HENRY DAVID THOREAU

WALDEN

1854

In 1845, Emerson’s most famous disciple, Henry David Thoreau, wanted some time to write
and reflect. With Emerson’s permission, Thoreau spent less than $28.00 to build a cabin on
land Emerson owned on the shore of Walden Pond, near Concord, Massachusetts, in which he
lived for two yeﬁs. Out of that experience came Walden, one of the most influential books in
American literature. In Walden, Thoreau examines the meaning of life, the virtues of simplicity
and respect for nature, and the importance of remaining true to one’ self.

"The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation. What is called resignation is con-
firmed 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 amuse-
ments of mankind. Thére is no play in them, for this comes after work. Butitisa
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
every body echoes or in silence passes by as true to-day may turn out to be falsehood
to-morrow, 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 &Y
and find that you can. Old deeds for old people, and new deeds for new. ...

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—staif’Ed
‘boards, with wide chinks, which made it cool at night. The upright white hewn studs
and freshly planed door and window casings gave it a clean and airy look, especially
in the morning, when its imbers were saturated with dew, so that I fancied that by
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throughout the day more or less of this auroral character, reminding me of

. . .. . jry an
house on a mountain which I had visited the year before. This was an a1y
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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 terres-
trial music. The morning wind forever blows, the poem of ereation is uninterrupted;
but few are the ears that hear it. .. .

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 partic-
ular 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 con-
templation 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.

['went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essen-
tial facts of life, and see if T could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came
t die, discover that I had not lived. I did not wish to live what was not life, living is
. 80 dear; nor did I wish to practise resignation, unless it was quite necessary. I wanted
W live deep and suck out all the marrow of life, to live so sturdily and Spartan-like as
7 0 put to rout all that was not life, to cut a broad swath and shave close, to drive life
intoa corner, and reduce it to its lowest terms, and, if it proved to be mean, why then
. Wget the whole and genuine meanness of it, and publish its meanness to the world;
!:lrif it were sublime, to know it by experience, and be able to give a true account of it

- my next excursion. For most men, it appears to me, are in a strange uncertainty
aboyt it, whether it is of the devil or of God, and have somewbat hastily concluded that
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

Aged into men; like pygmies we fight with cranes; it is error upon error, and clout

"Pon clout, and our best virme has for its occasion a superfluous and evitable
etchedness. Our life is frittered away by detail. An honest man has hardly need to
fount more thap his ten fingers, or in extreme cases he may add his ten toes, and
2D the rest, Simplicity, simplicity, simplicity! I say, let your affairs be as two or
*¢, and not a hundred or a thousand; instead of 2 million count half 2 dozen, and
L "°P your accounts on your thumb nail. In the midst of this chopping sea of civilized

i Such are the clouds and storms and quick-sands and thousand-and-one items to
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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. . . .

Ileft the woods for as good a reason as T 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 weck 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! T 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 moonlj ght amid the mountains. I do not wish to
go below now.

Tlearned 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 inter-
preted in his favor in 2 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. . . .

Some are dinning in our ears that we Americans, and moderns generally, are
intellecrual 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
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ot be shipwrecked on a vain reality. Shall we with pains erect a h.eaven of blue glass
?over‘ ourselves, though when it is done we shall be sure to gaze still at the true ethe-
‘real heaven far above, as if the former were not? . . . .

: 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,
jwhich will drown out all our muskrats. It was not always dry land whf.:re we dwell. I

f see far inland the banks which the stream anciently washed, before science began to
frecord 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 I‘eaf c?f an old tab.le
E of apple-tree wood, which had stood in a farmer’s kitchen for s1x.ty y‘.:ars, ﬁr.st. in
..Connecticut, and afterward in Massachusetts,—from an egg deposited in the hvu?g
.tree many years earlier still, as appeared by counting the annual layers beyond it;
awhich was heard gnawing out for several weeks, hatched perchance by the heat of an
'urn‘ Who does not feel his faith in a resutrection and immortality strengthened by
| hearing of this> Who knows what beautiful and winged life,. whose egg has .been
-!:bu.ried for ages under many concentric layers of woodenness 1.11 .the dead dr)f life of
f 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 perc;
i chance gnawing out now for years by the astonished family of man, ‘as they sat ro.ur-l
 the festive board,—may unexpectedly come forth from amidst society’s most trivial
lnd handselled furniture, to enjoy its perfect summer life at last! .

3 I do not say that John or Jonathan will realize all this; but such is th? charac.ter
Fof that morrow which mere lapse of time can never make to dawn. The light which
Pllts out our eyes is darkness to us. Only that day dawns to which we are awake.

 There is more day to dawn. The sun is but a morning star.
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