
Transcendentalism Unit Overview – Justin Schlicher – justin.schlicher@ankenyschools.org 

Introduction: This unit, taught in American Literature, is bookended by several other units that flow with chronology and 

theme, of which are described next.  The unit prior to the Transcendentalism unit involves context and literature 

surrounding the Revolutionary War.  It includes speeches, poems, biographies, and documents that help tell the story of 

the American Revolution.  Students are left with seeing how Puritan influence (which they have already been exposed 

to) impacted the new country, while understanding how times and mindsets had changed.  After that is a small unit that 

centers on context and literature from some of the American Romantic Gothic writers in the early 19th century.  This 

dark Romanticism serves to contrast with what will follow (Transcendentalism within bright Romanticism).  The 

Transcendentalism unit is followed by context and literature surrounding the Civil War.  I title that unit “The Civil War 

and the Last Frontier.”  The unit serves to show how Transcendentalism and bright Romanticism in America was short-

lived and squashed by the Civil War’s brutal reality.  It also looks at the treatment of Native Americans and the 

“westering” that occurred throughout the 19th century.  In fact, one reading regarding The Trail of Tears (A Soldier 

Recalls the Trail of Tears) can be connected to the frustrations of Concord residents and the treatment of Cherokee 

Indians.  Their frustrations led to Ralph Waldo Emerson writing a letter to President Van Buren, to no avail.  See excerpts 

from Gross (attached) and his chapter “The Spirit of Reform” (pp. 34-37) for that information.  While the flow of these 

units works well within my classroom, this unit plan is by no means limited to such a bookended design because it can 

work well as a standalone unit. 

A note on materials: This unit relies on a collection of strategically chosen readings and images.  Some comes from our 

textbook (Pearson’s The American Experience).  It contains excerpts from Emerson (“Nature,” “Self-Reliance”) and 

Thoreau (Walden, “Civil Disobedience”), as well as some simple contextual information on Transcendentalism and the 

Transcendentalists.  Note that those are just excerpts and include very simple contextual info, and may be limiting for 

advanced students.  However, it can act as the guiding text for teacher-led readings or strategic groupings.  The rest of 

the readings and images come from a packet of materials (see attached).  The packet contains: 1) relevant excerpts from 

Walden,” “Slavery in Massachusetts,” “Life Without Principle,” “Walking” and 2) relevant images and 3) the excerpt from 

Robert Gross. 

Unit Sequence 

1. Intro and Context 

a. Introductory Lesson Essential Questions 

i. What is Transcendentalism? 

ii. Who were the Transcendentalists? 

iii. How can we describe the mindset of a Transcendentalist? 

iv. How can I be deliberate about my own beliefs and actions within my society? (Being Awake, 

Aware, and Alive and Living in Society) 

b. Lesson Objective: Students will be able to:  1) gain necessary contextual knowledge about the 

Transcendentalist philosophy movement, 2) develop a working definition of Transcendentalism, and 3) 

write with purpose. 

c. Lesson Sequence 

i. Anticipatory Set 1: Use attached images of “Transparent Eyeball,” Mahatma Gandhi, Martin 

Luther King, Jr., Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Henry Thoreau to stimulate conversation from 

journal responses that the students produce.  Their responses can be shared with peers and can 

be used for whole-class conversation.  This activity is designed to show students how certain 

viewpoints led to major collective action, with relevant modern implications.  Image 1) 

“Transparent Eyeball” by Christopher Cranch: Based on your observation, what do you think is 

meant by “transparent eyeball” in this image?  2) Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr.: 



Who are these men and why are they important?  What did they stand for?  3) Emerson and 

Thoreau: I explain how these men helped inspire Gandhi and King (Emerson’s beliefs and 

practices-> Thoreau’s beliefs -> Gandhi’s beliefs -> King’s beliefs).  This idea is returned to 

throughout the unit.   

ii. Anticipatory Set 2: Have students respond in their journals to the following questions: 1) what 

do we think/see/believe/consume that limits us?  How do those things limit us?  What could we 

as individuals and as a society be like if those limitations were removed?  2)  What is your ideal 

society?  How would you go about forming it?  What would be barriers to forming/sustaining it?  

How would you deal with those barriers?  Students can share their journal entries with peers 

from voluntary responses shared with the class.  I can also share my personal responses.  These 

questions are sure to generate discussion in anticipation of the unit content. 

iii. Read relevant contextual information from either Pearson (pp. 360-361) or the entry from 

Stanford Encyclopedia found here.  This is where strategic grouping of students is necessary.  

The Pearson reading is very quick and concise, but with superficial context.  The Stanford entry 

is much more detailed, longer, and involves complex vocabulary.  It also uses primary and 

secondary sources.  Each strategic group (3 or 4 students) can popcorn the reading, generating 

summaries and relevant information that can be shared back to the class to create a working set 

of ideas on the whiteboard.  This is where students have grasped a general understanding to 

this lesson’s essential questions.   

d. Formative assessments for this lesson: I collect student responses to the question of “In your own 

words, what is Transcendentalism?” and/or review student journal responses.  The evaluation of the 

formative assessment is categorized by a wow, they really got it!/got it/don’t got it informal scoring, 

which can dictate future groupings for reading. 

 

2. Reading #1: Emerson’s “Nature” 

a. Essential Questions 

i. What is Transcendentalism? 

ii. How is nature crucial to understanding Transcendentalism? (Living in Nature) 

b. Lesson Objective: Students will be able to: 1) analyze author’s purpose and central idea, and 2) 

understand the mindset of the Transcendentalist, and 3) write with purpose. 

c. Lesson Sequence 

i. Remind students about Emerson’s “crisis of conscience” and what led to his path of 

Transcendentalism, which is reviewed in Pearson on p. 365. Pose the question for a journal 

response: Reflect on the various stages of your life.  What stage or event(s) in your life “set you 

on a new path”?  Explain.   

ii. Read aloud to the class the “Nature” excerpt on pp. 367-368 in Pearson.  I model my own 

thoughts as I read.   

iii. Students complete the following practice on a separate sheet of paper: Review the excerpt of 

"Nature" and complete the following: 

1. Find at least ten lines (or sections) that you feel might resonate the most with people 

who connect with the idea of Transcendentalism.  Write them on your paper. 

2. For each of those lines, explore the meaning within the context of the excerpt, and 

discuss the impact they could have had on Transcendental thinking throughout the 

world 

3. Review your chosen lines and pick at least three that you feel are Emerson’s strongest 

supports for explaining Transcendentalism.   

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/transcendentalism/#Aca


4. Share your results with your peers (reading groups) and decide what line suggests 

Emerson’s strongest support for explaining Transcendentalism and nature. 

5. Have one person from the group write that line on a piece of construction paper in large 

lettering.  The paper will be taped to the wall, creating a “quote bank” around the room.  

Some groups may pick the same line, but groups can be asked to pick their second or 

third choice, if necessary. 

iv. Formative assessment for the lesson: I collect the sheets of paper with the ten lines from each 

student.  The evaluation of this assessment is based on me viewing their top three choices, as 

well as their rationale for each choice.  This is a way for me to see if each student is choosing 

text evidence that could provide good direction for their understanding. 

 

3. Reading #2: Emerson’s “Self-Reliance” 

a. Essential Questions 

i. What must be examined in the self in order to advance society? (Living in Society) 

ii. How can a Transcendentalist exist in our society? (Living in Society) 

b. Lesson Objective: Students will be able to: 1) analyze author’s purpose and central idea, and 2) 

understand the mindset of the Transcendentalist, and 3) write with purpose. 

c. Lesson Sequence 

i. Remind students about the world Emerson experienced and how it fueled his desire to “rise 

above” and seek an ideal.  Pose the question for a journal response: Explain what “self-reliance” 

means to you.   

ii. Read aloud to the class the “Self-Reliance” excerpt on pp. 369-370 in Pearson.  I model my own 

thoughts as I read.   

iii. Students complete the following practice on a separate sheet of paper: Review the excerpt of 

"Self-Reliance" and complete the following: 

1. Find at least ten lines (or sections within the excerpt) that you feel might resonate with 

people who connect with the idea of Transcendentalism.  Write them on your paper. 

2. For each of those lines, explore the meaning within the context of the excerpt, and 

discuss the impact they could have had on Transcendental thinking throughout the 

world 

3. Review your chosen lines and pick at least three that you feel are Emerson’s strongest 

supports for explaining Transcendentalism.   

4. Share your results with your peers (reading groups) and decide what line suggests 

Emerson’s strongest support for explaining Transcendentalism and self-reliance. 

5. Have one person from the group write that line on a piece of construction paper in large 

lettering.  The paper will be taped to the wall as an addition to our “quote bank” around 

the room.  Some groups may pick the same line, but groups can be asked to pick their 

second or third choice, if necessary. 

iv. To create whole-class discussion, pose the following question: Can a Transcendentalist exist in 

our society today?  Explain. 

v. Formative assessment for the lesson: I collect the sheets of paper with the ten lines from each 

student.  The evaluation of this assessment is based on me viewing their top three choices, as 

well as their rationale for each choice.  This is a way for me to see if each student is choosing 

text evidence that could provide good direction for their understanding. 

 

 



4. Thoreau Context 

a. Essential Questions 

i. What driving forces shaped Henry Thoreau’s perception of the world?  

ii. How can we describe the mindset of a Transcendentalist? 

iii. How did Henry Thoreau embody Emerson’s concept of Transcendentalism? 

b. Lesson Objective: Students will be able to: 1) grasp relevant contextual information about Henry David 

Thoreau and 2) extend their knowledge about the Transcendentalist movement. 

c. Lesson Sequence 

i. Allow time for certain students to peruse this website which gives a general background about 

Henry David Thoreau.  The site provides an overview that is designed for all types of learners.  

This website provides a more advanced understanding of Thoreau’s life, which is designed for 

advanced readers. 

ii. Ask students to develop a list of information from their perusing that helps explain 1) the driving 

forces behind what shaped Henry Thoreau’s perception of the world, and 2) how Henry Thoreau 

embodied Emerson’s concept of Transcendentalism, and 3) any questions they have after 

perusing the site.  This activity allows for students to learn at their own pace while keeping a 

particular focus.   When sufficient time has passed, the whole class can review pertinent 

information while getting to the heart of our essential questions.  This also allows us the 

opportunity to acknowledge the life Thoreau lived outside Walden Pond.  Finally, it allows me 

the opportunity to answer any questions the students might have and/or share my experiences. 

iii. Formative assessments and evaluation for the lesson: 1) the collection of student work from 

their perusing can act as an informal way to gauge student understanding of Transcendentalism 

and how Henry Thoreau’s life embodied it.  It allows me to see whether or not students are 

compartmentalizing the philosophy and the man, or are making the necessary connections.  And 

2) Exit Ticket question: What have been the driving forces to shape your perception of the 

world.  Explain. 

 

5. Reading #3: Thoreau’s Walden 

a. Essential Questions 

i. What constitutes a deliberate life? (Being Awake, Aware, and Alive) 

ii. How is Transcendentalism put into action? (Being Awake, Aware, and Alive) 

iii. What deliberation does nature require? (Living in Nature) 

b. Lesson Objective: Students will be able to: 1) analyze author’s purpose and central idea, and 2) 

understand the mindset of the Transcendentalist, and 3) write with purpose. 

c. Lesson Sequence 

i. Remind students about Thoreau’s life just before Walden Pond, and about how Thoreau’s time 

at Walden was relatively brief.  Pose the question for a journal response: If you wanted to be 

alone in isolation where would you go? Explain. 

ii. Start reading aloud to the class the Walden excerpt mashup (parts of “Where I Lived...” and 

“The Conclusion”) on pp. 379-387 in Pearson.  Stop at a chosen spot.  The rest of this excerpt 

mashup is for certain reading groups to read on their own or to popcorn, and I will assign the 

advanced reading groups particular excerpts from the packet: “Economy” (pp. 11-15, pp. 20-29, 

pp. 39-52), “Where I Lived and What I Lived For” (pp. 55-65), “Sounds” (pp. 72-74), “Solitude” 

(pp. 86-87), “Visitors” (pp. 88-94), “The Bean-Field” (pp. 102-103), “The Village” (pp. 105-106), 

“The Ponds” (p. 114), “Higher Laws” (pp. 131-133), “Spring” (pp. 185-188), all of “Conclusion” 

(pp. 188-196). 

https://www.biography.com/people/henry-david-thoreau-9506784
http://www.thoreausociety.org/life-legacy


iii. Students complete the following practice on a separate sheet of paper: Review the assigned 

readings from Walden and complete the following: 

1. Find at least ten lines (or sections within the excerpt) that you feel might resonate with 

people who connect with the idea of Transcendentalism.  Write them on your paper. 

2. For each of those lines, explore the meaning within the context of the excerpt, and 

discuss the impact they could have had on Transcendental thinking throughout the 

world 

3. Review your chosen lines and pick at least three that you feel are Thoreau’s strongest. 

4. Choose your favorite two lines or extended quotes, write them on construction paper in 

large lettering and tape it to our wall. 

iv. Journaling Assignment: What place “is” you?  Think of all the places you’ve visited or you’d like 

to see.  Explain. 

v. Formative assessment for the lesson: This opportunity allows for students to share their favorite 

pieces of Walden publically with the class, which is a very good way to informally assess the 

connections they are making.   

 

6. Reading #4: Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” 

a. Essential Questions 

i. What does it mean to live in a democracy? (Choosing life with Principle) 

ii. What is civil disobedience? 

iii. How is Transcendentalism put into action through civil disobedience? (Choosing life with 

Principle) 

b. Lesson Objective: Students will be able to: 1) analyze author’s purpose and central idea, and 2) 

understand the mindset of the Transcendentalist 

c. Lesson Sequence 

i. Provide students a reminder of the context surrounding Thoreau’s night in jail.  Read aloud to 

the students the Pearson excerpt from “Civil Disobedience” on pp. 388-389.  I model my 

thinking as I read aloud. 

1. Students are to find lines (or sections) that they feel are the most meaningful to them, 

and explore the potential modern implications in their journals.  Explain examples of 

those modern implications and how those examples are connected.   

2. Share your findings with your group members then decide on one quote that will be put 

up on our quote wall. 

ii. Summative assessment for this section of the sequence: Emerson and Thoreau Quiz (email me 

if you want a copy of this, otherwise I’m not going to make it public).  It would be beneficial to 

take some time to review the previous readings in preparation for the quiz. 

 

7. Reading #5: Wrapping up Thoreau 

a. Essential Question: What does it mean to live deliberately in a democracy? (Choosing life with Principle) 

b. Lesson Objective: Students will be able to: 1) gain relevant contextual information on a topic, and 2) 

write with purpose. 

c. Lesson Sequence 

i. Anticipatory Set: Start class by presenting a recent news headline concerning social justice.  

Explain the story and explore the relevant connections to what we have been discussing in class.  

Have students respond in their journals to the following question: What social justice topics fire 

you up?  Explain. 



ii. I present to the class several remaining excerpts from relevant Thoreau essays.  This is done in 

the form of a PowerPoint.  The relevant excerpts (attached) are from “Walking,” “Life Without 

Principle,” and “Slavery in Massachusetts.”  I explain the evolution of Thoreau’s words and 

actions in relation to Transcendentalism and the Civil War.  I also explore Thoreau’s last years 

and his death. 

iii. Journal response question: What does the future of democracy look like for America?  How will 

you live deliberately within our society? 

iv. Formative assessment for the lesson: The journal response question gives me a great 

opportunity to see the worldview and the outlook of my students.  Students in this class are on 

the cusp of adulthood, and will be of voting age soon.  The collection of that journal response is 

a great way to get them thinking about their own future. 

 

8. Film Viewing and Socratic Seminar Preparation * 

*A note on this sequence within the unit*  

 *By this point in the unit students have gained a particular understanding of Transcendentalism.  

However, the concept can still be pretty fuzzy.  I don’t blame them one bit!  It’s a lot to wrap your head 

around!  So in order to bring the topic more into focus I have my students watch the 2007 film Into the 

Wild.  It culminates in a Socratic seminar that creates a lot of great discussion, all while bringing clarity 

and focus to the difficult topic of Transcendentalism and Emerson and Thoreau’s beliefs.  While I would 

love to incorporate pieces of text from Krakauer’s 1996 novel in order to enrich the sequence, I’ve found 

that the film holds its own water.  The film is rated R, so I have my students get a permission slip signed.  

I censor a few scenes: topless woman: 58:30 to 1:02:15, main character floating naked down river: 

1:29:59 to 1:30:07, nudist colony: 1:52:35 to 1:52:57.  There are a few other scenes that I’ve thought 

about censoring, but I’ve ultimately decided not to.  You’ll have to screen the film so you can make your 

own decisions. 

a. Essential Questions 

i. At what point does living in nature become pushing the envelope in the wild? (Living in Nature) 

ii. How does self-reliance and non-conformity fit within modern society? (Living in Society) 

iii. Where is inner peace found?  (Being Awake, Aware, and Alive) 

iv. How can a life of simplicity occur in today’s world?  (Living a life with Principle) 

b. Lesson Objective: Students will be able to: 1) enhance their understanding of a topic, 2) write with 

purpose, 3) be an active member in public discussion, and 4) use evidence to reinforce author’s purpose 

and message. 

c. Lesson Sequence 

i. Explain to students the purpose for viewing the film, and what culminating activity will end this 

part of the unit (the Socratic seminar).  Most of my students are familiar with the activity, and I 

generally need to coach them through at various points as to what it should look like.   

ii. Explain how students need to be generating a list of open-ended questions that will be used in 

our Socratic seminar to fuel discussion.  This needs to be done throughout the viewing of the 

film.  A note on this: I generally use the questions my students create at the end of the Socratic 

seminar process.  This is because I have already created a specific list of questions, and the 

questions (and responses) they create are good for the end.   

iii. After viewing the film, time is needed for students to prepare for the Socratic seminar.  I 

distribute the following list of questions.  As you can see, I assign particular questions to 

particular groups for the seminar: 

 



Transcendentalism and Into the Wild Socratic Seminar Preparation 

Use evidence from our recent readings and our viewing of the film in order to answer the following questions. 

Seminar Group 1: 

1. Chris consciously made an effort to not share his feelings with his parents.  Instead, he just wanted to “live his life.”  

Why couldn’t Chris have just told his parents how he felt? 

2. What do you think was the most driving force behind what shaped Chris McCandless?  Explain. 

3. Do you know anyone who is similar to Chris?  What do you think is the most driving force behind what shapes them? 

4. Was Chris just a pretentious/self-righteous spoiled brat?  Shouldn’t he have just been thankful for the life his parents 

gave him and carry out their wishes of him going to law school? 

5. What do you think Emerson would have thought about Chris?  Would he disagree with Chris’s philosophies? Explain. 

Seminar Group 2: 

6. What do you think Thoreau would have thought about Chris? Would he disagree with Chris’s philosophies? Explain. 

7. It appears that Chris easily recognized the pressures and expectations of society (conformity and materialism), and he 

was easily able to buck those trends.  If he was still alive today, what advice do you think Chris would give to people 

who recognize those same pressures and expectations of society?  

8. His sister said that Chris “found company with the authors he read.”  Do you think Chris had friends?  What do you 

think the teenage Chris would have been like at a school like AHS? 

9. Chris worked for Wayne Westerberg’s grain harvesting business in South Dakota for a short time.  Following a 

passionate plea by Chris for needing to be out in the wild and turning away from society, Wayne says “It’s a mistake 

to get too deep into all that stuff.”  Was Wayne right?  Is it a mistake “to get too deep into all that stuff”? 

10. In the film, Rainey says “Children can be pretty harsh when it comes to their parents.”  Was Chris too harsh on his 

parents? 

Seminar Group 3: 

11. Irony can be found in the fact that once McCandless seemed to have discovered the value of family, he could not 

return to society because the stream he had crossed earlier at a place marked by his hat is no longer passable. He 

must wait out the rush of water from the spring run-off. He dies before he can make it back. Look at the stream as a 

metaphor. Compare the stream to something in McCandless' life. 

12. Was Chris a hypocrite?  Explain. 

13. What main messages do you take from the film, and what moments from the film help reinforce those messages? 

14. There could have been a lot of reasons for Chris to pity himself before he died – “because he was so young, because 

he was alone, because his body had betrayed him and his will had let him down” (Krakauer, 199).  Also, from the film, 

we see that Chris’s realization about happiness through his reading of Tolstoy (and subsequent joy in the prospect of 

leaving could have amplified that pity): “A quiet secluded life in the country with the possibility of being useful to 

people to whom it is easy to do good, and who are not accustomed to have it done to them; then work which one 

hopes may be of some use; then rest, nature, books, music, love for one’s neighbor – such is my idea of happiness.  

And then, on top of all that, you for a mate, and children, perhaps – what more can the heart of a man desire?”  Do 

you think Chris died at peace? 

15. It’s easy to label Chris a fool, and there are many ways in which the film makes Chris look foolish and unprepared, but 

the book helps us understand how Chris was actually quite prepared for Alaska (he had been there before, he 

survived in a cave for over a month, he extensively traveled and physically prepared).  Was Chris a hero or a fool?  

Something else? 

 



iv. Conducting the seminar and grading: With three different groups of students participating in the 

seminar, students have the opportunity to grade their peers for this assessment.  I have a rubric 

for this assessment (attached – note how it needs to be printed double sided).  As I mentioned 

earlier, I do a lot of modeling and coaching as to what this seminar should look like.  Send me an 

email if you have questions about Socratic seminar or how I use it as an assessment.  This acts as 

a summative grade within the sequence. 

 

9. End of Unit Portfolio Project 

a. Essential Questions: This summative project covers many essential questions across the spectrum of 

threads for this unit.  The idea is that students will choose which threads they’d like to cover for their 

project, and pick questions within each thread.  These questions (and the work that goes into them) 

complete the portfolio. 

b. Objectives: This project has the power to meet a number of objectives surrounding the skills of writing 

(informational, argumentative, and persuasive), speaking, and reading for analysis.  Student’s proposals 

will indicate the various skills to be assessed. 

c. Lesson Sequence 

i. Pass out the assignment sheet to students.  Here is an overview of it: 

Transcendentalism Portfolio Project – English 11 – Mr. Schlicher 

The various themed threads below contain questions that can guide you in your process of completing this portfolio 

project.  Follow these steps: 

-Pick two different questions from each of the four threads below.  This will make a total of eight different pieces to 

your project. 

