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I wish to speak a word for Nature, for absolute freedom and wild-
ness, as contrasted with a freedom and culture mevrely civil,—to
regard man as an inhabitant, or a part and parcel of Nature,
rather than a member of society. I wish to make an extreme
statement, if so I may make an emphatic one, for there are
enough champions of civilization: the minister and the school

committee and every one of you will take care of that.
—“Walking”
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The order of things should be reversed: the seventh should be
man’s day of toil, wherein to earn his living by the sweat of his brow;
and the other six his Sabbath of the affections and the soul,—in
which to range this widespread garden, and drink in the soft

influences and sublime revelations of nature.

—"Commercial Spirit”

(Harvard College Commencement, 1837)
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FOREWORD

“The world was holy, the things seen symbolizing the things unseen, and thus
worthy of worship, calling men out-of-doors and under the firmament for health
and wholesomeness to be insinuated into their souls, not as idolators, but as
idealists.”

—Amos Bronson Alcott

IN APRIL 1983 | had the great privilege of whisking David Brower, he of the
Sierra Club and Friends of the Earth—dubbed by John McPhee “The Arch
Druid"—directly from Boston’s Logan Airport into the heart of Thoreau Country, to
the very place, in fact, where Henry Thoreau had lived for two years, two months,
and two days in the mid-1840s. John Muir, whose birthday we were celebrating
that day, had preceded Brower in pilgrimage by almost exactly ninety years.
Observing a rite that dates to 1872, Brower dutifully placed a stone he had
gleaned from some high Sierra peak upon the cairn that marks the site of
Thoreau’s little Walden house.

Later that day | was obliged to drive Brower twenty treacherous miles
along Route 2, into Boston for an Earth Day speech on the banks of the Charles
River, then usher him quickly back to Concord in time for dinner and an evening
address at the new Emerson Umbrella Center for the Arts. Everything went like
clockwork. We outflanked Boston’s rush-hour traffic and reached Concord
unscathed and on schedule.

At one point, by way of small talk, | mentioned some vaunted historic
artifact that we had passed en route to or from Boston (I forget which), and asked
Brower his opinion of it. He hadn’t noticed it, he replied, nor, | learned upon
further probing, had he noticed anything else of Boston or of man’s works along
the way. David Brower had eyes only for Nature, | suddenly realized, and it was
futile to try to discuss anything else, unless it were some past, current, or future
conservation campaign—which did not fail to energize him. It was as though
three hundred and fifty years of engineering and public works simply did not exist!
These were to him ephemeral, invisible, unreal. Brower’s eyes failed to sense
them and his brain refused to acknowledge them. For him, the works of humanity
were will-0’-the-wisps against the sublime backdrop of Creation. They were
banished from his universe or, more likely, had never got in.

Henry Thoreau existed in a similar state of grace.

In a wonderful passage in his Journal, Thoreau writes of leaving Boston
by train one cloudy evening in July 1851 and of seeing an encampment of
Penobscot Indians along the banks of the same Charles River beside which
David Brower would speak to an Earth Day crowd some thirteen decades later.
They were camped at precisely the spot that had yielded to Thoreau “the first



vision of elysium on this route [back to Concord] from Boston.” It must have been
in East Cambridge, near MIT, if | read the old maps correctly, not far from what is
now called Technology Park. | had often commuted over the same route myself
and had even tried to convince Brower to travel into Boston by train rather than
car that day, but he would have none of it.

The Indians, Thoreau tells us, were looking upstream—toward
Elysium—"and enjoying the scene.” “This was above the factories,” Thoreau
added, observing that, “That water could never have flowed under a factory. How
then could it have reflected the sky?”

| have often wondered whether David Brower just might have spied a
spectral encampment of Penobscots, “their wigwams appearing above the
railroad fence,” had he agreed to take the train on that particular Earth Day.
Perhaps while he was speaking to the Earth Day crowd he actually did see them,
encamped across the Charles, at a spot where | myself saw only high-rises; or
perhaps while | was plying him with questions he had glimpsed a wandering
band of their descendants encamped upon some secluded knoll as we sped
along the vulgar highway toward Elysium; if so, he never mentioned them to me.
Perhaps he felt | was unworthy, that | would not have believed him. After all, |
saw Boston; he did not. Or would not. What, then, did he see?

David Brower, John Muir, and Henry Thoreau saw this world through
similar eyes: as God saw fit to make it, unhandselled, a world made perfect by
the ages, neither scarred nor maimed by human action. They spent their lives
recording, and trying to preserve or recapture, that vision—in short, to secure, in
Thoreau’s phrase, “an entire heaven and an entire earth.”

What special quality has made Thoreau’s writings so influential?
Whence their growing power to move and inspire? Is it only that his were among
the earliest writings to advocate preservation of wildness? Is it only that they are
brilliantly written or that Thoreau felt or cared more deeply about Nature than
others did? How could a man so obscure and private as Thoreau have effected
so much and affected so many through the work of his short, intense life of fewer
than forty-five years? And not just in the area of wilderness preservation, but in
the areas of human rights and literature?

The answers, | think, lie elsewhere than in priority, depth of feeling, or
excellence as a writer. They lie, rather, in Thoreau’s profound mystical
perspective on reality.

More and more, students of Thoreau are realizing that his inspiration
derives from the overpowering illuminative experiences of (especially) his early
years—mystical encounters with the “Ancient One.” Though Thoreau does not
say much about these unforgettable encounters—which he usually refers to as



“elevations,” or “ecstasies”—he does attempt to describe or at least account for
them in his Journal, and in one well known passage he declares forthrightly that
he was a mystic. On the whole, however, Thoreau declined “to fable of the
ineffable.” Or, in Meister Eckhart's phrase, “Why dost thou prate of God?
Whatever thou sayest of Him is untrue.”

Most selections in this volume are taken from the classic, and still largely
standard, edition of Thoreau’s writings, the “Walden Edition” of “The Writings of
Henry David Thoreau,” which was published by Houghton Mifflin in 1906. A
handful are taken from Early Essays and Miscellanies, published in 1975 by
Princeton University Press as part of the new edition of Thoreau’s works, “The
Writings of Henry D. Thoreau,” which is slowly replacing the earlier edition. One
guotation, Thoreau’s reply to the American Association for the Advancement of
Science’s invitation to join that now venerable institution, comes from The
Correspondence of Henry David Thoreau (New York University Press, 1958).
Most selections reveal, assert, or describe Thoreau’s mystical worldview, or else
demonstrate its informing influence on his art.

—Edmund A. Schofield
April 1, 2004

EXCERPTS IDENTIFIED BY ONLY A DATE ARE TAKEN FROM THOREAU'S JOURNAL (14
VOLUMES, BOSTON AND NEW YORK, 1906).



PART ONE: SOME TRACE OF THE INEFFABLE

I
Ecstasies: Ever Even with the Dawn

Let nothing come between you and the light.
—Letter to H. G. O. Blake

Rivers from the sunrise flow,
Springing with the dewy morn;
Voyageurs 'gainst time do row,
Idle noon nor sunset know,
Ever even with the dawn.
—A Week (“Tuesday”)

It is a test question affecting the youth of a person,—Have you knowledge of the
morning? Do you sympathize with that season of nature? Are you abroad early,
brushing the dews aside? If the sun rises on you slumbering, if you do not hear
the morning cock-crow, if you do not witness the blushes of Aurora, if you are not
acquainted with Venus as the morning star, what relation have you to wisdom
and purity? You have then forgotten your Creator in the days of your youth! Your
shutters were darkened till noon! You rose with a sick headache! In the morning
sing, as do the birds. What of those birds which should slumber on their perches
till the sun was an hour high? What kind of fowl would they be and new kind of
bats and owls,—hedge sparrows or larks? then took a dish of tea or hot coffee
before they began to sing?

—July 18, 1851

"Twas always my delight to monopolize the little Gothic window, which
overlooked the kitchen garden, particularly of a Sabbath afternoon, when all
around was quiet and nature herself was taking her afternoon nap, when the last
peal of the bell in

“the neighboring steeple,
“Swinging slow with sullen roar,” had
“Left the vale to solitude and me,”

and the very air scarcely dared breathe lest it should disturb the universal calm.
Then did | use with eyes upturned to gaze upon the clouds, and, allowing my



imagination to wander, search for flaws in their rich drapery that | might get a
peep at that world beyond which they seem intended to veil from our view. Now
iSs my attention engaged by a truant hawk, as, like a messenger from those
ethereal regions, he issues from the bosom of a cloud, and, at first a mere speck
in the distance, comes circling onward exploring every seeming creek and
rounding every jutting precipice. And now, his mission ended, what can be more
majestic than his stately flight, as he wheels around some towering pine,
enveloped in a cloud of smaller birds that have united to expel him from their
premises.

Fair Haven. In the freshness of the dawn my brother and | were ever ready to
enjoy a stroll to a certain cliff, distant a mile or more, where we were wont to
climb to the highest peak, and, seating ourselves on some rocky platform, catch
the first ray of the morning sun as it gleamed upon the smooth still river
wandering in sullen silence far below. The approach to the precipice is by no
means calculated to prepare one for the glorious dénouement at hand; after
following for some time a delightful path that winds through the woods, occa-
sionally crossing a rippling brook, and not forgetting to visit a sylvan dell whose
solitude is made audible by the unwearied tinkling of a crystal spring—you
suddenly emerge from the trees upon a flat and mossy rock which forms the
summit of a beetling crag. The feelings which come over one on first beholding
this freak of nature are indescribable. The giddy height, the iron-bound rock, the
boundless horizon open all around, and the beautiful river at your feet, with its
green and sloping banks fringed with trees and shrubs of every description are
calculated to excite in the beholder emotions of no common occurrence—to
inspire him with vast and sublime conceptions.

The eye wanders over the broad and seemingly compact surface of the
slumbering forest on the opposite side of the stream, and catches an occasional
glimpse of a little farm-house “resting in a green hollow and lapped in the bosom
of plenty”, while a gentle swell of the river, a rustic, and, fortunately, rather old,
looking bridge on the right, with the cloudlike Wachusett in the distance, give a
finish and beauty to the landscape, that is rarely to be met with even in our own
fair land.

This interesting spot, if we may believe tradition, was the favorite haunt of the
redman, before the axe of his pale-faced visitor had laid low its loftier honors, or
his strong water had wasted the energies of the race.

—“Musings. April 20th 1835."1

The oldest nature is elastic. | just felt myself raised upon the swell of the eternal
ocean, which came rolling this way to land.
—Undated [1850]

LFrom Henry D. Thoreau, Early Essays and Miscellanies (The Writings of Henry D. Thoreau), ed. Joseph J.
Moldenhauer and Edwin Moser, with Alexander C. Kern. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1975.
Copyright © 1975 by Princeton University Press.



Our ecstatic states, which appear to yield so little fruit, have this value at least:
though in the seasons when our genius reigns we may be powerless for
expression, yet, in calmer seasons, when our talent is active, the memory of
those rarer moods comes to color our picture and is the permanent paint-pot, as
it were, into which we dip our brush. Thus no life or experience goes unreported
at last; but if it be not solid gold it is gold-leaf, which gilds the furniture of the mind.
It is an experience of infinite beauty on which we unfailingly draw, which enables
us to exaggerate ever truly. Our moments of inspiration are not lost though we
have no particular poem to show for them; for those experiences have left an
indelible impression, and we are ever and anon reminded of them. Their truth
subsides, and in cooler moments we can use them as paint to gild and adorn our
prose. When | despair to sing them, | will remember that they will furnish me with
paint with which to adorn and preserve the works of talent one day. They are like
a pot of pure ether. They lend the writer when the moment comes a certain
superfluity of wealth, making his expression to overrun and float itself. . . .

We are receiving our portion of the infinite. The art of life! Was there ever
anything memorable written upon it? By what disciplines to secure the most life,
with what care to watch our thoughts. To observe what transpires, not in the
street, but in the mind and heart of me! . . .

The scenery, when it is truly seen, reacts on the life of the seer. How to live.
How to get the most life. As if you were to teach the young hunter how to entrap
his game. How to extract its honey from the flower of the world. That is my every-
day business. | am busy as a bee about it. | ramble over all fields on that errand,
and am never so happy as when | feel myself heavy with honey and wax. | am
like a bee searching the livelong day for the sweets of nature. . . .

| am convinced that men are not well employed, that this is not the way to
spend a day. If by patience, if by watching, | can secure one new ray of light, can
feel myself elevated for an instant upon Pisgah, the world which was dead prose
to me become living and divine, shall | not watch ever? shall | not be a watchman
henceforth? If by watching a whole year on the city’s walls | may obtain a com-
munication from heaven, shall | not do well to shut up my shop and turn a
watchman? Can a youth, a man, do more wisely than to go where his life is to [be]
found? As if | had suffered that to be rumor which may be verified. We are
surrounded by a rich and fertile mystery. May we not probe it, pry into it, employ
ourselves about it, a little? To devote your life to the discovery of the divinity in
nature or to the eating of oysters, would they not be attended with very different
results? . ..

If by watching all day and all night | may detect some trace of the Ineffable,
then will it not be worth the while to watch? . . .

To watch for, describe, all the divine features which | detect in Nature.

My profession is to be always on the alert to find God in nature, to know his
lurking-places, to attend all the oratorios, the operas, of nature.

—September 7, 1851

There are infinite degrees of life, from that which is next to sleep and death, to

that which is forever awake and immortal. We must not confound man with man.

We cannot conceive of a greater difference than between the life of one man and



that of another. | am constrained to believe that the mass of men are never so
lifted above themselves that their destiny is seen to be transcendently beautiful
and grand.

—January 13, 1857

| perceive in the common train of my thoughts a natural and uninterrupted
sequence, each implying the next, or, if interruption occurs, it is occasioned by a
new object being presented to my senses. But a steep, and sudden, and by
these means unaccountable transition is that from a comparatively narrow and
partial, what is called common-sense view of things, to an infinitely expanded
and liberating one, from seeing things as men describe them, to seeing them as
men cannot describe them. This implies a sense that is not common, but rare in
the wisest man’s experience; which is sensible or sentient of more than common.

—A Week (“Friday”)

Methinks my present experience is nothing; my past experience is all in all. |
think that no experience which | have to-day comes up to, or is comparable with,
the experiences of my boyhood. And not only this is true, but as far back as | can
remember | have unconsciously referred to the experiences of a previous state of
existence. “For life is a forgetting,” etc. Formerly, methought, nature developed
as | developed, and grew up with me. My life was ecstasy. In youth, before | lost
any of my senses, | can remember that | was all alive, and inhabited my body
with inexpressible satisfaction; both its weariness and its refreshment were sweet
to me. This earth was the most glorious musical instrument, and | was audience
to its strains. To have such sweet impressions made on us, such ecstasies
begotten of the breezes! | can remember how | was astonished. | said to
myself,—I said to others,—“There comes into my mind such an indescribable,
infinite, all-absorbing, divine, heavenly pleasure, a sense of elevation and expan-
sion, and [I] have had nought to do with it. | perceive that | am dealt with by
superior powers. This is a pleasure, a joy, an existence which | have not
procured myself. | speak as a witness on the stand, and tell what | have
perceived.” The morning and the evening were sweet to me, and | led a life aloof
from society of men. | wondered if a mortal had ever known what | knew. | looked
in books for some recognition of a kindred experience, but, strange to say, |
found none. Indeed, | was slow to discover that other men had had this ex-
perience, for it had been possible to read books and to associate with men on
other grounds. The maker of me was improving me. When | detected this
interference | was profoundly moved. For years | have marched as to a music in
comparison with which the military music of the streets is noise and discord. |
was daily intoxicated, and yet no man could call me intemperate. With all your
science can you tell me how it is, and whence it is, that light comes into the soul?

—July 16, 1851



We soon get through with Nature. She excites an expectation which she cannot
satisfy. The merest child which has rambled into a copsewood dreams of a
wilderness so wild and strange and inexhaustible as nature can never show him.
The red-bird which | saw on my companion’s string on election days | thought but
the outmost sentinel of the wild, immortal camp—of the wild and dazzling infantry
of the wilderness—that the deeper woods abounded with redder birds still; but,
now that | have threaded all our woods and waded the swamps, | have never yet
met with his compeer, still less his wilder kindred. The red-bird which is the last of
Nature is but the first of God. The White Mountains, likewise, were smooth mole-
hills to my expectation. We condescend to climb the crags of earth. It is our
weary legs alone that praise them. The forest on whose skirts the red-bird flits is
not of earth. | expected a fauna more infinite and various, birds of more dazzling
colors and more celestial song. How many springs shall | continue to see the
common sucker (Catostomus Bostoniensis) floating dead on our river! Will not
Nature select her types from a new fount? The vignette of the year. This earth
which is spread out like a map around me is but the lining of my inmost soul
exposed. In me is the sucker that | see. No wholly extraneous object can compel
me to recognize it. | am guilty of suckers. | go about to look at flowers and listen
to the birds. There was a time when the beauty and the music were all within,
and | sat and listened to my thoughts, and there was a song in them. | sat for
hours on rocks and wrestled with the melody that possessed me. | sat and
listened by the hour to a positive though faint and distant music, not sung by any
bird, nor vibrating any earthly harp. When you walked with a joy which knew not
its own origin. When you were an organ of which the world was but one poor
broken pipe. | lay on the rocks, foundered like a harp on the seashore, that
knows not how it is dealt with. You sat on the earth as on a raft, listening to music
that was not of the earth, but which ruled and arranged it. Man should be the
harp articulate.

—May 23, 1854

| do believe that the outward and the inward life correspond; that if any should
succeed to live a higher life, others would not know of it; that difference and
distance are one. To set about living a true life is to go a journey to a distant
country, gradually to find ourselves surrounded by new scenes and men; and as
long as the old are around me, | know that I am not in any true sense living a new
or a better life. The outward is only the outside of that which is within. Men are
not concealed under their habits, but are revealed by them; they are their true
clothes. | care not how curious a reason they may give for their abiding by them.
Circumstances are not rigid and unyielding, but our habits are rigid. We are apt to
speak vaguely sometimes, as if a divine life were to be grafted on to or built over
this present as a suitable foundation. This might do if we could build over our old
life as to exclude from it all the warmth of our affection, and addle it, as the thrush
builds over the cuckoo’s egg, and lays her own atop, and hatches that only; but
the fact is, we—so thin is the partition—hatch them both, and the cuckoo’s
always by a day first, and that young bird crowds the young thrushes out of the
nest. No. Destroy the cuckoo’s egg, or build a new nest.

—Letter to H. G. O. Blake (March 27, 1848)



At present | am subsisting on certain wild flavors which nature wafts to me, which
unaccountably sustain me, and make my apparently poor life rich. Within a year
my walks have extended themselves, and almost every afternoon (I read, or write,
or make pencils in the forenoon, and by the last means get a living for my body) |
visit some new hill, or pond, or wood, many miles distant. | am astonished at the
wonderful retirement through which | move, rarely meeting a man in these
excursions, never seeing one similarly engaged, unless it be my companion,
when | have one. | cannot help feeling that of all the human inhabitants of nature
hereabouts, only we two have leisure to admire and enjoy our inheritance.

“Free in this world as the birds in the air, disengaged from every kind of
chains, those who have practiced the yoga gather in Brahma the certain fruit of
their works.”

Depend upon it that, rude and careless as | am, | would fain practice the yoga
faithfully.

“The yogi, absorbed in contemplation, contributes in his degree to creation:
he breathes a divine perfume, he hears wonderful things. Divine forms traverse
him without tearing him, and, united to the nature which is proper to him, he goes,
he acts as animating original matter.”

To some extent, and at rare intervals, even | am a yogi.
—Letter to H. G. O. Blake (November 20, 1849)

As the stars looked to me when | was a shepherd in Assyria, they look to me now,
a New-Englander. The higher the mountain on which you stand, the less change
in the prospect from year to year, from age to age. Above a certain height there
is no change. | am a Switzer on the edge of the glacier, with his advantages and
disadvantages, goitre, or what not. . . . | have had but one spiritual birth (excuse
the word), and now whether it rains or snows, whether | laugh or cry, fall farther
below or approach nearer to my standard; whether Pierce or Scott is elected,—
not a new scintillation of light flashes on me, but ever and anon, though with
longer intervals, the same surprising and everlastingly new light dawns to me,
with only such variations as in the coming of the natural day, with which, indeed,
it is often coincident.

—Letter to H. G. O. Blake (February 27, 1853)

The oldest Egyptian or Hindoo philosopher raised a corner of the veil from the
statue of the divinity; and still the trembling robe remains raised, and | gaze upon
as fresh a glory as he did, since it was | in him that was then so bold, and it is he
in me that now reviews the vision. No dust has settled on that robe; no time has
elapsed since that divinity was revealed. That time which we really improve, or
which is improvable, is neither past, present, nor future.

—Walden (“Reading”)



If with closed ears and eyes | consult consciousness for a moment, immediately
are all walls and barriers dissipated, earth rolls from under me, and I float, by the
impetus derived from the earth and the system, a subjective, heavily laden
thought, in the midst of an unknown and infinite sea, or else heave and swell like
a vast ocean of thought, without rock or headland, where are all riddles solved,
all straight lines making there their two ends to meet, eternity and space
gambolling familiarly through my depths. | am from the beginning, knowing no
end, no aim. No sun illumines me, for | dissolve all lesser lights in my own
intenser and steadier light. | am a restful kernel in the magazine of the universe.
—August 13, 1838

Men are constantly dinging in my ears their fair theories, and plausible solutions
of the universe, but ever there is no help, and | return again to my shoreless,
islandless ocean, and fathom unceasingly for a bottom that will hold an anchor,
that it may not drag.

—August 13, 1838

Sometimes | come out suddenly upon a high plain, which seems to be the upper
level and true surface of the earth, and by its very baldness aspires and lies up
nearer to the stars,—a place where a decalogue might be let down or a saint
translated.

—January 30, 1841

| was always conscious of sounds in nature which my ears could never hear,—
that | caught but the prelude to a strain. She always retreats as | advance. Away
behind and behind is she and her meaning. Will not this faith and expectation
make to itself ears at length? | never saw to the end, nor heard to the end; but
the best part was unseen and unheard.

| am like a feather floating in the atmosphere; on every side is depth
unfathomable.
—February 21, 1842

On one side of man is the actual, and on the other the ideal. The former is the
province of the reason; it is even a divine light when directed upon it, but it
cannot reach forward into the ideal without blindness. The moon was made to
rule by night, but the sun to rule by day. Reason will be but a pale cloud, like the
moon, when one ray of divine light comes to illumine the soul.

—April 3, 1842



| find the actual to be far less real to me than the imagined. Why this singular
prominence and importance is given to the former, | do not know. In proportion
as that which possesses my thoughts is removed from the actual, it impresses
me. | have never met with anything so truly visionary and accidental as some
actual events. They have affected me less than my dreams. Whatever actually
happens to a man is wonderfully trivial and insignificant,—even to death itself, |
imagine. He complains of the fates who drown him, that they do not touch him.
They do not deal directly with him. | have in my pocket a button which | ripped off
the coat of the Marquis of Ossoli on the seashore the other day. Held up, it
intercepts the light and casts a shadow,—an actual button so called,—and yet all
the life it is connected with is less substantial to me than my faintest dreams. 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. Our thoughts are the epochs of our lives: all else
is but a journal of the winds that blew while we were here.

—1850

| believe it was Chalmers who said, speaking of Coleridge, that for his part he
wanted ideas which he could see all round and not such as he must look at away
up in the heavens. Such a man, one would say, would never look at the moon,
because she never turns her other side to us, but holds it steadily toward the
heavens beyond; and the light which comes from ideas which have their orbit as
distant from the earth, and which is no less cheering and enlightening to the be-
nighted traveller than that of the moon and stars, is naturally reproached or
nicknamed as moonshine by such. Ideas that soar above the earth cannot be
seen all round, but ever have one side turned toward the heavens. They are
moonshine, are they? Very well, then, do your night travelling when there is no
moon to light you; but | will be thankful for the light that reaches me from the star
of least magnitude. | will be thankful that | see so much as one side of a celestial
idea, one side of the rainbow and the sunset sky, the face of God alone.
—January 1, 1852

The pines standing in the ocean of mist, seen from the Cliffs, are trees in every
stage of transition from the actual to the imaginary. The near are more distinct,
the distant more faint, till at last they are a mere shadowy cone in the distance.
What, then, are these solid pines become? You can command only a circle of
thirty or forty rods in diameter. As you advance, the trees gradually come out of
the mist and take form before your eyes. You are reminded of your dreams. Life
looks like a dream. You are prepared to see visions. And now, just before
sundown, the night wind blows up more mist through the valley, thickening the
veil which already hung over the trees, and the gloom of night gathers early and



rapidly around. Birds lose their way.
—November 28, 1850

| keep a mountain anchored off eastward a little way, which | ascend in my
dreams both awake and asleep. Its broad base spreads over a village or two,
which do not know it; neither does it know them, nor do | when | ascend it. | can
see its general outline as plainly now in my mind as that of Wachusett. | do not
invent in the least, but state exactly what | see. | find that | go up it when | am
light-footed and earnest. It ever smokes like an altar with its sacrifice. | am not
aware that a single villager frequents it or knows of it. | keep this mountain to ride
instead of a horse.

