
















Clear Sky, Pure Light

greatly enhanced by the contrast with the dull dark clouds
and sombre earth . As if Nature did not dare at once to let
in the full blaze of the sun to this combustible atmosphere.
It was a serene, elysian light, in which the deeds I have
dreamed of but not realized might have been performed .
At the eleventh hour, late in the year, we have visions of
the life we might have lived . No perfectly fair weather
ever offered such an arena for noble acts . It was such a light
as we behold but dwell not in! In each case, every recess
was filled and lit up with this pure white light . The maples
were Potter's, far down stream, but I dreamed I walked like
a liberated spirit in their maze. The withered meadow-
grass was as soft and glorious as paradise . And then it was
remarkable that the light-giver should have revealed to
me, for all life, the heaving white breasts of those two
ducks within this glade of light . It was extinguished and
relit as it travelled.

Tell me precisely the value and significance of these
transient gleams which come sometimes at the end of the
day, before the close of the storm, final dispersion of the
clouds, too late to be ofany service to the works ofman for
the day, and notwithstanding the whole night after may
be overcast! Is not this a language to be heard and under-
stood? There is, in the brown and gray earth and rocks,
and the withered leaves and bare twigs at this season, a
purity more correspondent to the fight itself than summer
offers .

DEPARTURE

The story is told that in his last moment, Thomas Edison rat bolt
upright in bed and, staring straight ahead, exclaimed, `I am sur-
prised! It is very beautiful over there.' It seems likely that what
surprised Edison appeared self-evident to Thoreau, who might well
have countered that, to the perceptive soul, it was often equally
beautiful over here .

There is something satisfying in the thought that great men make
some oftheir most intriguing statements as their lives draw to a close .



THEWINTER is coming when I shall walk the sky .

WHEN I wAs a very little boy I learned that I must die,
and I set that down, so of course I am not disappointed
now. Death is as near to you as it is to me.

BUT THERE is an aftermath in early autumn, and some
spring flowers bloom again, followed by an Indian summer
offiner atmosphere and ofa pensive beauty. Maymy life be
not destitute of its Indian summer, a season offine and clear,
mild weather in which I may prolong my hunting before
the winter comes, when I may once more lie on the ground
with faith, as in spring, and even with more serene confi-
dence . And then I will [wrap the] drapery ofsummer about
me and he down to pleasant dreams . As one year passes
into another through the medium of winter, so does this
our life pass into another through the medium of death .

BUT HARK! I hear the tolling of a distant funeral bell, and
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Clear Sky, Pure Light

they are conveying a corpse to the churchyard from one of
the houses that I see, and its serious sound is more in
harmony with this scenery than any ordinary bustle could
be. It suggests that a man must die to his present life before
he can appreciate his opportunities and the beauty of the
abode that is appointed him.

WHATEVER ACTUALLY HAPPENS to a man is wonder-
fully trivial and insignificant,-even to death itself, I
imagine.

THIS STREAM OF EVENTS which we consent to call
actual, and that other mightier stream which alone carries
us with it,-what makes the difference? On the one our
bodies float, and we have sympathy with it through them;
on the other, our spirits . We are ever dying to one world
and being born into another, and possibly no man knows
whether he is at any time dead in the sense in which he
affirms that phenomenon of another, or not .

ONE WORLD at a time .

I SHALL LEAVE the world without regret .

IT IS BETTER some things should end.

[ 94]

Departure

In the last days ofhis life, Thoreau was asked by his Aunt Louis
whether he had `made hispeace mith God.' In what must qualify as
one ofthe most gentle, eloquent, and terminal rejoinders ever given,
he responded with a sentence which sums up,precisely, the true thrust
ofhis accomplishments :

I DID NOT KNOW we had ever quarrelled, Aunt.

[95]
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Appendix: Sources

Source references within brackets are made
to the following texts

Thoreau's journal [7]
A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers [GVk]

page references to the Apollo paperback edition of1966
Walden [Wal]

page references to the W.W. Norton edition of 1951,

reprinted by Bramhall House, New York
The Correspondence ofHenry David Thoreau [Corr]

ed. by Walter Harding and Carl Bode; New York
University Press, 1958

The Days of Henry Thoreau [Days ofH T]
Harding ; Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 1966

`Civil Disobedience' [Civ Dis]
`The Last Days ofJohn Brown' [Last Days]

Several of these editions are out ofprint, but may be found

[ 97]



Appendix: Sources

Source references within brackets are made
to the following texts

Thoreau's journal [7]
A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers [GVk]

page references to the Apollo paperback edition of1966
Walden [Wal]

page references to the W.W. Norton edition of 1951,

reprinted by Bramhall House, New York
The Correspondence ofHenry David Thoreau [Corr]

ed. by Walter Harding and Carl Bode; New York
University Press, 1958

The Days of Henry Thoreau [Days ofH T]
Harding ; Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 1966

`Civil Disobedience' [Civ Dis]
`The Last Days ofJohn Brown' [Last Days]

Several of these editions are out ofprint, but may be found

[ 97]



Clear Sky, Pure Light

in libraries or at such organizations as the Thoreau Lyceum
in Concord .

A number of the selections in this volume may also be
found in Thoreau's World: Miniatures From His Yournal, ed.
by Charles R. Anderson, Prentice-Hall 1971 (currently out
ofprint, but available as indicated above), and in A Thoreau
Profile, by Walter Harding and Milton Meltzer, a Thoreau
Foundation paperback available through the Thoreau
Lyceum, 156 Belknap St., Concord, Mass. 01742.