-Each of those questions will be answered formally in the shape of an essay, a presentation, a panel discussion (with 

you as the expert), a piece of artwork, a narrative, or an assessment of your choice. 

-Develop a short proposal for each question that you will show me before you start.  The proposal will include the 

question, the mode (essay, presentation, etc.), and the sources you will use.  This is a way for us to converse about 

your plans.  Your proposal should also include a timeline of due dates and deadlines. 

-You will be evaluated using my formal rubrics for respective assessments (email me if you’re a teacher and you’d like 

to see what I use).  The entire portfolio project will fulfill several essential learning scores. 

Living in Nature:  

1. What should be “common space” available to all? 

2. What place is you?  Think of all the places you’ve been to.  Want to see some ideas for places you’ve never 

been?  Check out this list of Google Expeditions so you can get some other ideas. 

3. If you wanted to be alone in isolation where would you go? 

4. What are the purest places left? 

5. How does Thoreau suggest we live deliberately in nature?  How can that work today? 

6. How are nature and society divided today? 

7. What does Thoreau suggest about how slavery impacts nature? 

8. What does Thoreau suggest about how capitalism impacts nature? 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1M0i7JpBHAAfjPNBRSfnShfMa9OztwG7lJdN-VCpwKEg/edit#gid=1861012776


9. Explore all the information surrounding the history and discussion about the formation of Saylorville Dam.  Was 

there any controversy surrounding it?  What was lost from its formation?  What was gained?  What are the 

modern implications? 

10. What conservation and preservation efforts are/have been going on in Ankeny or in Iowa?  In what ways might 

Thoreau and Emerson suggest these are important?  Why? 

11. In what ways is nature essential to Transcendentalism? 

12. Other ideas you have?  Write it in your proposal. 

 

Being Awake, Aware, and Alive: 

1. What is your earliest memory?   Why do you think this is your first memory and why is it “stamped” on your 

memory? 

2. What does Thoreau suggest about being a student?  Is it to be passive?  Is it to be active?   

3. Health and wellness seems to be a big topic in our country, as many people suffer from various sicknesses.  Our 

health seems to reflect our attitudes and our surroundings (Thoreau suffered from narcolepsy when he lived on 

Staten Island).  What can help our situation? 

4. In what ways do Emerson and Thoreau differ?  What evidence suggests those differences?  Who do you identify 

most with?  Explain. 

5. Review the last year of all your social media posts and feeds.  Find several themes within your posts feeds that 

help explain you and what is important to you. 

6. Thoreau was an observer of everything.  He saw the good, the bad, the ugly, and the beautiful in all.  Pick a topic 

that you have observed and write a praise, a criticism, or a rant that displays your knowledge and observation 

on the topic. 

7. What do we think/see/believe/consume that limits us?  How do those things limit us?  What could we as 

individuals and as a society be like if those limitations were removed? 

8. Imagine that you experience the loss of someone who is very close to you.  What would you do to celebrate 

their life?  To memorialize them?  To fill that void? 

9. What would you call Thoreau’s time at Walden?  An escape? A screw you to society? A sabbatical?  An 

experiment?  Explain your thoughts, and explain what you would do if you could do something similar.  Where 

would it be?  Why?   

10. In some ways your youth is similar to Thoreau’s.  As a youth, Thoreau’s Concord was growing and changing.  

Certain technologies were bustling, and certain lands were being repurposed for development.  This had an 

impact on him.  In what ways are the changes and growth we are seeing in Ankeny impacting you? 

11. Thoreau was an authority on Concord.  Why would a person want to be an authority on their home town?  What 

would you do/need to become an authority on a place?  On Ankeny?  What would you like to become an 

authority on?  Why?  How would you go about becoming an authority on that?  Make a list of ideas, then use all 

resources you have access to in order to develop a sense of authority.  What would Thoreau think/say if he 

became an authority on Ankeny? 

12. Imagine that you are constantly surrounded by people who inspire you.  Based on your personality, develop a 

story about what could come from that inspiration. 

13. Visit one of our historical societies and take a tour.  Using at least five topics from the tour, develop a personal 

narrative from a former inhabitant of our lands. 

14. What does our location and the design of our building say about our town?  Our school?  Us? 

15. Who is out there “living deliberately” now?  Who would Thoreau call a “deliberate” person?  Explain. 

16. What is self-reliance according to Ralph Waldo Emerson?  In what ways are you self-reliant?  What would 

Emerson say about you in this regard? 

17. Develop a critique of the readings (and the ideas from them) we’ve done throughout this unit. 



18. Other ideas you have?  Write it in your proposal. 

 

Living in Society: 

1. How does Thoreau suggest we live deliberately in society?  How can that work today? 

2. How are nature and society divided today? 

3. Many readers tend to isolate Thoreau’s life and personality to what is written in Walden.  What evidence is 

there to suggest that Thoreau lived a life outside Walden and in society?  What does this say about Thoreau’s 

time at Walden?  What does this say about what Thoreau might say about society? 

4. How does Thoreau suggest that the following issues exist?  In other words, what causes: 

-gender inequality 

-racism 

-classicism 

-issues from capitalism 

5. To what extent was Thoreau religious?  What do his comments suggest he felt about society and organized 

religion?  In what ways are Thoreau’s observations on organized religion similar or different to today? 

6. If you had the opportunity to surround yourself (to live by and be friends with and converse) with people you 

admire who would it be and why?  Where would it be and why?  What topics would be discussed and why?   

7. What do we think/see/believe/consume that limits us?  How do those things limit us?  What could we as 

individuals and as a society be like if those limitations were removed? 

8. Ralph Waldo Emerson posed a threat to organized religion and ministry because his ideas suggested that the 

individual could interpret god and spirituality without the help of a church or a minister.  He was accused of 

heresy.  Who else in our society has suggested that we don’t need established institutions (the norms) and what 

has their approach looked like?  

9. What is your ideal society?  How would you go about forming it?  What would be barriers to forming/sustaining 

it?  How would you deal with those barriers? 

10. Collective action through community: How does Transcendentalism fit within it?  How does it go against it?  Use 

specific examples. 

11. Imagine that you are constantly surrounded by people who inspire you.  Based on your personality, develop a 

story about what could come from that inspiration. 

12. There is a lot of pressure put on you to go through certain steps in order to “be happy” or “successful.”  This is 

what society wants and has chosen for you.  What do you want to choose for yourself? 

13. What topics about our town or our state could be lectured about in order to better our society? Brainstorm 

ideas and develop a lecture or presentation that takes into account your audience and everything needed to 

inform and/or persuade them. 

14. What is non-conformity according to Ralph Waldo Emerson?  In what ways are you a conformist or a non-

conformist?  What would Emerson say about you in this regard? 

15. Other ideas you have?  Write it in your proposal. 

 

Choosing Life with Principle: 

1. Thoreau’s stance on slavery became very evident throughout the 1850s.  His passion on that topic suggests a life 

with certain principles (action from principle).  Explore Thoreau’s stance by reviewing necessary texts.  Trace 

Thoreau’s ideas about society and principle throughout the 1840s and 1850s.   

2. What did social justice mean to Thoreau?  Use evidence to explain.  What does social justice mean to you today? 



3. Collective action through community: How does Transcendentalism fit within it?  How does it go against it?  Use 

specific examples. 

4. Transcendentalism involves rising above the social and religious norms of society by seeking inner truth through 

nature and self-reliance.  This can be lived out through a set of virtues in order to achieve an ideal.  It is a lifelong 

process; ever-evolving and ever-changing.  In Emerson and Thoreau’s time, living this way went against the grain 

of society.  It implies that Transcendentalists “saw something wrong” with society that was worth rising above; a 

certain negativity.  What evidence is there to suggest how Transcendentalists felt about those particular aspects 

of society?   

5. In regard to modern living issues and Transcendentalism, what might the original Transcendentalists say?  Use 

evidence to suggest what they would say, and evaluate whether or not those solutions would work in modern 

times. 

6. What do we think/see/believe/consume that limits us?  How do those things limit us?  What could we as 

individuals and as a society be like if those limitations were removed? 

7. Imagine that you are constantly surrounded by people who inspire you.  Based on your personality, develop a 

story about what could come from that inspiration. 

8. What social justice topic fires you up?  What would fire you up to the point of exercising your freedom of 

speech?  In other words, what would mobilize you?  Have there been any examples of this? 

9. Make an argument to support what Thoreau’s votes would have been in the 2016 national and state elections.  

As you near the time for you to enter the real world, what will shape your choices for voting? 

10. Other ideas you have?  Write it in your proposal. 
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From “Economy” in Walden: 

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. 

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 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. 

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 offences; 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? 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 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 appears as if men had deliberately chosen the common 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 today 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. Old people did not 

know enough once, perchance, to fetch fresh fuel to keep the fire a-going; new people put a little dry wood under a pot, 

and are whirled round the globe with the speed of birds, in a way to kill old people, as the phrase is. Age is no better, 

hardly so well, qualified for an instructor as youth, for it has not profited so much as it has lost. One may almost doubt if 

the wisest man has learned anything of absolute value by living. Practically, the old have no very important advice to 

give the young, their own experience has been so partial, and their lives have been such miserable failures, for private 

reasons, as they must believe; and it may be that they have some faith left which belies that experience, and they are 

only less young than they were. I have lived some thirty years on this planet, and I 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 I have any experience which I think valuable, I am sure to reflect that this my Mentors said nothing about. 

One farmer says to me, "You cannot live on vegetable food solely, for it furnishes nothing to make bones with"; and so 

he religiously devotes a part of his day to supplying his system with the raw material of bones; walking all the while he 

talks behind his oxen, which, with vegetable-made bones, jerk him and his lumbering plow along in spite of every 

obstacle. Some things are really necessaries of life in some circles, the most helpless and diseased, which in others are 

luxuries merely, and in others still are entirely unknown. 

The whole ground of human life seems to some to have been gone over by their predecessors, both the heights and the 

valleys, and all things to have been cared for. According to Evelyn, "the wise Solomon prescribed ordinances for the very 

distances of trees; and the Roman praetors have decided how often you may go into your neighbor's land to gather the 

acorns which fall on it without trespass, and what share belongs to that neighbor." Hippocrates has even left directions 

how we should cut our nails; that is, even with the ends of the fingers, neither shorter nor longer. Undoubtedly the very 

tedium and ennui which presume to have exhausted the variety and the joys of life are as old as Adam. But man's 



capacities have never been measured; nor are we to judge of what he can do by any precedents, so little has been tried. 

Whatever have been thy failures hitherto, "be not afflicted, my child, for who shall assign to thee what thou hast left 

undone?" 

We might try our lives by a thousand simple tests; as, for instance, that the same sun which ripens my beans illumines at 

once a system of earths like ours. If I had remembered this it would have prevented some mistakes. This was not the 

light in which I hoed them. The stars are the apexes of what wonderful triangles! What distant and different beings in 

the various mansions of the universe are contemplating the same one at the same moment! Nature and human life are 

as various as our several constitutions. Who shall say what prospect life offers to another? Could a greater miracle take 

place than for us to look through each other's eyes for an instant? We should live in all the ages of the world in an hour; 

ay, in all the worlds of the ages. History, Poetry, Mythology!- I know of no reading of another's experience so startling 

and informing as this would be. 

The greater part of what my neighbors call good I believe in my soul to be bad, and if I repent of anything, it is very likely 

to be my good behavior. What demon possessed me that I behaved so well? You may say the wisest thing you can, old 

man- you who have lived seventy years, not without honor of a kind- I hear an irresistible voice which invites me away 

from all that. One generation abandons the enterprises of another like stranded vessels. 

I think that we may safely trust a good deal more than we do. We may waive just so much care of ourselves as we 

honestly bestow elsewhere. Nature is as well adapted to our weakness as to our strength. The incessant anxiety and 

strain of some is a well-nigh incurable form of disease. We are made to exaggerate the importance of what work we do; 

and yet how much is not done by us! or, what if we had been taken sick? How vigilant we are! determined not to live by 

faith if we can avoid it; all the day long on the alert, at night we unwillingly say our prayers and commit ourselves to 

uncertainties. So thoroughly and sincerely are we compelled to live, reverencing our life, and denying the possibility of 

change. This is the only way, we say; but there are as many ways as there can be drawn radii from one centre. All change 

is a miracle to contemplate; but it is a miracle which is taking place every instant. Confucius said, "To know that we know 

what we know, and that we do not know what we do not know, that is true knowledge." When one man has reduced a 

fact of the imagination to be a fact to his understanding, I foresee that all men at length establish their lives on that 

basis. 

Let us consider for a moment what most of the trouble and anxiety which I have referred to is about, and how much it is 

necessary that we be troubled, or at least careful. It would be some advantage to live a primitive and frontier life, 

though in the midst of an outward civilization, if only to learn what are the gross necessaries of life and what methods 

have been taken to obtain them; or even to look over the old day-books of the merchants, to see what it was that men 

most commonly bought at the stores, what they stored, that is, what are the grossest groceries. For the improvements 

of ages have had but little influence on the essential laws of man's existence: as our skeletons, probably, are not to be 

distinguished from those of our ancestors. 

By the words, necessary of life, I mean whatever, of all that man obtains by his own exertions, has been from the first, or 

from long use has become, so important to human life that few, if any, whether from savageness, or poverty, or 

philosophy, ever attempt to do without it. To many creatures there is in this sense but one necessary of life, Food. To 

the bison of the prairie it is a few inches of palatable grass, with water to drink; unless he seeks the Shelter of the forest 

or the mountain's shadow. None of the brute creation requires more than Food and Shelter. The necessaries of life for 

man in this climate may, accurately enough, be distributed under the several heads of Food, Shelter, Clothing, and Fuel; 

for not till we have secured these are we prepared to entertain the true problems of life with freedom and a prospect of 

success. Man has invented, not only houses, but clothes and cooked food; and possibly from the accidental discovery of 

the warmth of fire, and the consequent use of it, at first a luxury, arose the present necessity to sit by it. We observe 

cats and dogs acquiring the same second nature. By proper Shelter and Clothing we legitimately retain our own internal 



heat; but with an excess of these, or of Fuel, that is, with an external heat greater than our own internal, may not 

cookery properly be said to begin? Darwin, the naturalist, says of the inhabitants of Tierra del Fuego, that while his own 

party, who were well clothed and sitting close to a fire, were far from too warm, these naked savages, who were farther 

off, were observed, to his great surprise, "to be streaming with perspiration at undergoing such a roasting." So, we are 

told, the New Hollander goes naked with impunity, while the European shivers in his clothes. Is it impossible to combine 

the hardiness of these savages with the intellectualness of the civilized man? According to Liebig, man's body is a stove, 

and food the fuel which keeps up the internal combustion in the lungs. In cold weather we eat more, in warm less. The 

animal heat is the result of a slow combustion, and disease and death take place when this is too rapid; or for want of 

fuel, or from some defect in the draught, the fire goes out. Of course the vital heat is not to be confounded with fire; but 

so much for analogy. It appears, therefore, from the above list, that the expression, animal life, is nearly synonymous 

with the expression, animal heat; for while Food may be regarded as the Fuel which keeps up the fire within us- and Fuel 

serves only to prepare that Food or to increase the warmth of our bodies by addition from without- Shelter and Clothing 

also serve only to retain the heat thus generated and absorbed. 

The grand necessity, then, for our bodies, is to keep warm, to keep the vital heat in us. What pains we accordingly take, 

not only with our Food, and Clothing, and Shelter, but with our beds, which are our night-clothes, robbing the nests and 

breasts of birds to prepare this shelter within a shelter, as the mole has its bed of grass and leaves at the end of its 

burrow! The poor man is wont to complain that this is a cold world; and to cold, no less physical than social, we refer 

directly a great part of our ails. The summer, in some climates, makes possible to man a sort of Elysian life. Fuel, except 

to cook his Food, is then unnecessary; the sun is his fire, and many of the fruits are sufficiently cooked by its rays; while 

Food generally is more various, and more easily obtained, and Clothing and Shelter are wholly or half unnecessary. At 

the present day, and in this country, as I find by my own experience, a few implements, a knife, an axe, a spade, a 

wheelbarrow, etc., and for the studious, lamplight, stationery, and access to a few books, rank next to necessaries, and 

can all be obtained at a trifling cost. Yet some, not wise, go to the other side of the globe, to barbarous and unhealthy 

regions, and devote themselves to trade for ten or twenty years, in order that they may live- that is, keep comfortably 

warm- and die in New England at last. The luxuriously rich are not simply kept comfortably warm, but unnaturally hot; as 

I implied before, they are cooked, of course a la mode. 

Most of the luxuries, and many of the so-called comforts of life, are not only not indispensable, but positive hindrances 

to the elevation of mankind. With respect to luxuries and comforts, the wisest have ever lived a more simple and 

meagre life than the poor. The ancient philosophers, Chinese, Hindoo, Persian, and Greek, were a class than which none 

has been poorer in outward riches, none so rich in inward. We know not much about them. It is remarkable that we 

know so much of them as we do. The same is true of the more modern reformers and benefactors of their race. None 

can be an impartial or wise observer of human life but from the vantage ground of what we should call voluntary 

poverty. Of a life of luxury the fruit is luxury, whether in agriculture, or commerce, or literature, or art. There are 

nowadays professors of philosophy, but not philosophers. Yet it is admirable to profess because it was once admirable 

to live. To be a philosopher is not merely to have subtle thoughts, nor even to found a school, but so to love wisdom as 

to live according to its dictates, a life of simplicity, independence, magnanimity, and trust. It is to solve some of the 

problems of life, not only theoretically, but practically. The success of great scholars and thinkers is commonly a 

courtier-like success, not kingly, not manly. They make shift to live merely by conformity, practically as their fathers did, 

and are in no sense the progenitors of a noble race of men. But why do men degenerate ever? What makes families run 

out? What is the nature of the luxury which enervates and destroys nations? Are we sure that there is none of it in our 

own lives? The philosopher is in advance of his age even in the outward form of his life. He is not fed, sheltered, clothed, 

warmed, like his contemporaries. How can a man be a philosopher and not maintain his vital heat by better methods 

than other men? 



…A man who has at length found something to do will not need to get a new suit to do it in; for him the old will do, that 

has lain dusty in the garret for an indeterminate period. Old shoes will serve a hero longer than they have served his 

valet- if a hero ever has a valet- bare feet are older than shoes, and he can make them do. Only they who go to soirees 

and legislative balls must have new coats, coats to change as often as the man changes in them. But if my jacket and 

trousers, my hat and shoes, are fit to worship God in, they will do; will they not? Who ever saw his old clothes- his old 

coat, actually worn out, resolved into its primitive elements, so that it was not a deed of charity to bestow it on some 

poor boy, by him perchance to be bestowed on some poorer still, or shall we say richer, who could do with less? I say, 

beware of all enterprises that require new clothes, and not rather a new wearer of clothes. If there is not a new man, 

how can the new clothes be made to fit? If you have any enterprise before you, try it in your old clothes. All men want, 

not something to do with, but something to do, or rather something to be. Perhaps we should never procure a new suit, 

however ragged or dirty the old, until we have so conducted, so enterprised or sailed in some way, that we feel like new 

men in the old, and that to retain it would be like keeping new wine in old bottles. Our moulting season, like that of the 

fowls, must be a crisis in our lives. The loon retires to solitary ponds to spend it. Thus also the snake casts its slough, and 

the caterpillar its wormy coat, by an internal industry and expansion; for clothes are but our outmost cuticle and mortal 

coil. Otherwise we shall be found sailing under false colors, and be inevitably cashiered at last by our own opinion, as 

well as that of mankind. 

We don garment after garment, as if we grew like exogenous plants by addition without. Our outside and often thin and 

fanciful clothes are our epidermis, or false skin, which partakes not of our life, and may be stripped off here and there 

without fatal injury; our thicker garments, constantly worn, are our cellular integument, or cortex; but our shirts are our 

liber, or true bark, which cannot be removed without girdling and so destroying the man. I believe that all races at some 

seasons wear something equivalent to the shirt. It is desirable that a man be clad so simply that he can lay his hands on 

himself in the dark, and that he live in all respects so compactly and preparedly that, if an enemy take the town, he can, 

like the old philosopher, walk out the gate empty-handed without anxiety. While one thick garment is, for most 

purposes, as good as three thin ones, and cheap clothing can be obtained at prices really to suit customers; while a thick 

coat can be bought for five dollars, which will last as many years, thick pantaloons for two dollars, cowhide boots for a 

dollar and a half a pair, a summer hat for a quarter of a dollar, and a winter cap for sixty-two and a half cents, or a better 

be made at home at a nominal cost, where is he so poor that, clad in such a suit, of his own earning, there will not be 

found wise men to do him reverence? 

When I ask for a garment of a particular form, my tailoress tells me gravely, "They do not make them so now," not 

emphasizing the "They" at all, as if she quoted an authority as impersonal as the Fates, and I find it difficult to get made 

what I want, simply because she cannot believe that I mean what I say, that I am so rash. When I hear this oracular 

sentence, I am for a moment absorbed in thought, emphasizing to myself each word separately that I may come at the 

meaning of it, that I may find out by what degree of consanguinity 'They' are related to me, and what authority they may 

have in an affair which affects me so nearly; and, finally, I am inclined to answer her with equal mystery, and without 

any more emphasis of the "they"- "It is true, they did not make them so recently, but they do now." Of what use this 

measuring of me if she does not measure my character, but only the breadth of my shoulders, as it were a peg to bang 

the coat on? We worship not the Graces, nor the Parcee, but Fashion. She spins and weaves and cuts with full authority. 

The head monkey at Paris puts on a traveller's cap, and all the monkeys in America do the same. I sometimes despair of 

getting anything quite simple and honest done in this world by the help of men. They would have to be passed through a 

powerful press first, to squeeze their old notions out of them, so that they would not soon get upon their legs again; and 

then there would be some one in the company with a maggot in his head, hatched from an egg deposited there nobody 

knows when, for not even fire kills these things, and you would have lost your labor. Nevertheless, we will not forget 

that some Egyptian wheat was handed down to us by a mummy. 



On the whole, I think that it cannot be maintained that dressing has in this or any country risen to the dignity of an art. 

At present men make shift to wear what they can get. Like shipwrecked sailors, they put on what they can find on the 

beach, and at a little distance, whether of space or time, laugh at each other's masquerade. Every generation laughs at 

the old fashions, but follows religiously the new. We are amused at beholding the costume of Henry VIII, or Queen 

Elizabeth, as much as if it was that of the King and Queen of the Cannibal Islands. All costume off a man is pitiful or 

grotesque. It is only the serious eye peering from and the sincere life passed within it which restrain laughter and 

consecrate the costume of any people. Let Harlequin be taken with a fit of the colic and his trappings will have to serve 

that mood too. When the soldier is hit by a cannon-ball, rags are as becoming as purple. 