—Letter to H. G. O. Blake (November 16, 1857)



[l
Solitude

| would fain improve every opportunity to wonder and worship, as a
sunflower welcomes the light.
—Journal

Pursue some path, however narrow and crooked, in which you can walk with love
and reverence.
—October 18, 1855

Wherever a man separates from the multitude, and goes his own way in this
mood [i.e., with love and reverence—ed.], there indeed is a fork in the road,
though ordinary travelers may see only a gap in the paling. His solitary path
across lots will turn out the higher way of the two.

—"Life Without Principle”

| am sure that if | call for a companion in my walk | have relinquished in my
design some closeness of communion with Nature. The walk will surely be more
commonplace. The inclination for society indicates a distance from Nature. | do
not design so wild and mysterious a walk.

—July 27, 1852

By my intimacy with nature | find myself withdrawn from man. My interest in the
sun and the moon, in the morning and the evening, compels me to solitude.

The grandest picture in the world is the sunset sky. In your highest moods
what man is there to meet? You are of necessity isolated. The mind that
perceives clearly any natural beauty is in that instant withdrawn from human
society. My desire for society is infinitely increased; my fitness for any actual
society is diminished.

—July 26, 1852

| know of but one or two persons with whom | can afford to walk. With most the
walk degenerates into a mere vigorous use of your legs, ludicrously purposeless,
while you are discussing some mighty argument, each one having his say,
spoiling each other’'s day, worrying one another with conversation, hustling one
another with our conversation. | know of no use in the walking part in this case,
except that we may seem to be getting on together toward some goal; but of
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course we keep our original distance all the way. Jumping every wall and ditch
with vigor in the vain hope of shaking your companion off. Trying to Kill two birds
with one stone, though they sit at opposite points of [the] compass, to see nature
and do the honors to one who does not.

—November 8, 1858

If | am too cold for human friendship, | trust | shall not soon be too cold for natural
influences. It appears to be a law that you cannot have a deep sympathy with
both man and nature. Those qualities which bring you near to the one estrange
you from the other.

—April 11, 1852

When | detect a beauty in any of the recesses of nature, | am reminded, by the
serene and retired spirit in which it requires to be contemplated, of the
inexpressible privacy of a life,—how silent and unambitious it is. The beauty
there is in mosses must be considered from the holiest, quietest nook.

—"“Natural History of Massachusetts”

What sweet and tender, the most innocent and divinely encouraging society
there is in every natural object, and so in universal nature, even for the poor
misanthrope and most melancholy man! There can be no really black melan-
choly to him who lives in the midst of nature and has still his senses. There never
was yet such a storm but it was Aolian music to the innocent ear.

—July 14, 1845

Sometimes, in a summer morning, having taken my accustomed bath, | 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 sang
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. | 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. | realized what the Orientals mean by contemplation and the forsaking
of works.

—Walden (“Sounds”)

What shall we do with a man who is afraid of the woods, their solitude and
darkness? What salvation is there for him? God is silent and mysterious.
—November 16, 1850
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Here | am thirty-four years old, and yet my life is almost wholly unexpanded. How
much is in the germ! There is such an interval between my ideal and the actual in
many instances that | may say | am unborn. There is the instinct for society, but
no society. Life is not long enough for one success. Within another thirty-four
years that miracle can hardly take place. Methinks my seasons revolve more
slowly than those of nature; | am differently timed. | am contented. This rapid
revolution of nature, even of nature in me, why should it hurry me? Let a man
step to the music which he hears, however measured. Is it important that | should
mature as soon as an apple tree? aye, as soon as an oak? May not my life in
nature, in proportion as it is supernatural, be only the spring and infantile portion
of my spirit’s life? Shall | turn my spring to summer? May | not sacrifice a hasty
and petty completeness here to entireness there? If my curve is large, why bend
it to a smaller circle? My spirit's unfolding observes not the pace of nature. The
society which | was made for is not here. Shall I, then, substitute for the
anticipation of that this poor reality? | would [rather] have the unmixed
expectation of that than this reality. If life is a waiting, so be it. | will not be
shipwrecked on a vain reality.

—July 19, 1851

If there is a more splendid moonlight than usual, only the belated traveller
observes it. When | am outside, on the outskirts of the town, enjoying the still
majesty of the moon, | am wont to think that all men are aware of this miracle,
that they too are silently worshipping this manifestation of divinity everywhere.
But when | go into the house | am undeceived; they are absorbed in checkers or
chess or novel, though they may have been advertised of the brightness through
the shutters.

—May 16, 1851

It is surprising how much room there is in nature,—if a man will follow his proper
path. In these broad fields, in these extensive woods, on this stretching river, |
never meet a walker. Passing behind the farmhouses, | see no man out. Perhaps
| do not meet so many men as | should have met three centuries ago, when the
Indian hunter roamed these woods. | enjoy the retirement and solitude of an early
settler. Men have cleared some of the earth, which no doubt is an advantage to
the walker. | see a man sometimes chopping in the woods, or planting or hoeing
in a field, at a distance; and yet there may be a lyceum in the evening, and there
is a book-shop and library in the village, and five times a day | can be whirled to
Boston within an hour.

—January 26, 1853
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Nature

Nature is goodness crystallized.
—Letter to H. G. O. Blake

Blessed are they who never read a newspaper, for they shall see Nature, and
through her, God.

—Letter to Parker Pillsbury (April 10, 1861)

Suffice it to say, that though bodily | have been a member of Harvard University,
heart and soul | have been far away among the scenes of my boyhood. Those
hours that should have been devoted to study, have been spent in scouring the
woods, and exploring the lakes and streams of my native village. Oft could | sing
with the poet,

My heart’s in the Highlands, my heart is not
here;
My heart’s in the Highlands a-chasing the
deer;
Chasing the wild deer, and following the roe,
My heart’s in the Highlands wherever | go.

The occasional day-dream is a bright spot in the student’s history, a cloud by
day, a pillar of fire by night, shedding a grateful lustre over long years of toil, and
cheering him onward to the end of his pilgrimage. Immured within the dank but
classic walls of a Stoughton or Hollis, his wearied and care-worn spirit yearns for
the sympathy of his old, and almost forgotten friend, Nature, but failing of this is
fain to have recourse to Memory’'s perennial fount, lest her features, her
teachings, and spirit-stirring revelations, be forever lost.

—Class Book Autobiography (Harvard, Class of 1837)1

Ah, dear nature, the mere remembrance, after a short forgetfulness, of the pine
woods! | come to it as a hungry man to a crust of bread.
—December 12, 1851

LFrom Henry D. Thoreau, Early Essays and Miscellanies (The Writings of Henry D. Thoreau), ed. Joseph J.
Moldenhauer and Edwin Moser, with Alexander C. Kern. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1975.
Copyright © 1975 by Princeton University Press.
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| make it my business to extract from Nature whatever nutriment she can furnish
me, though at the risk of endless iteration. | milk the sky and the earth.
—November 3, 1853

For years my appetite was so strong that | fed—I browsed—on the pine forest’s
edge seen against the winter horizon. How cheap my diet still! Dry sand that has
fallen in railroad cuts and slid on the snow beneath is a condiment to my walk. |
ranged about like a gray moose, looking at the spiring tops of the trees, and fed
my imagination on them,—far-away, ideal trees not disturbed by the axe of the
wood-cutter, nearer and nearer fringes and eyelashes of my eye. Where was the
sap, the fruit, the value of the forest for me, but in that line where it was relieved
against the sky? That was my woodlot; that was my lot in the woods. The silvery
needles of the pine straining the light.

—December 3, 1856

You must love the crust of the earth on which you dwell more than the sweet

crust of any bread or cake. You must be able to extract nutriment out of a sand-

heap. You must have so good an appetite as this, else you will live in vain.
—January 25, 1858

Might | aspire to praise the moderate nymph Nature! | must be like her, moderate.
—January 7, 1857

Each phase of nature, while not invisible, is yet not too distinct and obtrusive. It is
there to be found when we look for it, but not demanding our attention. It is like a
silent but sympathizing companion in whose company we retain the advantages
of solitude, with whom we can walk and talk, or be silent, naturally, without the
necessity of talking in a strain foreign to the place.

—November 8, 1858

But where is her seat,—whether in Westford or in Boxboro,—not even the
assessors know. Inquire perchance of that dusky family on the cross-roads,
which is said to have Indian blood in their veins. Or perchance where this old
cellar-hole now grassed over is faintly visible, Nature once had her dwelling. Ask
the crazy old woman who brings huckleberries to the village, but who lives
nobody knows where.

—May 12, 1851

A strong love for outward nature is singularly rare among both men and women.
—April 23, 1857
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Nature has no human inhabitant who appreciates her. The birds with their
plumage and their notes are in harmony with the flowers, but what youth or
maiden conspires with the wild luxuriant beauty of Nature? She flourishes most
alone, far from the towns where they reside. Talk of heaven! ye disgrace earth.
—Walden (“The Ponds”)

It has come to this,—that the lover of art is one, and the lover of nature another,
though true art is but the expression of our love of nature. It is monstrous when
one cares but little about trees and much about Corinthian columns, and yet this
is exceedingly common.

—October 9, 1857

While almost all men feel an attraction drawing them to society, few are attracted
strongly to Nature. In their relation to Nature men appear to me for the most part,
notwithstanding their arts, lower than the animals. It is not often a beautiful
relation, as in the case of the animals. How little appreciation of the beauty of the
landscape there is among us! We have to be told that the Greeks called the
world 060000, Beauty, or Order, but we do not see clearly why they did so, and
we esteem it at best only a curious philological fact.

—“Walking”

It is very rare that | hear one express a strong and imperishable attachment to a
particular scenery, or to the whole of nature,—I mean such as will control their
whole lives and characters. Such seem to have a true home in nature, a hearth in
the fields and woods, whatever tenement may be burned. The soil and climate is
warm to them. They alone are naturalized, but most are tender and callow
creatures that wear a house as their outmost shell and must get their lives in-
sured when they step abroad from it. They are lathed and plastered in from all
natural influences, and their delicate lives are a long battle with the dyspepsia.
The others are fairly rooted in the soil, and are the noblest plant it bears, more
hardy and natural than sorrel. The dead earth seems animated at the prospect of
their coming, as if proud to be trodden on by them. It recognizes its lord. Children
of the Golden Age. Hospitals and almshouses are not their destiny. When | hear
of such an attachment in a reasonable, a divine, creature to a particular portion of
the earth, it seems as if then first the earth succeeded and rejoiced, as if it had
been made and existed only for such a use. These various soils and reaches
which the farmer plods over, which the traveller glances at and the geologist
dryly describes, then first flower and bear their fruit. Does he chiefly own the land
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who coldly uses it and gets corn and potatoes out of it, or he who loves it and
gets inspiration from it? How rarely a man’s love for nature becomes a ruling
principle with him, like a youth’s affection for a maiden, but more enduring! All
nature is my bride. That nature which to one is stark and ghastly solitude is a
sweet, tender, and genial society to another.

—April 23, 1857

It is certainly important that there be some priests, some worshippers of Nature.
—April 9, 1856

It is a glorious and ever-memorable day. We observe attentively the first beautiful
days in the spring, but not so much in the autumn. We might expect that the first
fair days after so much rain would be remarkable. It is a day affecting the spirits
of men, but there is nobody to enjoy it but ourselves. What do the laborer ox and
the laborer man care for the beautiful days? Will the haymaker when he comes
home to-night know that this has been such a beautiful day? This day itself has
been the great phenomenon, but will it be reported in any journal, as the storm is,
and the heat? It is like a great and beautiful flower unnamed. | see a man
trimming willows on the Sudbury causeway and others raking hay out of the
water in the midst of all this clarity and brightness, but are they aware of the
splendor of this day? The mass of mankind, who live in houses or shops, or are
bent upon their labor out of doors, know nothing of the beautiful days which are
passing about and around them. Is not such a day worthy of a hymn? It is such a
day as mankind might spend in praising and glorifying nature. It might be spent
as a natural sabbath, if only all men would accept the hint, devoted to unworldly
thoughts. The first bright day of the fall, the earth reflector. The dog-day mists are
gone; the washed earth shines; the cooler air braces man. No summer day is so
beautiful as the fairest spring and fall days.

—August 19, 1853

Nature, the earth herself, is the only panacea.
—September 24, 1859

Nature doth thus kindly heal every wound. By the mediation of a thousand little
mosses and fungi, the most unsightly objects become radiant of beauty. There
seem to be two sides to this world, presented us at different times, as we see
things in growth or dissolution, in life or death. For seen with the eye of a poet, as
God sees them, all are alive and beautiful; but seen with the historical eye, or the
eye of the memory, they are dead and offensive. If we see Nature as pausing,
immediately all mortifies and decays; but seen as progressing, she is beautiful.
—March 12, 1842
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In society you will not find health, but in nature. Unless our feet at least stood in
the midst of nature, all our faces would be pale and livid. Society is always
diseased, and the best is the most so. There is no scent in it so wholesome as
that of the pines, nor any fragrance so penetrating and restorative as the life-
everlasting in high pastures. | would keep some book of natural history always by
me as a sort of elixir, the reading of which should restore the tone of the system.
To the sick, indeed, nature is sick, but to the well, a fountain of health. To him
who contemplates a trait of natural beauty no harm nor disappointment can come.
The doctrines of despair, of spiritual or political tyranny or servitude, were never
taught by such as shared the serenity of nature.

—"“Natural History of Massachusetts”

How important is a constant intercourse with nature and the contemplation of
natural phenomena to the preservation of moral and intellectual health! The
discipline of the schools or of business can never impart such serenity to the
mind. The philosopher contemplates human affairs as calmly and from as great a
remoteness as he does natural phenomena. The ethical philosopher needs the
discipline of the natural philosopher. He approaches the study of mankind with
great advantages who is accustomed to the study of nature.

—May 6, 1851

There are many ways of feeling one’s pulse. In a healthy state the constant
experience is a pleasurable sensation or sentiment. For instance, in such a state
| find myself in perfect connection with nature, and the perception, or
remembrance even, of any natural phenomena is attended with a gentle
pleasurable excitement. Prevailing sights and sounds make the impression of
beauty and music on me. But in sickness all is deranged. | had yesterday a kink
in my back and a general cold, and as usual it amounted to a cessation of life. |
lost for the time my rapport or relation to nature. Sympathy with nature is an
evidence of perfect health. You cannot perceive beauty but with a serene mind.
The cheaper your amusements, the safer and saner. They who think much of
theatres, operas, and the like, are beside themselves. Each man’s necessary
path, though as obscure and apparently uneventful as that of a beetle in the
grass, is the way to the deepest joys he is susceptible of; though he converses
only with the moles and fungi and disgraces his relatives, it is no matter if he
knows what is steel to his flint.

—November 18, 1857

To insure health, a man’s relation to Nature must come very near to a personal
one; he must be conscious of a friendliness in her; when human friends fail or die,
she must stand in the gap to him. | cannot conceive of any life which deserves
the name, unless there is a certain tender relation to Nature. This it is which
makes winter warm, and supplies society in the desert and wilderness. Unless
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Nature sympathizes with and speaks to us, as it were, the most fertile and
blooming regions are barren and dreary.
—January 23, 1858

Measure your health by your sympathy with morning and spring. If there is no
response in you to the awakening of nature,—if the prospect of an early morning
walk does not banish sleep, if the warble of the first bluebird does not thrill you,—
know that the morning and spring of your life are past. Thus may you feel your
pulse.

—February 25, 1859

Catch the pace of the seasons; have leisure to attend to every phenomenon of

nature, and to entertain every thought that comes to you. Let your life be a

leisurely progress through the realms of nature, even in guest-quarters.
—January 11, 1852

We must go out and re-ally ourselves to Nature every day. We must take root,
send out some little fibre at least, even every winter day. | am sensible that | am
imbibing health when | open my mouth to the wind. Staying in the house breeds
a sort of insanity always. Every house is in this sense a hospital. A night and a
forenoon is as much confinement to those wards as | can stand. | am aware that
| recover some sanity which | had lost almost the instant | come abroad.
—December 29, 1856

A man must attend to Nature closely for many years to know when, as well as
where, to look for his objects, since he must always anticipate her a little. Young
men have not yet learned the phases of Nature; they do not know what
constitutes a year, or that one year is like another. | would know when in the year
to expect certain thoughts and moods, as the sportsman knows when to look for
plover.

—September 24, 1859

All nature is classic and akin to art. The sumach and pine and hickory which
surround my house remind me of the most graceful sculpture. Sometimes their
tops, or a single limb or leaf, seems to have grown to a distinct expression as if it
were a symbol for me to interpret. Poetry, painting, and sculpture claim at once
and associate with themselves those perfect specimens of the art of nature,—
leaves, vines, acorns, pine cones, etc. The critic must at last stand as mute
though contented before a true poem as before an acorn or a vine leaf. The
perfect work of art is received again into the bosom of nature whence its material
proceeded, and that criticism which can only detect its unnaturalness has no
longer any office to fulfill. The choicest maxims that have come down to us are

18



more beautiful or integrally wise than they are wise to our understandings. This
wisdom which we are inclined to pluck from their stalk is the point only of a single
association. Every natural form—palm leaves and acorns, oak leaves and
sumach and dodder—are untranslatable aphorisms.

—August 1845

Next to nature, it seems as if man’s actions were the most natural, they so gently
accord with her. The small seines of flax stretched across the shallow and
transparent parts of our river are no more intrusion than the cobweb in the sun. |
stay my boat in mid-current, and look down in the sunny water to see the civil
meshes of his nets, and wonder how the blustering people of the town could
have done this elvish work. The twine looks like a new river-weed, and is to the
river as a beautiful memento of man’s presence in nature, discovered as silently
and delicately as a footprint in the sand.

—"“Natural History of Massachusetts”

| think that the existence of man in nature is the divinest and most startling of all
facts. It is a fact which few have realized.
—May 21, 1851

Nature and man; some prefer the one, others the other; but that is all de gustibus.
It makes no odds at what well you drink, provided it be a well-head.
—1851

Nature must be viewed humanly to be viewed at all; that is, her scenes must be
associated with humane affections, such as are associated with one’s native
place, for instance. She is most significant to a lover. A lover of Nature is
preéminently a lover of man. If | have no friend, what is Nature to me? She
ceases to be morally significant.

—June 30, 1852

If you would learn the secrets of Nature, you must practice more humanity than
others.
—October 23, 1855

Summer is gone with all its infinite wealth, and still nature is genial to man.

Though he no longer bathes in the stream, or reclines on the bank, or plucks

berries on the hills, still he beholds the same inaccessible beauty around him.
—November 22, 1860
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| love nature, | love the landscape, because it is so sincere. It never cheats me. It
never jests. It is cheerfully, musically earnest. | lie and relie on the earth.
—November 16, 1850

| should be pleased to meet man in the woods. | wish he were to be encountered
like wild caribous and moose.
—June 18, 1840

| love Nature partly because she is not man, but a retreat from him. None of his
institutions control or pervade her. There a different kind of right prevails. In her
midst | can be glad with an entire gladness. If this world were all man, | could not
stretch myself, | should lose all hope. He is constraint, she is freedom to me. He
makes me wish for another world. She makes me content with this. None of the
joys she supplies is subject to his rules and definitions. What he touches he
taints. In thought he moralizes. One would think that no free, joyful labor was
possible to him. How infinite and pure the least pleasure of which Nature is basis,
compared with the congratulation of mankind! The joy which Nature yields is like
[that] afforded by the frank words of one we love.

Man, man is the devil,
The source of all evil.

Methinks that these prosers, with their saws and their laws, do not know how
glad a man can be. What wisdom, what warning, can prevail against gladness?
There is no law so strong which a little gladness may not transgress. | have a
room all to myself; it is nature. It is a place beyond the jurisdiction of human
governments. Pile up your books, the records of sadness, your saws and your
laws. Nature is glad outside, and her merry worms will ere long topple them
down. There is a prairie beyond your laws. Nature is a prairie for outlaws. There
are two worlds, the post-office and nature. | know them both. | continually forget
mankind and their institutions, as | do a bank.

—January 3, 1853

After having some business dealings with men, | am occasionally chagrined, and
feel as if | had done some wrong, and it is hard to forget the ugly circumstance. |
see that such intercourse long continued would make one thoroughly prosaic,
hard, and coarse. But the longest intercourse with Nature, though in her rudest
moods, does not thus harden and make coarse. A hard, insensible man whom
we liken to rock is indeed much harder than a rock. From hard, coarse,
insensible men with whom | have no sympathy, | go to commune with the rocks,
whose hearts are comparatively soft.

—November 15, 1853
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It appears to me that, to one standing on the heights of philosophy, mankind and
the works of man will have sunk out of sight altogether; that man is altogether too
much insisted on. The poet says the proper study of mankind is man. | say, to
forget all that; take a wider view of the universe. That is the egotism of the race.
What is this our childish, gossiping, social literature, mainly in the hands of the
publishers? When another poet says the world is too much with us, he means, of
course, that man is too much with us. In the promulgated views of man, in
institutions, in the common sense, there is narrowness and delusion. It is our
weakness that so exaggerates the virtues of philosophy and charity and makes it
the highest human attribute. The world will sooner or later tire of philanthropy and
all religions based on it mainly. They cannot long sustain my spirit. In order to
avoid delusions, | would fain let man go by and behold a universe in which man
is but a grain of sand. | am sure that those of my thoughts which consist, or are
contemporaneous, with social personal connections, however humane, are not
the wisest and widest, most universal. What is the village, city, State, nation, aye
the civilized world, that it should concern a man so much? the thought of them
affects me in my wisest hours as when | pass a woodchuck’s hole. It is a
comfortable place to nestle, no doubt, and we have friends, some sympathizing
ones, it may be, and a hearth, there; but | have only to get up at midnight, aye to
soar or wander a little in my thought by day, to find them all slumbering. Look at
our literature. What a poor, puny, social thing, seeking sympathy! The author
troubles himself about his readers,—would fain have one before he dies. He
stands too near his printer; he corrects the proofs. Not satisfied with defiling one
another in this world, we would all go to heaven together. To be a good man, that
is, a good neighbor in the widest sense, is but little more than to be a good
citizen. Mankind is a gigantic institution; it is a community to which most men
belong. It is a test | would apply to my companion,—can he forget man? can he
see this world slumbering?

| do not value any view of the universe into which man and the institutions of
man enter very largely and absorb much of the attention. Man is but the place
where | stand, and the prospect hence is infinite. It is not a chamber of mirrors
which reflect me. When | reflect, | find that there is other than me. Man is a past
phenomenon to philosophy. The universe is larger than enough for man’s abode.
Some rarely go outdoors, most are always at home at night, very few indeed
have stayed out all night once in their lives, fewer still have gone behind the

world of humanity, seen its institutions like toadstools by the wayside.
—April 2, 1852

We fancy that this din of religion, literature, and philosophy, which is heard in
pulpits, lyceums, and parlors, vibrates through the universe, and is as catholic a
sound as the creaking of the earth’s axle; but if a man sleep soundly, he will
forget it all between sunset and dawn. It is the three-inch swing of a pendulum in
a cupboard, which the great pulse of nature vibrates by and through each instant.
When we lift our eyelids and open our ears, it disappears with smoke and rattle
like the cars on a railroad.

—"“Natural History of Massachusetts”
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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.