The two comments by Thornton Wilder which are
quoted in the section, `Friendship and Singularity,' are
excerpted from the essay, `The American Loneliness,'
which appeared in the Atlantic Monthly of August, 1952.
They are reprinted here through the courtesy of the firm
of Brandt and Brandt .

A Preface : Speech and Silence
As the truest society . . . [1Wk, Friday, pp . 489-491]
Do not speak for other men . . . [7, III, pp . 157-158, 25

Dec. 1851]

River: Wildness and Civilization
Quoted in commentary : `we two . . .' [Wk, Saturday, p.1i]
I have never got over my surprise . . . [7, IX, p . 16o, 5 Dec.

1856]
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Appendix: Sources

I think I could write a poem . . . [7, I, p . 282,4 Sept . 1841 ]
Concord River is remarkable . . . [Wk, Concord River, p. 6]
With such thoughts . . . [GVk, Saturday, p.15 ]
Gradually the village murmur . . . [GVk, Saturday, p.17]
By noon we were let down . . . [Wk, Sunday, p . 92]
We were thus entering the State . . . [Wk,Sunday,pp.98-103]
Some spring thewhite man came . . . [Wk,Sunday, pp.58-59]
We talk ofcivilizing the Indian . . . [Wk, Sunday, pp. 62-631
I am convinced that my genius . . . [Wk, Sunday, pp. 6o-61 ]
Heal yourselves, doctors . . . [Wk, Monday, p. 2131

Gods
Entire Selection [Wk, Sunday, pp. 75-82]

On Being a Writer
Entire Selection [7, V, pp. 459-46o, 28 Oct. 1853 ]

Loss
Quoted in commentary : `drive life into a corner' and

`whether it is of the devil or of God' [Wal, Where I
Lived and What I Lived For, p. 1o6]

The sun has just burst through . . . [letter to Emerson, ii
March 1842 ; Corr pp. 63-65]

Only nature has a right to grieve . . . [letter to Mrs. Lucy
Brown, 2 March 1842 ; Corr pp . 62-631

On Improvements
Entire Selection [TYal, Economy, pp. 18-22]
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The Woods, and Walden
For a long time I was reporter . . . [TVal, Economy, pp. 32-36]
Nevertheless, of all the characters . . . [TVal, The Ponds,

PP. 212-2131

Resistance to Civil Government
Entire Selection [Civ Dis]

Return
When I wrote the following pages . . . [Wal, Economy, P.171
But Why I changed? why I left . . . [y, III, pp. 214-215,22

Jan . 1852]
I left the woods for as good a reason . . . [[Val, Conclusion,

P. 3431
I must say that I do not know . . . [7, III, p. 216, 22 Jan .

1852]
I learned this, at least . . . [IVal, Conclusion, pp. 343-345]

On the Nature and Origin ofan Accident
Entire Selection [7, II, pp. 21-25,185o]

Friendship and Singularity
I know of but one or two persons . . . [7, XI, pp. 296-297,

8 Nov. 1858]
We have such a habit oflooking away . . . [7, XIII, pp. 141-

142,12 Feb. 186o (paragraph order inverted)]

Appendix: Sources

Everywhere snow, gathered . . . [ , III, pp . 312-313, 18
Feb. 18521

I knew a crazy man . . . [ , VI, p. 86, 30 Jan . 1854]
Here I am at home . . . [ , XI, p. 275,1 Nov. 1858]
How long we will follow an illusion! . . . [7, XI, pp. 281-

282, 3 Nov. 1858]
I long for wildness . . . [1, V, p. 293, 22 June 1853]
I had two friends . . . [7, VIII, p. 199, 4 March 1856]
I have made slight acquaintance . . . [letter to Emerson,

24 Jan . 1843 ; Corr pp . 76-78]
My dear Friend,-I believe . . . [letter to Mrs. R.W. Emer-

son, 22 May 1843 ; Corr pp . 103-1041
My very dear Friend, I have only . . . [letter to Mrs . R.W.

Emerson, 20 June 1843 ; Corr pp . I I9-I20]
But know, my friends . . . [letter to Mr. and Mrs. R.W.

Emerson, 8 July 1843 ; Corr pp. 123-1251
I associate the idea offriendship . . . [7, XI, p. 282, 3 Nov.

1858]
What ifwe feel a yearning . . . [7, VII, pp . 416-417,11 June

1855]
The obstacles which the heart meets . . . [1, III, pp. 82-83,

27 October 1851]

Yohn Brown
Entire Selection [Last Days]
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Late Thoughts
Entire Selection [7, X, pp. 132-134, 28 Oct. 1857]

Departure
The winter is coming . . . [7, XM, p. 142,12 Feb. 186o]
When I was a very little boy . . . [Days ofH T, p. 464]
But there is an aftermath . . . . [Y, II, pp. 481-482, 8 Sept .

1851
But hark! I hear the tolling . . . [7, X, pp. 73-74, 7 Oct.

1857]
Whatever actually happens to a man . . . [7, II, p . 43, bet.

16 July-3I Aug. 185o]
One world at a time . . . [Days ofH T, p . 465]
I shall leave the world without regret . . . [Days ofH T,

P. 462]
It is better some things should end . . . [Days ofH T, p. 462]
I did not know we had ever quarreled . . . [Days ofH T, p.

464]

Unless otherwise indicated,
spelling andpunctuation in all selections

are as in the original.
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