The childish and savage taste of men and women for new patterns keeps how many shaking and squinting through 

kaleidoscopes that they may discover the particular figure which this generation requires today. The manufacturers have 

learned that this taste is merely whimsical. Of two patterns which differ only by a few threads more or less of a 

particular color, the one will be sold readily, the other lie on the shelf, though it frequently happens that after the lapse 

of a season the latter becomes the most fashionable. Comparatively, tattooing is not the hideous custom which it is 

called. It is not barbarous merely because the printing is skin-deep and unalterable. 

I cannot believe that our factory system is the best mode by which men may get clothing. The condition of the 

operatives is becoming every day more like that of the English; and it cannot be wondered at, since, as far as I have 

heard or observed, the principal object is, not that mankind may be well and honestly clad, but, unquestionably, that 

corporations may be enriched. In the long run men hit only what they aim at. Therefore, though they should fail 

immediately, they had better aim at something high. 

As for a Shelter, I will not deny that this is now a necessary of life, though there are instances of men having done 

without it for long periods in colder countries than this. Samuel Laing says that "the Laplander in his skin dress, and in a 

skin bag which he puts over his head and shoulders, will sleep night after night on the snow... in a degree of cold which 

would extinguish the life of one exposed to it in any woollen clothing." He had seen them asleep thus. Yet he adds, 

"They are not hardier than other people." But, probably, man did not live long on the earth without discovering the 

convenience which there is in a house, the domestic comforts, which phrase may have originally signified the 

satisfactions of the house more than of the family; though these must be extremely partial and occasional in those 

climates where the house is associated in our thoughts with winter or the rainy season chiefly, and two thirds of the 

year, except for a parasol, is unnecessary. In our climate, in the summer, it was formerly almost solely a covering at 

night. In the Indian gazettes a wigwam was the symbol of a day's march, and a row of them cut or painted on the bark of 

a tree signified that so many times they had camped. Man was not made so large limbed and robust but that he must 

seek to narrow his world and wall in a space such as fitted him. He was at first bare and out of doors; but though this 

was pleasant enough in serene and warm weather, by daylight, the rainy season and the winter, to say nothing of the 

torrid sun, would perhaps have nipped his race in the bud if he had not made haste to clothe himself with the shelter of 

a house. Adam and Eve, according to the fable, wore the bower before other clothes. Man wanted a home, a place of 

warmth, or comfort, first of warmth, then the warmth of the affections. 

We may imagine a time when, in the infancy of the human race, some enterprising mortal crept into a hollow in a rock 

for shelter. Every child begins the world again, to some extent, and loves to stay outdoors, even in wet and cold. It plays 

house, as well as horse, having an instinct for it. Who does not remember the interest with which, when young, he 

looked at shelving rocks, or any approach to a cave? It was the natural yearning of that portion, any portion of our most 

primitive ancestor which still survived in us. From the cave we have advanced to roofs of palm leaves, of bark and 

boughs, of linen woven and stretched, of grass and straw, of boards and shingles, of stones and tiles. At last, we know 

not what it is to live in the open air, and our lives are domestic in more senses than we think. From the hearth the field is 

a great distance. It would be well, perhaps, if we were to spend more of our days and nights without any obstruction 



between us and the celestial bodies, if the poet did not speak so much from under a roof, or the saint dwell there so 

long. Birds do not sing in caves, nor do doves cherish their innocence in dovecots. 

However, if one designs to construct a dwelling-house, it behooves him to exercise a little Yankee shrewdness, lest after 

all he find himself in a workhouse, a labyrinth without a clue, a museum, an almshouse, a prison, or a splendid 

mausoleum instead. Consider first how slight a shelter is absolutely necessary. I have seen Penobscot Indians, in this 

town, living in tents of thin cotton cloth, while the snow was nearly a foot deep around them, and I thought that they 

would be glad to have it deeper to keep out the wind. Formerly, when how to get my living honestly, with freedom left 

for my proper pursuits, was a question which vexed me even more than it does now, for unfortunately I am become 

somewhat callous, I used to see a large box by the railroad, six feet long by three wide, in which the laborers locked up 

their tools at night; and it suggested to me that every man who was hard pushed might get such a one for a dollar, and, 

having bored a few auger holes in it, to admit the air at least, get into it when it rained and at night, and hook down the 

lid, and so have freedom in his love, and in his soul be free. This did not appear the worst, nor by any means a despicable 

alternative. You could sit up as late as you pleased, and, whenever you got up, go abroad without any landlord or house-

lord dogging you for rent. Many a man is harassed to death to pay the rent of a larger and more luxurious box who 

would not have frozen to death in such a box as this. I am far from jesting. Economy is a subject which admits of being 

treated with levity, but it cannot so be disposed of. A comfortable house for a rude and hardy race, that lived mostly out 

of doors, was once made here almost entirely of such materials as Nature furnished ready to their hands. Gookin, who 

was superintendent of the Indians subject to the Massachusetts Colony, writing in 1674, says, "The best of their houses 

are covered very neatly, tight and warm, with barks of trees, slipped from their bodies at those seasons when the sap is 

up, and made into great flakes, with pressure of weighty timber, when they are green.... The meaner sort are covered 

with mats which they make of a kind of bulrush, and are also indifferently tight and warm, but not so good as the 

former.... Some I have seen, sixty or a hundred feet long and thirty feet broad.... I have often lodged in their wigwams, 

and found them as warm as the best English houses." He adds that they were commonly carpeted and lined within with 

well-wrought embroidered mats, and were furnished with various utensils. The Indians had advanced so far as to 

regulate the effect of the wind by a mat suspended over the hole in the roof and moved by a string. Such a lodge was in 

the first instance constructed in a day or two at most, and taken down and put up in a few hours; and every family 

owned one, or its apartment in one. 

In the savage state every family owns a shelter as good as the best, and sufficient for its coarser and simpler wants; but I 

think that I speak within bounds when I say that, though the birds of the air have their nests, and the foxes their holes, 

and the savages their wigwams, in modern civilized society not more than one half the families own a shelter. In the 

large towns and cities, where civilization especially prevails, the number of those who own a shelter is a very small 

fraction of the whole. The rest pay an annual tax for this outside garment of all, become indispensable summer and 

winter, which would buy a village of Indian wigwams, but now helps to keep them poor as long as they live. I do not 

mean to insist here on the disadvantage of hiring compared with owning, but it is evident that the savage owns his 

shelter because it costs so little, while the civilized man hires his commonly because he cannot afford to own it; nor can 

he, in the long run, any better afford to hire. But, answers one, by merely paying this tax, the poor civilized man secures 

an abode which is a palace compared with the savage's. An annual rent of from twenty-five to a hundred dollars (these 

are the country rates) entitles him to the benefit of the improvements of centuries, spacious apartments, clean paint 

and paper, Rumford fireplace, back plastering, Venetian blinds, copper pump, spring lock, a commodious cellar, and 

many other things. But how happens it that he who is said to enjoy these things is so commonly a poor civilized man, 

while the savage, who has them not, is rich as a savage? If it is asserted that civilization is a real advance in the condition 

of man- and I think that it is, though only the wise improve their advantages- it must be shown that it has produced 

better dwellings without making them more costly; and the cost of a thing is the amount of what I will call life which is 

required to be exchanged for it, immediately or in the long run. An average house in this neighborhood costs perhaps 

eight hundred dollars, and to lay up this sum will take from ten to fifteen years of the laborer's life, even if he is not 



encumbered with a family- estimating the pecuniary value of every man's labor at one dollar a day, for if some receive 

more, others receive less;- so that he must have spent more than half his life commonly before his wigwam will be 

earned. If we suppose him to pay a rent instead, this is but a doubtful choice of evils. Would the savage have been wise 

to exchange his wigwam for a palace on these terms? 

It may be guessed that I reduce almost the whole advantage of holding this superfluous property as a fund in store 

against the future, so far as the individual is concerned, mainly to the defraying of funeral expenses. But perhaps a man 

is not required to bury himself. Nevertheless this points to an important distinction between the civilized man and the 

savage; and, no doubt, they have designs on us for our benefit, in making the life of a civilized people an institution, in 

which the life of the individual is to a great extent absorbed, in order to preserve and perfect that of the race. But I wish 

to show at what a sacrifice this advantage is at present obtained, and to suggest that we may possibly so live as to 

secure all the advantage without suffering any of the disadvantage. What mean ye by saying that the poor ye have 

always with you, or that the fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge? 

"As I live, saith the Lord God, ye shall not have occasion any more to use this proverb in Israel. 

"Behold all souls are mine; as the soul of the father, so also the soul of the son is mine: the soul that sinneth, it shall die." 

When I consider my neighbors, the farmers of Concord, who are at least as well off as the other classes, I find that for 

the most part they have been toiling twenty, thirty, or forty years, that they may become the real owners of their farms, 

which commonly they have inherited with encumbrances, or else bought with hired money- and we may regard one 

third of that toil as the cost of their houses- but commonly they have not paid for them yet. It is true, the encumbrances 

sometimes outweigh the value of the farm, so that the farm itself becomes one great encumbrance, and still a man is 

found to inherit it, being well acquainted with it, as he says. On applying to the assessors, I am surprised to learn that 

they cannot at once name a dozen in the town who own their farms free and clear. If you would know the history of 

these homesteads, inquire at the bank where they are mortgaged. The man who has actually paid for his farm with labor 

on it is so rare that every neighbor can point to him. I doubt if there are three such men in Concord. What has been said 

of the merchants, that a very large majority, even ninety-seven in a hundred, are sure to fail, is equally true of the 

farmers. With regard to the merchants, however, one of them says pertinently that a great part of their failures are not 

genuine pecuniary failures, but merely failures to fulfil their engagements, because it is inconvenient; that is, it is the 

moral character that breaks down. But this puts an infinitely worse face on the matter, and suggests, beside, that 

probably not even the other three succeed in saving their souls, but are perchance bankrupt in a worse sense than they 

who fail honestly. Bankruptcy and repudiation are the springboards from which much of our civilization vaults and turns 

its somersets, but the savage stands on the unelastic plank of famine. Yet the Middlesex Cattle Show goes off here with 

eclat annually, as if all the joints of the agricultural machine were suent. 

The farmer is endeavoring to solve the problem of a livelihood by a formula more complicated than the problem itself. 

To get his shoestrings he speculates in herds of cattle. With consummate skill he has set his trap with a hair springe to 

catch comfort and independence, and then, as he turned away, got his own leg into it. This is the reason he is poor; and 

for a similar reason we are all poor in respect to a thousand savage comforts, though surrounded by luxuries. As 

Chapman sings, 

"The false society of men- -for earthly greatness All heavenly comforts rarefies to air." 

And when the farmer has got his house, he may not be the richer but the poorer for it, and it be the house that has got 

him. As I understand it, that was a valid objection urged by Momus against the house which Minerva made, that she 

"had not made it movable, by which means a bad neighborhood might be avoided"; and it may still be urged, for our 

houses are such unwieldy property that we are often imprisoned rather than housed in them; and the bad 

neighborhood to be avoided is our own scurvy selves. I know one or two families, at least, in this town, who, for nearly a 



generation, have been wishing to sell their houses in the outskirts and move into the village, but have not been able to 

accomplish it, and only death will set them free. 

Granted that the majority are able at last either to own or hire the modern house with all its improvements. While 

civilization has been improving our houses, it has not equally improved the men who are to inhabit them. It has created 

palaces, but it was not so easy to create noblemen and kings. And if the civilized man's pursuits are no worthier than the 

savage's, if he is employed the greater part of his life in obtaining gross necessaries and comforts merely, why should he 

have a better dwelling than the former? 

But how do the poor minority fare? Perhaps it will be found that just in proportion as some have been placed in outward 

circumstances above the savage, others have been degraded below him. The luxury of one class is counterbalanced by 

the indigence of another. On the one side is the palace, on the other are the almshouse and "silent poor." The myriads 

who built the pyramids to be the tombs of the Pharaohs were fed on garlic, and it may be were not decently buried 

themselves. The mason who finishes the cornice of the palace returns at night perchance to a hut not so good as a 

wigwam. It is a mistake to suppose that, in a country where the usual evidences of civilization exist, the condition of a 

very large body of the inhabitants may not be as degraded as that of savages. I refer to the degraded poor, not now to 

the degraded rich. To know this I should not need to look farther than to the shanties which everywhere border our 

railroads, that last improvement in civilization; where I see in my daily walks human beings living in sties, and all winter 

with an open door, for the sake of light, without any visible, often imaginable, wood-pile, and the forms of both old and 

young are permanently contracted by the long habit of shrinking from cold and misery, and the development of all their 

limbs and faculties is checked. It certainly is fair to look at that class by whose labor the works which distinguish this 

generation are accomplished. Such too, to a greater or less extent, is the condition of the operatives of every 

denomination in England, which is the great workhouse of the world. Or I could refer you to Ireland, which is marked as 

one of the white or enlightened spots on the map. Contrast the physical condition of the Irish with that of the North 

American Indian, or the South Sea Islander, or any other savage race before it was degraded by contact with the civilized 

man. Yet I have no doubt that that people's rulers are as wise as the average of civilized rulers. Their condition only 

proves what squalidness may consist with civilization. I hardly need refer now to the laborers in our Southern States who 

produce the staple exports of this country, and are themselves a staple production of the South. But to confine myself to 

those who are said to be in moderate circumstances. 

Most men appear never to have considered what a house is, and are actually though needlessly poor all their lives 

because they think that they must have such a one as their neighbors have. As if one were to wear any sort of coat 

which the tailor might cut out for him, or, gradually leaving off palm-leaf hat or cap of woodchuck skin, complain of hard 

times because he could not afford to buy him a crown! It is possible to invent a house still more convenient and 

luxurious than we have, which yet all would admit that man could not afford to pay for. Shall we always study to obtain 

more of these things, and not sometimes to be content with less? Shall the respectable citizen thus gravely teach, by 

precept and example, the necessity of the young man's providing a certain number of superfluous glow- shoes, and 

umbrellas, and empty guest chambers for empty guests, before he dies? Why should not our furniture be as simple as 

the Arab's or the Indian's? When I think of the benefactors of the race, whom we have apotheosized as messengers 

from heaven, bearers of divine gifts to man, I do not see in my mind any retinue at their heels, any carload of 

fashionable furniture. Or what if I were to allow- would it not be a singular allowance?- that our furniture should be 

more complex than the Arab's, in proportion as we are morally and intellectually his superiors! At present our houses 

are cluttered and defiled with it, and a good housewife would sweep out the greater part into the dust hole, and not 

leave her morning's work undone. Morning work! By the blushes of Aurora and the music of Memnon, what should be 

man's morning work in this world? I had three pieces of limestone on my desk, but I was terrified to find that they 

required to be dusted daily, when the furniture of my mind was all undusted still, and threw them out the window in 



disgust. How, then, could I have a furnished house? I would rather sit in the open air, for no dust gathers on the grass, 

unless where man has broken ground. 

It is the luxurious and dissipated who set the fashions which the herd so diligently follow. The traveller who stops at the 

best houses, so called, soon discovers this, for the publicans presume him to be a Sardanapalus, and if he resigned 

himself to their tender mercies he would soon be completely emasculated. I think that in the railroad car we are inclined 

to spend more on luxury than on safety and convenience, and it threatens without attaining these to become no better 

than a modern drawing-room, with its divans, and ottomans, and sun-shades, and a hundred other oriental things, 

which we are taking west with us, invented for the ladies of the harem and the effeminate natives of the Celestial 

Empire, which Jonathan should be ashamed to know the names of. I would rather sit on a pumpkin and have it all to 

myself than be crowded on a velvet cushion. I would rather ride on earth in an ox cart, with a free circulation, than go to 

heaven in the fancy car of an excursion train and breathe a malaria all the way. 

The very simplicity and nakedness of man's life in the primitive ages imply this advantage, at least, that they left him still 

but a sojourner in nature. When he was refreshed with food and sleep, he contemplated his journey again. He dwelt, as 

it were, in a tent in this world, and was either threading the valleys, or crossing the plains, or climbing the mountain-

tops. But lo! men have become the tools of their tools. The man who independently plucked the fruits when he was 

hungry is become a farmer; and he who stood under a tree for shelter, a housekeeper. We now no longer camp as for a 

night, but have settled down on earth and forgotten heaven. We have adopted Christianity merely as an improved 

method of agriculture. We have built for this world a family mansion, and for the next a family tomb. The best works of 

art are the expression of man's struggle to free himself from this condition, but the effect of our art is merely to make 

this low state comfortable and that higher state to be forgotten. There is actually no place in this village for a work of 

fine art, if any had come down to us, to stand, for our lives, our houses and streets, furnish no proper pedestal for it. 

There is not a nail to hang a picture on, nor a shelf to receive the bust of a hero or a saint. When I consider how our 

houses are built and paid for, or not paid for, and their internal economy managed and sustained, I wonder that the 

floor does not give way under the visitor while he is admiring the gewgaws upon the mantelpiece, and let him through 

into the cellar, to some solid and honest though earthy foundation. I cannot but perceive that this so-called rich and 

refined life is a thing jumped at, and I do not get on in the enjoyment of the fine arts which adorn it, my attention being 

wholly occupied with the jump; for I remember that the greatest genuine leap, due to human muscles alone, on record, 

is that of certain wandering Arabs, who are said to have cleared twenty-five feet on level ground. Without factitious 

support, man is sure to come to earth again beyond that distance. The first question which I am tempted to put to the 

proprietor of such great impropriety is, Who bolsters you? Are you one of the ninety-seven who fail, or the three who 

succeed? Answer me these questions, and then perhaps I may look at your bawbles and find them ornamental. The cart 

before the horse is neither beautiful nor useful. Before we can adorn our houses with beautiful objects the walls must 

be stripped, and our lives must be stripped, and beautiful housekeeping and beautiful living be laid for a foundation: 

now, a taste for the beautiful is most cultivated out of doors, where there is no house and no housekeeper. 

Old Johnson, in his "Wonder-Working Providence," speaking of the first settlers of this town, with whom he was 

contemporary, tells us that "they burrow themselves in the earth for their first shelter under some hillside, and, casting 

the soil aloft upon timber, they make a smoky fire against the earth, at the highest side." They did not "provide them 

houses," says he, "till the earth, by the Lord's blessing, brought forth bread to feed them," and the first year's crop was 

so light that "they were forced to cut their bread very thin for a long season." The secretary of the Province of New 

Netherland, writing in Dutch, in 1650, for the information of those who wished to take up land there, states more 

particularly that "those in New Netherland, and especially in New England, who have no means to build farmhouses at 

first according to their wishes, dig a square pit in the ground, cellar fashion, six or seven feet deep, as long and as broad 

as they think proper, case the earth inside with wood all round the wall, and line the wood with the bark of trees or 

something else to prevent the caving in of the earth; floor this cellar with plank, and wainscot it overhead for a ceiling, 



raise a roof of spars clear up, and cover the spars with bark or green sods, so that they can live dry and warm in these 

houses with their entire families for two, three, and four years, it being understood that partitions are run through those 

cellars which are adapted to the size of the family. The wealthy and principal men in New England, in the beginning of 

the colonies, commenced their first dwelling-houses in this fashion for two reasons: firstly, in order not to waste time in 

building, and not to want food the next season; secondly, in order not to discourage poor laboring people whom they 

brought over in numbers from Fatherland. In the course of three or four years, when the country became adapted to 

agriculture, they built themselves handsome houses, spending on them several thousands." 

In this course which our ancestors took there was a show of prudence at least, as if their principle were to satisfy the 

more pressing wants first. But are the more pressing wants satisfied now? When I think of acquiring for myself one of 

our luxurious dwellings, I am deterred, for, so to speak, the country is not yet adapted to human culture, and we are still 

forced to cut our spiritual bread far thinner than our forefathers did their wheaten. Not that all architectural ornament is 

to be neglected even in the rudest periods; but let our houses first be lined with beauty, where they come in contact 

with our lives, like the tenement of the shellfish, and not overlaid with it. But, alas! I have been inside one or two of 

them, and know what they are lined with. 

Though we are not so degenerate but that we might possibly live in a cave or a wigwam or wear skins today, it certainly 

is better to accept the advantages, though so dearly bought, which the invention and industry of mankind offer. In such 

a neighborhood as this, boards and shingles, lime and bricks, are cheaper and more easily obtained than suitable caves, 

or whole logs, or bark in sufficient quantities, or even well-tempered clay or flat stones. I speak understandingly on this 

subject, for I have made myself acquainted with it both theoretically and practically. With a little more wit we might use 

these materials so as to become richer than the richest now are, and make our civilization a blessing. The civilized man is 

a more experienced and wiser savage. But to make haste to my own experiment. 

…I am wont to think that men are not so much the keepers of herds as herds are the keepers of men, the former are so 

much the freer. Men and oxen exchange work; but if we consider necessary work only, the oxen will be seen to have 

greatly the advantage, their farm is so much the larger. Man does some of his part of the exchange work in his six weeks 

of haying, and it is no boy's play. Certainly no nation that lived simply in all respects, that is, no nation of philosophers, 

would commit so great a blunder as to use the labor of animals. True, there never was and is not likely soon to be a 

nation of philosophers, nor am I certain it is desirable that there should be. However, I should never have broken a horse 

or bull and taken him to board for any work he might do for me, for fear I should become a horseman or a herdsman 

merely; and if society seems to be the gainer by so doing, are we certain that what is one man's gain is not another's 

loss, and that the stable-boy has equal cause with his master to be satisfied? Granted that some public works would not 

have been constructed without this aid, and let man share the glory of such with the ox and horse; does it follow that he 

could not have accomplished works yet more worthy of himself in that case? When men begin to do, not merely 

unnecessary or artistic, but luxurious and idle work, with their assistance, it is inevitable that a few do all the exchange 

work with the oxen, or, in other words, become the slaves of the strongest. Man thus not only works for the animal 

within him, but, for a symbol of this, he works for the animal without him. Though we have many substantial houses of 

brick or stone, the prosperity of the farmer is still measured by the degree to which the barn overshadows the house. 