—Walden (“Where | Lived, and What | Lived For”)

With man all is uncertainty. He does not confidently look forward to another
spring. But examine the root of the savory-leaved aster, and you will find the new
shoots, fair purple shoots, which are to curve upward and bear the next year’s
flowers, already grown half an inch or more in earth. Nature is confident.
—October 12, 1858

It is a luxury to muse by a wall-side in the sunshine of a September afternoon,—
to cuddle down under a gray stone, and hearken to the siren song of the cricket.
Day and night seem henceforth but accidents, and the time is always a still
eventide, and as the close of a happy day. Parched fields and mulleins gilded
with the slanting rays are my diet. | know of no word so fit to express this
disposition of Nature as Alma Natura.

—September 20, 1838

Nature is mythical and mystical always, and works with the license and
extravagance of genius.
—"“Natural History of Massachusetts”

| do not know where to find in any literature, whether ancient or modern, any
adequate account of that Nature with which I am acquainted. Mythology comes
nearest to it of any.

—April 30, 1851

Nature would not appear so rich, the profusion so rich, if we knew a use for
everything.
—August 11, 1853

Once | was part and parcel of Nature; now | am observant of her.
—April 2, 1852
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| grow savager and savager every day, as if fed on raw meat, and my tameness
is only the repose of untamableness. | dream of looking abroad summer and
winter, with free gaze, from some mountain-side, while my eyes revolve in an
Egyptian slime of health,—I to be nature looking into nature with such easy
sympathy as the blue-eyed grass in the meadow looks in the face of the sky.
From some such recess | would put forth sublime thoughts daily, as the plant
puts forth leaves. Now-a-nights | go on to the hill to see the sun set, as one
would go home at evening; the bustle of the village has run on all day, and left
me quite in the rear; but | see the sunset, and find that it can wait for my slow
virtue.

—Letter to Lucy Brown (July 21, 1841)

| 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 | 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 | 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 humanly, 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 |1 not have
intelligence with the earth? Am | not partly leaves and vegetable mould myself?

—Walden (“Solitude”)

We need pray for no higher heaven than the pure senses can furnish, a purely
sensuous life. Our present senses are but the rudiments of what they are
destined to become. We are comparatively deaf and dumb and blind, and without
smell or taste or feeling. Every generation makes the discovery that its divine
vigor has been dissipated, and each sense and faculty misapplied and
debauched. The ears were made, not for such trivial uses as men are wont to
suppose, but to hear celestial sounds. The eyes were not made for such
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groveling uses as they are now put to and worn out by, but to behold beauty now
invisible. May we not see God? Are we to be put off and amused in this life, as it
were with a mere allegory? Is not Nature, rightly read, that of which she is
commonly taken to be the symbol merely? When the common man looks into the
sky, which he has not so much profaned, he thinks it less gross than the earth,
and with reverence speaks of “the Heavens,” but the seer will in the same sense
speak of “the Earths,” and his Father who is in them. “Did not he that made that
which is within make that which is without also?” What is it, then, to educate but
to develop these divine germs called the senses? for individuals and states to
deal magnanimously with the rising generation, leading it not into temptation,—
not teach the eye to squint, nor attune the ear to profanity. But where is the
instructed teacher? Where are the normal schools.

A Hindoo sage said, “As a dancer, having exhibited herself to the spectator,
desists from the dance, so does Nature desist, having manifested herself to soul.
Nothing, in my opinion, is more gentle than Nature; once aware of having been
seen, she does not again expose herself to the gaze of soul.”

—A Week (“Friday”)
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PART TWO: THE SPIRIT THAT IS IN THE AIR

\Y,
Spirit

The strongest wind cannot stagger a Spirit; it is a Spirit’s breath.
—Cape Cod

| see, smell, taste, hear, feel, that everlasting Something to which we are allied,
at once our maker, our abode, our destiny, our very Selves; the one historic truth,
the most remarkable fact which can become the distinct and uninvited subject of
our thought, the actual glory of the universe; the only fact which a human being
cannot avoid recognizing, or in some way forget or dispense with.

—A Week (“Monday”)

The earth | tread on is not a dead, inert mass. It is a body, has a spirit, is organic,
and fluid to the influence of its spirit, and to whatever particle of that spirit is in
me. . . . It is more cheering than the fertility and luxuriance of vineyards, this
fundamental fertility near to the principle of growth.

—December 31, 1851

My desire for knowledge is intermittent; but my desire to commune with the spirit
of the universe, to be intoxicated with the fumes, call it, of that divine nectar, to
bear my head through atmospheres and over heights unknown to my feet, is
perennial and constant.

—February 1851

It is more proper for a spiritual fact to have suggested an analogous natural one,
than for the natural fact to have preceded the spiritual in our minds.
—January 24, 1841

| could watch the motions of a sail forever, they are so rich and full of meaning. |
watch the play of its pulse, as if it were my own blood beating there. The varying
temperature of distant atmospheres is graduated on its scale. It is a free, buoyant
creature, the bauble of the heavens and the earth. A gay pastime the air plays
with it. If it swells and tugs, it is because the sun lays his windy finger on it. The
breeze it plays with has been outdoors so long. So thin is it, and yet so full of life;



so noiseless when it labors hardest, so noisy and impatient when least
serviceable. So am | blown on by God'’s breath, so flutter and flap, and fill gently
out with the breeze.

—June 30, 1840

A field of water betrays the spirit that is in the air. It is continually receiving new
life and motion from above. It is intermediate in its nature between land and sky.
On land only the grass and trees wave, but the water itself is rippled by the wind.
| see where the breeze dashes across it by the streaks or flakes of light. It is
remarkable that we can look down on its surface. We shall, perhaps, look down
thus on the surface of air at length, and mark where a still subtler spirit sweeps
over it.

—Walden (“The Ponds”)

The Great Spirit makes indifferent all times and places. The place where he is
seen is always the same, and indescribably pleasant to all our senses. We had
allowed only neighboring and transient circumstances to make our occasions.
They were, in fact, the causes of our distractions. But nearest to all things is that
power which fashions their being. Next to us the grandest laws are being enacted
and administered.

—July 1845

The snow falls on no two trees alike, but the forms it assumes are as various as
those of the twigs and leaves which receive it. They are, as it were,
predetermined by the genius of the tree. So one divine spirit descends alike on
all, but bears a peculiar fruit in each. The divinity subsides on all men, as
snowflakes settle on the fields and ledges and takes the form of the various clefts
and surfaces on which it lodges. . . .

—January 30, 1841

In the wood-paths | find a great many of the Castile-soap galls, more or less
fresh. Some are saddled on the twigs. They are now dropping from the shrub
oaks. Is not Art itself a gall? Nature is stung by God and the seed of man planted
in her. The artist changes the direction of Nature and makes her grow according
to his idea. If the gall was anticipated when the oak was made, so was the canoe
when the birch was made. Genius stings Nature, and she grows according to its
idea.

—September 4, 1854

The simplest and most lumpish fungus has a peculiar interest to us, compared
with a mere mass of earth, because it is so obviously organic and related to
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ourselves, however mute. It is the expression of an idea; growth according to a
law; matter not dormant, not raw, but inspired, appropriated by spirit. If | take up
a handful of earth, however separately interesting the particles may be, their
relation to one another appears to be that of mere juxtaposition generally. | might
have thrown them together thus. But the humblest fungus betrays a life akin to
my own. It is a successful poem in its kind. There is suggested something
superior to any particle of matter, in the idea or mind which uses and arranges
the particles.

—October 10, 1858

Getting up some time after midnight to collect the scattered brands together,
while my companions were sound asleep, | observed, partly in the fire, which had
ceased to blaze, a perfectly regular elliptical ring of light, about five inches in its
shortest diameter, six or seven in its longer, and from one eighth to one quarter
of an inch wide. It was fully as bright as the fire, but not reddish or scarlet, like a
coal, but a white and slumbering light, like the glow-worm’s. | could tell it from the
fire only by its whiteness. | saw at once that it must be phosphorescent wood,
which | had so often heard of, but never chanced to see. . ..

| was exceedingly interested by this phenomenon, and already felt paid for my
journey. It could hardly have thrilled me more if it had taken the form of letters, or
of the human face. If | had met with this ring of light while groping in this forest
alone, away from any fire, | should have been still more surprised. | little thought
that there was such a light shining in the darkness of the wilderness for me. . ..

| did not regret my not having seen this before, since | now saw it under
circumstances so favorable. | was in just the frame of mind to see something
wonderful, and this was a phenomenon adequate to my circumstances and
expectation, and it put me on the alert to see more like it. | exulted like “a pagan
suckled in a creed” that had never been worn at all, but was bran-new, and
adequate to the occasion. | let science slide, and rejoiced in that light as if it had
been a fellow creature. | saw that it was excellent, and was very glad to know
that it was so cheap. A scientific explanation, as it is called, would have been
altogether out of place there. That is for pale daylight. Science with its retorts
would have put me to sleep; it was the opportunity to be ignorant that | improved.
It suggested to me that there was something to be seen if one had eyes. It made
a believer of me more than before. | believed that the woods were not tenantless,
but choke-full of honest spirits as good as myself any day,—not an empty
chamber, in which chemistry was left to work alone, but an inhabited house,—
and for a few moments | enjoyed fellowship with them. Your so-called wise man
goes trying to persuade himself that there is no entity there but himself and his
traps, but it is a great deal easier to believe the truth. It suggested, too, that the
same experience always gives birth to the same sort of belief or religion. One
revelation has been made to the Indian, another to the white man. | have much to
learn of the Indian, nothing of the missionary. | am not sure but all that would
tempt me to teach the Indian my religion would be his promise to teach me his.
Long enough | had heard the irrelevant things; now at length | was glad to make
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acquaintance with the light that dwells in rotten wood. Where is all your knowl-
edge gone to? It evaporates completely, for it has no depth.
—The Maine Woods (“The Allegash and East Branch”)

| tread in the tracks of the fox which has gone before me by some hours, or
which perhaps | have started, with such a tiptoe of expectation as if | were on the
trail of the Spirit itself which resides in these woods, and expected soon to catch
itinits lair. . . .

Here is the distinct trail of a fox stretching [a] quarter of a mile across the
pond. Now | am curious to know what has determined its graceful curvatures, its
greater or less spaces and distinctness, and how surely they were coincident
with the fluctuations of some mind, why they now lead me two steps to the right,
and then three to the left. If these things are not to be called up and accounted
for in the Lamb’s Book of Life, | shall set them down for careless accountants.
Here was one expression of the divine mind this morning. The pond was his
journal, and last night's snow made a tabula rasa for him. | know which way a
mind wended this morning, what horizon it faced, by the setting of these tracks;
whether it moved slowly or rapidly, by the greater or less intervals and
distinctness, for the swiftest step leaves yet a lasting trace.

—January 30, 1841

We kept on down the shore as far as a promontory called Whitehead, that we
might see more of the Cohasset Rocks. In a little cove, within half a mile, there
were an old man and his son collecting, with their team, the seaweed which that
fatal storm had cast up, as serenely employed as if there had never been a
wreck in the world, though they were within sight of the Grampus Rock, on which
the St. John had struck. . . . We afterwards came to the life-boat in its harbor,
waiting for another emergency; and in the afternoon we saw the funeral
procession at a distance, at the head of which walked the captain with the other
survivors.

On the whole, it was not so impressive a scene as | might have expected. If |
had found one body cast upon the beach in some lonely place, it would have
affected me more. | sympathized rather with the winds and waves, as if to toss
and mangle these poor human bodies was the order of the day. If this was the
law of Nature, why waste any time in awe or pity? If the last day were come, we
should not think so much about the separation of friends or the blighted
prospects of individuals. | saw that corpses might be multiplied, as on the field of
battle, till they no longer affected us in any degree as exceptions to the common
lot of humanity. Take all the graveyards together, they are always the majority. It
is the individual and private that demands our sympathy. A man can attend but
one funeral in the course of his life, can behold but one corpse. Yet | saw that the
inhabitants of the shore would be not a little affected by this event. They would
watch there many days and nights for the sea to give up its dead, and their
imaginations and sympathies would supply the place of mourners far away, who
as yet knew not of the wreck. Many days after this, something white was seen
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floating on the water by one who was sauntering on the beach. It was
approached in a boat, and found to be the body of a woman, which had risen in
an upright position, whose white cap was blown back with the wind. | saw that
the beauty of the shore itself was wrecked for many a lonely walker there, until
he could perceive, at last, how its beauty was enhanced by wrecks like this, and
it acquired thus a rarer and sublimer beauty still.

Why care for these dead bodies? They really have no friends but the worms
or fishes. Their owners were coming to the New World, as Columbus and the
Pilgrims did; they were within a mile of its shores; but, before they could reach it,
they emigrated to a newer world than ever Columbus dreamed of, yet one of
whose existence we believe that there is far more universal and convincing
evidence—though it has not yet been discovered by science—than Columbus
had of this: not merely mariners’ tales and some paltry driftwood and seaweed,
but a continual drift and instinct to all our shores. | saw their empty hulks that
came to land; but they themselves, meanwhile, were cast upon some shore yet
further west, toward which we are all tending, and which we shall reach at last, it
may be through storm and darkness, as they did. No doubt, we have reason to
thank God that they have not been “shipwrecked into life again.” The mariner
who makes the safest port in heaven, perchance, seems to his friends on earth
to be shipwrecked, for they deem Boston Harbor the better place; though
perhaps, invisible to them, a skillful pilot comes to meet him, and the fairest and
balmiest gales blow off that coast, his good ship makes the land in halcyon days,
and he kisses the shore in rapture there, while his old hulk tosses in the surf here.
It is hard to part with one’s body, but, no doubt, it is easy enough to do without it
when once it is gone. All their plans and hopes burst like a bubble! Infants by the
score dashed on the rocks by the enraged Atlantic Ocean! No, no! If the St. John
did not make her port here, she has been telegraphed there. The strongest wind
cannot stagger a Spirit; it is a Spirit's breath. A just man’s purpose cannot be split
on any Grampus or material rock, but itself will split rocks till it succeeds.

—Cape Cod (“The Shipwreck”)

A spirit sweeps the string of the telegraph harp, and strains of music are drawn
out endlessly like the wire itself. We have no need to refer music and poetry to
Greece for an origin now. What becomes of the story of a tortoise-shell on the
seashore now? The world is young, and music is its infant voice. | do not despair
of such a world where you have only to stretch an ordinary wire from tree to tree
to hear such strains drawn from it by New England breezes as make Greece and
all antiquity seem poor in melody. Why was it made that man should be thrilled to
his inmost being by the vibrating of a wire? Are not inspiration and ecstasy a
more rapid vibration of the nerves swept by the in-rushing excited spirit, whether
zephyral or boreal in its character.

—January 3, 1852
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\Y
The Circulations of God

Alternate with these if you can.
—Journal

How can a man sit down and quietly pare his nails, while the earth goes gyrating
ahead amid such a din of sphere music, whirling him along about her axis some
twenty-four thousand miles between sun and moon, but mainly in a circle some
two millions of miles actual progress? And then such a hurly-burly on the
surface—wind always blowing—now a zephyr, now a hurricane—tides never idle,
ever fluctuating—no rest for Niagara, but perpetual ran-tan on those limestone
rocks—and then that summer simmering which our ears are used to, which
would otherwise be christened confusion worse confounded, but is now ironically
called “silence audible,” and above all the incessant tinkering named “hum of
industry,” the hurrying to and fro and confused jabbering of men. Can man do
less than get up and shake himself?

—March 6, 1838

All parts of nature belong to one head, as the curls of a maiden’s hair. How
beautifully flow the seasons as one year, and all the streams as one ocean! . ..

All things are in revolution; it is the one law of nature by which order is
preserved, and time itself lapses and is measured. Yet some things men will do
from age to age, and some things they will not do.

—Undated [1837-47]

These motions everywhere in nature must surely [be] the circulations of God.
The flowing sail, the running stream, the waving tree, the roving wind,—whence
else their infinite health and freedom? | can see nothing so proper and holy as
unrelaxed play and frolic in this bower God has built for us. The suspicion of sin
never comes to this thought. Oh, if men felt this, they would never build temples
even of marble or diamond, but it would be sacrilege and prophane, but disport
them forever in this paradise.

—December 29, 1841

The human soul is a silent harp in God’s quire, whose strings need only to be
swept by the divine breath to chime in with the harmonies of creation. Every
pulse-beat is in exact time with the cricket's chant, and the tickings of the death
watch in the wall. Alternate with these if you can.

—August 10, 1838
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How they are mixed up, [the fallen leaves] of all species, oak and maple and
chestnut and birch! But Nature is not cluttered with them; she is a perfect
husbandman; she stores them all. Consider what a vast crop is thus annually
shed on the earth! This, more than any mere grain or seed, is the great harvest
of the year. The trees are now repaying the earth with interest what they have
taken from it. They are discounting. They are about to add a leaf’s thickness to
the depth of the soil. This is the beautiful way in which Nature gets her muck,
while | chaffer with this man and that, who talks to me about sulphur and the cost
of carting. We are all the richer for their decay. | am more interested in this crop
than in the English grass alone or in the corn. It prepares the virgin mould for
future cornfields and forests, on which the earth fattens. It keeps our homestead
in good heart.

For beautiful variety no crop can be compared with this. Here is not merely
the plain yellow of the grains, but nearly all the colors that we know, the brightest
blue not excepted: the early blushing maple, the poison sumach blazing its sin as
scarlet, the mulberry ash, the rich chrome yellow of the poplars, the brilliant red
huckleberry, with which the hills’ backs are painted, like those of sheep. The frost
touches them, and, with the slightest breath of returning day or jarring of earth’s
axle, see in what showers they come floating down! The ground is all parti-
colored with them. But they still live in the soil, whose fertility and bulk they
increase, and in the forests that spring from it. They stoop to rise, to mount
higher in coming years, by subtle chemistry, climbing by the sap in the trees; and
the sapling’s first fruits thus shed, transmuted at last, may adorn its crown, when,
in after years, it has become the monarch of the forest.

—“Autumnal Tints”

Nature never makes haste; her systems revolve at an even pace. The bud swells
imperceptibly, without hurry or confusion, as though the short spring days were
an eternity. All her operations seem separately, for the time, the single object for
which all things tarry. Why, then, should man hasten as if anything less than
eternity were allotted for the least deed? Let him consume never so many &ons,
so that he go about the meanest task well, though it be but the paring of his nalils.
If the setting sun seems to hurry him to improve the day while it lasts, the chant
of the crickets fails not to reassure him, even-measured as of old, teaching him to
take his own time henceforth forever. The wise man is restful, never restless or
impatient. He each moment abides there where he is, as some walkers actually
rest the whole body at each step, while others never relax the muscles of the leg
till the accumulated fatigue obliges them to stop short.

—September 17, 1839

The wilderness is simple, almost to barrenness. The partially cultivated country it
is which chiefly has inspired, and will continue to inspire, the strains of poets,
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such as compose the mass of any literature. Our woods are sylvan, and their
inhabitants woodmen and rustics; that is selvaggia, and the inhabitants are
salvages. A civilized man, using the word in the ordinary sense, with his ideas
and associations, must at length pine there, like a cultivated plant, which clasps
its fibres about a crude and undissolved mass of peat. At the extreme north, the
voyagers are obliged to dance and act plays for enjoyment. Perhaps our own
woods and fields,—in the best wooded towns, where we need not quarrel about
the huckleberries,—with the primitive swamps scattered here and there in their
midst, but not prevailing over them, are the perfection of parks and groves, gar-
dens, arbors, paths, vistas, and landscapes. They are the natural consequence
of what art and refinement we as a people have,—the common which each
village possesses, its true paradise, in comparison with which all elaborately and
willfully wealth-constructed parks and gardens are paltry imitations. Or, | would
rather say, such were our groves twenty years ago. The poet’s, commonly, is not
a logger’s path, but a woodman’s. The logger and pioneer have preceded him,
like John the Baptist; eaten the wild honey, it may be, but the locusts also;
banished decaying wood and the spongy mosses which feed on it, and built
hearths and humanized Nature for him.

But there are spirits of a yet more liberal culture, to whom no simplicity is
barren. There are not only stately pines, but fragile flowers, like the orchises,
commonly described as too delicate for cultivation, which derive their nutriment
from the crudest mass of peat. These remind us, that, not only for our strength,
but for beauty, the poet must, from time to time, travel the logger’s path and the
Indian’s trail, to drink at some new and more bracing fountain of the Muses, far in
the recesses of the wilderness.

—The Maine Woods (“Chesuncook”)
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VI
A Living Earth

Olympus is the outside of the earth everywhere.
—Journal

Nature will bear the closest inspection; she invites us to lay our eye level with the
smallest leaf, and take an insect view of its plain. She has no interstices; every
part is full of life.

—"“Natural History of Massachusetts”

In the winter, the botanist need not confine himself to his books and herbarium,
and give over his outdoor pursuits, but may study a new department of vegetable
physiology, what may be called crystalline botany, then. The winter of 1837 was
unusually favorable for this. In December of that year, the Genius of vegetation
seemed to hover by night over its summer haunts with unusual persistency. Such
a hoar-frost as is very uncommon here or anywhere, and whose full effects can
never be witnessed after sunrise, occurred several times. As | went forth early on
a still and frosty morning, the trees looked like airy creatures of darkness caught
napping; on this side huddled together, with their gray hairs streaming, in a
secluded valley which the sun had not penetrated; on that, hurrying off in Indian
file along some watercourse, while the shrubs and grasses, like elves and fairies
of the night, sought to hide their diminished heads in the snow. The river, viewed
from the high bank, appeared of a yellowish-green color, though all the
landscape was white. Every tree, shrub, and spire of grass, that could raise its
head above the snow, was covered with a dense ice-foliage, answering, as it
were, leaf for leaf to its summer dress. Even the fences had put forth leaves in
the night. The centre, diverging, and more minute fibres were perfectly distinct,
and the edges regularly indented. These leaves were on the side of the twig or
stubble opposite to the sun, meeting it for the most part at right angles, and there
were others standing out at all possible angles upon these and upon one another,
with no twig, or stubble supporting them. When the first rays of the sun slanted
over the scene, the grasses seemed hung with innumerable jewels, which jingled
merrily as they were brushed by the foot of the traveler, and reflected all the hues
of the rainbow, as he moved from side to side. It struck me that these ghost
leaves, and the green ones whose forms they assume, were the creatures of but
one law; that in obedience to the same law the vegetable juices swell gradually
into the perfect leaf, on the one hand, and the crystalline particles troop to their
standard in the same order, on the other. As if the material were indifferent, but
the law one and invariable, and every plant in the spring but pushed up into and
filled a permanent and eternal mould, which, summer and winter forever, is
waiting to be filled.

—"“Natural History of Massachusetts”
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The creaking of the crickets seems at the very foundation of all sound. At last |
cannot tell it from a ringing in my ears. It is a sound from within, not without. You
cannot dispose of it by listening to it. In proportion as | am stilled | hear it. It
reminds me that | am a denizen of the earth.

—July 14, 1851

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 this not 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.

—"Life Without Principle”

| love that the rocks should appear to have some spots of blood on them, Indian
blood at least; to be convinced that the earth has been crowded with men, living,
enjoying, suffering, that races passed away have stained the rocks with their
blood, that the mould | tread on has been animated, aye, humanized. | am the
more at home. | farm the dust of my ancestors, though the chemist's analysis
may not detect it. | go forth to redeem the meadows they have become. | compel
them to take refuge in turnips.

—NMarch 4, 1852

You must ascend a mountain to learn your relation to matter, and so to your own
body, for it is at home there, though you are not. It might have been composed
there, and will have no farther to go to return to dust there, than in your garden;
but your spirit eventually comes away, and brings your body with it, if it lives. Just
as awful, really, and as glorious, is your garden. See how | can play with my
fingers! They are the funniest companions | have ever found. Where did they
come from? What strange control | have over them! Who am I? What are they?—
those little peaks—call them Madison, Jefferson, Lafayette. What is the matter?
My fingers do | say? Why, erelong, they may form the top-most crystal of Mount
Washington. | go up there to see my body’s cousins. There are some fingers,
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toes, bowels, etc., that | take an interest in, and therefore | am interested in all
their relations.
—Letter to H. G. O. Blake (November 15, 1857)

It is a wild and stretching loch, where yachts might sail,—Cochituate. It was not
only larger but wilder and more novel than | had expected. In some respects
unlike New England. I could hardly have told in what part of the world | was, if |
had been carried there blindfolded. Yet some features, at least the composition
of the soil, were familiar. The glorious sandy banks far and near, caving and
sliding,—far sandy slopes, the forts of the land,—where you see the naked flesh
of New England, her garment being blown aside like that of the priests (of the
Levites?) when they ascend to the altar. Seen through this November sky, these
sands are dear to me, worth all the gold of California, suggesting Pactolus, while
the Saxonville factory-bell sounds o’er the woods. That sound perhaps it is that
whets my vision. The shore suggests the seashore, and two objects at a distance
near the shore look like seals on a sand-bar. Dear to me to lie in, this sand; fit to
preserve the bones of a race for thousands of years to come. And this is my
home, my native soil; and | am a New-Englander. Of thee, O earth, are my bone
and sinew made; to thee, O sun, am | brother. . . . To this dust my body will
gladly return as to its origin. Here have | my habitat. | am of thee.

