to live what was not life, living

is so dear; nor did | wish to practise resignation,
unless it was quite necessary. | 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 low-
est 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 sub-
lime, 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;...
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! |
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
guicksands and thousand-and-one items to be al-
lowed 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. Simplify,
simplify. Instead of three meals a day, if it be nec-
essary eat but one; instead of a hundred dishes,
five; and reduce other things in proportion.... The
nation itself, with all its so-called internal im-
provements, 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 ba-
boons 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 rail-
road? Each one is a man, an Irishman, or a Yankee
man. The rails are laid on them, and they are cov-
ered with sand, and the cars run smoothly over
them. They are sound sleepers, | 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. ...

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 to-day
to save nine to-morrow. . ..

k %k ¥k

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. 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,—deter-
mined 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 called a dinner, situated in the meridian
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 an-
other way, tied to the mast like Ulysses. If the en-
gine 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

Review Questions

settle ourselves, and work and wedge our feet
downward through the mud and slush of opinion,
and prejudice, and tradition, and delusion, and ap-
pearance, 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, ... 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 extremi-
ties; if we are alive, let us go about our business.

| 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 ex-
panded, and interpreted in his favor in a more lib-
eral sense, and he will live with the license of a
higher order of beings. In proportion as he simpli-
fies 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.

| left the woods for as good a reason as | went
there. Perhaps it seemed to me that | 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. | 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 | trod it, it is still quite distinct. It is true, | 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! ...

1. Why did Thoreau believe that most people led lives of "quiet desperation"? Was his experiment in

simple living a response to that belief?

2. What was the significance of his comparing the nation's "establishment" with the "households" of its

citizens?
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What does he think about the notion of improvement in antebellum American society?

4. What did Thoreau mean by his references to the "ruts of tradition" and "castles in the air"?