This town is said to have the largest houses for oxen, cows, and horses hereabouts, and it is not behindhand in its public 

buildings; but there are very few halls for free worship or free speech in this county. It should not be by their 

architecture, but why not even by their power of abstract thought, that nations should seek to commemorate 

themselves? How much more admirable the Bhagvat-Geeta than all the ruins of the East! Towers and temples are the 

luxury of princes. A simple and independent mind does not toil at the bidding of any prince. Genius is not a retainer to 

any emperor, nor is its material silver, or gold, or marble, except to a trifling extent. To what end, pray, is so much stone 

hammered? In Arcadia, when I was there, I did not see any hammering stone. Nations are possessed with an insane 

ambition to perpetuate the memory of themselves by the amount of hammered stone they leave. What if equal pains 



were taken to smooth and polish their manners? One piece of good sense would be more memorable than a monument 

as high as the moon. I love better to see stones in place. The grandeur of Thebes was a vulgar grandeur. More sensible is 

a rod of stone wall that bounds an honest man's field than a hundred-gated Thebes that has wandered farther from the 

true end of life. The religion and civilization which are barbaric and heathenish build splendid temples; but what you 

might call Christianity does not. Most of the stone a nation hammers goes toward its tomb only. It buries itself alive. As 

for the Pyramids, there is nothing to wonder at in them so much as the fact that so many men could be found degraded 

enough to spend their lives constructing a tomb for some ambitious booby, whom it would have been wiser and manlier 

to have drowned in the Nile, and then given his body to the dogs. I might possibly invent some excuse for them and him, 

but I have no time for it. As for the religion and love of art of the builders, it is much the same all the world over, 

whether the building be an Egyptian temple or the United States Bank. It costs more than it comes to. The mainspring is 

vanity, assisted by the love of garlic and bread and butter. Mr. Balcom, a promising young architect, designs it on the 

back of his Vitruvius, with hard pencil and ruler, and the job is let out to Dobson & Sons, stonecutters. When the thirty 

centuries begin to look down on it, mankind begin to look up at it. As for your high towers and monuments, there was a 

crazy fellow once in this town who undertook to dig through to China, and he got so far that, as he said, he heard the 

Chinese pots and kettles rattle; but I think that I shall not go out of my way to admire the hole which he made. Many are 

concerned about the monuments of the West and the East- to know who built them. For my part, I should like to know 

who in those days did not build them- who were above such trifling. But to proceed with my statistics. 

By surveying, carpentry, and day-labor of various other kinds in the village in the meanwhile, for I have as many trades 

as fingers, I had earned $13.34. The expense of food for eight months, namely, from July 4th to March 1st, the time 

when these estimates were made, though I lived there more than two years- not counting potatoes, a little green corn, 

and some peas, which I had raised, nor considering the value of what was on hand at the last date- was 

 

Rice......................$ 1.73 1/2 

Molasses.................. 1.73 (Cheapest form of the saccharine.) 

Rye meal.................. 1.04 3/4 

Indian meal............... 0.99 3/4 (Cheaper than rye.) 

Pork...................... 0.22 

(All Experiments Which Failed) 

Flour..................... 0.88 (Costs more than Indian meal, both money and trouble.) 

Sugar..................... 0.80 

Lard...................... 0.65 

Apples.................... 0.25 

Dried apple............... 0.22 

Sweet potatoes............ 0.10 

One pumpkin............... 0.06 

One watermelon............ 0.02 



Salt...................... 0.03 

 

Yes, I did eat $8.74, all told; but I should not thus unblushingly publish my guilt, if I did not know that most of my readers 

were equally guilty with myself, and that their deeds would look no better in print. The next year I sometimes caught a 

mess of fish for my dinner, and once I went so far as to slaughter a woodchuck which ravaged my bean-field- effect his 

transmigration, as a Tartar would say- and devour him, partly for experiment's sake; but though it afforded me a 

momentary enjoyment, notwithstanding a musky flavor, I saw that the longest use would not make that a good practice, 

however it might seem to have your woodchucks ready dressed by the village butcher. 

Clothing and some incidental expenses within the same dates, though little can be inferred from this item, amounted to 

 

$ 8.40 3/4 

Oil and some household utensils......... 2.00 

 

So that all the pecuniary outgoes, excepting for washing and mending, which for the most part were done out of the 

house, and their bills have not yet been received- and these are all and more than all the ways by which money 

necessarily goes out in this part of the world- were 

 

House...................................$ 28.12 1/2 

Farm one year........................... 14.72 1/2 

Food eight months....................... 8.74 

Clothing, etc., eight months............ 8.40 3/4 

Oil, etc., eight months................. 2.00 

----- In all..................................$ 61.99 3/4 

I address myself now to those of my readers who have a living to get. And to meet this I have for farm produce sold 

$ 23.44 

Earned by day-labor..................... 13.34 

----- In all..................................$ 36.78 

which subtracted from the sum of the outgoes leaves a balance of $25.21 3/4 on the one side- this being very nearly the 

means with which I started, and the measure of expenses to be incurred- and on the other, beside the leisure and 

independence and health thus secured, a comfortable house for me as long as I choose to occupy it. 

These statistics, however accidental and therefore uninstructive they may appear, as they have a certain completeness, 

have a certain value also. Nothing was given me of which I have not rendered some account. It appears from the above 

estimate, that my food alone cost me in money about twenty-seven cents a week. It was, for nearly two years after this, 



rye and Indian meal without yeast, potatoes, rice, a very little salt pork, molasses, and salt; and my drink, water. It was 

fit that I should live on rice, mainly, who love so well the philosophy of India. To meet the objections of some inveterate 

cavillers, I may as well state, that if I dined out occasionally, as I always had done, and I trust shall have opportunities to 

do again, it was frequently to the detriment of my domestic arrangements. But the dining out, being, as I have stated, a 

constant element, does not in the least affect a comparative statement like this. 

I learned from my two years' experience that it would cost incredibly little trouble to obtain one's necessary food, even 

in this latitude; that a man may use as simple a diet as the animals, and yet retain health and strength. I have made a 

satisfactory dinner, satisfactory on several accounts, simply off a dish of purslane (Portulaca oleracea) which I gathered 

in my cornfield, boiled and salted. I give the Latin on account of the savoriness of the trivial name. And pray what more 

can a reasonable man desire, in peaceful times, in ordinary noons, than a sufficient number of ears of green sweet corn 

boiled, with the addition of salt? Even the little variety which I used was a yielding to the demands of appetite, and not 

of health. Yet men have come to such a pass that they frequently starve, not for want of necessaries, but for want of 

luxuries; and I know a good woman who thinks that her son lost his life because he took to drinking water only. 

The reader will perceive that I am treating the subject rather from an economic than a dietetic point of view, and he will 

not venture to put my abstemiousness to the test unless he has a well-stocked larder. 

Bread I at first made of pure Indian meal and salt, genuine hoe-cakes, which I baked before my fire out of doors on a 

shingle or the end of a stick of timber sawed off in building my house; but it was wont to get smoked and to have a piny 

flavor, I tried flour also; but have at last found a mixture of rye and Indian meal most convenient and agreeable. In cold 

weather it was no little amusement to bake several small loaves of this in succession, tending and turning them as 

carefully as an Egyptian his hatching eggs. They were a real cereal fruit which I ripened, and they had to my senses a 

fragrance like that of other noble fruits, which I kept in as long as possible by wrapping them in cloths. I made a study of 

the ancient and indispensable art of bread-making, consulting such authorities as offered, going back to the primitive 

days and first invention of the unleavened kind, when from the wildness of nuts and meats men first reached the 

mildness and refinement of this diet, and travelling gradually down in my studies through that accidental souring of the 

dough which, it is supposed, taught the leavening process, and through the various fermentations thereafter, till I came 

to "good, sweet, wholesome bread," the staff of life. Leaven, which some deem the soul of bread, the spiritus which fills 

its cellular tissue, which is religiously preserved like the vestal fire- some precious bottleful, I suppose, first brought over 

in the Mayflower, did the business for America, and its influence is still rising, swelling, spreading, in cerealian billows 

over the land- this seed I regularly and faithfully procured from the village, till at length one morning I forgot the rules, 

and scalded my yeast; by which accident I discovered that even this was not indispensable- for my discoveries were not 

by the synthetic but analytic process- and I have gladly omitted it since, though most housewives earnestly assured me 

that safe and wholesome bread without yeast might not be, and elderly people prophesied a speedy decay of the vital 

forces. Yet I find it not to be an essential ingredient, and after going without it for a year am still in the land of the living; 

and I am glad to escape the trivialness of carrying a bottleful in my pocket, which would sometimes pop and discharge 

its contents to my discomfiture. It is simpler and more respectable to omit it. Man is an animal who more than any other 

can adapt himself to all climates and circumstances. Neither did I put any sal-soda, or other acid or alkali, into my bread. 

It would seem that I made it according to the recipe which Marcus Porcius Cato gave about two centuries before Christ. 

"Panem depsticium sic facito. Manus mortariumque bene lavato. Farinam in mortarium indito, aquae paulatim addito, 

subigitoque pulchre. Ubi bene subegeris, defingito, coquitoque sub testu." Which I take to mean,- "Make kneaded bread 

thus. Wash your hands and trough well. Put the meal into the trough, add water gradually, and knead it thoroughly. 

When you have kneaded it well, mould it, and bake it under a cover," that is, in a baking-kettle. Not a word about 

leaven. But I did not always use this staff of life. At one time, owing to the emptiness of my purse, I saw none of it for 

more than a month. 



Every New Englander might easily raise all his own breadstuffs in this land of rye and Indian corn, and not depend on 

distant and fluctuating markets for them. Yet so far are we from simplicity and independence that, in Concord, fresh and 

sweet meal is rarely sold in the shops, and hominy and corn in a still coarser form are hardly used by any. For the most 

part the farmer gives to his cattle and hogs the grain of his own producing, and buys flour, which is at least no more 

wholesome, at a greater cost, at the store. I saw that I could easily raise my bushel or two of rye and Indian corn, for the 

former will grow on the poorest land, and the latter does not require the best, and grind them in a hand-mill, and so do 

without rice and pork; and if I must have some concentrated sweet, I found by experiment that I could make a very good 

molasses either of pumpkins or beets, and I knew that I needed only to set out a few maples to obtain it more easily still, 

and while these were growing I could use various substitutes beside those which I have named. "For," as the Forefathers 

sang, 

"we can make liquor to sweeten our lips Of pumpkins and parsnips and walnut-tree chips." 

Finally, as for salt, that grossest of groceries, to obtain this might be a fit occasion for a visit to the seashore, or, if I did 

without it altogether, I should probably drink the less water. I do not learn that the Indians ever troubled themselves to 

go after it. Thus I could avoid all trade and barter, so far as my food was concerned, and having a shelter already, it 

would only remain to get clothing and fuel. The pantaloons which I now wear were woven in a farmer's family- thank 

Heaven there is so much virtue still in man; for I think the fall from the farmer to the operative as great and memorable 

as that from the man to the farmer;- and in a new country, fuel is an encumbrance. As for a habitat, if I were not 

permitted still to squat, I might purchase one acre at the same price for which the land I cultivated was sold- namely, 

eight dollars and eight cents. But as it was, I considered that I enhanced the value of the land by squatting on it. 

There is a certain class of unbelievers who sometimes ask me such questions as, if I think that I can live on vegetable 

food alone; and to strike at the root of the matter at once- for the root is faith- I am accustomed to answer such, that I 

can live on board nails. If they cannot understand that, they cannot understand much that I have to say. For my part, I 

am glad to bear of experiments of this kind being tried; as that a young man tried for a fortnight to live on hard, raw 

corn on the ear, using his teeth for all mortar. The squirrel tribe tried the same and succeeded. The human race is 

interested in these experiments, though a few old women who are incapacitated for them, or who own their thirds in 

mills, may be alarmed. 

My furniture, part of which I made myself- and the rest cost me nothing of which I have not rendered an account- 

consisted of a bed, a table, a desk, three chairs, a looking-glass three inches in diameter, a pair of tongs and andirons, a 

kettle, a skillet, and a frying-pan, a dipper, a wash-bowl, two knives and forks, three plates, one cup, one spoon, a jug for 

oil, a jug for molasses, and a japanned lamp. None is so poor that he need sit on a pumpkin. That is shiftlessness. There 

is a plenty of such chairs as I like best in the village garrets to be had for taking them away. Furniture! Thank God, I can 

sit and I can stand without the aid of a furniture warehouse. What man but a philosopher would not be ashamed to see 

his furniture packed in a cart and going up country exposed to the light of heaven and the eyes of men, a beggarly 

account of empty boxes? That is Spaulding's furniture. I could never tell from inspecting such a load whether it belonged 

to a so-called rich man or a poor one; the owner always seemed poverty-stricken. Indeed, the more you have of such 

things the poorer you are. Each load looks as if it contained the contents of a dozen shanties; and if one shanty is poor, 

this is a dozen times as poor. Pray, for what do we move ever but to get rid of our furniture, our exuviae; at last to go 

from this world to another newly furnished, and leave this to be burned? It is the same as if all these traps were buckled 

to a man's belt, and he could not move over the rough country where our lines are cast without dragging them- dragging 

his trap. He was a lucky fox that left his tail in the trap. The muskrat will gnaw his third leg off to be free. No wonder man 

has lost his elasticity. How often he is at a dead set! "Sir, if I may be so bold, what do you mean by a dead set?" If you are 

a seer, whenever you meet a man you will see all that he owns, ay, and much that he pretends to disown, behind him, 

even to his kitchen furniture and all the trumpery which he saves and will not burn, and he will appear to be harnessed 

to it and making what headway he can. I think that the man is at a dead set who has got through a knot-hole or gateway 



where his sledge load of furniture cannot follow him. I cannot but feel compassion when I hear some trig, compact-

looking man, seemingly free, all girded and ready, speak of his "furniture," as whether it is insured or not. "But what 

shall I do with my furniture?"- My gay butterfly is entangled in a spider's web then. Even those who seem for a long 

while not to have any, if you inquire more narrowly you will find have some stored in somebody's barn. I look upon 

England today as an old gentleman who is travelling with a great deal of baggage, trumpery which has accumulated from 

long housekeeping, which he has not the courage to burn; great trunk, little trunk, bandbox, and bundle. Throw away 

the first three at least. It would surpass the powers of a well man nowadays to take up his bed and walk, and I should 

certainly advise a sick one to lay down his bed and run. When I have met an immigrant tottering under a bundle which 

contained his all- looking like an enormous well which had grown out of the nape of his neck- I have pitied him, not 

because that was his all, but because he had all that to carry. If I have got to drag my trap, I will take care that it be a 

light one and do not nip me in a vital part. But perchance it would be wisest never to put one's paw into it. 

I would observe, by the way, that it costs me nothing for curtains, for I have no gazers to shut out but the sun and moon, 

and I am willing that they should look in. The moon will not sour milk nor taint meat of mine, nor will the sun injure my 

furniture or fade my carpet; and if he is sometimes too warm a friend, I find it still better economy to retreat behind 

some curtain which nature has provided, than to add a single item to the details of housekeeping. A lady once offered 

me a mat, but as I had no room to spare within the house, nor time to spare within or without to shake it, I declined it, 

preferring to wipe my feet on the sod before my door. It is best to avoid the beginnings of evil. 

Not long since I was present at the auction of a deacon's effects, for his life had not been ineffectual: 

"The evil that men do lives after them." 

As usual, a great proportion was trumpery which had begun to accumulate in his father's day. Among the rest was a 

dried tapeworm. And now, after lying half a century in his garret and other dust holes, these things were not burned; 

instead of a bonfire, or purifying destruction of them, there was an auction, or increasing of them. The neighbors eagerly 

collected to view them, bought them all, and carefully transported them to their garrets and dust holes, to lie there till 

their estates are settled, when they will start again. When a man dies he kicks the dust. 

The customs of some savage nations might, perchance, be profitably imitated by us, for they at least go through the 

semblance of casting their slough annually; they have the idea of the thing, whether they have the reality or not. Would 

it not be well if we were to celebrate such a "busk," or "feast of first fruits," as Bartram describes to have been the 

custom of the Mucclasse Indians? "When a town celebrates the busk," says he, "having previously provided themselves 

with new clothes, new pots, pans, and other household utensils and furniture, they collect all their worn out clothes and 

other despicable things, sweep and cleanse their houses, squares, and the whole town of their filth, which with all the 

remaining grain and other old provisions they cast together into one common heap, and consume it with fire. After 

having taken medicine, and fasted for three days, all the fire in the town is extinguished. During this fast they abstain 

from the gratification of every appetite and passion whatever. A general amnesty is proclaimed; all malefactors may 

return to their town." 

"On the fourth morning, the high priest, by rubbing dry wood together, produces new fire in the public square, from 

whence every habitation in the town is supplied with the new and pure flame." They then feast on the new corn and 

fruits, and dance and sing for three days, "and the four following days they receive visits and rejoice with their friends 

from neighboring towns who have in like manner purified and prepared themselves." 

The Mexicans also practised a similar purification at the end of every fifty-two years, in the belief that it was time for the 

world to come to an end. 



I have scarcely heard of a truer sacrament, that is, as the dictionary defines it,- outward and visible sign of an inward and 

spiritual grace," than this, and I have no doubt that they were originally inspired directly from Heaven to do thus, though 

they have no Biblical record of the revelation. 

 

For more than five years I maintained myself thus solely by the labor of my hands, and I found that, by working about six 

weeks in a year, I could meet all the expenses of living. The whole of my winters, as well as most of my summers, I had 

free and clear for study. I have thoroughly tried school- keeping, and found that my expenses were in proportion, or 

rather out of proportion, to my income, for I was obliged to dress and train, not to say think and believe, accordingly, 

and I lost my time into the bargain. As I did not teach for the good of my fellow-men, but simply for a livelihood, this was 

a failure. I have tried trade; but I found that it would take ten years to get under way in that, and that then I should 

probably be on my way to the devil. I was actually afraid that I might by that time be doing what is called a good 

business. When formerly I was looking about to see what I could do for a living, some sad experience in conforming to 

the wishes of friends being fresh in my mind to tax my ingenuity, I thought often and seriously of picking huckleberries; 

that surely I could do, and its small profits might suffice- for my greatest skill has been to want but little- so little capital 

it required, so little distraction from my wonted moods, I foolishly thought. While my acquaintances went unhesitatingly 

into trade or the professions, I contemplated this occupation as most like theirs; ranging the hills all summer to pick the 

berries which came in my way, and thereafter carelessly dispose of them; so, to keep the flocks of Admetus. I also 

dreamed that I might gather the wild herbs, or carry evergreens to such villagers as loved to be reminded of the woods, 

even to the city, by hay-cart loads. But I have since learned that trade curses everything it handles; and though you trade 

in messages from heaven, the whole curse of trade attaches to the business. 

As I preferred some things to others, and especially valued my freedom, as I could fare hard and yet succeed well, I did 

not wish to spend my time in earning rich carpets or other fine furniture, or delicate cookery, or a house in the Grecian 

or the Gothic style just yet. If there are any to whom it is no interruption to acquire these things, and who know how to 

use them when acquired, I relinquish to them the pursuit. Some are "industrious," and appear to love labor for its own 

sake, or perhaps because it keeps them out of worse mischief; to such I have at present nothing to say. Those who 

would not know what to do with more leisure than they now enjoy, I might advise to work twice as hard as they do- 

work till they pay for themselves, and get their free papers. For myself I found that the occupation of a day-laborer was 

the most independent of any, especially as it required only thirty or forty days in a year to support one. The laborer's day 

ends with the going down of the sun, and he is then free to devote himself to his chosen pursuit, independent of his 

labor; but his employer, who speculates from month to month, has no respite from one end of the year to the other. In 

short, I am convinced, both by faith and experience, that to maintain one's self on this earth is not a hardship but a 

pastime, if we will live simply and wisely; as the pursuits of the simpler nations are still the sports of the more artificial. It 

is not necessary that a man should earn his living by the sweat of his brow, unless he sweats easier than I do. One young 

man of my acquaintance, who has inherited some acres, told me that he thought he should live as I did, if he had the 

means. I would not have any one adopt my mode of living on any account; for, beside that before he has fairly learned it 

I may have found out another for myself, I desire that there may be as many different persons in the world as possible; 

but I would have each one be very careful to find out and pursue his own way, and not his father's or his mother's or his 

neighbor's instead. The youth may build or plant or sail, only let him not be hindered from doing that which he tells me 

he would like to do. It is by a mathematical point only that we are wise, as the sailor or the fugitive slave keeps the 

polestar in his eye; but that is sufficient guidance for all our life. We may not arrive at our port within a calculable 

period, but we would preserve the true course. 

Undoubtedly, in this case, what is true for one is truer still for a thousand, as a large house is not proportionally more 

expensive than a small one, since one roof may cover, one cellar underlie, and one wall separate several apartments. 

But for my part, I preferred the solitary dwelling. Moreover, it will commonly be cheaper to build the whole yourself 



than to convince another of the advantage of the common wall; and when you have done this, the common partition, to 

be much cheaper, must be a thin one, and that other may prove a bad neighbor, and also not keep his side in repair. The 

only cooperation which is commonly possible is exceedingly partial and superficial; and what little true cooperation 

there is, is as if it were not, being a harmony inaudible to men. If a man has faith, he will cooperate with equal faith 

everywhere; if he has not faith, he will continue to live like the rest of the world, whatever company he is joined to. To 

cooperate in the highest as well as the lowest sense, means to get our living together. I heard it proposed lately that two 

young men should travel together over the world, the one without money, earning his means as he went, before the 

mast and behind the plow, the other carrying a bill of exchange in his pocket. It was easy to see that they could not long 

be companions or cooperate, since one would not operate at all. They would part at the first interesting crisis in their 

adventures. Above all, as I have implied, the man who goes alone can start today; but he who travels with another must 

wait till that other is ready, and it may be a long time before they get off. 

But all this is very selfish, I have heard some of my townsmen say. I confess that I have hither- to indulged very little in 

philanthropic enterprises. I have made some sacrifices to a sense of duty, and among others have sacrificed this pleasure 

also. There are those who have used all their arts to persuade me to undertake the support of some poor family in the 

town; and if I had nothing to do- for the devil finds employment for the idle- I might try my hand at some such pastime 

as that. However, when I have thought to indulge myself in this respect, and lay their Heaven under an obligation by 

maintaining certain poor persons in all respects as comfortably as I maintain myself, and have even ventured so far as to 

make them the offer, they have one and all unhesitatingly preferred to remain poor. While my townsmen and women 

are devoted in so many ways to the good of their fellows, I trust that one at least may be spared to other and less 

humane pursuits. You must have a genius for charity as well as for anything else. As for Doing-good, that is one of the 

professions which are full. Moreover, I have tried it fairly, and, strange as it may seem, am satisfied that it does not 

agree with my constitution. Probably I should not consciously and deliberately forsake my particular calling to do the 

good which society demands of me, to save the universe from annihilation; and I believe that a like but infinitely greater 

steadfastness elsewhere is all that now preserves it. But I would not stand between any man and his genius; and to him 

who does this work, which I decline, with his whole heart and soul and life, I would say, Persevere, even if the world call 

it doing evil, as it is most likely they will. 