—November 7, 1851

When | saw the bare sand at Cochituate | felt my relation to the soil. These are
my sands not yet run out. Not yet will the fates turn the glass. This air have I title
to taint with my decay. In this clean sand my bones will gladly lie. Like Viola
pedata, | shall be ready to bloom again here in my Indian summer days. Here
ever springing, never dying, with perennial root | stand; for the winter of the land
is warm to me. While the flowers bloom again as in the spring, shall | pine? When
| see her sands exposed, thrown up from beneath the surface, it touches me
inwardly, it reminds me of my origin; for | am such a plant, so native to New
England, methinks, as springs from the sand cast up from below.

—November 8, 1851

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.

—Walden (“The Ponds”)

The very forest and herbage, the pellicle of the earth as it were, must acquire a
bright color, an evidence of it ripeness, as if the globe itself were a fruit on its
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stem, with ever one cheek toward the sun.
—October 24, 1858

Such an appetite have we for new life that we begin by nibbling the very crust of
the earth. We betray our vegetable and animal nature and sympathies by our
delight in water. We rejoice in the full rills, the melting snow, the copious spring
rains and the freshets, as if we were frozen earth to be thawed, or lichens and
mosses, expanding and reviving under this influence.

—April 4, 1859

| walk down the river below Flint’'s on the north side. The sudden apparition of
this dark-blue water on the surface of the earth is exciting. | must now walk
where | can see the most water, as to the most living part of nature. This is the
blood of the earth, and we see its blue arteries pulsing with new life now. | see,
from far over the meadows, white cakes of ice gliding swiftly down the stream,—
a novel sight. They are whiter than ever in this spring sun.

—February 27, 1859

How perfectly new and fresh the world is seen to be, when we behold a myriad
sparkles of brilliant white sunlight on a rippled stream! So remote from dust and
decay, more bright than the flash of an eye.

—May 23, 1860

It excites me to see early in the spring that black artery leaping once more
through the snow-clad town. All is tumult and life there, not to mention the rails
and cranberries that are drifting in it. Where this artery is shallowest, i. e., comes
nearest to the surface and runs swiftest, there it shows itself soonest and you
may see its pulse beat. These are the wrists, temples, of the earth, where | feel
its pulse with my eye. The living waters, not the dead earth. It is as if the dormant
earth opened its dark and liquid eye upon us.

—February 12, 1860

The life in us is like the water in the river; it may rise this year higher than ever it
was known to before and flood the uplands—even this may be the eventful
year—and drown out all our muskrats.

—June 1850

There is nothing inorganic. . . . The earth is not a mere fragment of dead history,
stratum upon stratum like the leaves of a book, to be studied by geologists and
antiquaries chiefly, but living poetry like the leaves of a tree, which precede
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flowers and fruit,—not a fossil earth, but a living earth; compared with whose
great central life all animal and vegetable life is merely parasitic.
—Walden (“Spring”)
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PART THREE: ALL NATURE WILL FABLE

VII
A Poem To Be Called ‘Concord’

Is not Nature, rightly read, that of which she is commonly taken to be the
symbol merely?
—A Week

| shall ever pride myself upon the place of my birth—may she never have cause
to be ashamed of her sons. If | forget the, O Concord, let my right hand forget her
cunning. Thy name shall be my passport to foreign lands. To whatever quarter of
the world | may wander, | shall deem it my good fortune that I hail from Concord
North Bridge.

—Class Book Autobiography (Harvard Class of 1837)1

He is the richest who has most use for nature as raw material of tropes and
symbols with which to describe his life. If these gates of golden willows affect me,
they correspond to the beauty and promise of some experience on which | am
entering. If | am overflowing with life, am rich in experience for which | lack
expression, then nature will be my language full of poetry—all nature will fable,
and every natural phenomenon be a myth. The man of science, who is not
seeking for expression but for a fact to be expressed merely, studies nature as a
dead language. | pray for such inward experience as will make nature significant.

—May 10, 1853

| have never got over my surprise that | should have been born into the most
estimable place in all the world, and in the very nick of time, too.
—December 5, 1856

Here | have been these forty years learning the language of these fields that |
may the better express myself.
—November 20, 1857

LFrom Henry D. Thoreau, Early Essays and Miscellanies (The Writings of Henry D. Thoreau), ed. Joseph J.
Moldenhauer and Edwin Moser, with Alexander C. Kern. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1975.
Copyright © 1975 by Princeton University Press.



| think | could write a poem to be called “Concord.” For argument | should have
the River, the Woods, the Ponds, the Hills, the Fields, the Swamps and Meadows,
the Streets and Buildings, and the Villagers. Then Morning, Noon, and Evening,
Spring, Summer, Autumn, and Winter, Night, Indian Summer, and the Mountains
in the Horizon.

—September 4, 1841

As | sail the unexplored sea of Concord, many a dell and swamp and wooded hill
is my Ceram and Amboyna.
—November 23, 1860

Would it not be worth while to discover nature in Milton? be native to the universe?
I, too, love Concord best, but | am glad when | discover, in oceans and
wildernesses far away, the material of a million Concords: indeed, | am lost,
unless | discover them.

—Letter to H. G. O. Blake (in Milton, Mass.) (August 9, 1850)

| can easily walk ten, fifteen, twenty, any number of miles, commencing at my
own door, without going by any house, without crossing a road except where the
fox and the mink do. Concord is the oldest inland town in New England, perhaps
in the States, and the walker is peculiarly favored here. There are square miles in
my vicinity which have no inhabitant. First along by the river, and then the brook,
and then the meadow and the woodside. Such solitude! From a hundred hills |
can see civilization and abodes of men afar. These farmers and their works are
scarcely more obvious than woodchucks.

—1850

For my part, | feel that with regard to Nature | live a sort of border life, on the
confines of a world into which | make occasional and transient forays only, and
my patriotism and allegiance to the State into whose territories | seem to retreat
are those of a moss-trooper. Unto a life which I call natural | would gladly follow
even a will-o’-the-wisp through bogs and sloughs unimaginable, but no moon nor
fire-fly has shown me the causeway to it. Nature is a personality so vast and
universal that we have never seen one of her features. The walker in the familiar
fields which stretch around my native town sometimes finds himself in another
land than is described in their owners’ deeds, as it were in some faraway field on
the confines of the actual Concord, where her jurisdiction ceases, and the idea
which the word Concord suggests ceases to be suggested. These farms which |
have myself surveyed, those bounds which | have set up appear dimly still as
through a mist; but they have no chemistry to fix them; they fade from the surface
of the glass; and the picture which the painter painted stands out dimly from
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beneath. The world with which we are commonly acquainted leaves no trace,
and it will have no anniversary.
—“Walking”

There are many more such voyages, and longer ones, to be made on that [the
Assabet] river, for it is the water of life. The Ganges is nothing to it. Observe its
reflections,—no idea but is familiar to it. That river, though to dull eyes it seems
terrestrial wholly, flows through Elysium. What powers bathe in it invisible to
villagers! Talk of its shallowness,—that haycarts can be driven through it at mid-
summer; its depth passeth my understanding. If, forgetting the allurements of the
world, | could drink deeply enough of it; if, cast adrift from the shore, | could with
complete integrity float on it, | should never be seen on the Mill-dam again. If
there is any depth in me, there is a corresponding depth in it. It is the cold blood
of the gods. | paddle and bathe in their artery.

—Letter to H. G. O. Blake (December 9, 1855)

Take one of our selectmen and put him on the highest hill in the township, and
tell him to look! What, probably, would he see? What would he select to look at?
Sharpening his sight to the utmost, and putting on the glasses that suited him
best, aye, using a spy-glass if he liked, straining his optic nerve to its utmost, and
making a full report. Of course, he would see a Brocken spectre of himself. Now
take Julius Caesar, or Emanuel Swedenborg, or a Fiji-Islander, and set him up
there! Let them compare notes afterward. Would it appear that they had enjoyed
the same prospect? For aught we know, as strange a man as any of these is
always at our elbows. It does not appear that anybody saw Shakespeare when
he was about in England looking off, but only some of his raiment.

—November 4, 1858

| should like to ask the assessors what is the value of that blue mountain range in
the northwest horizon to Concord, and see if they would laugh or seriously set
about calculating it. How poor, comparatively, should we be without it! It would be
descending to the scale of the merchant to say it is worth its weight in gold. The
privilege of beholding it, as an ornament, a suggestion, a provocation, a heaven
on earth. If | were one of the fathers of the town | would not sell this right which
we now enjoy for all the merely material wealth and prosperity conceivable. If
need were, we would rather all go down together.

—July 27, 1852

While the man that killed my lynx (and many others) thinks it came out of a
menagerie, and the naturalists call it the Canada lynx, and at the White
Mountains they call it the Siberian lynx,—in each case forgetting, or ignoring that
it belongs here,—I call it the Concord lynx.
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—October 17, 1860

What need to travel? There are no sierras equal to the clouds in the sunset sky.
And are not these substantial enough? In a low or level country, perchance, the
forms of the clouds supply the place of mountains and precipices to the eye, the
grosser atmosphere makes a mountainous country in the sky.

The glory of these afternoons, though the sky may be mostly overcast, is in
the ineffably clear blue, or else pale greenish-yellow, patches of sky in the west
just before sunset. The whole cope of heaven seen at once is never so elysian.
Windows to heaven, the heaven-ward windows of the earth. The end of the day
is truly Hesperian.

—January 11, 1852
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Vil
The Wild

... In Wildness is the preservation of the World.
—"“Walking”

| find an instinct in me conducting to a mystic spiritual life, and also another to a
primitive savage life.
—August 23, 1845

We have all had our day-dreams, as well as more prophetic nocturnal vision; but
as for farming, | am convinced that my genius dates from an older era than the
agricultural. 1 would at least strike my spade into the earth with such careless
freedom but accuracy as the woodpecker his bill into a tree. There is in my
nature, methinks, a singular yearning toward all wildness. | know of no
redeeming qualities in myself but a sincere love for some things, and when | am
reproved | fall back on to this ground. What have | to do with plows? | cut another
furrow than you see. Where the off ox treads, there it is not, it is farther off; where
the nigh ox walks, it will not be, it is nigher still. If corn fails, my crop fails not, and
what are drought and rain to me?

—A Week (“Sunday”)

| long for wildness, a nature which | cannot put my foot through, woods where the
wood thrush forever sings, where the hours are early morning ones, and there is
dew on the grass, and the day is forever unproved, where | might have a fertile
unknown for a soil about me. | would go after the cows, | would watch the flocks
of Admetus there forever, only for my board and clothes. A New Hampshire
everlasting and unfallen.

—June 22, 1853

There is a sweet wild world which lies along the strain of the wood thrush—the
rich intervales which border the stream of its song—more thoroughly genial to my
nature than any other.

—1850

Every sunset which | witness inspires me with the desire to go to a West as
distant and fair as that into which the sun goes down. He appears to migrate
westward daily, and tempt us to follow him. He is the Great Western Pioneer
whom the nations follow. We dream all night of those mountain-ridges in the
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horizon, though they may be of vapor only, which were last gilded by his ray. The
island of Atlantis, and the islands and gardens of the Hesperides, a sort of
terrestrial paradise, appear to have been the Great West of the ancients, en-
veloped in mystery and poetry. Who has not seen in imagination, when looking
into the sunset sky, the gardens of the Hesperides, and the foundation of all
those fables?

—“Walking”

The West of which | speak is but another name for the Wild; and what | have
been preparing to say is, that in Wildness is the preservation of the World. Every
tree sends its fibres forth in search of the Wild. The cities import it at any price.
Men plough 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.

| 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-vitee 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 slaughter-house 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
| would migrate,—wild lands where no settler has squatted; to which, methinks, |
am already acclimated.

—"“Walking”

Whatever has not come under the sway of man is wild. In this sense original and
independent men are wild—not tamed and broken by society.
—September 3, 1851

Life consists with wildness. The most alive is the wildest.
—"“Walking”
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The knowledge of an unlearned man is living and luxuriant like a forest, but
covered with mosses and lichens and for the most part inaccessible and going to
waste; the knowledge of the man of science is like timber collected in yards for
public works, which still supports a green sprout here and there, but even this is
liable to dry rot.

—January 7, 1851

| feel it to be a greater success as a lecturer to affect uncultivated natures than to
affect the most refined, for all cultivation is necessarily superficial, and its roots
may not even be directed toward the centre of the being.

—March 10, 1859

What does education often do? It makes a straight-cut ditch of a free,
meandering brook.
—Undated [1850]

Ah, bless the Lord, O my soul! Bless him for wildness, for crows that will not
alight within gunshot! and bless him for hens, too, that croak and cackle in the
yard!

—January 12, 1855

| derive more of my subsistence from the swamps which surround my native
village than from the cultivated gardens in the village.
—"“Walking”

As the wild duck is more swift and beautiful than the tame, so is the wild—the
mallard—thought, which 'mid falling dews wings its way above the fens.
—“Walking”

The hen-hawk and the pine are friends. The same thing which keeps the hen-
hawk in the woods, away from the cities, keeps me here. That bird settles with
confidence on a white pine top and not upon your weathercock. That bird will not
be poultry of yours, lays no eggs for you, forever hides its nest. Though willed, or
wild, it is not willful in its wildness. The unsympathizing man regards the wildness
of some animals, their strangeness to him, as a sin; as if all their virtue consisted
in their tamableness. What we call wilderness is a civilization other than our own.
The hen-hawk shuns the farmer, but it seeks the friendly shelter and support of
the pine. It will not consent to walk in the barn-yard, but it loves to soar above the
clouds. It has its own way and is beautiful, when we would fain subject it to our
will. So any surpassing work of art is strange and wild to the mass of men, as is
genius itself. No hawk that soars and steals our poultry is wilder than genius and
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none is more persecuted or above persecution. It can never be poet laureate, to
say “Pretty Poll” and “Polly want a cracker.”
—February 16, 1859

Where is the literature which gives expression to Nature? He would be a poet
who could impress the winds and streams into his service, to speak for him; who
nailed words to their primitive senses, as farmers drive down stakes in the spring,
which the frost has heaved; who derived his words as often as he used them,—
transplanted them to his page with earth adhering to their roots; whose words
were so true and fresh and natural that they would appear to expand like the
buds at the approach of spring, though they lay half-smothered between two
musty leaves in a library,—ay, to bloom and bear fruit there, after their kind,
annually, for the faithful reader, in sympathy with surrounding Nature.

| do not know of any poetry to quote which adequately expresses this
yearning for the Wild. Approached from this side, the best poetry is tame. | do not
know where to find in any literature, ancient or modern, any account which
contents me of that Nature with which even | am acquainted. You will perceive
that | demand something which no Augustan or Elizabethan age, which no
culture, in short, can give. Mythology comes nearer to it than anything. How
much more fertile a Nature, at least, has Grecian mythology its root in than
English literature! Mythology is the crop which the Old World bore before its soil
was exhausted, before the fancy and imagination were affected with blight; and
which it still bears, wherever its pristine vigor is unabated. All other literatures
endure only as the elms, which overhang our houses; but this is like the great
dragon-tree of the Western lIsles, as old as mankind, and, whether that does or
not, will endure as long; for the decay of other literatures makes the soil in which

it thrives.
—“Walking”

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
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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. | 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.

—Walden (“Spring”)

The seashore is a sort of neutral ground, a most advantageous point from which
to contemplate this world. It is even a trivial place. The waves forever rolling to
the land are too far-traveled and untamable to be familiar. Creeping along the
endless beach amid the sun-squall and the foam, it occurs to us that we, too, are
the product of sea-slime.

It is a wild, rank place, and there is no flattery in it. Strewn with crabs,
horseshoes, and razor clams, and whatever the sea casts up,—a vast morgue,
where famished dogs may range in packs, and crows come daily to glean the
pittance which the tide leaves them. The carcasses of men and beasts together
lie stately up upon its shelf, rotting and bleaching in the sun and waves, and each
tide turns them in their beds, and tucks fresh sand under them. There is naked
Nature,—inhumanly sincere, wasting no thought on man, nibbling at the cliffy
shore where gulls wheel amid the spray. . ..

Though once there were more whales cast up here, | think it was never more
wild than now. We do not associate the idea of antiquity with the ocean, nor
wonder how it looked a thousand years ago, as we do of the land, for it was
equally wild and unfathomable always. The Indians have left no traces on its
surface, but it is the same to the civilized man and the savage. The aspect of the
shore only has changed. The ocean is a wilderness reaching round the globe,
wilder than a Bengal jungle, and fuller of monsters, washing the very wharves of
our cities and the gardens of our seaside residences. Serpents, bears, hyenas,
tigers rapidly vanish as civilization advances, but the most populous and civilized
city cannot scare a shark far from its wharves.

—Cape Cod (“The Sea and the Desert”)

| have come out this afternoon a-cranberrying, chiefly to gather some of the small
cranberry, Vaccinium Oxycoccus, which [G. B.] Emerson says is the common
cranberry of the north of Europe. . . .

| seemed to have reached a new world, so wild a place that the very
huckleberries grew hairy and were inedible. | feel as if | were in Rupert’s Land,
and a slight cool but agreeable shudder comes over me, as if equally far away
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from human society. What's the need of visiting far-off mountains and bogs, if a
half-hour’s walk will carry me into such wildness and novelty? But why should not
as wild plants grow here as in Berkshire, as in Labrador? Is Nature so easily
tamed? Is she not as primitive and vigorous here as anywhere? How does this
particular acre of secluded, unfrequented, useless (?) quaking bog differ from an
acre in Labrador? Has any white man ever settled on it? Does any now frequent
it? Not even the Indian comes here now. | see that there are some square rods
within twenty miles of Boston just as wild and primitive and unfrequented as a
square rod in Labrador, as unaltered by man. Here grows the hairy huckleberry
as it did in Squaw Sachem’s day and a thousand years before, and concerns me
perchance more than it did her. | have no doubt that for a moment | experience
exactly the same sensations as if | were alone in a bog in Rupert’'s Land, and it
saves me the trouble of going there; for what in any case makes the difference
between being here and being there but many such little differences of flavor and
roughness put together? Rupert’'s Land is recognized as much by one sense as
another. | felt a shock, a thrill, an agreeable surprise in one instant, for, no doubt,
all the possible inferences were at once drawn, with a rush, in my mind,—I could
be in Rupert’s Land and supping at home within the hour! This beat the railroad. |
recovered from my surprise without danger to my sanity, and permanently an-
nexed Rupert’'s Land. That wild hairy huckleberry, inedible as it was, was equal
to a domain secured to me and reaching to the South Sea. That was an
unexpected harvest. | hope you have gathered as much, neighbor, from your
corn and potato fields. | have got in my huckleberries. | shall be ready for
Thanksgiving. It is in vain to dream of a wildness distant from ourselves. There is
none such. It is the bog in our brain and bowels, the primitive vigor of Nature in
us, that inspires that dream. | shall never find in the wilds of Labrador any greater
wildness than in some recess in Concord, i. e., than | import into it. . . .

| see that all is not garden and cultivated field and crops, that there are
square rods in Middlesex County as purely primitive and wild as they were a
thousand years ago, which have escaped the plow and the axe and the scythe
and the cranberry-rake, little oases of wildness in the desert of our civilization,
wild as a square rod on the moon, supposing it to be uninhabited. | believe
almost in the personality of such planetary matter, feel something akin to
reverence for it, can even worship it as terrene, titanic matter extant in my day.
We are so different we admire each other, we healthily attract one another. I love
it as a maiden. These spots are meteoric, aerolitic, and such matter has in all
ages been worshipped. Aye, when we are lifted out of the slime and film of our
habitual life, we see the whole globe to be an aerolite, and reverence it as such,
and make pilgrimages to it, far off as it is. How happens it we reverence the
stones which fall from another planet, and not the stones which belong to this—
another globe, not this—heaven, and not earth? Are not the stones in Hodge’s
wall as good as the aerolite at Mecca? Is not our broad back-door-stone as good
as any cornerstone in heaven? . ..

It would imply the regeneration of mankind, if they were to become elevated
enough to truly worship stocks and stones. It is the sentiment of fear and slavery
and habit which makes a heathenish idolatry. Such idolaters abound in all
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countries, and heathen cross the seas to reform heathen, dead to bury the dead,
and all go down to the pit together. If | could, | would worship the parings of my
nails. If he that makes two blades of grass grow where one grew before is a
benefactor, he who discovers two gods where there was only the known one
(and such a one!) before is a still greater benefactor. | would fain improve every
opportunity to wonder and worship, as a sunflower welcomes the light. The more
thrilling, wonderful, divine objects | behold in a day, the more expanded and
immortal | become. If a stone appeals to me and elevates me, tells me how many
miles | have come, how many remain to travel,—and the more, the better,—
reveals the future to me in some measure, it is a matter of private rejoicing. If it
did the same service to all, it might well be a matter of public rejoicing.

—August 30, 1856

The berries of the Vaccinium vacillans are very abundant and large this year on
Fair Haven, where | am now. Indeed these and huckleberries and blackberries
are very abundant in this part of the town. Nature does her best to feed man. The
traveller need not go out of the road to get as many as he wants; every bush and
vine teems with palatable fruit. Man for once stands in such relation to Nature as
the animals that pluck and eat as they go. The fields and hills are a table
constantly spread. Wines of all kinds and qualities, of noblest vintage, are bottled
up in the skins of countless berries, for the taste of men and animals. To men
they seem offered not so much for food as for sociality, that they may picnic with
Nature,—diet drinks, cordials, wines. We pluck and eat in remembrance of Her. It
is a sacrament, a communion. The not-forbidden fruits, which no serpent tempts
us to taste. Slight and innocent savors, which relate us to Nature, make us her
guests and entitle us to her regard and protection. It is a Saturnalia, and we quaff
her wines at every turn.

—July 24, 1853

Would it not be a luxury to stand up to one’s chin in some retired swamp for a
whole summer’s day, scenting the sweet-fern and bilberry blows, and lulled by
the minstrelsy of gnats and mosquitoes? A day passed in the society of those
Greek sages, such as described in the “Banquet” of Xenophon, would not be
comparable with the dry wit of decayed cranberry vines, and the fresh Attic salt of
the moss beds. Say twelve hours of genial and familiar converse with the leopard
frog. The sun to rise behind alder and dogwood, and climb buoyantly to his
meridian of three hands’ breadth, and finally sink to rest behind some bold
western hummock. To hear the evening chant of the mosquito from a thousand
green chapels, and the bittern begin to boom from his concealed fort like a
sunset gun! Surely, one may as profitably be soaked in the juices of a marsh for
one day, as pick his way dry-shod over sand. Cold and damp,—are they not as
rich experience as warmth and dryness?

So is not shade as good as sunshine, night as day? Why be eagles and
thrushes always, and owls and whip-poor-wills never?
—June 16, 1840
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| waded quite round the swamp for an hour, my bare feet in the cold water
beneath, and it was a relief to place them on the warmer surface of the
sphagnum. . ..

| enjoyed this cranberrying very much, notwithstanding the wet and cold, and
the swamp seemed to be yielding its crop to me alone, for there are none else to
pluck it or to value it. . . . If anybody else—any farmer, at least—should spend an
hour thus wading about here in this secluded swamp, barelegged, intent on the
sphagnum, filling his pocket only, with no rake in his hand and no bag or bushel
on the bank, he would be pronounced insane and have a guardian put over him;
but if he’ll spend his time skimming and watering his milk and selling his small
potatoes for large ones, or generally in skinning flints, he will probably be made
guardian of somebody else. | have not garnered any rye or oats, but | gathered

the wild vine of the Assabet.
—August 30, 1856

In literature it is only the wild that attracts us. Dullness is only another name for
tameness. It is the untamed, uncivilized, free, and wild thinking in Hamlet, in the
lliad, and in all the scriptures and mythologies that delights us,—not learned in
schools, not refined and polished by art. A truly good book is something as wildly
natural and primitive, mysterious and marvellous, ambrosial and fertile, as a
fungus or a lichen. Suppose the muskrat or beaver were to turn his views to
literature, what fresh views of nature would he present!

—November 16, 1850

When | hear the hypercritical quarrelling about grammar and style, the position of
the particles, etc., etc., stretching or contracting every speaker to certain rules of
theirs,—Mr. Webster, perhaps, not having spoken according to Mr. Kirkham’s
rule,—I see that they forget that the first requisite and rule is that expression shall
be vital and natural, as much as the voice of a brute or an interjection: first of all,
mother tongue; and last of all, artificial or father tongue. Essentially your truest
poetic sentence is as free and lawless as a lamb’s bleat. The grammarian is
often one who can neither cry nor laugh, yet thinks that he can express human
emotions. So the posture-masters tell you how you shall walk,—turning your toes
out, perhaps, excessively,—but so the beautiful walkers are not made.

—January 2, 1859

Scholars have for the most part a diseased way of looking at the world. They
mean by it a few cities and unfortunate assemblies of men and women, who
might all be concealed in the grass of the prairies. They describe this world as
old or new, healthy or diseased, according to the state of their libraries,—a little
dust more or less on their shelves. When | go abroad from under this shingle or

50



slate roof, | find several things which they have not considered. Their conclusions
seem imperfect.
—Undated

Art is not tame, and Nature is not wild, in the ordinary sense. A perfect work of
man'’s art would also be wild or natural in a good sense. Man tames Nature only
that he may at last make her more free even than he found her, though he may
never yet have succeeded.

—A Week (“Thursday”)

If the moon looks larger here than in Europe, probably the sun looks larger also.
If the heavens of America appear infinitely higher, and the stars brighter, | trust
that these facts are symbolical of the height to which the philosophy and poetry
and religion of her inhabitants may one day soar. At length, perchance, the
immaterial heaven will appear as much higher to the American mind, and the
intimations that star it as much brighter. For | believe that climate does thus react
on man,—as there is something in the mountain-air that feeds the spirit and
inspires. Will not man grow to greater perfection intellectually as well as
physically under these influences? Or is it unimportant how many foggy days
there are in his life? | 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
scale, 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 traveller 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?

—“Walking”

English literature from the days of the minstrels to the Lake Poets, Chaucer and
Spenser and Shakspeare and Milton included, breathes no quite fresh and in this
sense, wild strain. It is an essentially tame and civilized literature, reflecting
Greece and Rome. Her wilderness is a greenwood, her wild man a Robin Hood.
There is plenty of genial love of nature in her poets, but [not so much of nature
herself.] Her chronicles inform us when her wild animals, but not when the wild
man in her, became extinct. There was need of America. | cannot think of any
poetry which adequately expresses this yearning for the Wild, the wilde.

—1851

Men nowhere, east or west, live yet a natural life, round which the vine clings,
and which the elm willingly shadows. Man would desecrate it by his touch, and
so the beauty of the world remains veiled to him. He needs not only to be
spiritualized, but naturalized, on the soil of earth. Who shall conceive what kind of
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roof the heavens might extend over him, what seasons minister to him, and what
employment dignify his life! Only the convalescent raise the veil of nature. An
immortality in his life would confer immortality on his abode. The winds should be
his breath, the seasons his moods, and he should impart of his serenity to Nature
herself. But such as we know him he is ephemeral like the scenery which

surrounds him, and does not aspire to an enduring existence.
—A Week (“Friday”)
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IX
Walking

| set out once more to climb the mountain of the earth, for my steps are
symbolical steps, and in all my walking | have not reached the top of the
earth yet.
—Journal

In the spaces of thought are the reaches of land and water, where men go and
come. The landscape lies far and fair within, and the deepest thinker is the
farthest traveled.

—"“A Walk to Wachusett”

| think that | cannot preserve my health and spirits, unless | spend four hours a
day—and it is commonly more than that—sauntering through the woods and over
the hills and fields, absolutely free from all worldly engagements.

—"“Walking”

| go through the woods toward the Cliffs along the side of the Well Meadow Field.

There is nothing so sanative, so poetic, as a walk in the woods and fields
even now, when | meet none abroad for pleasure. Nothing so inspires me and
excites such serene and profitable thought. The objects are elevating. In the
street and in society | am almost invariably cheap and dissipated, my life is
unspeakably mean. No amount of gold or respectability would in the least
redeem it,—dining with the Governor or a member of Congress!! But alone in
distant woods or fields, in unpretending sprout-lands or pastures tracked by
rabbits, even in a bleak and, to most, cheerless day, like this, when a villager
would be thinking of his inn, I come to myself, | once more feel myself grandly
related, and that the cold and solitude are friends of mine. | suppose that this
value, in my case, is equivalent to what others get by churchgoing and prayer. |
come to my solitary woodland walk as the homesick go home. | thus dispose of
the superfluous and see things as they are, grand and beautiful. | have told many
that | walk every day about half the daylight, but | think they do not believe it. |
wish to get the Concord, the Massachusetts, the America, out of my head and be
sane a part of every day. If there are missionaries for the heathen, why not send
them to me? | wish to know something; | wish to be made better. | wish to forget,
a considerable part of every day, all mean, narrow, trivial men (and this requires
usually to forego and forget all personal relations so long), and therefore | come
out to these solitudes, where the problem of existence is simplified. | get away a
mile or two from the town into the stiliness and solitude of nature, with rocks,
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trees, weeds, snow about me. | enter some glade in the woods, perchance,
where a few weeds and dry leaves alone lift themselves above the surface of the
snow, and it is as if | had come to an open window. | see out and around myself.
Our skylights are thus far away from the ordinary resorts of men. | am not
satisfied with ordinary windows. | must have a true skylight. My true skylight is on
the outside of the village. | am not thus expanded, recreated, enlightened, when |
meet a company of men. It chances that the sociable, the town and county, or
the farmers’ club does not prove a skylight to me. | do not invariably find myself
translated under those circumstances. They bore me. The man | meet with is not
often so instructive as the silence he breaks. This stillness, solitude, wildness of
nature is a kind of thoroughwort, or boneset, to my intellect. That is what | go out
to seek. It is as if | always met in those places some grand, serene, immortal,
infinitely encouraging, though invisible, companion, and walked with him. There
at last my nerves are steadied, my senses and my mind do their office. | am
aware that most of my neighbors would think it a hardship to be compelled to
linger here one hour, especially this bleak day, and yet | receive this sweet and
ineffable compensation for it. It is the most agreeable thing | do. Truly, my coins
are uncurrent with them.

| love and celebrate nature, even in detail, merely because | love the scenery
of these interviews and translations. | love to remember every creature that was
at this club. | thus get off a certain social scurf and scaliness. | do not consider
the other animals brutes in the common sense. | am attracted toward them
undoubtedly because | never heard any nonsense from them. | have not
convicted them of folly, or vanity, or pomposity, or stupidity, in dealing with me.
Their vices, at any rate, do not interfere with me. My fairies invariably take to
flight when a man appears upon the scene. In a caucus, a meeting-house, a
lyceum, a club-room, there is nothing like it in my experience. But away out of the
town, on Brown’s scrub oak lot, which was sold the other day for six dollars an
acre, | have company such as England cannot buy, nor afford. This society is
what | live, what | survey, for. | subscribe generously to this—all that | have and
am.

There, in that Well Meadow Field, perhaps, | feel in my element again, as
when a fish is put back in the water. | wash off all my chagrins. All things go
smoothly as the axle of the universe.

—January 7, 1857

| spend the forenoon in my chamber, writing or arranging my papers, and in the
afternoon | walk forth into the fields and woods. | turn aside, perchance, into
some withdrawn, untrodden swamp, and find these bilberries, large and fair,
awaiting me in an inexhaustible abundance, for | have no tame garden.
—November 3, 1853
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| go forth to be reminded of a previous state of existence, if perchance any
memento of it is to be met with hereabouts. | have no doubt that Nature
preserves her integrity. Nature is in as rude health as when Homer sang.

—July 12, 1851

Think of a man—he may be a genius of some kind—being confined to a highway
and a park for his world to range in! | should die from mere nervousness at the
thought of such confinement. | should hesitate before | were born, if those terms
could be made known to me beforehand. Fenced in forever by those green
barriers of fields, where gentlemen are seated! Can they be said to be
inhabitants of this globe? Will they be content to inhabit heaven thus partially?
—September 3, 1851

Now | yearn for one of those old, meandering, dry, uninhabited roads, which lead
us away from temptation, which conduct to the outside of the earth, over its
uppermost crust; where you may forget in what country you are travelling; where
no farmer can complain that you are treading down his grass, no gentleman who
has recently constructed a seat in the country that you are trespassing; on which
you can go off at half-cock and wave adieu to the village; along which you may
travel like a pilgrim, going nowhither; where travellers are not too often to be met;
where my spirit is free; where the walls and fences are not cared for; where your
head is more in heaven than your feet are on earth; which have long reaches
where you can see the approaching traveller half a mile off and be prepared for
him; not so luxuriant a soil as to attract men; some root and stump fences which
do not need attention; where travellers have no occasion to stop, but pass along
and leave you with your thoughts; where it makes no odds which way you face,
whether you are going or coming, whether it is morning or evening, mid-noon or
midnight; where earth is cheap enough by being public; where you can walk and
think with least obstruction, there being nothing to measure progress by; where
you can pace when your breast is full, and cherish your moodiness; where you
are not in false relations with men, are not dining nor conversing with them; by
which you may go to the uttermost parts of the earth. It is wide enough, wide as
the thoughts it allows to visit you. Sometimes it is some peculiar half-dozen rods
which | wish to find myself pacing over, as where certain airs blow; then my life
will come to me, methinks; like a hunter | walk in wait for it. When | am against
this bare promontory of a huckleberry hill, then forsooth my thoughts will expand.
Is it some influence, as vapor which exhales from the ground, or something in the
gales which blow there, or in all things there brought together agreeably to my
spirit? The walls must not be too high, imprisoning me, but low, with numerous
gaps. The trees must not be too numerous, nor the hills too near, bounding the
view, nor the soil too rich, attracting the attention to the earth. It must simply be
the way and the life,—a way that was never known to be repaired, nor to need
repair, within the memory of the oldest inhabitant. 1 cannot walk habitually in
those ways that are liable to be mended; for sure it was the devil only that wore
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them. Never by the heel of thinkers (of thought) were they worn; the zephyrs
could repair that damage. The saunterer wears out no road, even though he
travel on it, and therefore should pay no highway, or rather low way, tax. He may
be taxed to construct a higher way than men travel. A way which no geese defile,
nor hiss along it, but only sometimes their wild brethren fly far overhead; which
the kingbird and the swallow twitter over, and the song sparrow sings on its rails;
where the small red butterfly is at home on the yarrow, and no boys threaten it
with imprisoning hat. There | can walk and stalk and pace and plod. Which
nobody but Jonas Potter travels beside me; where no cow but his is tempted to
linger for the herbage by its side; where the guide-board is fallen, and now the
hand points to heaven significantly,—to a Sudbury and Marlborough in the skies.
That's a road | can travel, that the particular Sudbury | am bound for, six miles an
hour, or two, as you please; and few there be that enter thereon. There | can
walk, and recover the lost child that | am without any ringing of a bell.

—July 21, 1851

And for my afternoon walks | have a garden, larger than any artificial garden that
| have read of and far more attractive to me—mile after mile of embowered walks,
such as no nobleman’s grounds can boast, with animals running free and wild
therein as from the first—varied with land and water prospect, and, above all, so
retired that it is extremely rare that | meet a single wanderer in its mazes. No gar-
dener is seen therein. You may wander away to solitary bowers and brooks and
hills.

—June 20, 1850

| take all these walks to every point of the compass, and it is always harvest-time
with me. | am always gathering my crop from these woods and fields and waters,
and no man is in my way or interferes with me. My crop is not their crop. Today |
see them gathering in their beans and corn, and they are a spectacle to me, but
are soon out of my sight. | am not gathering beans and corn. Do they think there
are no fruits but such as these? | am a reaper; | am not a gleaner. | go reaping,
cutting as broad a swath as | can, and bundling and stacking up and carrying it
off from field to field, and no man knows nor cares. My crop is not sorghum nor
Davis seedlings. There are other crops than these, whose seed is not distributed
by the Patent Office.

—October 14, 1857

It requires considerable skill in crossing a country to avoid the houses and too
cultivated parts—somewhat of the engineer’'s or gunner’s skill—so to pass a
house, if you must go near it through the high grass—pass the enemy’s lines
where houses are thick—as to make a hill or wood screen you—to shut every
window with an apple tree. For that route which most avoids the houses is not
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only the one in which you will be least molested, but it is by far the most
agreeable.
—June 19, 1852
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X
The Boundary of Elysium

| wish to see the earth translated, the green passing into blue.
—Journal

With our music we would fain challenge transiently another and finer sort of
intercourse than our daily toil permits. The strains come back to us amended in
the echo, as when a friend reads our verse. Why have they so painted the fruits,
and freighted them with such fragrance as to satisfy a more than animal appetite?

“| asked the schoolman, his advice was free,
But scored me out too intricate a way.”

These things imply, perchance, that we live on the verge of another and purer
realm, from which these odors and sounds are wafted over to us. The borders of
our plot are set with flowers, whose seeds were blown from more Elysian fields
adjacent. They are the pot-herbs of the gods. Some fairer fruits and sweeter
fragrances wafted over to us betray another realm’s vicinity. There, too, does
Echo dwell, and there is the abutment of the rainbow’s arch. . . .

It is easier to discover another such a new world as Columbus did, than to go
within one fold of this which we appear to know so well; the land is lost sight of,
the compass varies, and mankind mutiny; and still history accumulates like
rubbish before the portals of nature. But there is only necessary a moment’s
sanity and sound senses, to teach us that there is a nature behind the ordinary,
in which we have only some vague preémption right and western reserve as yet.
We live on the outskirts of that region. Carved wood, and floating boughs, and
sunset skies are all we know of it.

—A Week (“Friday”)

The reach of river between Bedford and Carlisle, seen from a distance in the
road to-day, as formerly, has a singularly ethereal, celestial, or elysian look. It is
of a light sky-blue, alternating with smoother white streaks, where the surface
reflects the light differently, like a milk-pan full of the milk of Valhalla partially
skimmed, more gloriously and heavenly fair and pure than the sky itself. It is
something more celestial than the sky above it. | never saw any water look so
celestial. . . . We have names for the rivers of hell, but none for the rivers of
heaven, unless the Milky Way be one. It is such a smooth and shining blue, like a
panoply of sky-blue plates. Our dark and muddy river has such a tint in this case
as | might expect Walden or White Pond to exhibit, if they could be seen under
similar circumstances, but Walden seen from Fair Haven is, if | remember, of a
deep blue color tinged with green. Cerulean? Such water as that river reach
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appears to me of quite incalculable value, and the man who would blot that out of
his prospect for a sum of money does not otherwise than to sell heaven.
—October 6, 1851

Coming out of town,—willingly as usual,—when | saw that reach of Charles River
just above the depot, the fair, still water this cloudy evening suggesting the way
to eternal peace and beauty, whence it flows, the placid, lake-like fresh water, so
unlike the salt brine, affected me not a little. | was reminded of the way in which
Wordsworth so coldly speaks of some natural visions or scenes “giving him
pleasure.” This is perhaps the first vision of elysium on this route from Boston.
And just then | saw an encampment of Penobscots, their wigwams appearing
above the railroad fence, they, too, looking up the river as they sat on the ground,
and enjoying the scene. What can be more impressive than to look up a noble
river just at evening,—one, perchance, which you have never explored,—and
behold its placid waters, reflecting the woods and sky, lapsing inaudibly toward
the ocean; to behold as a lake, but know it as a river, tempting the beholder to
explore it and his own destiny at once? Haunt of waterfowl. This was above the
factories,—all that | saw. That water could never have flowed under a factory.
How then could it have reflected the sky?

—July 9, 1851

In my ride | experienced the pleasure of coming into a landscape where there
was more distance and a bluish tinge on the horizon. | am not contented long
with such narrow valleys that all is greenness in them. | wish to see the earth
translated, the green passing into blue. How this heaven intervenes and tinges
our more distant prospects! The farther off the mountain which is the goal of our
enterprise, the more of heaven'’s tint it wears. This is the chief value of a distance
in landscapes.

—September 13, 1852

Not only has the foreground of a picture its glass of transparent crystal spread
over it, but the picture itself is a glass or transparent medium to a remoter
background. We demand only of pictures that they be perspicuous, that the laws
of perspective have been truly observed. It is not the fringed foreground of the
desert nor the intermediate oases that detain the eye and the imagination, but
the infinite, level, and roomy horizon, where the sky meets the sand, and
heavens and earth, the ideal and actual, are coincident, the background into
which leads the path of the pilgrim.

—Undated [1837-47]

It is a certain faeryland where we live. You may walk out in any direction over the
earth’s surface, lifting your horizon, and everywhere your path, climbing the
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convexity of the globe, leads you between heaven and earth, not away from the
light of the sun and stars and the habitations of men. | wonder that | ever got five
miles on my way, the walk is so crowded with events and phenomena. How
many questions there are which | have not put to the inhabitants!

—June 7, 1851

If for a moment we make way with our petty selves, wish no ill to anything,

apprehend no ill, cease to be but as the crystal which reflects a ray,—what shall

we not reflect! What a universe will appear crystallized and radiant around us!
—Letter to H. G. O. Blake (April 30, 1850)

Once it chanced that | stood in the very abutment of a rainbow’s arch, which filled
the lower stratum of the atmosphere, tinging the grass and leaves around, and
dazzling me as if | looked through colored crystal. It was a lake of rainbow light,
in which, for a short while, I lived like a dolphin. If it had lasted longer it might
have tinged my employments and life.

—Walden (“Baker Farm”)

We see the rainbow apparently when we are on the edge of rain, just as the sun
is setting. If we are too deep in the rain, then it will appear dim. Sometimes it is
so near that | see a portion of its arch this side of the woods in the horizon,
tingeing them. Sometimes we are completely within it, enveloped by it, and
experience the realization of the child’s wish. The obvious colors are red and
green. Why green? It is astonishing how brilliant the red may be. What is the
difference between that red and the ordinary red of the evening sky? Who does
not feel that here is a phenomenon which natural philosophy alone is inadequate
to explain? The use of the rainbow, who has described it?

—August 7, 1852

The glory of the world is seen only by a chaste mind. To whomsoever this fact is
not an awful but beautiful mystery, there are no flowers in nature.
—July 5, 1852

Some distant angle in the sun where a lofty and dense white pine wood, with
mingled gray and green, meets a hill covered with shrub oaks, affects me
singularly, reinspiring me with all the dreams of my youth. It is a place far away,
yet actual and where we have been. | saw the sun falling on a distant white pine
wood whose gray and moss-covered stems were visible amid the green, in an
angle where this forest abutted on a hill covered with shrub oaks. It was like
looking into dreamland. It is one of the avenues to my future. Certain
coincidences like this are accompanied by a certain flash as of hazy lightning,
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flooding all the world suddenly with a tremulous serene light which it is difficult to
see long at a time.

| saw Fair Haven Pond with its island, and meadow between the island and
the shore, and a strip of perfectly still and smooth water in the lee of the island,
and two hawks, fish hawks perhaps, sailing over it. | did not see how it could be
improved. Yet | do not see what these things can be. | begin to see such an
object when | cease to understand it and see that | did not realize or appreciate it
before, but | get no further than this. How adapted these forms and colors to my
eye! A meadow and an island! What are these things? Yet the hawks and the
ducks keep so aloof! and Nature is so reserved! | am made to love the pond and

the meadow, as the wind is made to ripple the water.
—November 21, 1850

Why do you flee so soon, sir, to the theatres, lecture-rooms, and museums of the
city? If you will stay here awhile I will promise you strange sights. You shall walk
on water; all these brooks and rivers and ponds shall be your highway. You shall
see the whole earth covered a foot or more deep with purest white crystals, in
which you slump or over which you glide, and all the trees and stubble glittering
in icy armor.

—October 18, 1859

Every winter the liquid and trembling surface of the pond, which was so sensitive
to every breath, and reflected every light and shadow, becomes solid to the
depth of a foot or a foot and a half, so that it will support the heaviest teams, and
perchance the snow covers it to an equal depth, and it is not to be distinguished
from any level field. Like the marmots in the surrounding hills, it closes its eyelids
and becomes dormant for three months or more. Standing on the snow-covered
plain, as if in a pasture amid the hills, | cut my way first through a foot of snow,
and then a foot of ice, and open a window under my feet, where, kneeling to
drink, 1 look down into the quiet parlor of the fishes, pervaded by a softened light
as through a window of ground glass, with its bright sanded floor the same as in
summer; there a perennial waveless serenity reigns as in the amber twilight sky,
corresponding to the cool and even temperament of the inhabitants. Heaven is
under our feet as well as over our heads.

—Walden (“The Pond in Winter”)

It is twenty above at 5.30, when | get home.

| walk over a smooth green sea, or sequor, the sun just disappearing in the
cloudless horizon, amid thousands of these flat isles as purple as the petals of a
flower. It would not be more enchanting to walk amid the purple clouds of the
sunset sky. And, by the way, this is but a sunset sky under our feet, produced by
the same law, the same slanting rays and twilight. Here the clouds are these
patches of snow or frozen vapor, and the ice is the greenish sky between them.

61



Thus all of heaven is realized on earth. You have seen those purple fortunate
isles in the sunset heavens, and that green and amber sky between them. Would
you believe that you could ever walk amid those isles? You can on many a winter
evening. | have done so a hundred times. The ice is solid crystalline sky under
our feet.

Whatever aid is to be derived from the use of a scientific term, we can never
begin to see anything as it is so long as we remember the scientific term which
always our ignorance has imposed on it. Natural objects and phenomena are in
this sense forever wild and unnamed by us.

Thus the sky and the earth sympathize, and are subject to the same laws,
and in the horizon they, as it were, meet and are seen to be one.

| have walked in such a place and found it hard as marble.

Not only the earth but the heavens are made our footstool. That is what the
phenomenon of ice means. The earth is annually inverted and we walk upon the
sky. The ice reflects the blue of the sky. The waters become solid and make a
sky below. The clouds grow heavy and fall to earth, and we walk on them. We
live and walk on solidified fluids.

—February 12, 1860

That glaze! | know what it was by my own experience; it was the frozen breath of
the earth upon its beard. . . .

. . . Hardly could the New England farmer drive to market under these trees
without feeling that his sense of beauty was addressed. He would be aware that
the phenomenon called beauty was become visible, if one were at leisure or had
had the right culture to appreciate it. A miller with whom | rode actually remarked
on the beauty of the trees; and a farmer told me in all sincerity that, having occa-
sion to go into Walden Woods in his sleigh, he thought he never saw anything so
beautiful in all his life, and if there had been men there who knew how to write
about it, it would have been a great occasion for them.

—January 18, 1859

The thin snow now driving from the north and lodging on my coat consists of
those beautiful star crystals, not cottony and chubby spokes, as on the 13th
December, but thin and partly transparent crystals. They are about a tenth of an
inch in diameter, perfect little wheels with six spokes without a tire, or rather with
six perfect little leafets, fern-like, with a distinct straight and slender midrib, raying
from the centre. . . . How full of the creative genius is the air in which these are
generated! | should hardly admire them more if real stars fell and lodged on my
coat. Nature is full of genius, full of the divinity; so that not a snowflake escapes
its fashioning hand. . . .

A divinity must have stirred within them before the crystals did thus shoot and
set. Wheels of the storm-chariots. The same law that shapes the earth-star
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shapes the snow-star. As surely as the petals of a flower are fixed, pronouncing
thus, with emphasis, the number six. Order, Oo60000.

On the Saskatchewan, when no man of science is there to behold, still down
they come, and not the less fulfill their destiny, perchance melt at once on the
Indian’s face. What a world we live in! where myriads of these little disks, so
beautiful to the most prying eye, are whirled down on every traveller’s coat, the
observant and the unobservant, and on the restless squirrel’s fur, and on the far-
stretching fields and forests, the wooded dells, and the mountain-tops. Far, far
away from the haunts of man, they roll down some little slope, fall over and come
to their bearings, and melt or lose their beauty in the mass, ready anon to swell
some little rill with their contribution, and so, at last, the universal ocean from
which they came. There they lie, like the wreck of chariot-wheels after a battle in
the skies. Meanwhile the meadow mouse shoves them aside in his gallery, the
schoolboy casts them in his snowball, or the woodman’s sled glides smoothly
over them, these glorious spangles, the sweeping of heaven’s floor. And they all
sing, melting as they sing of the mysteries of the number six,—six, six, six. He
takes up the water of the sea in his hand, leaving the salt; He disperses it in mist
through the skies; He re-collects and sprinkles it like grain in six-rayed snowy
stars over the earth, there to lie till He dissolves its bonds again.