I am far from supposing that my case is a peculiar one; no doubt many of my readers would make a similar defence. At 

doing something- I will not engage that my neighbors shall pronounce it good- I do not hesitate to say that I should be a 

capital fellow to hire; but what that is, it is for my employer to find out. What good I do, in the common sense of that 

word, must be aside from my main path, and for the most part wholly unintended. Men say, practically, Begin where 

you are and such as you are, without aiming mainly to become of more worth, and with kindness aforethought go about 

doing good. If I were to preach at all in this strain, I should say rather, Set about being good. As if the sun should stop 

when he had kindled his fires up to the splendor of a moon or a star of the sixth magnitude, and go about like a Robin 

Goodfellow, peeping in at every cottage window, inspiring lunatics, and tainting meats, and making darkness visible, 

instead of steadily increasing his genial heat and beneficence till he is of such brightness that no mortal can look him in 

the face, and then, and in the meanwhile too, going about the world in his own orbit, doing it good, or rather, as a truer 

philosophy has discovered, the world going about him getting good. When Phaeton, wishing to prove his heavenly birth 

by his beneficence, had the sun's chariot but one day, and drove out of the beaten track, he burned several blocks of 

houses in the lower streets of heaven, and scorched the surface of the earth, and dried up every spring, and made the 

great desert of Sahara, till at length Jupiter hurled him headlong to the earth with a thunderbolt, and the sun, through 

grief at his death, did not shine for a year. 

There is no odor so bad as that which arises from goodness tainted. It is human, it is divine, carrion. If I knew for a 

certainty that a man was coming to my house with the conscious design of doing me good, I should run for my life, as 

from that dry and parching wind of the African deserts called the simoom, which fills the mouth and nose and ears and 



eyes with dust till you are suffocated, for fear that I should get some of his good done to me- some of its virus mingled 

with my blood. No- in this case I would rather suffer evil the natural way. A man is not a good man to me because he will 

feed me if I should be starving, or warm me if I should be freezing, or pull me out of a ditch if I should ever fall into one. I 

can find you a Newfoundland dog that will do as much. Philanthropy is not love for one's fellow-man in the broadest 

sense. Howard was no doubt an exceedingly kind and worthy man in his way, and has his reward; but, comparatively 

speaking, what are a hundred Howards to us, if their philanthropy do not help us in our best estate, when we are most 

worthy to be helped? I never heard of a philanthropic meeting in which it was sincerely proposed to do any good to me, 

or the like of me. 

The Jesuits were quite balked by those indians who, being burned at the stake, suggested new modes of torture to their 

tormentors. Being superior to physical suffering, it sometimes chanced that they were superior to any consolation which 

the missionaries could offer; and the law to do as you would be done by fell with less persuasiveness on the ears of 

those who, for their part, did not care how they were done by, who loved their enemies after a new fashion, and came 

very near freely forgiving them all they did. 

Be sure that you give the poor the aid they most need, though it be your example which leaves them far behind. If you 

give money, spend yourself with it, and do not merely abandon it to them. We make curious mistakes sometimes. Often 

the poor man is not so cold and hungry as he is dirty and ragged and gross. It is partly his taste, and not merely his 

misfortune. If you give him money, he will perhaps buy more rags with it. I was wont to pity the clumsy Irish laborers 

who cut ice on the pond, in such mean and ragged clothes, while I shivered in my more tidy and somewhat more 

fashionable garments, till, one bitter cold day, one who had slipped into the water came to my house to warm him, and I 

saw him strip off three pairs of pants and two pairs of stockings ere he got down to the skin, though they were dirty and 

ragged enough, it is true, and that he could afford to refuse the extra garments which I offered him, he had so many 

intra ones. This ducking was the very thing he needed. Then I began to pity myself, and I saw that it would be a greater 

charity to bestow on me a flannel shirt than a whole slop-shop on him. There are a thousand hacking at the branches of 

evil to one who is striking at the root, and it may be that he who bestows the largest amount of time and money on the 

needy is doing the most by his mode of life to produce that misery which he strives in vain to relieve. It is the pious 

slave-breeder devoting the proceeds of every tenth slave to buy a Sunday's liberty for the rest. Some show their 

kindness to the poor by employing them in their kitchens. Would they not be kinder if they employed themselves there? 

You boast of spending a tenth part of your income in charity; maybe you should spend the nine tenths so, and done with 

it. Society recovers only a tenth part of the property then. Is this owing to the generosity of him in whose possession it is 

found, or to the remissness of the officers of justice? 

Philanthropy is almost the only virtue which is sufficiently appreciated by mankind. Nay, it is greatly overrated; and it is 

our selfishness which overrates it. A robust poor man, one sunny day here in Concord, praised a fellow-townsman to 

me, because, as he said, he was kind to the poor; meaning himself. The kind uncles and aunts of the race are more 

esteemed than its true spiritual fathers and mothers. I once heard a reverend lecturer on England, a man of learning and 

intelligence, after enumerating her scientific, literary, and political worthies, Shakespeare, Bacon, Cromwell, Milton, 

Newton, and others, speak next of her Christian heroes, whom, as if his profession required it of him, he elevated to a 

place far above all the rest, as the greatest of the great. They were Penn, Howard, and Mrs. Fry. Every one must feel the 

falsehood and cant of this. The last were not England's best men and women; only, perhaps, her best philanthropists. 

I would not subtract anything from the praise that is due to philanthropy, but merely demand justice for all who by their 

lives and works are a blessing to mankind. I do not value chiefly a man's uprightness and benevolence, which are, as it 

were, his stem and leaves. Those plants of whose greenness withered we make herb tea for the sick serve but a humble 

use, and are most employed by quacks. I want the flower and fruit of a man; that some fragrance be wafted over from 

him to me, and some ripeness flavor our intercourse. His goodness must not be a partial and transitory act, but a 

constant superfluity, which costs him nothing and of which he is unconscious. This is a charity that hides a multitude of 



sins. The philanthropist too often surrounds mankind with the remembrance of his own castoff griefs as an atmosphere, 

and calls it sympathy. We should impart our courage, and not our despair, our health and ease, and not our disease, and 

take care that this does not spread by contagion. From what southern plains comes up the voice of wailing? Under what 

latitudes reside the heathen to whom we would send light? Who is that intemperate and brutal man whom we would 

redeem? If anything ail a man, so that he does not perform his functions, if he have a pain in his bowels even- for that is 

the seat of sympathy- he forthwith sets about reforming- the world. Being a microcosm himself, he discovers- and it is a 

true discovery, and he is the man to make it- that the world has been eating green apples; to his eyes, in fact, the globe 

itself is a great green apple, which there is danger awful to think of that the children of men will nibble before it is ripe; 

and straightway his drastic philanthropy seeks out the Esquimau and the Patagonian, and embraces the populous Indian 

and Chinese villages; and thus, by a few years of philanthropic activity, the powers in the meanwhile using him for their 

own ends, no doubt, he cures himself of his dyspepsia, the globe acquires a faint blush on one or both of its cheeks, as if 

it were beginning to be ripe, and life loses its crudity and is once more sweet and wholesome to live. I never dreamed of 

any enormity greater than I have committed. I never knew, and never shall know, a worse man than myself. 

I believe that what so saddens the reformer is not his sympathy with his fellows in distress, but, though he be the holiest 

son of God, is his private ail. Let this be righted, let the spring come to him, the morning rise over his couch, and he will 

forsake his generous companions without apology. My excuse for not lecturing against the use of tobacco is, that I never 

chewed it, that is a penalty which reformed tobacco-chewers have to pay; though there are things enough I have 

chewed which I could lecture against. If you should ever be betrayed into any of these philanthropies, do not let your 

left hand know what your right hand does, for it is not worth knowing. Rescue the drowning and tie your shoestrings. 

Take your time, and set about some free labor. 

Our manners have been corrupted by communication with the saints. Our hymn-books resound with a melodious 

cursing of God and enduring Him forever. One would say that even the prophets and redeemers had rather consoled the 

fears than confirmed the hopes of man. There is nowhere recorded a simple and irrepressible satisfaction with the gift 

of life, any memorable praise of God. All health and success does me good, however far off and withdrawn it may 

appear; all disease and failure helps to make me sad and does me evil, however much sympathy it may have with me or I 

with it. If, then, we would indeed restore mankind by truly Indian, botanic, magnetic, or natural means, let us first be as 

simple and well as Nature ourselves, dispel the clouds which hang over our own brows, and take up a little life into our 

pores. Do not stay to be an overseer of the poor, but endeavor to become one of the worthies of the world. 

I read in the Gulistan, or Flower Garden, of Sheik Sadi of Shiraz, that "they asked a wise man, saying: Of the many 

celebrated trees which the Most High God has created lofty and umbrageous, they call none azad, or free, excepting the 

cypress, which bears no fruit; what mystery is there in this? He replied: Each has its appropriate produce, and appointed 

season, during the continuance of which it is fresh and blooming, and during their absence dry and withered; to neither 

of which states is the cypress exposed, being always flourishing; and of this nature are the azads, or religious 

independents.- Fix not thy heart on that which is transitory; for the Dijlah, or Tigris, will continue to flow through Bagdad 

after the race of caliphs is extinct: if thy hand has plenty, be liberal as the date tree; but if it affords nothing to give 

away, be an azad, or free man, like the cypress." 

From “Where I Lived, and What I Lived For” in Walden: 

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. 

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 abroad field; its bounding on the river, which 

the owner said protected it by its fogs from frosts in the spring, though that was nothing tome; 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. 

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. 

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 anode to dejection, but to brag as lustily 

as chanticleer 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 windowcasings 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. 

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 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 woodthrush, 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; 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. 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. 

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 magination. The low shrub oak plateau to which the opposite shore arose stretched away toward 

the prairies of the West and the steppes of Tartary, 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. 

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, 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 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 Tching-thang to this effect: "Renew thyself completely each day; do it again, and again, and forever again." I can 

understand that. Morning brings back the heroic ages. I was as much affected by the faint burn of a mosquito making its 

invisible and unimaginable tour through my apartment at earliest dawn, when I was sailing 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. 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." Poetry and art, and the faire stand most 

memorable of the actions of men, date from such an hour. All poets and heroes, like Memnon, 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. 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. 

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 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? 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 stitchin 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, 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. 

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, 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, 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; 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!" 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 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? 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. 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 called a dinner, situated in 



the meridian shallows. Weather this danger and you are safe, for the rest of the way is downhill. With unrelaxed nerves, 

with morning vigor, sail by it, looking another way, tied to the mast like Ulysses. 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, 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, 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, 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 and thin rising vapors I judge; and here I will begin to mine. 

From “Sounds” in Walden: 

Will you be a reader, a student merely, or a seer? Read your fate, see what is before you, and walk on into futurity. 

I did not read books the first summer; I hoed beans. Nay, I often did better than this. There were times when I could not 

afford to sacrifice the bloom of the present moment to any work, whether of the head or hands. I love a broad margin to 

my life. Sometimes, in a summer morning, having taken my accustomed bath, I sat in my sunny doorway from sunrise till 

noon, rapt in a revery, amidst the pines and hickories and sumachs, in undisturbed solitude and stillness, while the birds 

sing around or flitted noiseless through the house, until by the sun falling in at my west window, or the noise of some 

traveller's wagon on the distant highway, I was reminded of the lapse of time. I grew in those seasons like corn in the 

night, and they were far better than any work of the hands would have been. They were not time subtracted from my 

life, but so much over and above my usual allowance. I realized what the Orientals mean by contemplation and the 

forsaking of works. For the most part, I minded not how the hours went. The day advanced as if to light some work of 

mine; it was morning, and lo, now it is evening, and nothing memorable is accomplished. Instead of singing like the 

birds, I silently smiled at my incessant good fortune. As the sparrow had its trill, sitting on the hickory before my door, so 

had I my chuckle or suppressed warble which he might hear out of my nest. My days were not days of the week, bearing 

the stamp of any heathen deity, nor were they minced into hours and fretted by the ticking of a clock; for I lived like the 

Puri Indians, of whom it is said that "for yesterday, today, and tomorrow they have only one word, and they express the 

variety of meaning by pointing backward for yesterday forward for tomorrow, and overhead for the passing day." This 

was sheer idleness to my fellow-townsmen, no doubt; but if the birds and flowers had tried me by their standard, I 

should not have been found wanting. A man must find his occasions in himself, it is true. The natural day is very calm, 

and will hardly reprove his indolence. 

I had this advantage, at least, in my mode of life, over those who were obliged to look abroad for amusement, to society 

and the theatre, that my life itself was become my amusement and never ceased to be novel. It was a drama of many 



scenes and without an end. If we were always, indeed, getting our living, and regulating our lives according to the last 

and best mode we had learned, we should never be troubled with ennui. Follow your genius closely enough, and it will 

not fail to show you a fresh prospect every hour. Housework was a pleasant pastime. When my floor was dirty, I rose 

early, and, setting all my furniture out of doors on the grass, bed and bedstead making but one budget, dashed water on 

the floor, and sprinkled white sand from the pond on it, and then with a broom scrubbed it clean and white; and by the 

time the villagers had broken their fast the morning sun had dried my house sufficiently to allow me to move in again, 

and my meditations were almost uninterupted. It was pleasant to see my whole household effects out on the grass, 

making a little pile like a gypsy's pack, and my three-legged table, from which I did not remove the books and pen and 

ink, standing amid the pines and hickories. They seemed glad to get out themselves, and as if unwilling to be brought in. 

I was sometimes tempted to stretch an awning over them and take my seat there. It was worth the while to see the sun 

shine on these things, and hear the free wind blow on them; so much more interesting most familiar objects look out of 

doors than in the house. A bird sits on the next bough, life-everlasting grows under the table, and blackberry vines run 

round its legs; pine cones, chestnut burs, and strawberry leaves are strewn about. It looked as if this was the way these 

forms came to be transferred to our furniture, to tables, chairs, and bedsteads- because they once stood in their midst. 

My house was on the side of a hill, immediately on the edge of the larger wood, in the midst of a young forest of pitch 

pines and hickories, and half a dozen rods from the pond, to which a narrow footpath led down the hill. In my front yard 

grew the strawberry, blackberry, and life-everlasting, johnswort and goldenrod, shrub oaks and sand cherry, blueberry 

and groundnut. Near the end of May, the sand cherry (Cerasus pumila) adorned the sides of the path with its delicate 

flowers arranged in umbels cylindrically about its short stems, which last, in the fall, weighed down with goodsized and 

handsome cherries, fell over in wreaths like rays on every side. I tasted them out of compliment to Nature, though they 

were scarcely palatable. The sumach (Rhus glabra) grew luxuriantly about the house, pushing up through the 

embankment which I had made, and growing five or six feet the first season. Its broad pinnate tropical leaf was pleasant 

though strange to look on. The large buds, suddenly pushing out late in the spring from dry sticks which had seemed to 

be dead, developed themselves as by magic into graceful green and tender boughs, an inch in diameter; and sometimes, 

as I sat at my window, so heedlessly did they grow and tax their weak joints, I heard a fresh and tender bough suddenly 

fall like a fan to the ground, when there was not a breath of air stirring, broken off by its own weight. In August, the 

large masses of berries, which, when in flower, had attracted many wild bees, gradually assumed their bright velvety 

crimson hue, and by their weight again bent down and broke the tender limbs. 

As I sit at my window this summer afternoon, hawks are circling about my clearing; the tantivy of wild pigeons, flying by 

two and threes athwart my view, or perching restless on the white pine boughs behind my house, gives a voice to the 

air; a fish hawk dimples the glassy surface of the pond and brings up a fish; a mink steals out of the marsh before my 

door and seizes a frog by the shore; the sedge is bending under the weight of the reed-birds flitting hither and thither; 

and for the last half-hour I have heard the rattle of railroad cars, now dying away and then reviving like the beat of a 

partridge, conveying travellers from Boston to the country. For I did not live so out of the world as that boy who, as I 

hear, was put out to a farmer in the east part of the town, but ere long ran away and came home again, quite down at 

the heel and homesick. He had never seen such a dull and out-of-the-way place; the folks were all gone off; why, you 

couldn't even hear the whistle! I doubt if there is such a place in Massachusetts now: 

"In truth, our village has become a butt 

For one of those fleet railroad shafts, and o'er 

Our peaceful plain its soothing sound is- Concord." 

The Fitchburg Railroad touches the pond about a hundred rods south of where I dwell. I usually go to the village along its 

causeway, and am, as it were, related to society by this link. The men on the freight trains, who go over the whole length 



of the road, bow to me as to an old acquaintance, they pass me so often, and apparently they take me for an employee; 

and so I am. I too would fain be a track-repairer somewhere in the orbit of the earth. 

The whistle of the locomotive penetrates my woods summer and winter, sounding like the scream of a hawk sailing over 

some farmer's yard, informing me that many restless city merchants are arriving within the circle of the town, or 

adventurous country traders from the other side. As they come under one horizon, they shout their warning to get off 

the track to the other, heard sometimes through the circles of two towns. Here come your groceries, country; your 

rations, countrymen! Nor is there any man so independent on his farm that he can say them nay. And here's your pay 

for them! screams the countryman's whistle; timber like long battering-rams going twenty miles an hour against the 

city's walls, and chairs enough to seat all the weary and heavy-laden that dwell within them. With such huge and 

lumbering civility the country hands a chair to the city. All the Indian huckleberry hills are stripped, all the cranberry 

meadows are raked into the city. Up comes the cotton, down goes the woven cloth; up comes the silk, down goes the 

woollen; up come the books, but down goes the wit that writes them. 

When I meet the engine with its train of cars moving off with planetary motion- or, rather, like a comet, for the beholder 

knows not if with that velocity and with that direction it will ever revisit this system, since its orbit does not look like a 

returning curve- with its steam cloud like a banner streaming behind in golden and silver wreaths, like many a downy 

cloud which I have seen, high in the heavens, unfolding its masses to the light- as if this traveling demigod, this cloud- 

compeller, would ere long take the sunset sky for the livery of his train; when I hear the iron horse make the bills echo 

with his snort like thunder, shaking the earth with his feet, and breathing fire and smoke from his nostrils (what kind of 

winged horse or fiery dragon they will put into the new Mythology I don't know), it seems as if the earth had got a race 

now worthy to inhabit it. If all were as it seems, and men made the elements their servants for noble ends! If the cloud 

that hangs over the engine were the perspiration of heroic deeds, or as beneficent as that which floats over the farmer's 

fields, then the elements and Nature herself would cheerfully accompany men on their errands and be their escort. 

From “Solitude” in Walden: 

Society is commonly too cheap. We meet at very short intervals, not having had time to acquire any new value for each 

other. We meet at meals three times a day, and give each other a new taste of that old musty cheese that we are. We 

have had to agree on a certain set of rules, called etiquette and politeness, to make this frequent meeting tolerable and 

that we need not come to open war. We meet at the post-office, and at the sociable, and about the fireside every night; 

we live thick and are in each other's way, and stumble over one another, and I think that we thus lose some respect for 

one another. Certainly less frequency would suffice for all important and hearty communications. Consider the girls in a 

factory- never alone, hardly in their dreams. It would be better if there were but one inhabitant to a square mile, as 

where I live. The value of a man is not in his skin, that we should touch him. 

I have heard of a man lost in the woods and dying of famine and exhaustion at the foot of a tree, whose loneliness was 

relieved by the grotesque visions with which, owing to bodily weakness, his diseased imagination surrounded him, and 

which he believed to be real. So also, owing to bodily and mental health and strength, we may be continually cheered by 

a like but more normal and natural society, and come to know that we are never alone. 

I have a great deal of company in my house; especially in the morning, when nobody calls. Let me suggest a few 

comparisons, that some one may convey an idea of my situation. I am no more lonely than the loon in the pond that 

laughs so loud, or than Walden Pond itself. What company has that lonely lake, I pray? And yet it has not the blue devils, 

but the blue angels in it, in the azure tint of its waters. The sun is alone, except in thick weather, when there sometimes 

appear to be two, but one is a mock sun. God is alone- but the devil, he is far from being alone; he sees a great deal of 

company; he is legion. I am no more lonely than a single mullein or dandelion in a pasture, or a bean leaf, or sorrel, or a 



horse-fly, or a bumblebee. I am no more lonely than the Mill Brook, or a weathercock, or the north star, or the south 

wind, or an April shower, or a January thaw, or the first spider in a new house. 

I have occasional visits in the long winter evenings, when the snow falls fast and the wind howls in the wood, from an 

old settler and original proprietor, who is reported to have dug Walden Pond, and stoned it, and fringed it with pine 

woods; who tells me stories of old time and of new eternity; and between us we manage to pass a cheerful evening with 

social mirth and pleasant views of things, even without apples or cider- a most wise and humorous friend, whom I love 

much, who keeps himself more secret than ever did Goffe or Whalley; and though he is thought to be dead, none can 

show where he is buried. An elderly dame, too, dwells in my neighborhood, invisible to most persons, in whose odorous 

herb garden I love to stroll sometimes, gathering simples and listening to her fables; for she has a genius of unequalled 

fertility, and her memory runs back farther than mythology, and she can tell me the original of every fable, and on what 

fact every one is founded, for the incidents occurred when she was young. A ruddy and lusty old dame, who delights in 

all weathers and seasons, and is likely to outlive all her children yet. 

The indescribable innocence and beneficence of Nature- of sun and wind and rain, of summer and winter- such health, 

such cheer, they afford forever! and such sympathy have they ever with our race, that all Nature would be affected, and 

the sun's brightness fade, and the winds would sigh humanely, and the clouds rain tears, and the woods shed their 

leaves and put on mourning in midsummer, if any man should ever for a just cause grieve. Shall I not have intelligence 

with the earth? Am I not partly leaves and vegetable mould myself? 