—January 5, 1856

You glance up these paths, closely imbowered by bent trees, as though through
the aisles of a cathedral, and expect to hear a choir chanting from their depths.
You are never so far in them as they are far before you. Their secret is where
you are not and where your feet can never carry you.

—January 30, 1841

| was feeling very cheap, nevertheless, reduced to make the most of dry
dogwood berries. Very little evidence of God or man did | see just then, and life
not as rich and inviting an enterprise as it should be, when my attention was
caught by a snowflake on my coat-sleeve. It was one of those perfect, crystalline,
star-shaped ones, six-rayed, like a flat wheel with six spokes, only the spokes
were perfect little pine trees in shape, arranged around a central spangle. This
little object, which, with many of its fellows, rested unmelting on my coat, so
perfect and beautiful, reminded me that Nature had not lost her pristine vigor yet,
and why should man lose heart? Sometimes the pines were worn and had lost
their branches, and again it appeared as if several stars had impinged on one
another at various angles, making a somewhat spherical mass. These little
wheels came down like the wrecks of chariots from a battle waged in the sky.
There were mingled with these starry flakes small downy pellets also. This was at
mid-afternoon, and it has not quite ceased snowing yet (at 10 p. M.). We are
rained and snowed on with gems. | confess that | was a little encouraged, for |
was beginning to believe that Nature was poor and mean, and | was now
convinced that she turned off as good work as ever. What a world we live in!

63



Where are the jewellers’ shops? There is nothing handsomer than a snowflake
and a dewdrop. | may say that the maker of the world exhausts his skill with each
snowflake and dewdrop that he sends down. We think that the one mechanically
coheres and that the other simply flows together and falls, but in truth they are
the product of enthusiasm, the children of an ecstasy, finished with the artist’'s
utmost skill.

—January 6, 1858

We had a remarkable sunset one day last November. | 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 hill-side, 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 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, | thought | 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 bank-side in autumn.

—"“Walking”
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PART FOUR: SWEET WATERS OF MY BRAIN

Xl
Sympathy

There is no such thing as pure objective observation.
—Journal

| live in the perpetual verdure of the globe—I die in the annual decay of nature.
—Journal [Princeton Edition], March 8, 1842

My own soul must be a bright invisible green.
—A Week (“Wednesday”)

If any part of nature excites our pity, it is for ourselves we grieve, for there is
eternal health and beauty. We get only transient and partial glimpses of the
beauty of the world. Standing at the right angle, we are dazzled by the colors of
the rainbow in colorless ice. From the right point of view, every storm and every
drop in it is a rainbow. Beauty and music are not mere traits and exceptions.
They are the rule and character. It is the exception that we see and hear. Then |
try to discover what it was in the vision that charmed and translated me. What if
we could daguerreotype our thoughts and feelings! for | am surprised and
enchanted often by some quality which | cannot detect. | have seen an attribute
of another world and condition of things. It is a wonderful fact that | should be
affected, and thus deeply and powerfully, more than by aught else in all my expe-
rience,—that this fruit should be borne in me, sprung from a seed finer than the
spores of fungi, floated from other atmospheres! finer than the dust caught in the
sails of vessels a thousand miles from land! Here the invisible seeds settle, and
spring, and bear flowers of immortal beauty.

—December 11, 1855

This is June, the month of grass and leaves. The deciduous trees are investing
the evergreens and revealing how dark they are. Already the aspens are
trembling again, and a new summer is offered me. | feel a little fluttered in my
thoughts, as if | might be too late. Each season is but an infinitesimal point. It no
sooner comes than it is gone. It has no duration. It simply gives a tone and hue to
my thought. Each annual phenomenon is a reminiscence and prompting. Our



thoughts and sentiments answer to the revolutions of the seasons, as two cog-
wheels fit into each other. We are conversant with only one point or contact at a
time, from which we receive a prompting and impulse and instantly pass to a new
season or point of contact. A year is made up of a certain series and number of
sensations and thoughts which have their invisible green language in nature.
Now | am ice, now | am sorrel. Each experience reduces itself to a mood of the
mind.

—June 6, 1857

It would be worth the while to ask ourselves weekly, Is our life innocent enough?
Do we live inhumanely, toward man or beast, in thought or act? To be serene
and successful we must be at one with the universe. The least conscious and
needless injury inflicted on any creature is to its extent a suicide. What peace—or
life—can a murderer have?

—May 28, 1854

The entertaining a single thought of a certain elevation makes all men of one
religion. It is always some base alloy that creates the distinction of sects.
Thought greets thought over the widest gulfs of time with unerring freemasonry. |
know, for instance, that Sadi entertained once identically the same thought that |
do, and thereafter | can find no essential difference between Sadi and myself. He
is not Persian, he is not ancient, he is not strange to me. By the identity of his
thoughts with mine he still survives. It makes no odds what atoms serve us. Sadi
possessed no greater privacy or individuality than is thrown open to me. He had
no more interior and essential and sacred self than can come naked into my
thought this moment. Truth and a true man is something essentially public, not
private. If Sadi were to come back to claim a personal identity with the historical
Sadi, he would find there were too many of us; he could not get a skin that would
contain us all. The symbol of a personal identity preserved in this sense is a
mummy from the catacombs,—a whole skin, it may [be], but no life within it. By
living the life of a man is made common property. By sympathy with Sadi | have
embowelled him. In his thought | have a sample of him, a slice from his core,
which makes it unimportant where certain bones which the thinker once
employed may lie; but | could not have got this without being equally entitled to it
with himself. The difference between any man and that posterity amid whom he
is famous is too insignificant to sanction that he should be set up again in any
world as distinct from them. Methinks | can be as intimate with the essence of an
ancient worthy as, so to speak, he was with himself.

—August 8, 1852

There is no such thing as pure objective observation. Your observation, to be
interesting, i. e., to be significant, must be subjective. The sum of what the writer
of whatever class has to report is simply some human experience, whether he be
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poet or philosopher or man of science. The man of most science is the man most
alive, whose life is the greatest event. It matters not where or how far you
travel,—the farther commonly the worse,—but how much alive you are. If it is
possible to conceive of an event outside to humanity, it is not of the slightest
significance, though it were the explosion of a planet. Every important worker will
report what life there is in him. It makes no odds into what seeming deserts the
poet is born. Though all his neighbors pronounce it a Sahara, it will be a paradise
to him; for the desert which we see is the result of the barrenness of our
experience. No mere willful activity whatever, whether in writing verses or col-
lecting statistics, will produce true poetry or science. . . . | look over the report of
the doings of a scientific association and am surprised that there is so little life to
be reported; | am put off with a parcel of dry technical terms. Anything living is
easily and naturally expressed in popular language. | cannot help suspecting that
the life of these learned professors has been almost as inhuman and wooden as
a rain-gauge or self-registering magnetic machine. They communicate no fact
which rises to the temperature of blood heat. It does not all amount to one rhyme.

—May 6, 1854

| do not see that | can live tolerably without affection for Nature. If | feel no
softening toward the rocks, what do they signify?

| do not think much of that chemistry that can extract corn and potatoes out of

a barren [soil], but rather of that chemistry that can extract thoughts and

sentiments out of the life of a man on any soil. It is in vain to write on the seasons
unless you have the seasons in you.

—January 23, 1858

| am always struck by the centrality of the observer’s position. He always stands
fronting the middle of the arch, and does not suspect at first that a thousand
observers on a thousand hills behold the sunset sky from equally favorable
positions.

—July 10, 1851

If we knew all the laws of Nature, we should need only one fact, or the
description of one actual phenomenon, to infer all the particular results at that
point. Now we know only a few laws, and our result is vitiated, not, of course, by
any confusion or irregularity in Nature, but by our ignorance of essential elements
in the calculation. Our notions of law and harmony are commonly confined to
those instances which we detect; but the harmony which results from a far
greater number of seemingly conflicting, but really concurring, laws, which we
have not detected, is still more wonderful. The particular laws are as our points of
view, as, to the traveller, a mountain outline varies with every step, and it has an
infinite number of profiles, though absolutely but one form. Even when cleft or
bored through it is not comprehended in its entireness.

—Walden (“The Pond in Winter”)
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As | approached the pond down Hubbard’s Path, after coming out of the woods
into a warmer air, | saw the shimmering of the moon on its surface, and, in the
near, now flooded cove, the water-bugs, darting, circling about, made streaks or
curves of light. The moon’s inverted pyramid of shimmering light commenced
about twenty rods off, like so much micaceous sand. But | was startled to see
midway in the dark water a bright flamelike, more than phosphorescent light
crowning the crests of the wavelets, which at first | mistook for fireflies, and
thought even of cucullos. It had the appearance of a pure, smokeless flame a
half-dozen inches long, issuing from the water and bending flickeringly along its
surface. | thought of St. EImo’s lights and the like. But, coming near to the shore
of the pond itself, these flames increased, and | saw that even this was so many
broken reflections of the moon’s disk, though one would have said they were of
an intenser light than the moon herself; from contrast with the surrounding water
they were. Standing up close to the shore and nearer the rippled surface, | saw
the reflections of the moon sliding down the watery concave like so many
lustrous burnished coins poured from a bag with inexhaustible lavishness, and
the lambent flames on the surface were much multiplied, seeming to slide along
a few inches with each wave before they were extinguished; and | saw how
farther and farther off they gradually merged in the general sheen, which, in fact,
was made up of a myriad little mirrors reflecting the disk of the moon with equal
brightness to an eye rightly placed. The pyramid or sheaf of light which we see
springing from near where we stand only, in fact, is the outline of that portion of
the shimmering surface which an eye takes in. To myriad eyes suitably placed,
the whole surface of the pond would be seen to shimmer, or rather would be
seen, as the waves turned up their mirrors, to be covered with those bright flame-
like reflections of the moon’s disk, like a myriad candles everywhere issuing from
the waves; i. e. if there were as many eyes as angles presented by the waves,
the whole surface would appear as bright as the moon; and these reflections are
dispersed in all directions into the atmosphere, flooding it with light. No wonder
that water reveals itself so far by night; even further in many states of the
atmosphere than by day. | thought at first it [was] some unusual
phosphorescence. In some positions these flames were star-like points, brighter
than the brightest stars. Suddenly a flame would show itself in a near and dark
space, precisely like some inflammable gas on the surface,—as if an in-
flammable gas made its way up from the bottom.

—June 13, 1851

When, returning at 5 o’clock, | pass the pond in the road, | see the sun, which is
about entering the grosser hazy atmosphere above the western horizon,
brilliantly reflected in the pond,—a dazzling sheen, a bright golden shimmer. His
broad sphere extended stretches the whole length of the pond toward me. First,
in the extreme distance, | see a few sparkles of the gold on the dark surface;
then it begins a regular and solid column of shimmering gold, straight as a rule,
but at one place, where a breeze strikes the surface from one side, it is
remarkably spread or widened, then recovers its straightness again. . . . Again it
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is remarkably curved, . . . then broken into several pieces, then straight and
entire again, then spread or blown aside at the point like smoke from a
chimney. . . . Of course, if there were eyes enough to occupy all the east shore,
the whole pond would be seen as one dazzling shimmering lake of melted gold.
Such beauty and splendor adorns our walks.

—October 19, 1855

| noticed night before last from Fair Haven how valuable was some water by
moonlight, like the river and Fair Haven Pond, though far away, reflecting the
light with a faint glimmering sheen, as in the spring of the year. The water shines
with an inward light like a heaven on earth. The silent depth and serenity and
majesty of water! Strange that men should distinguish gold and diamonds, when
these precious elements are so common. | saw a distant river by moonlight,
making no noise, yet flowing, as by day, still to the sea, like melted silver
reflecting the moonlight. Far away it lay encircling the earth. How far away it may
look in the night, and even from a low hill how miles away down in the valley! As
far off as paradise and the delectable country! There is a certain glory attends on
water by night. By it the heavens are related to the earth, undistinguishable from
a sky beneath you. . . . [A]fter | reached the road by Potter’s bars,—or further, by
Potter's Brook,—I saw the moon suddenly reflected full from a pool. A puddle
from which you may see the moon reflected, and the earth dissolved under your
feet. The magical moon with attendant stars suddenly looking up with mild lustre
from a window in the dark earth.

—June 13, 1851

As in the expression of moral truths we admire any closeness to the physical fact
which in all language is the symbol of the spiritual, so, finally, when natural
objects are described, it is an advantage if words derived originally from nature, it
is true, but which have been turned (tropes) from their primary signification to a
moral sense, are used, i. e., if the object is personified. The one who loves and
understands a thing the best will incline to use the personal pronouns in speaking
of it. To him there is no neuter gender. Many of the words of the old naturalists
were in this sense doubly tropes.

—February 15, 1860

It was their very admiration of nature that made the ancients attribute those
magnanimous qualities which are rarely to be found in man to the lion as her
masterpiece, and it is only by a readiness, or rather preparedness, to see more
than appears in a creature that one can appreciate what is manifest.

—February 21, 1860

The old naturalists were so sensitive and sympathetic to nature that they could
be surprised by the ordinary events of life. It was an incessant miracle to them,
and therefore gorgons and flying dragons were not incredible to them. The

69



greatest and saddest defect is not credulity, but our habitual forgetfulness that
our science is ignorance.
—NMarch 5, 1860

We cannot spare the very lively and lifelike descriptions of some of the old
naturalists. They sympathize with the creatures which they describe. Edward
Topsell in his translation of Conrad Gesner, in 1607, called “The History of Four-
footed Beasts,” says of the antelopes that “they are bred in India and Syria, near
the river Euphrates,” and then—which enables you to realize the living creature
and its habitat—he adds, “and delight much to drink of the cold water thereof.”
The beasts which most modern naturalists describe do not delight in anything,
and their water is neither hot nor cold. Reading the above makes you want to go
and drink of the Euphrates yourself, if it is warm weather. | do not know how
much of his spirit he owes to Gesner, but he proceeds in his translation to say
that “they have horns growing forth of the crown of their head, which are very
long and sharp; so that Alexander affirmed they pierced through the shields of his
soldiers, and fought with them very irefully: at which time his company slew as he
travelled to India, eight thousand five hundred and fifty, which great slaughter
may be the occasion why they are so rare and seldom seen to this day.”

Now here something is described at any rate; it is a real account, whether of a
real animal or not. You can plainly see the horns which “grew forth” from their
crowns, and how well that word “irefully” describes a beast’s fighting! And then
for the number which Alexander’s men slew “as he travelled to India,”—and what
a travelling was that, my hearers!—eight thousand five hundred and fifty, just the
number you would have guessed after the thousands were given, and [an] easy
one to remember too. He goes on to say that “their horns are great and made like
a saw, and they with them can cut asunder the branches of osier or small trees,
whereby it cometh to pass that many times their necks are taken in the twists of
the falling boughs, whereat the beast with a repining cry, bewrayeth himself to
the hunters, and so is taken.” The artist too has done his part equally well, for
you are presented with a drawing of the beast with serrated horns, the tail of a
lion, a cheek tooth (canine?) as big as a boar’s, a stout front, and an exceedingly
“ireful” look, as if he were facing all Alexander’s army.

—February 17, 1860

| think that the most important requisite in describing an animal, is to be sure and
give its character and spirit, for in that you have, without error, the sum and effect
of all its parts, known and unknown. You must tell what it is to man. Surely the
most important part of an animal is its anima, its vital spirit, on which is based its
character and all the peculiarities by which it most concerns us. Yet most
scientific books which treat of animals leave this out altogether, and what they
describe are as it were the phenomena of dead matter. What is most interesting
in a dog, for example, is his attachment to his master, his intelligence, courage,
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and the like, and not his anatomical structure or even many habits which affect
us less.

If you have undertaken to write the biography of an animal, you will have to
present to us the living creature, i. e., a result which no man can understand, but
only in his degree report the impression made on him.

Science in many departments of natural history does not pretend to go
beyond the shell; i. e., it does not get to animated nature at all. A history of
animated nature must itself be animated.

The ancients, one would say, with their gorgons, sphinxes, satyrs, mantichora,
etc., could imagine more than existed, while the moderns cannot imagine so
much as exists.

In describing brutes, as in describing men, we shall naturally dwell most on
those particulars in which they are most like ourselves,—in which we have most
sympathy with them.

We are as often injured as benefited by our systems, for, to speak the truth,
no human system is a true one, and a name is at most a mere convenience and
carries no information with it. As soon as | begin to be aware of the life of any
creature, | at once forget its name. To know the names of creatures is only a
convenience to us at first, but so soon as we have learned to distinguish them,
the sooner we forget their names the better, so far as any true appreciation of
them is concerned. | think, therefore, that the best and most harmless names are
those which are an imitation of the voice or note of an animal, or the most poetic
ones. But the name adheres only to the accepted and conventional bird or
quadruped, never an instant to the real one. There is always something
ridiculous in the name of a great man,—as if he were named John Smith. The
name is convenient in communicating with others, but it is not to be remembered
when | communicate with myself.

—February 18, 1860

| suspect that the child plucks its first flower with an insight into its beauty and
significance which the subsequent botanist never retains.
—February 5, 1852

The mystery of the life of plants is kindred with that of our own lives, and the
physiologist must not presume to explain their growth according to mechanical
laws, or as he might explain some machinery of his own making. We must not
expect to probe with our fingers the sanctuary of any life, whether animal or
vegetable. If we do, we shall discover nothing but surface still. The ultimate
expression or fruit of any created thing is a fine effluence which only the most
ingenuous worshipper perceives at a reverent distance from its surface even.
The cause and the effect are equally evanescent and intangible, and the former
must be investigated in the same spirit and with the same reverence with which
the latter is perceived. Science is often like a grub which, though it may have
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nestled in the germ of a fruit, has merely blighted or consumed it and never truly
tasted it. Only that intellect makes any progress toward conceiving of the
essence which at the same time perceives the effluence. The rude and ignorant
finger is probing in the rind still, for in this case, too, the angles of incidence and
excidence are equal, and the essence is as far on the other side of the surface,
or matter, as reverence detains the worshipper on this, and only reverence can
find out this angle instinctively. Shall we presume to alter the angle at which God
chooses to be worshipped?

—March 7, 1859

To Cambridge, where | read in Gerard’s Herbal. His admirable though quaint
descriptions are, to my mind, greatly superior to the modern more scientific ones.
He describes not according to rule but to his natural delight in the plants. He
brings them vividly before you, as one who has seen and delighted in them. It is
almost as good as to see the plants themselves. It suggests that we cannot too
often get rid of the barren assumption that is in our science. His leaves are
leaves; his flowers, flowers; his fruit, fruit. They are green and colored and
fragrant. It is a man’s knowledge added to a child’s delight. Modern botanical
descriptions approach ever nearer to the dryness of an algebraic formula, as if x
+y =to a love-letter. It is the keen joy and discrimination of the child who has just
seen a flower for the first time and comes running in with it to its friends. How
much better to describe your object in fresh English words rather than in these
conventional Latinisms! He has really seen, and smelt, and tasted, and reports
his sensations.

—December 16, 1859

| have seen many a collection of stately elms which better deserved to be
represented at the General Court than the manikins beneath,—than the barroom
and victualling cellar and groceries they overshadowed. When | see their
magnificent domes, miles away in the horizon, over intervaling valleys and
forests, they suggest a village, a community, there. But, after all, it is a secondary
consideration whether there are human dwellings beneath them; these may have
long since passed away. | find that into my idea of the village has entered more
of the elm than of the human being. They are worth many a political borough.
They constitute a borough. The poor human representative of his party sent out
from beneath their shade will not suggest a tithe of the dignity, the true nobleness
and comprehensiveness of view, the sturdiness and independence, and the
serene beneficence that they do. They look from township to township. A
fragment of their bark is worth the backs of all the politicians in the union. They
are free-soilers in their own broad sense. They send their roots north and south
and east and west into many a conservative’s Kansas and Carolina, who does
not suspect such underground railroads,—they improve the subsoil he has never
disturbed,—and many times their length, if the support of their principles requires
it. They battle with the tempests of a century. See what scars they bear, what
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limbs they lost before we were born! Yet they never adjourn; they steadily vote
for their principles, and send their roots further and wider from the same centre.
They die at their posts, and they leave a tough butt for the choppers to exercise
themselves about, and a stump which serves for their monument. They attend no
caucus, they make no compromise, they use no policy. Their one principle is
growth. They combine a true radicalism with a true conservatism. Their
radicalism is not cutting away of roots, but an infinite multiplication and extension
of them under all surrounding institutions. They take a firmer hold on the earth
that they may rise higher into the heavens. Their conservative heartwood, in
which no sap flows, does not impoverish their growth, but is a firm column to
support it; and when their expanding trunks no longer require it, it utterly decays.
Their conservatism is a dead but solid heart-wood, which is the pivot and firm
column of support to all this growth, appropriating nothing to itself, but forever by
its support assisting to extend the area of their radicalism. Half a century after
they are dead at the core, they are preserved by radical reforms. They do not,
like men, from radicals turn conservative. Their conservative part dies out first;
their radical and growing part survives. They acquire new States and Territories,
while the old dominions decay, and become the habitation of bears and owls and
coons.

—January 24, 1856

A small red maple has grown, perchance, far away at the head of some retired
valley, a mile from any road, unobserved. It has faithfully discharged the duties of
a maple there, all winter and summer, neglected none of its economies, but
added to its stature in the virtue which belongs to a maple, by a steady growth for
so many months, never having gone gadding abroad, and is nearer heaven than
it was in the spring. It has faithfully husbanded its sap, and afforded a shelter to
the wandering bird, has long since ripened its seeds and committed them to the
winds, and has the satisfaction of knowing, perhaps, that a thousand little well-
behaved maples are already settled in life somewhere. It deserves well of
Mapledom. Its leaves have been asking from time to time, in a whisper, “When
shall we redden?” And now, in this month of September, this month of traveling,
when men are hastening to the seaside, or the mountains, or the lakes, this
modest maple, still without budging an inch, travels in its reputation,—runs up its
scarlet flag on that hillside, which shows that it has finished its summer’s work
before all other trees, and withdraws from the contest. At the eleventh hour of the
year, the tree which no scrutiny could have detected here when it was most
industrious is thus, by the tint of its maturity, by its very blushes, revealed at last
to the careless and distant traveler, and leads his thoughts away from the dusty
road into those brave solitudes which it inhabits. It flashes out conspicuous with
all the virtue and beauty of a maple,—Acer rubrum. We may now read its title, or
rubric, clear. Its virtues, not its sins, are as scarlet.

—“Autumnal Tints”
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When | see a fox run across the pond in the snow, with the carelessness of
freedom, or at intervals trace his course in the sunshine along the ridge of a hill, |
give up to him sun and earth as to their true proprietor. He does not go in the sun,
but it seems to follow him, and there is a visible sympathy between him and it.
Sometimes, when the snow lies light and but five or six inches deep, you may
give chase and come up with one on foot. In such a case he will show a
remarkable presence of mind, choosing only the safest direction, though he may
lose ground by it. Notwithstanding his fright, he will take no step which is not
beautiful. His pace is a sort of leopard canter, as if he were in no wise impeded
by the snow, but were husbanding his strength all the while. When the ground is
uneven, the course is a series of graceful curves, conforming to the shape of the
surface. He runs as though there were not a bone in his back. Occasionally
dropping his muzzle to the ground for a rod or two, and then tossing his head
aloft, when satisfied of his course. When he comes to a declivity, he will put his
fore feet together, and slide swiftly down it, shoving the snow before him. He
treads so softly that you would hardly hear it from any nearness, and yet with
such expression that it would not be quite inaudible at any distance.

—"“Natural History of Massachusetts”

As | turned round the corner of Hubbard’'s Grove, saw a woodchuck, the first of
the season, in the middle of the field, six or seven rods from the fence which
bounds the wood, and twenty rods distant. | ran along the fence and cut him off,
or rather overtook him, though he started at the same time. When | was only a
rod and a half off, he stopped, and | did the same; then he ran again, and | ran
up within three feet of him, when he stopped again, the fence being between us. |
squatted down and surveyed him at my leisure. His eyes were dull black and
rather inobvious, with a faint chestnut (?) iris, with but little expression and that
more of resignation than anger. The general aspect was a coarse grayish brown,
a sort of grisel (?). A lighter brown next the skin, then black or very dark brown
and tipped with whitish rather loosely. The head between a squirrel and a bear,
flat on the top and dark brown, and darker still or black on the tip of the nose. The
whiskers black, two inches long. The ears very small and roundish, set far back
and nearly buried in the fur. Black feet, with long and slender claws for digging. It
appeared to tremble, or perchance shivered with cold. When | moved, it gritted its
teeth quite loud, sometimes striking the under jaw against the other chatteringly,
sometimes grinding one jaw on the other, yet as if more from instinct than anger.
Whichever way | turned, that way it headed. | took a twig a foot long and touched
its snout, at which it started forward and bit the stick, lessening the distance
between us to two feet, and still it held all the ground it gained. | played with it
tenderly awhile with the stick, trying to open its gritting jaws. Ever its long incisors,
two above and two below, were presented. But | thought it would go to sleep if |
stayed long enough. It did not sit upright as sometimes, but standing on its fore
feet with its head down, i. e. half sitting, half standing. We sat looking at one
another about half an hour, till we began to feel mesmeric influences. When |
was tired, | moved away, wishing to see him run, but | could not start him. He
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would not stir as long as | was looking at him or could see him. | walked round
him; he turned as fast and fronted me still. | sat down by his side within a foot. |
talked to him quasi forest lingo, baby-talk, at any rate in a conciliatory tone, and
thought that | had some influence on him. He gritted his teeth less. | chewed
checkerberry leaves and presented them to his nose at last without a grit; though
| saw that by so much gritting of the teeth he had worn them rapidly and they
were covered with a fine powder, which if you measured it thus, would have
made his anger terrible. He did not mind any noise | might make. With a little
stick | lifted one of his paws to examine it, and held it up at pleasure. | turned him
over to see what color he was beneath (darker or more purely brown), though he
turned himself back again sooner than | could have wished. His tail was also all
brown, though not very dark, rat-tail like, with loose hairs standing out on all sides
like a caterpillar brush. He had a rather mild look. | spoke kindly to him. | reached
checkerberry leaves to his mouth. | stretched my hands over him, though he
turned up his head and still gritted a little. | laid my hand on him, but immediately
took it off again, instinct not being wholly overcome. If | had had a few fresh bean
leaves, thus in advance of the season, | am sure | should have tamed him
completely. It was a frizzly tail. His is a humble, terrestrial color like a partridge’s,
well concealed where dead wiry grass rises above darker brown or chestnut
dead leaves—a modest color. If | had had some food, | should have ended with
stroking him at my leisure. Could easily have wrapped him in my handkerchief.
He was not fat nor particularly lean. | finally had to leave him without seeing him
move from the place. A large, clumsy, burrowing squirrel. Arctomys, bearmouse.
| respect him as one of the natives. He lies there, by his color and habits so
naturalized amid the dry leaves, the withered grass, and the bushes. A sound
nap, too, he has enjoyed in his native fields, the past winter. | think | might learn
some wisdom of him. His ancestors have lived here longer than mine. He is more
thoroughly acclimated and naturalized than I. Bean leaves the red man raised for
him, but he can do without them.

—April 16, 1852

| learned to-day that my ornithology had done me no service. The birds | heard,
which fortunately did not come within the scope of my science, sung as freshly as
if it had been the first morning of creation, and had for background to their song
an untrodden wilderness, stretching through many a Carolina and Mexico of the
soul.

—March 4, 1840

The bluebird which some woodchopper or inspired walker is said to have seen in
that sunny interval between the snow-storms is like a speck of clear blue sky
seen near the end of a storm, reminding us of an ethereal region and a heaven
which we had forgotten. Princes and magistrates are often styled serene, but
what is their turbid serenity to that ethereal serenity which the bluebird
embodies? His Most Serene Birdship! His soft warble melts in the ear, as the
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snow is melting in the valleys around. The bluebird comes and with his warble
drills the ice and sets free the rivers and ponds and frozen ground. As the sand
flows down the slopes a little way, assuming the forms of foliage where the frost
comes out of the ground, so this little rill of melody flows a short way down the
concave of the sky.

—March 2, 1859

The bluebird on the apple tree, warbling so innocently to inquire if any of its
mates are within call,—the angel of the spring! Fair and innocent, yet the
offspring of the earth. The color of the sky above and of the subsoil beneath.
Suggesting what sweet and innocent melody (terrestrial melody) may have its
birthplace between the sky and the ground.

—March 10, 1859

A very meagre natural history suffices to make me a child. Only their names and
genealogy make me love fishes. | would know even the number of their fin-rays,
and how many scales compose the lateral line. | fancy | am amphibious and
swim in all the brooks and pools in the neighborhood, with the perch and bream,
or doze under the pads of our river amid the winding aisles and corridors formed
by their stems, with the stately pickerel.

—February 14, 1840

Salmon Brook,

Penichook,

Ye sweet waters of my brain,
When shall I look,

Or cast the hook,

In your waves again?

Silver eels,
Wooden creels,
These the bates that still allure,
And dragon-fly
That floated by,
May they still endure?
—A Week (“Friday”)

If | am to be a thoroughfare, | prefer that it be of the mountain-brooks, the
Parnassian streams. . . .
—"Life Without Principle”
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My blood flows as slowly as the waves of my native Musketaquid; yet they reach
the ocean sooner, perchance, than those of the Nashua.
—July 19, 1851

There is something more than association at the bottom of the excitement which
the roar of a cataract produces. It is allied to the circulation in our veins. We have
a waterfall which corresponds even to Niagara somewhere within us.

—February 12, 1851

| hear the sound of Heywood’s Brook falling into Fair Haven Pond, inexpressibly
refreshing to my senses. It seems to flow through my very bones. | hear it with
insatiable thirst. It allays some sandy heat in me. It affects my circulations;
methinks my arteries have sympathy with it. What is it | hear but the pure
waterfalls within me, in the circulations of my blood, the streams that fall into my
heart? What mists do | ever see but such as hang over and rise from my blood?
The sound of this gurgling water, running thus by night as by day, falls on all my
dashes, fills all my buckets, overflows my float-boards, turns all the machinery of
my nature, makes me a flume, a sluice-way, to the springs of nature. Thus | am
washed; thus | drink and quench my thirst.

—July 11, 1851

How many young finny contemporaries of various character and destiny, form
and habits, we have even in this water! And it will not be forgotten by some
memory that we were contemporaries. It is of some import. We shall be some
time friends, | trust, and know each other better. Distrust is too prevalent now.
We are so much alike! have so many faculties in common! | have not yet met
with the philosopher who could, in a quite conclusive, undoubtful way, show me
the, and, if not the, then how any, difference between man and a fish. We are so
much alike! How much could a really tolerant, patient, humane, and truly great
and natural man make of them, if he should try? For they are to be understood,
surely, as all things else, by no other method than that of sympathy. It is easy to
say what they are not to us, i. e., what we are not to them; but what we might and
ought to be is another affair.

—Undated [1837-47]

The fishes are going up the brooks as they open. They are dispersing
themselves through the fields and woods, imparting new life into them. They are
taking their places under the shelving banks and in the dark swamps. The water
running down meets the fishes running up. They hear the latest news. Spring-
aroused fishes are running up our veins too. Little fishes are seeking the sources
of the brooks, seeking to disseminate their principles. Talk about a revival of reli-
gion! and business men’s prayer-meetings! with which all the country goes mad
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now! What if it were as true and wholesome a revival as the little fishes feel
which come out of the sluggish waters and run up the brooks towards their
sources?

—March 20, 1858

Shad are still taken in the basin of Concord River, at Lowell, where they are said
to be a month earlier than the Merrimack shad, on account of the warmth of the
water. Still patiently, almost pathetically, with instinct not to be discouraged, not
to be reasoned with, revisiting their old haunts, as if their stern fates would relent,
and still met by the Corporation with its dam. Poor shad! where is thy redress?
When Nature gave thee instinct, gave she the heart to bear thy fate? Still
wandering the sea in thy scaly armor to inquire humbly at the mouths of rivers if
man has perchance left them free for thee to enter. By countless shoals loitering
uncertain meanwhile, merely stemming the tide there, in danger from sea foes in
spite of thy bright armor, awaiting new instructions, until the sands, until the water
itself, tell thee if it be so or not. Thus by whole migrating nations, full of instinct,
which is thy faith, in this backward spring, turned adrift, and perchance knowest
not where men do not dwell, where there are not factories, in these days. Armed
with no sword, no electric shock, but mere shad, armed only with innocence and
a just cause, with tender dumb mouth only forward, and scales easy to be
detached. | for one am with thee, and who knows what may avail a crowbar
against that Billerica dam?—Not despairing when whole myriads have gone to
feed those sea monsters during thy suspense, but still brave, indifferent, on easy
fin there, like shad reserved for higher destinies. Willing to be decimated for
man’s behoof after the spawning season. Away with the superficial and selfish
phil-anthropy of men,—who knows what admirable virtue of fishes may be below
low-water-mark, bearing up against a hard destiny, not admired by that fellow-
creature who alone can appreciate it! Who hears the fishes when they cry? It will
not be forgotten by some memory that we were contemporaries. Thou shalt ere
long have thy way up the rivers, up all the rivers of the globe, if | am not mistaken.
Yea, even thy dull watery dream shall be more than realized. If it were not so, but
thou wert to be overlooked at first and at last, then would not | take their heaven.
Yes, | say so, who think | know better than thou canst. Keep a stiff fin, then, and
stem all the tides thou mayest meet.

—A Week (“Saturday”)

| cannot but see still in my mind’'s eye those little striped breams poised in
Walden'’s glaucous water. They balance all the rest of the world in my estimation
at present, for this is the bream that | have just found, and for the time | neglect
all its brethren and am ready to kill the fatted calf on its account. For more than
two centuries have men fished here and have not distinguished this permanent
settler of the township. It is not like a new bird, a transient visitor that may not be
seen again for years, but there it dwells and has dwelt permanently, who can tell
how long? When my eyes first rested on Walden the striped bream was poised in
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it, though | did not see it, and when Tahatawan paddled his canoe there. How
wild it makes the pond and the township to find a new fish in it! America renews
her youth here. But in my account of this bream | cannot go a hair's breadth
beyond the mere statement that it exists,—the miracle of its existence, my
contemporary and neighbor, yet so different from me! | can only poise my
thought there by its side and try to think like a bream for a moment. | can only
think of precious jewels, of music, poetry, beauty, and the mystery of life. | see
only the bream in its orbit, as | see a star, but | care not to measure its distance
or weight. The bream, appreciated, floats in the pond as the centre of the system,
another image of God. Its life no man can explain more than he can his own. |
want you to perceive the mystery of the bream. | have a contemporary in Walden.
It has fins where | have legs and arms. | have a friend among the fishes, at least
a new acquaintance. Its character will interest me, | trust, not its clothes and
anatomy. | do not want it to eat. Acquaintance with it is to make my life more rich
and eventful. It is as if a poet or an anchorite had moved into the town, whom |
can see from time to time and think of yet oftener. Perhaps there are a thousand
of these striped bream which no one had thought of in that pond,—not their mere
impressions in stone, but in the full tide of the bream life.

November 30, 1858

The east side of the Deep Cut is nearly bare, as is the railroad itself, and, on the
driest parts of the sandy slope, | go looking for Cicindela,—to see it run or fly
amid the sere blackberry vines,—some life which the warmth of the dry sand
under the spring sun has called forth; but | see none. | am reassured and
reminded that | am the heir of eternal inheritances which are inalienable, when |
feel the warmth reflected from this sunny bank, and see the yellow sand and the
reddish subsoil, and hear some dried leaves rustle and the trickling of melting
snow in some sluiceway. The eternity which | detect in Nature | predicate of
myself also. How many springs have | had this same experience! | am
encouraged, for | recognize this steady persistency and recovery of Nature as a
quality of myself.

—March 23, 1856

Sometimes a mortal feels in himself Nature,—not his Father but his Mother stirs
within him, and he becomes immortal with her immortality. From time to time she
claims kindredship with us, and some globule from her veins steals up into our
own.

| am the autumnal sun,
With autumn gales my race is run;
When will the hazel put forth its flowers,
Or the grape ripen under my bowers?
When will the harvest or the hunter’'s moon
Turn my midnight into mid-noon?

| am all sere and yellow,
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And to my core mellow.
The mast is dropping within my woods,
The winter is lurking within my moods,
And the rustling of the withered leaf
Is the constant music of my grief.

—A Week (“Friday”)

Men have circumnavigated this globe of land and water, but how few have sailed
out of sight of common sense over the ocean of knowledge!
—August 8, 1852

“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 Louis and Clark and Frobisher, of your own streams and
oceans; explore your own higher latitudes,—with shiploads of preserved meats to
support you, if they be necessary; and pile the empty cans sky-high for a sign.
Were preserved meats invented to preserve meat merely? Nay, be a Columbus
to whole new continents and worlds within you, opening new channels, not of
trade, but of thought. Every man is the lord of a realm beside which the earthly
empire of the Czar is but a petty state, a hummock left by the ice. Yet some can
be patriotic who have no self-respect, and sacrifice the greater to the less. They
love the soil which makes their graves, but have no sympathy with the spirit
which may still animate their clay. Patriotism is a maggot in their heads. What
was the meaning of that South-Sea Exploring Expedition, with all its parade and
expense, but an indirect recognition of the fact that there are continents and seas
in the moral world to which every man is an isthmus or an inlet, yet unexplored
by him, but that it is easier to sail many thousand miles through cold and storm
and cannibals, in a government ship, with five hundred men and boys to assist
one, than it is to explore the private sea, the Atlantic and Pacific Ocean of one’s
being alone.—

“Erret, et extremos alter scrutetur Iberos.
Plus habet hic vitee, plus habet ille viee.”

Let them wander and scrutinize the outlandish Australians.
| have more of God, they more of the road.
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It is not worth the while to go round the world to count the cats of Zanzibar. Yet
do this even till you can do better, and you may perhaps find some “Symmes’
Hole” by which to get at the inside at last. England and France, Spain and
Portugal, Gold Coast and Slave Coast, all front on this private sea; but no bark
from them has ventured out of sight of land, though it is without doubt the direct
way to India. If you would learn to speak all tongues and conform to the customs
of all nations, if you would travel farther than all travellers, be naturalized in all
climes, and cause the Sphinx to dash her head against a stone, even obey the
precept of the old philosopher, and Explore thyself. 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 worn-out 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.

—Walden (“Conclusion”)
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Xl
Science and Poetry

Let me not be in haste to detect the universal law; let me see more clearly a
particular instance of it!
—Journal

How indispensable to a correct study of Nature is a perception of her true
meaning. The fact will one day flower into a truth. The season will mature and
fructify what the understanding had cultivated. Mere accumulators of facts—
collectors of materials for the master-workmen—are like those plants growing in
dark forests, which “put forth only leaves instead of blossoms.”

—December 16, 1837

The poet uses the results of science and philosophy, and generalizes their widest
deductions.

—A Week (“Friday”)

Poetry is the mysticism of mankind.

The expressions of the poet cannot be analyzed; his sentence is one word,
whose syllables are words. There are indeed no words quite worthy to be set to
his music. But what matter if we do not hear the words always, if we hear the
music?

Much verse fails of being poetry because it was not written exactly at the right
crisis, though it may have been inconceivably near to it. It is only by a miracle
that poetry is written at all. It is not recoverable thought, but a hue caught from a
vaster receding thought.

A poem is one undivided, unimpeded expression fallen ripe into literature, and
it is undividedly and unimpededly received by those for whom it was matured.

If you can speak what you will never hear, if you can write what you will never
read, you have done rare things.

The work we choose should be our own
God lets alone.

The unconsciousness of man is the consciousness of God.

—A Week (“Thursday”)

The poet does not need to see how meadows are something else than earth,
grass, and water, but how they are thus much. He does not need discover that
potato blows are as beautiful as violets, as the farmer thinks, but only how good
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potato blows are.
—January 1840

The poet must bring to Nature the smooth mirror in which she is to be reflected.
He must be something superior to her, something more than natural.
—May 23, 1853

Wisdom does not inspect, but behold. We must look a long time before we can
see. Slow are the beginnings of philosophy. He has something demoniacal in him,
who can discern a law or couple two facts. We can imagine a time when “Water
runs down hill” may have been taught in the schools. The true man of science will
know nature better by his finer organization; he will smell, taste, see, hear, feel,
better than other men. His will be a deeper and finer experience. We do not learn
by inference and deduction and the application of mathematics to philosophy, but
by direct intercourse and sympathy. It is with science as with ethics,—we cannot
know truth by contrivance and method; the Baconian is as false as any other,
and with all the helps of machinery and the arts, the most scientific will still be the
healthiest and friendliest man, and possess a more perfect Indian wisdom.
—"“Natural History of Massachusetts”

Let us not underrate the value of a fact; it will one day flower in a truth.
—"“Natural History of Massachusetts”

Books of natural history aim commonly to be hasty schedules, or inventories of
God's property, by some clerk. They do not in the least teach the divine view of
nature, but the popular view, or rather the popular method of studying nature,
and make haste to conduct the persevering pupil only into that dilemma where
the professors always dwell.—

“To Athens gown'd he goes, and from that
school
Returns unsped, a more instructed fool.”

They teach elements really of ignorance, not of knowledge, for to speak
deliberately and in view of the higher truths, it is not easy to distinguish
elementary knowledge. There is a chasm between knowledge and ignorance
which the arches of science can never span.

—A Week (“Sunday”)
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Science does not embody all that men know, only what is for men of science.
The woodman tells me how he caught trout in a box trap, how he made his
trough for maple sap of pine logs, and the spouts of sumach or white ash, which
have a large pith. He can relate his facts to human life.

The knowledge of an unlearned man is living and luxuriant like a forest, but
covered with mosses and lichens and for the most part inaccessible and going to
waste; the knowledge of the man of science is like timber collected in yards for
public works, which still supports a green sprout here and there, but even this is
liable to dry rot.

—January 7, 1851

But this habit of close observation,—in Humboldt, Darwin, and others. Is it to be
kept up long, this science? Do not tread on the heels of your experience. Be
impressed without making a minute of it. Poetry puts an interval between the
impression and the expression,—waits till the seed germinates naturally.

—July 23, 1851

| fear that the character of my knowledge is from year to year becoming more
distinct and scientific; that, in exchange for views as wide as heaven'’s cope, | am
being narrowed down to the field of the microscope. | see details, not wholes nor
the shadow of the whole. | count some parts, and say, “I know.”

—August 19, 1851

What a faculty must that be which can paint the most barren landscape and
humblest life in glorious colors! It is pure and invigorated senses reacting on a
sound and strong imagination. Is not that the poet's case? The intellect of most
men is barren. They neither fertilize nor are fertilized. It is the marriage of the
soul with Nature that makes the intellect fruitful, that gives birth to imagination.
When we were dead and dry as the highway, some sense which has been
healthily fed will put us in relation with Nature, in sympathy with her; some grains
of fertilizing pollen, floating in the air, fall on us, and suddenly the sky is all one
rainbow, is full of fragrance and flavor. The man of intellect only, the prosaic man,
is a barren, staminiferous flower; the poet is a fertile and perfect flower. Men are
such confirmed arithmeticians and slaves of business that | cannot easily find a
blankbook that has not a red line or a blue one for the dollars and cents, or some
such purpose.

—August 21, 1851

| seem to be more constantly merged with nature; my intellectual life is more
obedient to nature than formerly, but perchance less obedient to spirit. | have
less memorable seasons. | exact less of myself. | am getting used to my
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meanness, getting to accept my low estate. O if | could be discontented with
myself! If | could feel anguish at each descent.
—October 12, 1851

If there is not something mystical in your explanation, something unexplainable to
the understanding, some elements of mystery, it is quite insufficient. If there is
nothing in it which speaks to my imagination, what boots it? What sort of science
is it which enriches the understanding, but robs the imagination? Not merely robs
Peter to pay Paul, but takes from Peter more than it ever gives to Paul?
—December 25, 1851

| have a commonplace-book for facts and another for poetry, but | find it difficult
always to preserve the vague distinction which | had in my mind, for the most
interesting and beautiful facts are so much the more poetry and that is their
success. They are translated from earth to heaven. | see that if my facts were
sufficiently vital and significant,—perhaps transmuted more into the substance of
the human mind,—I should need but one book of poetry to contain them all. . . .

It is impossible for the same person to see things from the poet’s point of view
and that of the man of science. The poet’s second love may be science, not his
first,—when use has worn off all the bloom. | realize that men may be born to a
condition of mind at which others arrive in middle age by the decay of their poetic
faculties.

—February 18, 1852

Every man will be a poet if he can; otherwise a philosopher or man of science.
This proves the superiority of the poet.
—April 11, 1852

* * *

[Correspondence with the American Association for the Advancement of Science,
March—-December 1853]

The secretary of the Association for the Advancement of Science requests me,
as he probably has thousands of others, by a printed circular letter from
Washington the other day, to fill the blank against certain questions, among
which the most important one was what branch of science | was specially
interested in, using the term science in the most comprehensive sense possible.
Now, though | could state to a select few that department of human inquiry which
engages me, and should be rejoiced at an opportunity to do so, | felt it would be
to make myself the laughing-stock of the scientific community to describe or
attempt to describe to them that branch of science which specially interests me,
inasmuch as they do not believe in a science which deals with the higher law. So
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| was obliged to speak to their condition and describe to them that poor part of
me which alone they can understand. The fact is | am a mystc, a
transcendentalist, and a natural philosopher to boot. Now I think of it, | should
have told them at once that | was a transcendentalist. That would have been the
shortest way of telling them that they would not understand my explanations.

How absurd that, though | probably stand as near to nature as any of them,
and am by constitution as good an observer as most, yet a true account of my
relation to nature should excite their ridicule only! If it had been the secretary of
an association of which Plato or Aristotle was the president, | should not have
hesitated to describe my studies at once and particularly.

—March 5, 1853

One studies books of science merely to learn the language of naturalists—to be
able to communicate with them.
—March 23, 1853

The man of science, who is not seeking for expression but for a fact to be
expressed merely, studies nature as a dead language. | pray for such inward
experience as will make nature significant.

—May 10, 1853

Concord Dec. 19th 1853

Spencer F. Baird,
Dear Sir,

| wish hereby to convey my thanks to the one who so kindly proposed me as
a member of the Association for the Advancement of Science, and also to
express my interest in the Association itself. Nevertheless, for the same reason
that |1 should not be able to attend the meetings, unless held in my immediate
vicinity, | am compelled to decline the membership.

Yrs, with hearty thanks,
Henry D. Thoreau

(To be returned to S. F. Baird, Washington, with the blanks filled)

Name Henry D(avid) Thoreau

Occupation (Professional, or otherwise). Literary and Scientific, combined with
Land-surveying

Post-office address Henry D. Thoreau Concord Mass.

Branches of science in which especial interest is felt The Manners & Customs of
the Indians of the Algonquin Group previous to contact with the civilized man.
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Remarks | may add that | am an observer of nature generally, and the character
of my observations, so far as they are scientific, may be inferred from the fact
that | am especially attracted by such books of science as White’s Selborne and
Humboldt's “Aspects of Nature.”

With thanks for your “Directions,” received long since | remain
Yrs &c

Henry D. Thoreaul

* * *

We read the English poets; we study botany and zoology and geology, lean and
dry as they are; and it is rare that we get a new suggestion. It is ebb-tide with the
scientific reports, Professor in the chair. We would fain know something
more about these animals and stones and trees around us. We are ready to skin
the animals alive to come at them. Our scientific names convey a very partial
information only; they suggest certain thoughts only. It does not occur to me that
there are other names for most of these objects, given by people who stood
between me and them, who had better senses than our race. How little | know of
that arbor-vitee when | have learned only what science can tell me! It is but a
word. It is not a tree of life. But there are twenty words for the tree and its
different parts which the Indian gave, which are not in our botanies, which imply a
more practical and vital science. He used it every day. He was well acquainted
with its wood, and its bark, and its leaves. No science does more than arrange
what knowledge we have of any class of object. But, generally speaking, how
much more conversant was the Indian with any wild animal or plant than we are,
and in his language is implied all that intimacy, as much as ours is expressed in
our language. How many words in his language about a moose, or birch bark,
and the like! The Indian stood nearer to wild nature than we. The wildest and
noblest quadrupeds, even the largest fresh-water fishes, some of the wildest and
noblest birds and the fairest flowers have actually receded as we advanced, and
we have but the most distant knowledge of them. A rumor has come down to us
that the skin of a lion was seen and his roar heard here by an early settler. But
there was a race here that slept on his skin. It was a new light when my guide
gave me Indian names for things for which | had only scientific ones before. In
proportion as | understood the language, | saw them from a new point of view.