What is the pill which will keep us well, serene, contented? Not my or thy great-grandfather's, but our great-

grandmother Nature's universal, vegetable, botanic medicines, by which she has kept herself young always, outlived so 

many old Parrs in her day, and fed her health with their decaying fatness. For my panacea, instead of one of those quack 

vials of a mixture dipped from Acheron and the Dead Sea, which come out of those long shallow black-schooner looking 

wagons which we sometimes see made to carry bottles, let me have a draught of undiluted morning air. Morning air! If 

men will not drink of this at the fountainhead of the day, why, then, we must even bottle up some and sell it in the 

shops, for the benefit of those who have lost their subscription ticket to morning time in this world. But remember, it 

will not keep quite till noonday even in the coolest cellar, but drive out the stopples long ere that and follow westward 

the steps of Aurora. I am no worshipper of Hygeia, who was the daughter of that old herb-doctor Esculapius, and who is 

represented on monuments holding a serpent in one hand, and in the other a cup out of which the serpent sometimes 

drinks; but rather of Hebe, cup-bearer to Jupiter, who was the daughter of Juno and wild lettuce, and who had the 

power of restoring gods and men to the vigor of youth. She was probably the only thoroughly sound-conditioned, 

healthy, and robust young lady that ever walked the globe, and wherever she came it was spring. 

From “Visitors” in Walden: 

I am naturally no hermit, but might possibly sit out the sturdiest frequenter of the bar-room, if my business called me 

thither. 

I had three chairs in my house; one for solitude, two for friendship, three for society. When visitors came in larger and 

unexpected numbers there was but the third chair for them all, but they generally economized the room by standing up. 

It is surprising how many great men and women a small house will contain. I have had twenty-five or thirty souls, with 

their bodies, at once under my roof, and yet we often parted without being aware that we had come very near to one 

another. Many of our houses, both public and private, with their almost innumerable apartments, their huge halls and 

their cellars for the storage of wines and other munitions of peace, appear to be extravagantly large for their 

inhabitants. They are so vast and magnificent that the latter seem to be only vermin which infest them. I am surprised 

when the herald blows his summons before some Tremont or Astor or Middlesex House, to see come creeping out over 

the piazza for all inhabitants a ridiculous mouse, which soon again slinks into some hole in the pavement. 



One inconvenience I sometimes experienced in so small a house, the difficulty of getting to a sufficient distance from my 

guest when we began to utter the big thoughts in big words. You want room for your thoughts to get into sailing trim 

and run a course or two before they make their port. The bullet of your thought must have overcome its lateral and 

ricochet motion and fallen into its last and steady course before it reaches the ear of the bearer, else it may plow out 

again through the side of his head. Also, our sentences wanted room to unfold and form their columns in the interval. 

Individuals, like nations, must have suitable broad and natural boundaries, even a considerable neutral ground, between 

them. I have found it a singular luxury to talk across the pond to a companion on the opposite side. In my house we 

were so near that we could not begin to bear-we could not speak low enough to be heard; as when you throw two 

stones into calm water so near that they break each other's undulations. If we are merely loquacious and loud talkers, 

then we can afford to stand very near together, cheek by jowl, and feel each other's breath; but if we speak reservedly 

and thoughtfully, we want to be farther apart, that all animal heat and moisture may have a chance to evaporate. If we 

would enjoy the most intimate society with that in each of us which is without, or above, being spoken to, we must not 

only be silent, but commonly so far apart bodily that we cannot possibly hear each other's voice in any case. Referred to 

this standard, speech is for the convenience of those who are hard of hearing; but there are many fine things which we 

cannot say if we have to shout. As the conversation began to assume a loftier and grander tone, we gradually shoved 

our chairs farther apart till they touched the wall in opposite corners, and then commonly there was not room enough. 

My "best" room, however, my withdrawing room, always ready for company, on whose carpet the sun rarely fell, was 

the pine wood behind my house. Thither in summer days, when distinguished guests came, I took them, and a priceless 

domestic swept the floor and dusted the furniture and kept the things in order. 

If one guest came he sometimes partook of my frugal meal, and it was no interruption to conversation to be stirring a 

hasty-pudding, or watching the rising and maturing of a loaf of bread in the ashes, in the meanwhile. But if twenty came 

and sat in my house there was nothing said about dinner, though there might be bread enough for two, more than if 

eating were a forsaken habit; but we naturally practised abstinence; and this was never felt to be an offence against 

hospitality, but the most proper and considerate course. The waste and decay of physical life, which so often needs 

repair, seemed miraculously retarded in such a case, and the vital vigor stood its ground. I could entertain thus a 

thousand as well as twenty; and if any ever went away disappointed or hungry from my house when they found me at 

home, they may depend upon it that I sympathized with the mat least. So easy is it, though many housekeepers doubt it, 

to establish new and better customs in the place of the old. You need not rest your reputation on the dinners you give. 

From “The Bean-Field” in Walden: 

Ancient poetry and mythology suggest, at least, that husbandry was once a sacred art; but it is pursued with irreverent 

haste and heedlessness by us, our object being to have large farms and large crops merely. We have no festival, nor 

procession, nor ceremony, not excepting our cattle-shows and so-called Thanksgivings, by which the farmer expresses a 

sense of the sacredness of his calling, or is reminded of its sacred origin. It is the premium and the feast which tempt 

him. He sacrifices not to Ceres and the Terrestrial Jove, but to the infernal Plutus rather. By avarice and selfishness, and 

a grovelling habit, from which none of us is free, of regarding the soil as property, or the means of acquiring property 

chiefly, the landscape is deformed, husbandry is degraded with us, and the farmer leads the meanest of lives. He knows 

Nature but as a robber. Cato says that the profits of agriculture are particularly pious or just (maximequepius quaestus), 

and according to Varro the old Romans "called the same earth Mother and Ceres, and thought that they who cultivated 

it led a pious and useful life, and that they alone were left of the race of King Saturn." 

We are wont to forget that the sun looks on our cultivated fields and on the prairies and forests without distinction. 

They all reflect and absorb his rays alike, and the former make but a small part of the glorious picture which he beholds 

in his daily course. In his view the earth is all equally cultivated like a garden. Therefore we should receive the benefit of 

his light and beat with a corresponding trust and magnanimity. What though I value the seed of these beans, and 



harvest that in the fall of the year? This broad field which I have looked at so long looks not to me as the principal 

cultivator, but away from me to influences more genial to it, which water and make it green. These beans have results 

which are not harvested by me. Do they not grow for woodchucks partly? The ear of wheat (in Latin spica, obsoletely 

speca, from spe, hope) should not be the only hope of the husbandman; its kernel or grain (granumfrom gerendo, 

bearing) is not all that it bears. How, then, can our harvest fail? Shall I not rejoice also at the abundance of the weeds 

whose seeds are the granary of the birds? It matters little comparatively whether the fields fill the farmer's barns. The 

true husbandman will cease from anxiety, as the squirrels manifest no concern whether the woods will bear chestnuts 

this year or not, and finish his labor with every day, relinquishing all claim to the produce of his fields, and sacrificing in 

his mind not only his first but his last fruits also. 

From “The Village” in Walden: 

In our most trivial walks, we are constantly, though unconsciously, steering like pilots by certain well-known beacons 

and headlands, and if we go beyond our usual course we still carry in our minds the bearing of some neighboring cape; 

and not till we are completely lost, or turned round- for a man needs only to be turned round once with his eyes shut in 

this world to be lost- do we appreciate the vastness and strangeness of nature. Every man has to learn the points of 

compass again as often as he awakes, whether from sleep or any abstraction. Not till we are lost, in other words not till 

we have lost the world, do we begin to find ourselves, and realize where we are and the infinite extent of our relations. 

One afternoon, near the end of the first summer, when I went to the village to get a shoe from the cobbler's, I was 

seized and put into jail, because, as I have elsewhere related, I did not pay a tax to, or recognize the authority of, the 

State which buys and sells men, women, and children, like cattle, at the door of its senate-house. I had gone down to the 

woods for other purposes. But, wherever a man goes, men will pursue and paw him with their dirty institutions, and, if 

they can, constrain him to belong to their desperate odd-fellow society. It is true, I might have resisted forcibly with 

more or less effect, might have run "amok" against society; but I preferred that society should run "amok" against me, it 

being the desperate party. However, I was released the next day, obtained my mended shoe, and returned to the woods 

in season to get my dinner of huckleberries on Fair Haven Hill. I was never molested by any person but those who 

represented the State. I had no lock nor bolt but for the desk which held my papers, not even a nail to put over my latch 

or windows. I never fastened my door night or day, though I was to be absent several days; not even when the next fall I 

spent a fortnight in the woods of Maine. And yet my house was more respected than if it had been surrounded by a file 

of soldiers. The tired rambler could rest and warm himself by my fire, the literary amuse himself with the few books on 

my table, or the curious, by opening my closet door, see what was left of my dinner, and what prospect I had of a 

supper. Yet, though many people of every class came this way to the pond, I suffered no serious inconvenience from 

these sources, and I never missed anything but one small book, a volume of Homer, which perhaps was improperly 

gilded, and this I trust a soldier of our camp has found by this time. I am convinced, that if all men were to live as simply 

as I then did, thieving and robbery would be unknown. These take place only in communities where some have got more 

than is sufficient while others have not enough.  

From “The Ponds” in Walden: 

A lake is the landscape's most beautiful and expressive feature. It is earth's eye; looking into which the beholder 

measures the depth of his own nature. The fluviatile trees next the shore are the slender eyelashes which fringe it, and 

the wooded hills and cliffs around are its overhanging brows. 

From “Higher Laws” in Walden: 

Our whole life is startlingly moral. There is never an instant's truce between virtue and vice. Goodness is the only 

investment that never fails. In the music of the harp which trembles round the world it is the insisting on this which 

thrills us. The harp is the travelling patterer for the Universe's Insurance Company, recommending its laws, and our little 



goodness is all the assessment that we pay. Though the youth at last grows indifferent, the laws of the universe are not 

indifferent, but are forever on the side of the most sensitive. Listen to every zephyr for some reproof, for it is surely 

there, and he is unfortunate who does not hear it. We cannot touch a string or move a stop but the charming moral 

transfixes us. Many an irksome noise, go a long way off, is heard as music, a proud, sweet satire on the meanness of our 

lives. 

We are conscious of an animal in us, which awakens in proportion as our higher nature slumbers. It is reptile and 

sensual, and perhaps cannot be wholly expelled; like the worms which, even in life and health, occupy our bodies. 

Possibly we may withdraw from it, but never change its nature. I fear that it may enjoy a certain health of its own; that 

we may be well, yet not pure. The other day I picked up the lower jaw of a hog, with white and sound teeth and tusks, 

which suggested that there was an animal health and vigor distinct from the spiritual. This creature succeeded by other 

means than temperance and purity. "That in which men differ from brute beasts," says Mencius, "is a thing very 

inconsiderable; the common herd lose it very soon; superior men preserve it carefully." Who knows what sort of life 

would result if we had attained to purity? If I knew so wise a man as could teach me purity I would go to seek him 

forthwith. "A command over our passions, and over the external senses of the body, and good acts, are declared by the 

Ved to be indispensable in the mind's approximation to God." Yet the spirit can for the time pervade and control every 

member and function of the body, and transmute what ill form is the grossest sensuality into purity and devotion. The 

generative energy, which, when we are loose, dissipates and makes us unclean, when we are continent invigorates and 

inspires us. Chastity is the flowering of man; and what are called Genius, Heroism, Holiness, and the like, are but various 

fruits which succeed it. Man flows at once to God when the channel of purity is open. By turns our purity inspires and 

our impurity casts us down. He is blessed who is assured that the animal is dying out in him day by day, and the divine 

being established. Perhaps there is none but has cause for shame on account of the inferior and brutish nature to which 

he is allied. I fear that we are such gods or demigods only as fauns and satyrs, the divine allied to beasts, the creatures of 

appetite, and that, to some extent, our very life is our disgrace. 

All sensuality is one, though it takes many forms; all purity is one. It is the same whether a man eat, or drink, or cohabit, 

or sleep sensually. They are but one appetite, and we only need to see a person do any one of these things to know how 

great a sensualist he is. The impure can neither stand nor sit with purity. When the reptile is attacked at one mouth of 

his burrow, he shows himself at another. If you would be chaste, you must be temperate. What is chastity? How shall a 

man know if he is chaste? He shall not know it. We have heard of this virtue, but we know not what it is. We speak 

conformably to the rumor which we have heard. From exertion come wisdom and purity; from sloth ignorance and 

sensuality. In the student sensuality is a sluggish habit of mind. An unclean person is universally a slothful one, one who 

sits by a stove, whom the sun shines on prostrate, who reposes without being fatigued. If you would avoid uncleanness, 

and all the sins, work earnestly, though it be at cleaning a stable. Nature is hard to be overcome, but she must be 

overcome. What avails it that you are Christian, if you are not purer than the heathen, if you deny yourself no more, if 

you are not more religious? I know of many systems of religion esteemed heathenish whose precepts fill the reader with 

shame, and provoke him to new endeavors, though it be to the performance of rites merely. 

I hesitate to say these things, but it is not because of the subject- I care not how obscene my words are- but because I 

cannot speak of them without betraying my impurity. We discourse freely without shame of one form of sensuality, and 

are silent about another. We are so degraded that we cannot speak simply of the necessary functions of human nature. 

In earlier ages, in some countries, every function was reverently spoken of and regulated by law. Nothing was too trivial 

for the Hindoo lawgiver, however offensive it may be to modern taste. He teaches how to eat, drink, cohabit, void 

excrement and urine, and the like, elevating what is mean, and does not falsely excuse himself by calling these things 

trifles. 



Every man is the builder of a temple, called his body, to the god he worships, after a style purely his own, nor can he get 

off by hammering marble instead. We are all sculptors and painters, and our material is our own flesh and blood and 

bones. Any nobleness begins at once to refine a man's features, any meanness or sensuality to imbrute them. 

From “Spring” in Walden: 

A single gentle rain makes the grass many shades greener. So our prospects brighten on the influx of better thoughts. 

We should be blessed if we lived in the present always, and took advantage of every accident that befell us, like the 

grass which confesses the influence of the slightest dew that falls on it; and did not spend our time in atoning for the 

neglect of past opportunities, which we call doing our duty. We loiter in winter while it is already spring. In a pleasant 

spring morning all men's sins are forgiven. Such a day is a truce to vice. While such a sun holds out to burn, the vilest 

sinner may return. Through our own recovered innocence we discern the innocence of our neighbors. You may have 

known your neighbor yesterday for a thief, a drunkard, or a sensualist, and merely pitied or despised him, and despaired 

of the world; but the sun shines bright and warm this first spring morning, re-creating the world, and you meet him at 

some serene work, and see how it is exhausted and debauched veins expand with still joy and bless the new day, feel 

the spring influence with the innocence of infancy, and all his faults are forgotten. There is not only an atmosphere of 

good will about him, but even a savor of holiness groping for expression, blindly and ineffectually perhaps, like a new-

born instinct, and for a short hour the south hillside echoes to no vulgar jest. You see some innocent fair shoots 

preparing to burst from his gnarled rind and try another year's life, tender and fresh as the youngest plant. Even he has 

entered into the joy of his Lord. Why the jailer does not leave open his prison doors- why the judge does not dismiss his 

case- why the preacher does not dismiss his congregation! It is because they do not obey the hint which God gives them, 

nor accept the pardon which he freely offers to all. 

Our village life would stagnate if it were not for the unexplored forests and meadows which surround it. We need the 

tonic of wildness- to wade sometimes in marshes where the bittern and the meadow-hen lurk, and hear the booming of 

the snipe; to smell the whispering sedge where only some wilder and more solitary fowl builds her nest, and the mink 

crawls with its belly close to the ground. At the same time that we are earnest to explore and learn all things, we require 

that all things be mysterious and unexplorable, that land and sea be infinitely wild, unsurveyed and unfathomed by us 

because unfathomable. We can never have enough of nature. We must be refreshed by the sight of inexhaustible vigor, 

vast and titanic features, the sea-coast with its wrecks, the wilderness with its living and its decaying trees, the thunder-

cloud, and the rain which lasts three weeks and produces freshets. We need to witness our own limits transgressed, and 

some life pasturing freely where we never wander. We are cheered when we observe the vulture feeding on the carrion 

which disgusts and disheartens us, and deriving health and strength from the repast. There was a dead horse in the 

hollow by the path to my house, which compelled me sometimes to go out of my way, especially in the night when the 

air was heavy, but the assurance it gave me of the strong appetite and inviolable health of Nature was my compensation 

for this. I love to see that Nature is so rife with life that myriads can be afforded to be sacrificed and suffered to prey on 

one another; that tender organizations can be so serenely squashed out of existence like pulp-tadpoles which herons 

gobble up, and tortoises and toads run over in the road; and that sometimes it has rained flesh and blood! With the 

liability to accident, we must see how little account is to be made of it. The impression made on a wise man is that of 

universal innocence. Poison is not poisonous after all, nor are any wounds fatal. Compassion is a very untenable ground. 

It must be expeditious. Its pleadings will not bear to be stereotyped. 

“Conclusion” from Walden: 

TO THE sick the doctors wisely recommend a change of air and scenery. Thank Heaven, here is not all the world. The 

buckeye 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 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 of our craft, like curious passengers, and not make the voyage like stupid 

sailors picking oakum. 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 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 itis to explore the private seal the Atlantic and Pacific Ocean of one’s being alone. 

"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. 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. If you would learn to speak all tongues and conform to the 

customs of all nations, if you would travel farther than all travelers, be naturalized in all climes, and cause the Sphinx to 

dash her bead against a stone, even obey the precept of the old philosopher, and Explore thyself. 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 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 foot-pad"- "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 can understand, were the best English. As if there were 

safety in stupidity alone. I fear chiefly lest my expression may not be extra-vagant 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! 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 cow yard 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, 

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. 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; and ere 

he had put on the ferule and the head adorned with precious stones, Brahma had awoke and slumbered many times. 

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 fun 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. 

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 poor-house. 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 tome 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." 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, 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 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, all transient and fleeting phenomena, till I 

am ready to leap from their court-yard like the Mameluke bey. 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 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. 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." 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. 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 Ithought 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- 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 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 dullness. 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, 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 or Jonathan 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. 

Excerpts from “Walking”: 

It is true, we are but faint-hearted crusaders, even the walkers, nowadays, who undertake no persevering, never-ending 

enterprises. Our expeditions are but tours, and come round again at evening to the old hearth-side from which we set 

out. Half the walk is but retracing our steps. We should go forth on the shortest walk, perchance, in the spirit of undying 

adventure, never to return-- prepared to send back our embalmed hearts only as relics to our desolate kingdoms. If you 

are ready to leave father and mother, and brother and sister, and wife and child and friends, and never see them again--

if you have paid your debts, and made your will, and settled all your affairs, and are a free man--then you are ready for a 

walk. 

To come down to my own experience, my companion and I, for I sometimes have a companion, take pleasure in 

fancying ourselves knights of a new, or rather an old, order--not Equestrians or Chevaliers, not Ritters or Riders, but 

Walkers, a still more ancient and honorable class, I trust. The Chivalric and heroic spirit which once belonged to the 

Rider seems now to reside in, or perchance to have subsided into, the Walker--not the Knight, but Walker, Errant. He is a 

sort of fourth estate, outside of Church and State and People. 

We have felt that we almost alone hereabouts practiced this noble art; though, to tell the truth, at least if their own 

assertions are to be received, most of my townsmen would fain walk sometimes, as I do, but they cannot. No wealth can 

buy the requisite leisure, freedom, and independence which are the capital in this profession. It comes only by the grace 

of God. It requires a direct dispensation from Heaven to become a walker. You must be born into the family of the 

Walkers. Ambulator nascitur, non fit. Some of my townsmen, it is true, can remember and have described to me some 

walks which they took ten years ago, in which they were so blessed as to lose themselves for half an hour in the woods; 

but I know very well that they have confined themselves to the highway ever since, whatever pretensions they may 

make to belong to this select class. No doubt they were elevated for a moment as by the reminiscence of a previous 

state of existence, when even they were foresters and outlaws. 

"When he came to grene wode, 

In a mery mornynge, 

There he herde the notes small 

Of byrdes mery syngynge. 

"It is ferre gone, sayd Robyn, 

That I was last here; 

Me Lyste a lytell for to shote 

At the donne dere." 

I think that I cannot preserve my health and spirits, unless I spend four hours a day at least--and it is commonly more 

than that--sauntering through the woods and over the hills and fields, absolutely free from all worldly engagements. You 

may safely say, A penny for your thoughts, or a thousand pounds. When sometimes Iam reminded that the mechanics 

and shopkeepers stay in their shops not only all the forenoon, but all the afternoon too, sitting with crossed legs, so 



many of them--as if the legs were made to sit upon, and not to stand or walk upon--I think that they deserve some credit 

for not having all committed suicide long ago… 

…I trust that we shall be more imaginative, that our thoughts will be clearer, fresher, and more ethereal, as our sky--our 

understanding more comprehensive and broader, like our plains--our intellect generally on a grander seale, like our 

thunder and lightning, our rivers and mountains and forests-and our hearts shall even correspond in breadth and depth 

and grandeur to our inland seas. Perchance there will appear to the traveler something, he knows not what, of laeta and 

glabra, of joyous and serene, in our very faces. Else to what end does the world go on, and why was America 

discovered? 

…The West of which I speak is but another name for the Wild; and what I have been preparing to say is, that in Wildness 

is the preservation of the World. Every tree sends its fibers forth in search of the Wild. The cities import it at any price. 

Men plow and sail for it. From the forest and wilderness come the tonics and barks which brace mankind. Our ancestors 

were savages. The story of Romulus and Remus being suckled by a wolf is not a meaningless fable. The founders of every 

state which has risen to eminence have drawn their nourishment and vigor from a similar wild source. It was because 

the children of the Empire were not suckled by the wolf that they were conquered and displaced by the children of the 

northern forests who were.  

I believe in the forest, and in the meadow, and in the night in which the corn grows. We require an infusion of hemlock, 

spruce or arbor vitae in our tea. There is a difference between eating and drinking for strength and from mere gluttony. 

The Hottentots eagerly devour the marrow of the koodoo and other antelopes raw, as a matter of course. Some of our 

northern Indians eat raw the marrow of the Arctic reindeer, as well as various other parts, including the summits of the 

antlers, as long as they are soft. And herein, perchance, they have stolen a march on the cooks of Paris. They get what 

usually goes to feed the fire. This is probably better than stall-fed beef and slaughterhouse pork to make a man of. Give 

me a wildness whose glance no civilization can endure--as if we lived on the marrow of koodoos devoured raw. 

There are some intervals which border the strain of the wood thrush, to which I would migrate--wild lands where no 

settler has squatted; to which, methinks, I am already acclimated… 

…In short, all good things are wild and free. There is something in a strain of music, whether produced by an instrument 

or by the human voice--take the sound of a bugle in a summer night, for instance--which by its wildness, to speak 

without satire, reminds me of the cries emitted by wild beasts in their native forests. It is so much of their wildness as I 

can understand. Give me for my friends and neighbors wild men, not tame ones. The wildness of the savage is but a faint 

symbol of the awful ferity with which good men and lovers meet. 

I love even to see the domestic animals reassert their native rights--any evidence that they have not wholly lost their 

original wild habits and vigor; as when my neighbor's cow breaks out of her pasture early in the spring and boldly swims 

the river, a cold, gray tide, twenty-five or thirty rods wide, swollen by the melted snow. It is the buffalo crossing the 

Mississippi. This exploit confers some dignity on the herd in my eyes--already dignified. The seeds of instinct are 

preserved under the thick hides of cattle and horses, like seeds in the bowels of the earth, an indefinite period. 

Any sportiveness in cattle is unexpected. I saw one day a herd of a dozen bullocks and cows running about and frisking in 

unwieldy sport, like huge rats, even like kittens. They shook their heads, raised their tails, and rushed up and down a hill, 

and I perceived by their horns, as well as by their activity, their relation to the deer tribe. But, alas! a sudden loud 

WHOA! would have damped their ardor at once, reduced them from venison to beef, and stiffened their sides and 

sinews like the locomotive. Who but the Evil One has cried "Whoa!" to mankind? Indeed, the life of cattle, like that of 

many men, is but a sort of locomotiveness; they move a side at a time, and man, by his machinery, is meeting the horse 

and the ox halfway. Whatever part the whip has touched is thenceforth palsied. Who would ever think of a SIDE of any 

of the supple cat tribe, as we speak of a SIDE of beef? 



I rejoice that horses and steers have to be broken before they can be made the slaves of men, and that men themselves 

have some wild oats still left to sow before they become submissive members of society. Undoubtedly, all men are not 

equally fit subjects for civilization; and because the majority, like dogs and sheep, are tame by inherited disposition, this 

is no reason why the others should have their natures broken that they may be reduced to the same level. Men are in 

the main alike, but they were made several in order that they might be various. If a low use is to be served, one man will 

do nearly or quite as well as another; if a high one, individual excellence is to be regarded. Any man can stop a hole to 

keep the wind away, but no other man could serve so rare a use as the author of this illustration did. Confucius says,--

"The skins of the tiger and the leopard, when they are tanned, are as the skins of the dog and the sheep tanned." But it 

is not the part of a true culture to tame tigers, any more than it is to make sheep ferocious; and tanning their skins for 

shoes is not the best use to which they can be put… 

…Methinks it would be some advantage to philosophy if men were named merely in the gross, as they are known. It 

would be necessary only to know the genus and perhaps the race or variety, to know the individual. We are not 

prepared to believe that every private soldier in a Roman army had a name of his own--because we have not supposed 

that he had a character of his own.  

At present our only true names are nicknames. I knew a boy who, from his peculiar energy, was called "Buster" by his 

playmates, and this rightly supplanted his Christian name. Some travelers tell us that an Indian had no name given him 

at first, but earned it, and his name was his fame; and among some tribes he acquired a new name with every new 

exploit. It is pitiful when a man bears a name for convenience merely, who has earned neither name nor fame.  

I will not allow mere names to make distinctions for me, but still see men in herds for all them. A familiar name cannot 

make a man less strange to me. It may be given to a savage who retains in secret his own wild title earned in the woods. 

We have a wild savage in us, and a savage name is perchance somewhere recorded as ours. I see that my neighbor, who 

bears the familiar epithet William or Edwin, takes it off with his jacket. It does not adhere to him when asleep or in 

anger, or aroused by any passion or inspiration. I seem to hear pronounced by some of his kin at such a time his original 

wild name in some jaw-breaking or else melodious tongue.  

Here is this vast, savage, hovering mother of ours, Nature, lying all around, with such beauty, and such affection for her 

children, as the leopard; and yet we are so early weaned from her breast to society, to that culture which is exclusively 

an interaction of man on man--a sort of breeding in and in, which produces at most a merely English nobility, a 

civilization destined to have a speedy limit.  

In society, in the best institutions of men, it is easy to detect a certain precocity. When we should still be growing 

children, we are already little men. Give me a culture which imports much muck from the meadows, and deepens the 

soil--not that which trusts to heating manures, and improved implements and modes of culture only! 

…A man's ignorance sometimes is not only useful, but beautiful--while his knowledge, so called, is oftentimes worse 

than useless, besides being ugly. Which is the best man to deal with--he who knows nothing about a subject, and, what 

is extremely rare, knows that he knows nothing, or he who really knows something about it, but thinks that he knows 

all?  

My desire for knowledge is intermittent, but my desire to bathe my head in atmospheres unknown to my feet is 

perennial and constant. The highest that we can attain to is not Knowledge, but Sympathy with Intelligence. I do not 

know that this higher knowledge amounts to anything more definite than a novel and grand surprise on a sudden 

revelation of the insufficiency of all that we called Knowledge before--a discovery that there are more things in heaven 

and earth than are dreamed of in our philosophy. It is the lighting up of the mist by the sun. Man cannot KNOW in any 

higher sense than this, any more than he can look serenely and with impunity in the face of the sun: "You will not 

perceive that, as perceiving a particular thing," say the Chaldean Oracles… 



…Above all, we cannot afford not to live in the present. He is blessed over all mortals who loses no moment of the 

passing life in remembering the past. Unless our philosophy hears the cock crow in every barnyard within our horizon, it 

is belated. That sound commonly reminds us that we are growing rusty and antique in our employments and habits of 

thoughts. His philosophy comes down to a more recent time than ours. There is something suggested by it that is a 

newer testament,--the gospel according to this moment. He has not fallen astern; he has got up early and kept up early, 

and to be where he is is to be in season, in the foremost rank of time. It is an expression of the health and soundness of 

Nature, a brag for all the world,--healthiness as of a spring burst forth, a new fountain of the Muses, to celebrate this 

last instant of time. Where he lives no fugitive slave laws are passed. Who has not betrayed his master many times since 

last he heard that note?  

The merit of this bird's strain is in its freedom from all plaintiveness. The singer can easily move us to tears or to 

laughter, but where is he who can excite in us a pure morning joy? When, in doleful dumps, breaking the awful stillness 

of our wooden sidewalk on a Sunday, or, perchance, a watcher in the house of mourning, I hear a cockerel crow far or 

near, I think to myself, "There is one of us well, at any rate,"--and with a sudden gush return to my senses.  

We had a remarkable sunset one day last November. I was walking in a meadow, the source of a small brook, when the 

sun at last, just before setting, after a cold, gray day, reached a clear stratum in the horizon, and the softest, brightest 

morning sunlight fell on the dry grass and on the stems of the trees in the opposite horizon and on the leaves of the 

shrub oaks on the hillside, while our shadows stretched long over the meadow eastward, as if we were the only motes in 

its beams. It was such a light as we could not have imagined a moment before, and the air also was so warm and serene 

that nothing was wanting to make a paradise of that meadow. When we reflected that this was not a solitary 

phenomenon, never to happen again, but that it would happen forever and ever, an infinite number of evenings, and 

cheer and reassure the latest child that walked there, it was more glorious still.  

The sun sets on some retired meadow, where no house is visible, with all the glory and splendor that it lavishes on cities, 

and perchance as it has never set before--where there is but a solitary marsh hawk to have his wings gilded by it, or only 

a musquash looks out from his cabin, and there is some little black-veined brook in the midst of the marsh, just 

beginning to meander, winding slowly round a decaying stump. We walked in so pure and bright a light, gilding the 

withered grass and leaves, so softly and serenely bright, I thought I had never bathed in such a golden flood, without a 

ripple or a murmur to it. The west side of every wood and rising ground gleamed like the boundary of Elysium, and the 

sun on our backs seemed like a gentle herdsman driving us home at evening.  

So we saunter toward the Holy Land, till one day the sun shall shine more brightly than ever he has done, shall 

perchance shine into our minds and hearts, and light up our whole lives with a great awakening light, as warm and 

serene and golden as on a bankside in autumn. 

From “Life Without Principle”: 

AT A LYCEUM, not long since, I felt that the lecturer had chosen a theme too foreign to himself, and so failed to interest 

me as much as he might have done. He described things not in or near to his heart, but toward his extremities and 

superficies. There was, in this sense, no truly central or centralizing thought in the lecture. I would have had him deal 

with his privatest experience, as the poet does. The greatest compliment that was ever paid me was when one asked me 

what I thought, and attended to my answer. I am surprised, as well as delighted, when this happens, it is such a rare use 

he would make of me, as if he were acquainted with the tool. Commonly, if men want anything of me, it is only to know 

how many acres I make of their land- since I am a surveyor- or, at most, what trivial news I have burdened myself with. 

They never will go to law for my meat; they prefer the shell. A man once came a considerable distance to ask me to 

lecture on Slavery; but on conversing with him, I found that he and his clique expected seven eighths of the lecture to be 

theirs, and only one eighth mine; so I declined. I take it for granted, when I am invited to lecture anywhere- for I have 



had a little experience in that business- that there is a desire to hear what I think on some subject, though I may be the 

greatest fool in the country- and not that I should say pleasant things merely, or such as the audience will assent to; and 

I resolve, accordingly, that I will give them a strong dose of myself. They have sent for me, and engaged to pay for me, 

and I am determined that they shall have me, though I bore them beyond all precedent. 

So now I would say something similar to you, my readers. Since you are my readers, and I have not been much of a 

traveller, I will not talk about people a thousand miles off, but come as near home as I can. As the time is short, I will 

leave out all the flattery, and retain all the criticism. 

Let us consider the way in which we spend our lives. 

This world is a place of business. What an infinite bustle! I am awaked almost every night by the panting of the 

locomotive. It interrupts my dreams. There is no sabbath. It would be glorious to see mankind at leisure for once. It is 

nothing but work, work, work. I cannot easily buy a blank-book to write thoughts in; they are commonly ruled for dollars 

and cents. An Irishman, seeing me making a minute in the fields, took it for granted that I was calculating my wages. If a 

man was tossed out of a window when an infant, and so made a cripple for life, or seared out of his wits by the Indians, 

it is regretted chiefly because he was thus incapacitated for business! I think that there is nothing, not even crime, more 

opposed to poetry, to philosophy, ay, to life itself, than this incessant business. 

There is a coarse and boisterous money-making fellow in the outskirts of our town, who is going to build a bank-wall 

under the hill along the edge of his meadow. The powers have put this into his head to keep him out of mischief, and he 

wishes me to spend three weeks digging there with him. The result will be that he will perhaps get some more money to 

board, and leave for his heirs to spend foolishly. If I do this, most will commend me as an industrious and hard-working 

man; but if I choose to devote myself to certain labors which yield more real profit, though but little money, they may be 

inclined to look on me as an idler. Nevertheless, as I do not need the police of meaningless labor to regulate me, and do 

not see anything absolutely praiseworthy in this fellow's undertaking any more than in many an enterprise of our own or 

foreign governments, however amusing it may be to him or them, I prefer to finish my education at a different school. 

If a man walk in the woods for love of them half of each day, he is in danger of being regarded as a loafer; but if he 

spends his whole day as a speculator, shearing off those woods and making earth bald before her time, he is esteemed 

an industrious and enterprising citizen. As if a town had no interest in its forests but to cut them down! 

Most men would feel insulted if it were proposed to employ them in throwing stones over a wall, and then in throwing 

them back, merely that they might earn their wages. But many are no more worthily employed now. For instance: just 

after sunrise, one summer morning, I noticed one of my neighbors walking beside his team, which was slowly drawing a 

heavy hewn stone swung under the axle, surrounded by an atmosphere of industry- his day's work begun- his brow 

commenced to sweat- a reproach to all sluggards and idlers- pausing abreast the shoulders of his oxen, and half turning 

round with a flourish of his merciful whip, while they gained their length on him. And I thought, Such is the labor which 

the American Congress exists to protect- honest, manly toil- honest as the day is long- that makes his bread taste sweet, 

and keeps society sweet- which all men respect and have consecrated; one of the sacred band, doing the needful but 

irksome drudgery. Indeed, I felt a slight reproach, because I observed this from a window, and was not abroad and 

stirring about a similar business. The day went by, and at evening I passed the yard of another neighbor, who keeps 

many servants, and spends much money foolishly, while he adds nothing to the common stock, and there I saw the 

stone of the morning lying beside a whimsical structure intended to adorn this Lord Timothy Dexter's premises, and the 

dignity forthwith departed from the teamster's labor, in my eyes. In my opinion, the sun was made to light worthier toil 

than this. I may add that his employer has since run off, in debt to a good part of the town, and, after passing through 

Chancery, has settled somewhere else, there to become once more a patron of the arts. 



The ways by which you may get money almost without exception lead downward. To have done anything by which you 

earned money merely is to have been truly idle or worse. If the laborer gets no more than the wages which his employer 

pays him, he is cheated, he cheats himself. If you would get money as a writer or lecturer, you must be popular, which is 

to go down perpendicularly. Those services which the community will most readily pay for, it is most disagreeable to 

render. You are paid for being something less than a man. The State does not commonly reward a genius any more 

wisely. Even the poet laureate would rather not have to celebrate the accidents of royalty. He must be bribed with a 

pipe of wine; and perhaps another poet is called away from his muse to gauge that very pipe. As for my own business, 

even that kind of surveying which I could do with most satisfaction my employers do not want. They would prefer that I 

should do my work coarsely and not too well, ay, not well enough. When I observe that there are different ways of 

surveying, my employer commonly asks which will give him the most land, not which is most correct. I once invented a 

rule for measuring cord-wood, and tried to introduce it in Boston; but the measurer there told me that the sellers did 

not wish to have their wood measured correctly- that he was already too accurate for them, and therefore they 

commonly got their wood measured in Charlestown before crossing the bridge. 

The aim of the laborer should be, not to get his living, to get "a good job," but to perform well a certain work; and, even 

in a pecuniary sense, it would be economy for a town to pay its laborers so well that they would not feel that they were 

working for low ends, as for a livelihood merely, but for scientific, or even moral ends. Do not hire a man who does your 

work for money, but him who does it for love of it. 

It is remarkable that there are few men so well employed, so much to their minds, but that a little money or fame would 

commonly buy them off from their present pursuit. I see advertisements for active young men, as if activity were the 

whole of a young man's capital. Yet I have been surprised when one has with confidence proposed to me, a grown man, 

to embark in some enterprise of his, as if I had absolutely nothing to do, my life having been a complete failure hitherto. 

What a doubtful compliment this to pay me! As if he had met me half-way across the ocean beating up against the wind, 

but bound nowhere, and proposed to me to go along with him! If I did, what do you think the underwriters would say? 

No, no! I am not without employment at this stage of the voyage. To tell the truth, I saw an advertisement for able-

bodied seamen, when I was a boy, sauntering in my native port, and as soon as I came of age I embarked. 

The community has no bribe that will tempt a wise man. You may raise money enough to tunnel a mountain, but you 

cannot raise money enough to hire a man who is minding his own business. An efficient and valuable man does what he 

can, whether the community pay him for it or not. The inefficient offer their inefficiency to the highest bidder, and are 

forever expecting to be put into office. One would suppose that they were rarely disappointed. 

Perhaps I am more than usually jealous with respect to my freedom. I feel that my connection with and obligation to 

society are still very slight and transient. Those slight labors which afford me a livelihood, and by which it is allowed that 

I am to some extent serviceable to my contemporaries, are as yet commonly a pleasure to me, and I am not often 

reminded that they are a necessity. So far I am successful. But I foresee that if my wants should be much increased, the 

labor required to supply them would become a drudgery. If I should sell both my forenoons and afternoons to society, as 

most appear to do, I am sure that for me there would be nothing left worth living for. I trust that I shall never thus sell 

my birthright for a mess of pottage. I wish to suggest that a man may be very industrious, and yet not spend his time 

well. There is no more fatal blunderer than he who consumes the greater part of his life getting his living. All great 

enterprises are self-supporting. The poet, for instance, must sustain his body by his poetry, as a steam planing-mill feeds 

its boilers with the shavings it makes. You must get your living by loving. But as it is said of the merchants that ninety-

seven in a hundred fail, so the life of men generally, tried by this standard, is a failure, and bankruptcy may be surely 

prophesied. 

Merely to come into the world the heir of a fortune is not to be born, but to be still-born, rather. To be supported by the 

charity of friends, or a government pension- provided you continue to breathe- by whatever fine synonyms you describe 



these relations, is to go into the almshouse. On Sundays the poor debtor goes to church to take an account of stock, and 

finds, of course, that his outgoes have been greater than his income. In the Catholic Church, especially, they go into 

chancery, make a clean confession, give up all, and think to start again. Thus men will lie on their backs, talking about 

the fall of man, and never make an effort to get up. 

As for the comparative demand which men make on life, it is an important difference between two, that the one is 

satisfied with a level success, that his marks can all be hit by point-blank shots, but the other, however low and 

unsuccessful his life may be, constantly elevates his aim, though at a very slight angle to the horizon. I should much 

rather be the last man- though, as the Orientals say, "Greatness doth not approach him who is forever looking down; 

and all those who are looking high are growing poor." 

It is remarkable that there is little or nothing to be remembered written on the subject of getting a living; how to make 

getting a living not merely holiest and honorable, but altogether inviting and glorious; for if getting a living is not so, then 

living is not. One would think, from looking at literature, that this question had never disturbed a solitary individual's 

musings. Is it that men are too much disgusted with their experience to speak of it? The lesson of value which money 

teaches, which the Author of the Universe has taken so much pains to teach us, we are inclined to skip altogether. As for 

the means of living, it is wonderful how indifferent men of all classes are about it, even reformers, so called- whether 

they inherit, or earn, or steal it. I think that Society has done nothing for us in this respect, or at least has undone what 

she has done. Cold and hunger seem more friendly to my nature than those methods which men have adopted and 

advise to ward them off. 

The title wise is, for the most part, falsely applied. How can one be a wise man, if he does not know any better how to 

live than other men?- if he is only more cunning and intellectually subtle? Does Wisdom work in a tread-mill? or does 

she teach how to succeed by her example? Is there any such thing as wisdom not applied to life? Is she merely the miller 

who grinds the finest logic? It is pertinent to ask if Plato got his living in a better way or more successfully than his 

contemporaries- or did he succumb to the difficulties of life like other men? Did he seem to prevail over some of them 

merely by indifference, or by assuming grand airs? or find it easier to live, because his aunt remembered him in her will? 

The ways in which most men get their living, that is, live, are mere makeshifts, and a shirking of the real business of life- 

chiefly because they do not know, but partly because they do not mean, any better. 

The rush to California, for instance, and the attitude, not merely of merchants, but of philosophers and prophets, so 

called, in relation to it, reflect the greatest disgrace on mankind. That so many are ready to live by luck, and so get the 

means of commanding the labor of others less lucky, without contributing any value to society! And that is called 

enterprise! I know of no more startling development of the immorality of trade, and all the common modes of getting a 

living. The philosophy and poetry and religion of such a mankind are not worth the dust of a puffball. The hog that gets 

his living by rooting, stirring up the soil so, would be ashamed of such company. If I could command the wealth of all the 

worlds by lifting my finger, I would not pay such a price for it. Even Mahomet knew that God did not make this world in 

jest. It makes God to be a moneyed gentleman who scatters a handful of pennies in order to see mankind scramble for 

them. The world's raffle! A subsistence in the domains of Nature a thing to be raffled for! What a comment, what a 

satire, on our institutions! The conclusion will be, that mankind will hang itself upon a tree. And have all the precepts in 

all the Bibles taught men only this? and is the last and most admirable invention of the human race only an improved 

muck-rake? Is this the ground on which Orientals and Occidentals meet? Did God direct us so to get our living, digging 

where we never planted- and He would, perchance, reward us with lumps of gold? 

God gave the righteous man a certificate entitling him to food and raiment, but the unrighteous man found a facsimile 

of the same in God's coffers, and appropriated it, and obtained food and raiment like the former. It is one of the most 

extensive systems of counterfeiting that the world has seen. I did not know that mankind was suffering for want of old. I 



have seen a little of it. I know that it is very malleable, but not so malleable as wit. A grain of gold gild a great surface, 

but not so much as a grain of wisdom. 

The gold-digger in the ravines of the mountains is as much a gambler as his fellow in the saloons of San Francisco. What 

difference does it make whether you shake dirt or shake dice? If you win, society is the loser. The gold-digger is the 

enemy of the honest laborer, whatever checks and compensations there may be. It is not enough to tell me that you 

worked hard to get your gold. So does the Devil work hard. The way of transgressors may be hard in many respects. The 

humblest observer who goes to the mines sees and says that gold-digging is of the character of a lottery; the gold thus 

obtained is not the same same thing with the wages of honest toil. But, practically, he forgets what he has seen, for he 

has seen only the fact, not the principle, and goes into trade there, that is, buys a ticket in what commonly proves 

another lottery, where the fact is not so obvious. 

After reading Howitt's account of the Australian gold-diggings one evening, I had in my mind's eye, all night, the 

numerous valleys, with their streams, all cut up with foul pits, from ten to one hundred feet deep, and half a dozen feet 

across, as close as they can be dug, and partly filled with water- the locality to which men furiously rush to probe for 

their fortunes- uncertain where they shall break ground- not knowing but the gold is under their camp itself- sometimes 

digging one hundred and sixty feet before they strike the vein, or then missing it by a foot- turned into demons, and 

regardless of each others' rights, in their thirst for riches- whole valleys, for thirty miles, suddenly honeycombed by the 

pits of the miners, so that even hundreds are drowned in them- standing in water, and covered with mud and clay, they 

work night and day, dying of exposure and disease. Having read this, and partly forgotten it, I was thinking, accidentally, 

of my own unsatisfactory life, doing as others do; and with that vision of the diggings still before me, I asked myself why 

I might not be washing some gold daily, though it were only the finest particles- why I might not sink a shaft down to the 

gold within me, and work that mine. There is a Ballarat, a Bendigo for you- what though it were a sulky-gully? At any 

rate, I might pursue some path, however solitary and narrow and crooked, in which I could walk with love and 

reverence. Wherever a man separates from the multitude, and goes his own way in this mood, there indeed is a fork in 

the road, though ordinary travellers may see only a gap in the paling. His solitary path across lots will turn out the higher 

way of the two. 

Men rush to California and Australia as if the true gold were to be found in that direction; but that is to go to the very 

opposite extreme to where it lies. They go prospecting farther and farther away from the true lead, and are most 

unfortunate when they think themselves most successful. Is not our native soil auriferous? Does not a stream from the 

golden mountains flow through our native valley? and has not this for more than geologic ages been bringing down the 

shining particles and forming the nuggets for us? Yet, strange to tell, if a digger steal away, prospecting for this true gold, 

into the unexplored solitudes around us, there is no danger that any will dog his steps, and endeavor to supplant him. 

He may claim and undermine the whole valley even, both the cultivated and the uncultivated portions, his whole life 

long in peace, for no one will ever dispute his claim. They will not mind his cradles or his toms. He is not confined to a 

claim twelve feet square, as at Ballarat, but may mine anywhere, and wash the whole wide world in his tom. 

Howitt says of the man who found the great nugget which weighed twenty-eight pounds, at the Bendigo diggings in 

Australia: "He soon began to drink; got a horse, and rode all about, generally at full gallop, and, when he met people, 

called out to inquire if they knew who he was, and then kindly informed them that he was 'the bloody wretch that had 

found the nugget.' At last he rode full speed against a tree, and nearly knocked his brains out." I think, however, there 

was no danger of that, for he had already knocked his brains out against the nugget. Howitt adds, "He is a hopelessly 

ruined man." But he is a type of the class. They are all fast men. Hear some of the names of the places where they dig: 

"Jackass Flat"- "Sheep's-Head Gully"- "Murderer's Bar," etc. Is there no satire in these names? Let them carry their ill-

gotten wealth where they will, I am thinking it will still be "Jackass Flat," if not "Murderer's Bar," where they live. 



The last resource of our energy has been the robbing of graveyards on the Isthmus of Darien, an enterprise which 

appears to be but in its infancy; for, according to late accounts, an act has passed its second reading in the legislature of 

New Granada, regulating this kind of mining; and a correspondent of the "Tribune" writes: "In the dry season, when the 

weather will permit of the country being properly prospected, no doubt other rich guacas [that is, graveyards] will be 

found." To emigrants he says: "do not come before December; take the Isthmus route in preference to the Boca del Toro 

one; bring no useless baggage, and do not cumber yourself with a tent; but a good pair of blankets will be necessary; a 

pick, shovel, and axe of good material will be almost all that is required": advice which might have been taken from the 

"Burker's Guide." And he concludes with this line in Italics and small capitals: "If you are doing well at home, STAY 

THERE," which may fairly be interpreted to mean, "If you are getting a good living by robbing graveyards at home, stay 

there." 

But why go to California for a text? She is the child of New England, bred at her own school and church. 

It is remarkable that among all the preachers there are so few moral teachers. The prophets are employed in excusing 

the ways of men. Most reverend seniors, the illuminati of the age, tell me, with a gracious, reminiscent smile, betwixt an 

aspiration and a shudder, not to be too tender about these things- to lump all that, that is, make a lump of gold of it. The 

highest advice I have heard on these subjects was grovelling. The burden of it was- It is not worth your while to 

undertake to reform the world in this particular. Do not ask how your bread is buttered; it will make you sick, if you do- 

and the like. A man had better starve at once than lose his innocence in the process of getting his bread. If within the 

sophisticated man there is not an unsophisticated one, then he is but one of the devil's angels. As we grow old, we live 

more coarsely, we relax a little in our disciplines, and, to some extent, cease to obey our finest instincts. But we should 

be fastidious to the extreme of sanity, disregarding the gibes of those who are more unfortunate than ourselves. 

In our science and philosophy, even, there is commonly no true and absolute account of things. The spirit of sect and 

bigotry has planted its hoof amid the stars. You have only to discuss the problem, whether the stars are inhabited or not, 

in order to discover it. Why must we daub the heavens as well as the earth? It was an unfortunate discovery that Dr. 

Kane was a Mason, and that Sir John Franklin was another. But it was a more cruel suggestion that possibly that was the 

reason why the former went in search of the latter. There is not a popular magazine in this country that would dare to 

print a child's thought on important subjects without comment. It must be submitted to the D.D.'s. I would it were the 

chickadee-dees. 

You come from attending the funeral of mankind to attend to a natural phenomenon. A little thought is sexton to all the 

world. 

I hardly know an intellectual man, even, who is so broad and truly liberal that you can think aloud in his society. Most 

with whom you endeavor to talk soon come to a stand against some institution in which they appear to hold stock- that 

is, some particular, not universal, way of viewing things. They will continually thrust their own low roof, with its narrow 

skylight, between you and the sky, when it is the unobstructed heavens you would view. Get out of the way with your 

cobwebs; wash your windows, I say! In some lyceums they tell me that they have voted to exclude the subject of 

religion. But how do I know what their religion is, and when I am near to or far from it? I have walked into such an arena 

and done my best to make a clean breast of what religion I have experienced, and the audience never suspected what I 

was about. The lecture was as harmless as moonshine to them. Whereas, if I had read to them the biography of the 

greatest scamps in history, they might have thought that I had written the lives of the deacons of their church. 

Ordinarily, the inquiry is, Where did you come from? or, Where are you going? That was a more pertinent question 

which I overheard one of my auditors put to another one- "What does he lecture for?" It made me quake in my shoes. 

To speak impartially, the best men that I know are not serene, a world in themselves. For the most part, they dwell in 

forms, and flatter and study effect only more finely than the rest. We select granite for the underpinning of our houses 



and barns; we build fences of stone; but we do not ourselves rest on an underpinning of granitic truth, the lowest 

primitive rock. Our sills are rotten. What stuff is the man made of who is not coexistent in our thought with the purest 

and subtilest truth? I often accuse my finest acquaintances of an immense frivolity; for, while there are manners and 

compliments we do not meet, we do not teach one another the lessons of honesty and sincerity that the brutes do, or of 

steadiness and solidity that the rocks do. The fault is commonly mutual, however; for we do not habitually demand any 

more of each other. 

That excitement about Kossuth, consider how characteristic, but superficial, it was!- only another kind of politics or 

dancing. Men were making speeches to him all over the country, but each expressed only the thought, or the want of 

thought, of the multitude. No man stood on truth. They were merely banded together, as usual one leaning on another, 

and all together on nothing; as the Hindoos made the world rest on an elephant, the elephant on a tortoise, and the 

tortoise on a serpent, and had nothing to put under the serpent. For all fruit of that stir we have the Kossuth hat. 

Just so hollow and ineffectual, for the most part, is our ordinary conversation. Surface meets surface. When our life 

ceases to be inward and private, conversation degenerates into mere gossip. We rarely meet a man who can tell us any 

news which he has not read in a newspaper, or been told by his neighbor; and, for the most part, the only difference 

between us and our fellow is that he has seen the newspaper, or been out to tea, and we have not. In proportion as our 

inward life fails, we go more constantly and desperately to the post-office. You may depend on it, that the poor fellow 

who walks away with the greatest number of letters, proud of his extensive correspondence, has not heard from himself 

this long while. 

I do not know but it is too much to read one newspaper a week. I have tried it recently, and for so long it seems to me 

that I have not dwelt in my native region. The sun, the clouds, the snow, the trees say not so much to me. You cannot 

serve two masters. It requires more than a day's devotion to know and to possess the wealth of a day. 

We may well be ashamed to tell what things we have read or heard in our day. I did not know why my news should be so 

trivial- considering what one's dreams and expectations are, why the developments should be so paltry. The news we 

hear, for the most part, is not news to our genius. It is the stalest repetition. You are often tempted to ask why such 

stress is laid on a particular experience which you have had- that, after twenty-five years, you should meet Hobbins, 

Registrar of Deeds, again on the sidewalk. Have you not budged an inch, then? Such is the daily news. Its facts appear to 

float in the atmosphere, insignificant as the sporules of fungi, and impinge on some neglected thallus, or surface of our 

minds, which affords a basis for them, and hence a parasitic growth. We should wash ourselves clean of such news. Of 

what consequence, though our planet explode, if there is no character involved in the explosion? In health we have not 

the least curiosity about such events. We do not live for idle amusement. I would not run round a corner to see the 

world blow up. 

All summer, and far into the autumn, perchance, you unconsciously went by the newspapers and the news, and now you 

find it was because the morning and the evening were full of news to you. Your walks were full of incidents. You 

attended, not to the affairs of Europe, but to your own affairs in Massachusetts fields. If you chance to live and move 

and have your being in that thin stratum in which the events that make the news transpire- thinner than the paper on 

which it is printed- then these things will fill the world for you; but if you soar above or dive below that plane, you 

cannot remember nor be reminded of them. Really to see the sun rise or go down every day, so to relate ourselves to a 

universal fact, would preserve us sane forever. Nations! What are nations? Tartars, and Huns, and Chinamen! Like 

insects, they swarm. The historian strives in vain to make them memorable. It is for want of a man that there are so 

many men. It is individuals that populate the world. Any man thinking may say with the Spirit of Lodin- 

"I look down from my height on nations, 

And they become ashes before me;- 



Calm is my dwelling in the clouds; 

Pleasant are the great fields of my rest." 

Pray, let us live without being drawn by dogs, Esquimaux-fashion, tearing over hill and dale, and biting each other's ears. 

Not without a slight shudder at the danger, I often perceive how near I had come to admitting into my mind the details 

of some trivial affair- the news of the street; and I am astonished to observe how willing men are to lumber their minds 

with such rubbish- to permit idle rumors and incidents of the most insignificant kind to intrude on ground which should 

be sacred to thought. Shall the mind be a public arena, where the affairs of the street and the gossip of the tea-table 

chiefly are discussed? Or shall it be a quarter of heaven itself- an hypaethral temple, consecrated to the service of the 

gods? I find it so difficult to dispose of the few facts which to me are significant, that I hesitate to burden my attention 

with those which are insignificant, which only a divine mind could illustrate. Such is, for the most part, the news in 

newspapers and conversation. It is important to preserve the mind's chastity in this respect. Think of admitting the 

details of a single case of the criminal court into our thoughts, to stalk profanely through their very sanctum sanctorum 

for an hour, ay, for many hours! to make a very bar-room of the mind's inmost apartment, as if for so long the dust of 

the street had occupied us- the very street itself, with all its travel, its bustle, and filth, had passed through our thoughts' 

shrine! Would it not be an intellectual and moral suicide? When I have been compelled to sit spectator and auditor in a 

court-room for some hours, and have seen my neighbors, who were not compelled, stealing in from time to time, and 

tiptoeing about with washed hands and faces, it has appeared to my mind's eye, that, when they took off their hats, 

their ears suddenly expanded into vast hoppers for sound, between which even their narrow heads were crowded. Like 

the vanes of windmills, they caught the broad but shallow stream of sound, which, after a few titillating gyrations in 

their coggy brains, passed out the other side. I wondered if, when they got home, they were as careful to wash their ears 

as before their hands and faces. It has seemed to me, at such a time, that the auditors and the witnesses, the jury and 

the counsel, the judge and the criminal at the bar- if I may presume him guilty before he is convicted- were all equally 

criminal, and a thunderbolt might be expected to descend and consume them all together. 

By all kinds of traps and signboards, threatening the extreme penalty of the divine law, exclude such trespassers from 

the only ground which can be sacred to you. It is so hard to forget what it is worse than useless to remember! If I am to 

be a thoroughfare, I prefer that it be of the mountain brooks, the Parnassian streams, and not the town sewers. There is 

inspiration, that gossip which comes to the ear of the attentive mind from the courts of heaven. There is the profane 

and stale revelation of the bar-room and the police court. The same ear is fitted to receive both communications. Only 

the character of the hearer determines to which it shall be open, and to which closed. I believe that the mind can be 

permanently profaned by the habit of attending to trivial things, so that all our thoughts shall be tinged with triviality. 

Our very intellect shall be macadamized, as it were- its foundation broken into fragments for the wheels of travel to roll 

over; and if you would know what will make the most durable pavement, surpassing rolled stones, spruce blocks, and 

asphaltum, you have only to look into some of our minds which have been subjected to this treatment so long. 

If we have thus desecrated ourselves- as who has not?- the remedy will be by wariness and devotion to reconsecrate 

ourselves, and make once more a fane of the mind. We should treat our minds, that is, ourselves, as innocent and 

ingenuous children, whose guardians we are, and be careful what objects and what subjects we thrust on their 

attention. Read not the Times. Read the Eternities. Conventionalities are at length as had as impurities. Even the facts of 

science may dust the mind by their dryness, unless they are in a sense effaced each morning, or rather rendered fertile 

by the dews of fresh and living truth. Knowledge does not come to us by details, but in flashes of light from heaven. Yes, 

every thought that passes through the mind helps to wear and tear it, and to deepen the ruts, which, as in the streets of 

Pompeii, evince how much it has been used. How many things there are concerning which we might well deliberate 

whether we had better know them- had better let their peddling-carts be driven, even at the slowest trot or walk, over 

that bride of glorious span by which we trust to pass at last from the farthest brink of time to the nearest shore of 



eternity! Have we no culture, no refinement- but skill only to live coarsely and serve the Devil?- to acquire a little worldly 

wealth, or fame, or liberty, and make a false show with it, as if we were all husk and shell, with no tender and living 

kernel to us? Shall our institutions be like those chestnut burs which contain abortive nuts, perfect only to prick the 

fingers? 

America is said to be the arena on which the battle of freedom is to be fought; but surely it cannot be freedom in a 

merely political sense that is meant. Even if we grant that the American has freed himself from a political tyrant, he is 

still the slave of an economical and moral tyrant. Now that the republic- the respublica- has been settled, it is time to 

look after the res-privata- the private state- to see, as the Roman senate charged its consuls, "ne quid res-PRIVATA 

detrimenti caperet," that the private state receive no detriment. 

Do we call this the land of the free? What is it to be free from King George and continue the slaves of King Prejudice? 

What is it to be born free and not to live free? What is the value of any political freedom, but as a means to moral 

freedom? Is it a freedom to be slaves, or a freedom to be free, of which we boast? We are a nation of politicians, 

concerned about the outmost defences only of freedom. It is our children's children who may perchance be really free. 

We tax ourselves unjustly. There is a part of us which is not represented. It is taxation without representation. We 

quarter troops, we quarter fools and cattle of all sorts upon ourselves. We quarter our gross bodies on our poor souls, 

till the former eat up all the latter's substance. 

With respect to a true culture and manhood, we are essentially provincial still, not metropolitan- mere Jonathans. We 

are provincial, because we do not find at home our standards; because we do not worship truth, but the reflection of 

truth; because we are warped and narrowed by an exclusive devotion to trade and commerce and manufactures and 

agriculture and the like, which are but means, and not the end. 

So is the English Parliament provincial. Mere country bumpkins, they betray themselves, when any more important 

question arises for them to settle, the Irish question, for instance- the English question why did I not say? Their natures 

are subdued to what they work in. Their "good breeding" respects only secondary objects. The finest manners in the 

world are awkwardness and fatuity when contrasted with a finer intelligence. They appear but as the fashions of past 

days- mere courtliness, knee-buckles and small-clothes, out of date. It is the vice, but not the excellence of manners, 

that they are continually being deserted by the character; they are cast-off-clothes or shells, claiming the respect which 

belonged to the living creature. You are presented with the shells instead of the meat, and it is no excuse generally, that, 

in the case of some fishes, the shells are of more worth than the meat. The man who thrusts his manners upon me does 

as if he were to insist on introducing me to his cabinet of curiosities, when I wished to see himself. It was not in this 

sense that the poet Decker called Christ "the first true gentleman that ever breathed." I repeat that in this sense the 

most splendid court in Christendom is provincial, having authority to consult about Transalpine interests only, and not 

the affairs of Rome. A praetor or proconsul would suffice to settle the questions which absorb the attention of the 

English Parliament and the American Congress. 

Government and legislation! these I thought were respectable professions. We have heard of heaven-born Numas, 

Lycurguses, and Solons, in the history of the world, whose names at least may stand for ideal legislators; but think of 

legislating to regulate the breeding of slaves, or the exportation of tobacco! What have divine legislators to do with the 

exportation or the importation of tobacco? what humane ones with the breeding of slaves? Suppose you were to submit 

the question to any son of God- and has He no children in the Nineteenth Century? is it a family which is extinct?- in 

what condition would you get it again? What shall a State like Virginia say for itself at the last day, in which these have 

been the principal, the staple productions? What ground is there for patriotism in such a State? I derive my facts from 

statistical tables which the States themselves have published. 



A commerce that whitens every sea in quest of nuts and raisins, and makes slaves of its sailors for this purpose! I saw, 

the other day, a vessel which had been wrecked, and many lives lost, and her cargo of rags, juniper berries, and bitter 

almonds were strewn along the shore. It seemed hardly worth the while to tempt the dangers of the sea between 

Leghorn and New York for the sake of a cargo of juniper berries and bitter almonds. America sending to the Old World 

for her bitters! Is not the sea-brine, is not shipwreck, bitter enough to make the cup of life go down here? Yet such, to a 

great extent, is our boasted commerce; and there are those who style themselves statesmen and philosophers who are 

so blind as to think that progress and civilization depend on precisely this kind of interchange and activity- the activity of 

flies about a molasses- hogshead. Very well, observes one, if men were oysters. And very well, answer I, if men were 

mosquitoes. 

Lieutenant Herndon, whom our government sent to explore the Amazon, and, it is said, to extend the area of slavery, 

observed that there was wanting there "an industrious and active population, who know what the comforts of life are, 

and who have artificial wants to draw out the great resources of the country." But what are the "artificial wants" to be 

encouraged? Not the love of luxuries, like the tobacco and slaves of, I believe, his native Virginia, nor the ice and granite 

and other material wealth of our native New England; nor are "the great resources of a country" that fertility or 

barrenness of soil which produces these. The chief want, in every State that I have been into, was a high and earnest 

purpose in its inhabitants. This alone draws out "the great resources" of Nature, and at last taxes her beyond her 

resources; for man naturally dies out of her. When we want culture more than potatoes, and illumination more than 

sugar-plums, then the great resources of a world are taxed and drawn out, and the result, or staple production, is, not 

slaves, nor operatives, but men- those rare fruits called heroes, saints, poets, philosophers, and redeemers. 

In short, as a snow-drift is formed where there is a lull in the wind, so, one would say, where there is a lull of truth, an 

institution springs up. But the truth blows right on over it, nevertheless, and at length blows it down. 

What is called politics is comparatively something so superficial and inhuman, that practically I have never fairly 

recognized that it concerns me at all. The newspapers, I perceive, devote some of their columns specially to politics or 

government without charge; and this, one would say, is all that saves it; but as I love literature and to some extent the 

truth also, I never read those columns at any rate. I do not wish to blunt my sense of right so much. I have not got to 

answer for having read a single President's Message. A strange age of the world this, when empires, kingdoms, and 

republics come a-begging to a private man's door, and utter their complaints at his elbow! I cannot take up a newspaper 

but I find that some wretched government or other, hard pushed and on its last legs, is interceding with me, the reader, 

to vote for it- more importunate than an Italian beggar; and if I have a mind to look at its certificate, made, perchance, 

by some benevolent merchant's clerk, or the skipper that brought it over, for it cannot speak a word of English itself, I 

shall probably read of the eruption of some Vesuvius, or the overflowing of some Po, true or forged, which brought it 

into this condition. I do not hesitate, in such a case, to suggest work, or the almshouse; or why not keep its castle in 

silence, as I do commonly? The poor President, what with preserving his popularity and doing his duty, is completely 

bewildered. The newspapers are the ruling power. Any other government is reduced to a few marines at Fort 

Independence. If a man neglects to read the Daily Times, government will go down on its knees to him, for this is the 

only treason in these days. 

Those things which now most engage the attention of men, as politics and the daily routine, are, it is true, vital functions 

of human society, but should be unconsciously performed, like the corresponding functions of the physical body. They 

are infrahuman, a kind of vegetation. I sometimes awake to a half-consciousness of them going on about me, as a man 

may become conscious of some of the processes of digestion in a morbid state, and so have the dyspepsia, as it is called. 

It is as if a thinker submitted himself to be rasped by the great gizzard of creation. Politics is, as it were, the gizzard of 

society, full of grit and gravel, and the two political parties are its two opposite halves- sometimes split into quarters, it 

may be, which grind on each other. Not only individuals, but states, have thus a confirmed dyspepsia, which expresses 

itself, you can imagine by what sort of eloquence. Thus our life is not altogether a forgetting, but also, alas! to a great 



extent, a remembering, of that which we should never have been conscious of, certainly not in our waking hours. Why 

should we not meet, not always as dyspeptics, to tell our had dreams, but sometimes as eupeptics, to congratulate each 

other on the ever-glorious morning? I do not make an exorbitant demand, surely. 

From “Slavery in Massachusetts”: 

“The fate of the country... does not depend on what kind of paper you drop into the ballot-box once a year, but on what 

kind of man you drop from your chamber into the street every morning.”  

 “Those who have been bred in the school of politics fail now and always to face the facts.”  

 “A government which deliberately enacts injustice, and persists in it, will at length ever become the laughing-stock of 

the world.”  

 “A distinguished clergyman told me that he chose the profession of a clergyman because it afforded the most leisure for 

literary pursuits. I would recommend to him the profession of a governor.”  

 “Now-a-days, men wear a fool's cap, and call it a liberty cap.”  

 “Probably no country was ever ruled by so mean a class of tyrants as, with a few noble exceptions, are the editors of the 

periodical press in this country. And as they live and rule only by their servility, and appealing to the worst, and not the 

better nature of man, the people who read them are in the condition of the dog that returns to his vomit.”  

 “If there is any hell more unprincipled than our rulers, and we, the ruled, I feel curious to see it.”  

 “I believe that, in this country, the press exerts a greater and a more pernicious influence than the church did in its 

worst period. We are not a religious people, but we are a nation of politicians.”  

 “I would remind my countrymen that they are to be men first, and Americans only at a late and convenient hour.”  

 “There is no such thing as accomplishing a righteous reform by the use of 'expediency.' There is no such thing as sliding 

up hill. In morals, the only sliders are backsliders.” 



Robert Gross - The Transcendentalists and Their World: “The Spirit of Reform” Chapter Excerpt: 























 



 

 