A dictionary in the Indian language reveals another and wholly new life to us.
Look at the word “canoe,” and see what a story it tells of outdoor life, with the
names of all its parts and modes of using it, as our words describing the different
parts and seats of a coach,—with the difference in practical knowledge between
him who rides and him who walks; or at the word “wigwam,” and see how close it
brings you to the ground; or “Indian corn,” and see which race was most familiar

1From The Correspondence of Henry David Thoreau, Walter Harding and Carl Bode, eds., New York: New York
University Press, 1958. Copyright © 1958 by New York University Press. Manuscript owned (1958) by John L. Cooley,
Pleasantville, N.Y.
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with it. It reveals to me a life within a life, or rather a life without a life, as it were
threading the woods between our towns still, and yet we can never tread in its

trail. The Indian’s earthly life was as far off from us as heaven is.
—NMarch 5, 1858

Science is inhuman. Things seen with a microscope begin to be insignificant. So
described, they are as monstrous as if they should be magnified a thousand
diameters. Suppose | should see and describe men and houses and trees and
birds as if they were a thousand times larger than they are! With our prying
instruments we disturb the balance and harmony of nature.

—May 1, 1859

It is only when we forget all our learning that we begin to know. | do not get
nearer by a hair's breadth to any natural object so long as | presume that | have
an introduction to it from some learned man. To conceive of it with a total
comprehension | must for the thousandth time approach it as something totally
strange. If you would make acquaintance with with the ferns you must forget your
botany. You must get rid of what is commonly called knowledge of them. Not a
single scientific term or distinction is the least to the purpose, for you would fain
perceive something, and you must approach the object totally unprejudiced. You
must be aware that no thing is what you have taken it to be. In what book is this
world and its beauty described? Who has plotted the steps toward the discovery
of beauty? You have got to be in a different state from common. Your greatest
success will be simply to perceive that such things are, and you will have no
communication to make to the Royal Society. If it were required to know the
position of the fruit-dots or the character of the indusium, nothing could be easier
than to ascertain it; but if it is required that you be affected by ferns, that they
amount to anything, signify anything, to you, that they be another sacred
scripture and revelation to you, helping to redeem your life, this end is not so
surely accomplished. In the one case, you take a sentence and analyze it, you
decide if it is printed in large primer or small pica; if it is long or short, simple or
compound, and how many clauses it is composed of; if the i’'s are all dotted, or
some for variety without dots; what the color and composition of the ink and the
paper; and it is considered a fair or mediocre sentence accordingly, and you
assign its place among the sentences you have seen and kept specimens of. But
as for the meaning of the sentence, that is as completely overlooked as if it had
none. This is the Chinese, the Aristotelean, method. But if you should ever
perceive the meaning you would disregard all the rest. So far science goes, and
it punctually leaves off there,—tells you finally where it is to be found and its
synonyms, and rests from its labors.

—October 4, 1859
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As it is important to consider Nature from the point of view of science,
remembering the nomenclature and system of men, and so, if possible, go a step
further in that direction, so it is equally important often to ignore or forget all that
men presume that they know, and take an original and unprejudiced view of
Nature, letting her make what impression she will on you, as the first men, and all
children and natural men still do. For our science, so called, is always more
barren and mixed up with error than our sympathies are.

—February 28, 1860

The scientific differs from the poetic or lively description somewhat as the
photographs, which we so weary of viewing, from paintings and sketches, though
this comparison is too favorable to science. All science is only a makeshift, a
means to an end which is never attained. After all, the truest description, and that
by which another living man can most readily recognize a flower, is the
unmeasured and eloquent one which the sight of it inspires. No scientific descrip-
tion will supply the want of this, though you should count and measure and
analyze every atom that seems to compose it.

Surely poetry and eloquence are a more universal language than that Latin
which is confessedly dead. In science, | should say, all description is postponed
till we know the whole, but then science itself will be cast aside. But
unconsidered expressions of our delight which any natural object draws from us
are something complete and final in themselves, since all nature is to be
regarded as it concerns man; and who knows how near to absolute truth such
unconscious affirmations may come? Which are the truest, the sublime
conceptions of Hebrew poets and seers, or the guarded statements of modern
geologists, which we must modify or unlearn so fast?

—October 13, 1860

To such a pass our civilization and division of labor has come that A, a
professional huckleberry-picker, has hired B’s field and, we will suppose, is now
gathering the crop, perhaps with the aid of a patented machine; C, a professed
cook, is superintending the cooking of a pudding made of some of the berries;
while Professor D, for whom the pudding is intended, sits in his library writing a
book,—a work on the Vaccinieae, of course. And now the result of this downward
course will be seen in that book, which should be the ultimate fruit of the
huckleberry-field and account for the existence of the two professors who come
between D and A. It will be worthless. There will be none of the spirit of the
huckleberry in it. The reading of it will be a weariness to the flesh. To use a
homely illustration, this is to save at the spile but waste at the bung. | believe in a
different kind of division of labor, and that Professor D should divide himself
between the library and the huckleberry-field.

—December 26, 1860
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| hate museums; there is nothing so weighs upon my spirits. They are the
catacombs of nature. One green bud of spring, one willow catkin, one faint trill
from a migrating sparrow would set the world on its legs again. The life that is in
a single green weed is of more worth than all this death. They are dead nature
collected by dead men. | know not whether | muse most at the bodies stuffed
with cotton and sawdust or those stuffed with bowels and fleshy fibre outside the

cases.
—September 24, 1843

| feel, of course, very ignorant in a museum. | know nothing about the things
which they have there—no more than | should know my friends in the tomb. |
walk amid those jars of bloated creatures which they label frogs, a total stranger,
without the least froggy thought being suggested. Not one of them can croak.
They leave behind all life they that enter there, both frogs and men.

—February 18, 1860
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Xl
Economy

...aman isrichin proportion to the number of things which he can afford
to let alone.
—Walden

This curious world which we inhabit is more wonderful than it is convenient, more
beautiful than it is useful—it is more to be admired and enjoyed then, than used.

—*“The Commercial Spirit of Modern Times"1

Truly this is a world of vain delights. We think that men have a substratum of
common sense but sometimes are peculiarly frivolous. But consider what a value
is seriously and permanently attached to gold and so-called precious stones
almost universally. Day and night, summer and winter, sick or well, in war and in
peace, men speak of and believe in gold as a great treasure. By a thousand
comparisons they prove their devotion to it. If wise men or true philosophers bore
any considerable proportion to the whole number of men, gold would be treated
with no such distinction. Men seriously, and, if possible, religiously believe in and
worship gold. They hope to earn golden opinions, to celebrate their golden
wedding. They dream of the golden age. Now it is not its intrinsic beauty or value,
but its rarity and arbitrarily attached value, that distinguishes gold. You would
think it was the reign of shams.

—October 13, 1860

How prompt we are to satisfy the hunger and thirst of our bodies; how slow to
satisfy the hunger and thirst of our souls! Indeed, we would-be-practical folks
cannot use this word without blushing because of our infidelity, having starved
this substance almost to a shadow. We feel it to be as absurd as if a man were to
break forth into a eulogy on his dog, who hasn’t any. An ordinary man will work
every day for a year at shoveling dirt to support his body, or a family of bodies;
but he is an extraordinary man who will work a whole day in a year for the
support of his soul. Even the priests, the men of God, so called, for the most part
confess that they work for the support of the body. But he alone is the truly
enterprising and practical man who succeeds in maintaining his soul here. Have
not we our everlasting life to get? and is not that the only excuse at last for eating,
drinking, sleeping, or even carrying an umbrella when it rains? A man might as

LFrom Henry D. Thoreau, Early Essays and Miscellanies (The Writings of Henry D. Thoreau), ed. Joseph J.
Moldenhauer and Edwin Moser, with Alexander C. Kern. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1975.
Copyright © 1975 by Princeton University Press. This is Thoreau’s Harvard commencement address, which he
delivered on August 30, 1837.
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well devote himself to raising pork, as to fattening the bodies, or temporal part
merely, of the whole human family. If we made the true distinction we should
almost all of us be seen to be in the almshouse for souls.

—Letter to H. G. O. Blake (February 23, 1853)

My themes shall not be far-fetched. | will tell of homely every-day phenomena
and adventures. Friends! Society! It seems to me that | have an abundance of it,
there is so much that | rejoice and sympathize with, and men, too, that | never
speak to but only know and think of. What you call bareness and poverty is to me
simplicity. God could not be unkind to me if he should try. | love the winter, with
its imprisonment and its cold, for it compels the prisoner to try new fields and
resources. | love to have the river closed up for a season and a pause put to my
boating, to be obliged to get my boat in. | shall launch it again in the spring with
so much more pleasure. This is an advantage in point of abstinence and
moderation compared with the seaside boating, where the boat ever lies on the
shore. | love best to have each thing in its season only, and enjoy doing without it
at all other times. It is the greatest of all advantages to enjoy no advantage at all.
| find it invariably true, the poorer | am, the richer | am. What you consider my
disadvantage, | consider my advantage. While you are pleased to get knowledge
and culture in many ways, | am delighted to think that | am getting rid of them.
—December 5, 1856
[Blefore I finally went into winter quarters in November, | used to resort to the
northeast side of Walden, which the sun, reflected from the pitch pine woods and
the stony shore, made the fireside of the pond; it is so much pleasanter and
wholesomer to be warmed by the sun while you can be, than by an artificial fire. |
thus warmed myself by the still glowing embers which the summer, like a
departed hunter, had left.
—Walden (“House-Warming”)

At the present day, and in this country, as | find by my own experience, a few
implements, a knife, an axe, a spade, a wheelbarrow, &c., 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 | implied before, they are cooked, of
course a la mode.

—Walden (“Economy”)

There is no glory so bright but the veil of business can hide it effectually. With
most men life is postponed to some trivial business, and so therefore is heaven.
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Men think foolishly they may abuse and misspend life as they please and when
they get to heaven turn over a new leaf.
—July 21, 1851

In my experience nothing is so opposed to poetry—not crime—as business. It is
a negation of life.
—June 29, 1852

If a man was tossed out of a window when an infant, and so made a cripple for
life, or scared out of his wits by the Indians, it is regretted chiefly because he was
thus incapacitated for—business! | think there is nothing, not even crime, more
opposed to poetry, to philosophy, ay, to life itself, than this incessant business.
—"Life Without Principle”

A great part of our troubles are literally domestic or originate in the house and
from living indoors. | could write an essay to be entitled “Out of Doors,”—
undertake a crusade against houses. What a different thing Christianity preached
to the house-bred and to a party who lived out of doors! Also a sermon is needed
on economy of fuel. What right has my neighbor to burn ten cords of wood, when
| burn only one? Thus robbing our half-naked town of this precious covering. Is
he so much colder than I? It is expensive to maintain him in our midst. If some
earn the salt of their porridge, are we certain that they earn the fuel of their
kitchen and parlor? One man makes a little of the driftwood of the river or of the
dead and refuse (unmarketable!) [wood] of the forest suffice, and Nature rejoices
in him. Another, Herod-like, requires ten cords of the best of young white oak or
hickory, and he is commonly esteemed a virtuous man. He who burns the most
wood on his hearth is the least warmed by the sight of it growing. Leave the trim
wood-lots to widows and orphan girls. Let men tread gently through nature.
—April 26, 1857

Men have been contriving new means and modes of motion. Steamships have
been westering during these late days and nights on the Atlantic waves,—the
fuglers of a new evolution to this generation. Meanwhile plants spring silently by
the brooksides, and the grim woods wave indifferent; the earth emits no howl, pot
on fire simmers and seethes, and men go about their business.

—April 24, 1838

| have been making pencils all day, and then at evening walked to see an old
schoolmate who is going to help make the Welland Canal navigable for ships
round Niagara. He cannot see any such motives and modes of living as I,
professes not to look beyond the securing of certain “creature comforts.” And so
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we go silently different ways, with all serenity, | in the moonlight through the
village this fair evening to write these thoughts in my journal, and he, forsooth, to
mature his schemes to ends as good, maybe, but different. So are we two made,
while the same stars shine quietly over us. If | or he be wrong, Nature yet
consents placidly. She bites her lip and smiles to see how her children will agree.
So does the Welland Canal get built, and other conveniences, while | live. Well
and good, | must confess. Fast sailing ships are hence not detained.

—March 17, 1842

You would say that some men had been tempted to live in this world at all only
by the offer of a bounty by the general government—a bounty on living—to any
one who will consent to be out at this era of the world, the object of the governors
being to create a nursery for their navy. | told such a man the other day that | had
got a Canada lynx here in Concord, and his instant question was, “Have you got
the reward for him?” What reward? Why the ten dollars which the State offers. As
long as | saw him he neither said nor thought anything about the lynx, but only
about this reward. “Yes,” said he, “this State offers ten dollars reward.” You might
have inferred that ten dollars was something rarer in his neighborhood than a
lynx even, and he was anxious to see it on that account. | have thought that a
lynx was a bright-eyed, four-legged, furry beast of the cat kind, very current,
indeed, though its natural gait is by leaps. But he knew it to be a draught drawn
by the cashier of the wildcat bank on the State treasury, payable at sight. . . .

Yet, though money can buy no fine fruit whatever, and we are never made
truly rich by the possession of it, the value of things generally is commonly
estimated by the amount of money they will fetch. A thing is not valuable—e. g. a
fine situation for a house—until it is convertible into so much money, that is, can
cease to be what it is and become something else which you prefer. So you will
see that all prosaic people who possess only the commonest sense, who believe
strictly in this kind of wealth, are speculators in fancy stocks and continually
cheat themselves, but poets and all discerning people, who have an object in life
and know what they want, speculate in real values. . . .

We hear a good deal said about moonshine by so-called practical people, and
the next day, perchance, we hear of their failure, they having been dealing in
fancy stock; but there really never is any moonshine of this kind in the practice of
poets and philosophers; there never are any hard times or failures with them, for
they deal with permanent values.

—November 29, 1860

They make a great ado nowadays about hard times; but | think that the
community generally, ministers and all, take a wrong view of the matter, though
some of the ministers preaching according to a formula may pretend to take a
right one. This general failure, both private and public, is rather occasion for
rejoicing, as reminding us whom we have at the helm—that justice is always
done. If our merchants did not most of them fail, and the banks too, my faith in
the old laws of the world would be staggered. The statement that ninety-six in a
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hundred doing such business surely break down is perhaps the sweetest fact
that statistics have revealed,—exhilarating as the fragrance of sallows in the
spring. Does it not say somewhere, “The Lord reigneth, let the earth rejoice™? If
thousands are thrown out of employment, it suggests that they were not well
employed. Why don’t they take the hint? It is not enough to be industrious; so are
the ants. What are you industrious about?

The merchants and company have long laughed at transcendentalism, higher
laws, etc., crying, “None of your moonshine,” as if they were anchored to
something not only definite, but sure and permanent. If there was any institution
which was presumed to rest on a solid and secure basis, and more than any
other represented this boasted common sense, prudence, and practical talent, it
was the bank; and now those very banks are found to be mere reeds shaken by
the wind. Scarcely one in the land has kept its promise. It would seem as if you
only need live forty years in any age of this world, to see its most promising
government become the government of Kansas, and banks nowhere. Not merely
the Brook Farm and Fourierite communities, but now the community generally
has failed. But there is moonshine still, serene, beneficent, and unchanged. Hard
times, | say, have this value, among others, that they show us what such
promises are worth,—where the sure banks are. | heard some Mr. Eliot praised
the other day because he had paid some of his debts, though it took nearly all he
had (why, I've done as much as that myself many times, and a little more), and
then gone to board. What if he has? | hope he’s got a good boarding-place, and
can pay for it. It's not everybody that can. However, in my opinion, it is cheaper to
keep house,—i.e., if you don’t keep too big a one.

Men will tell you sometimes that “money’s hard.” That shows it was not made
to eat, | say. Only think of a man in this new world, in his log cabin, in the midst of
a corn and potato patch, with a sheepfold on one side, talking about money being
hard! So are flints hard; there is no alloy in them. What has that to do with his
raising his food, cutting his wood (or breaking it), keeping in-doors when it rains,
and, if need be, spinning and weaving his clothes? Some of those who sank with
the steamer the other day found out that money was heavy too. Think of a man’s
priding himself on this kind of wealth, as if it greatly enriched him. As if one
struggling in mid-ocean with a bag of gold on his back should gasp out, “I am
worth a hundred thousand dollars.” | see them struggling just as ineffectually on
dry land, nay, even more hopelessly, for, in the former case, rather than sink,
they will finally let the bag go; but in the latter they are pretty sure to hold and go
down with it. | see them swimming about in their great-coats, collecting their rents,
really getting their dues, drinking bitter draughts which only increase their thirst,
becoming more and more water-logged, till finally they sink plumb down to the
bottom.

—Letter to H. G. O. Blake (November 16, 1857)
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| affect what would commonly be called a mean and miserable way of living. |
thoroughly sympathize with all savages and gypsies in so far as they merely
assert the original right of man to the productions of Nature and a place in her.
The Irishman moves into the town, sets up a shanty on the railroad land, and
then gleans the dead wood from the neighboring forest, which would never get to
market. But the so-called owner forbids it and complains of him as a trespasser.
The highest law gives a thing to him who can use it.

—November 9, 1855
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PART FIVE: WHAT GOD SAW FIT TO MAKE THIS WORLD

XV
Former Inhabitants

The Indian’s earthly life was as far off from us as heaven is.
—Journal

The Indian stood nearer wild nature than we. The wildest and noblest
guadrupeds, even the largest freshwater fishes, some of the wildest and noblest
birds and the fairest flowers have actually receded as we advanced, and we have
but the most distant knowledge of them.

—March 5, 1858

The constitution of the Indian mind appears to be the very opposite to that of the
white man. He is acquainted with a different side of nature. He measures his life
by winters, not summers. His year is not measured by the sun, but consists of a
certain number of moons, and his moons are measured not by days, but by
nights. He has taken hold of the dark side of nature; the white man, the bright
side.

—October 25, 1852

If the Indian is somewhat of a stranger in nature, the gardener is too much a
familiar. There is something vulgar and foul in the latter's closeness to his
mistress, something noble and cleanly in the former’'s distance. Yet the hunter
seems to have a property in the moon which even the farmer has not. Ah! the
poet knows uses of plants which are not easily reported, though he cultivates no
parterre. See how the sun smiles on him while he walks in the gardener’s aisles,
rather than on the gardener.

—Undated [1837-47]

The white man comes, pale as the dawn, with a load of thought, with a
slumbering intelligence as a fire raked up, knowing well what he knows, not
guessing but calculating; strong in community, yielding obedience to authority; of
experienced race; of wonderful, wonderful common sense; dull but capable, slow
but persevering, severe but just, of little humor but genuine; a laboring man,
despising game and sport; building a house that endures, a framed house. He



buys the Indian’s moccasins and baskets, then buys his hunting-grounds, and at
length forgets where he is buried and plows up his bones. And here town records,
old, tattered, time-worn, weather-stained chronicles, contain the Indian sachem’s
mark, perchance, an arrow or a beaver, and the few fatal words by which he
deeded his hunting-grounds away. He comes with a list of ancient Saxon,
Norman, and Celtic names, and strews them up and down this river,—
Framingham, Sudbury, Bedford, Carlisle, Billerica, Chelmsford,—and this is New
Angle-land, and these are the New West Saxons, whom the red men call, not
Angle-ish or English, but Yengeese, and so at last they are known for Yankees.
—A Week (“Sunday”)

When a new country like North America is discovered, a few feeble efforts are
made to Christianize the natives before they are all exterminated, but they are
not found to pay, in any sense. But the energetic traders of the discovering
country organize themselves, or rather inevitably crystallize, into a vast rat-
catching society, tempt the natives to become mere vermin-hunters and rum-
drinkers, reserving half a continent for the field of their labors. Savage meets
savage, and the white man’s only distinction is that he is the chief.

—April 8, 1859

Some have spoken slightingly of the Indians, as a race possessing so little skill
and wit, so low in the scale of humanity, and so brutish that they hardly deserved
to be remembered,—using only the terms “miserable,” “wretched,” “pitiful,” and
the like. In writing their histories of this country they have so hastily disposed of
this refuse of humanity (as they might have called it) which littered and defiled
the shore and the interior. But even the indigenous animals are inexhaustibly
interesting to us. How much more, then, the indigenous man of America! If wild
men, so much more like ourselves than they are unlike, have inhabited these
shores before us, we wish to know particularly what manner of men they were,
how they lived here, their relation to nature, their arts and their customs, their
fancies and beliefs connected with the sea and the forest, which concern us quite
as much as the fables of Oriental nations do. It frequently happens that the
historian, though he professes more humanity than the trapper, mountain man, or
gold-digger, who shoots one as a wild beast, really exhibits and practices a
similar inhumanity to him, wielding a pen instead of a rifle.

One tells you with more contempt than pity that the Indian had no religion,
holding up both hands, and this to all the shallow-brained and bigoted seems to
mean something important, but is commonly a distinction without a difference.
Pray, how much more religion has the historian? If Henry Ward Beecher knows
so much more about God than another, if he has made some discovery of truth in
this direction, | would thank him to publish it in Silliman’s Journal, with as few
flourishes as possible.

It is the spirit of humanity, that which animates both so-called savages and
civilized nations, working through a man, and not the man expressing himself,
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that interests us most. The thought of a so-called savage tribe is generally far
more just than that of a single civilized man.
—February 3, 1859

We accuse savages of worshipping only the bad spirit, or devil, though they may
distinguish both a good and a bad; but they regard only that one which they fear
and worship the devil only. We too are savages in this, doing precisely the same
thing. This occurred to me yesterday as | sat in the woods admiring the beauty of
the blue butterfly. We are not chiefly interested in birds and insects, for example,
as they are ornamental to the earth and cheering to man, but we spare the lives
of the former only on condition that they eat more grubs than they do cherries,
and the only account of the insects which the State encourages is of the “Insects
Injurious to Vegetation.” We too admit both a good and a bad spirit, but we
worship chiefly the bad spirit, whom we fear. We do not think first of the good but
of the harm things will do us.

The catechism says that the chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy him
forever, which of course is applicable mainly to God as seen in his works. Yet the
only account of its beautiful insects—butterflies, etc.—which God has made and
set before us which the State ever thinks of spending any money on is the
account of those which are injurious to vegetation! This is the way we glorify God
and enjoy him forever. Come out here and behold a thousand painted butterflies
and other beautiful insects which people the air, then go to the libraries and see
what kind of prayer and glorification of God is there recorded. Massachusetts has
published her report on “Insects Injurious to Vegetation,” and our neighbor the
“Noxious Insects of New York.” We have attended to the evil and said nothing
about the good. This is looking a gift horse in the mouth with a vengeance.
Children are attracted by the beauty of butterflies, but their parents and
legislators deem it an idle pursuit. The parents remind me of the devil, but the
children of God. Though God may have pronounced his work good, we ask, “Is it
not poisonous?”

—May 1, 1859
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XV
The Wilderness

From the forest and wilderness come the tonics and barks which brace
mankind.
—"“Walking”

It is worth the while to have lived a primitive wilderness life at some time, to know
what are, after all, the necessaries of life and what methods society has taken to
supply them.

—Undated [1845—46]

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.
—Walden (“Economy”)

| sometimes think that | must go off to some wilderness where | can have a better
opportunity to play life,—can find more suitable materials to build my house with,
and enjoy the pleasure of collecting my fuel in the forest. | have more taste for
the wild sports of hunting, fishing, wigwam-building, making garments of skins,
and collecting wood wherever you find it, than for butchering, farming, carpentry,
working in a factory, or going to a wood market.

—October 26, 1855

When | would recreate myself, | seek the darkest wood, the thickest and most
interminable, and, to the citizen, most dismal swamp. | enter a swamp as a
sacred place,—a sanctum sanctorum. There is the strength, the marrow of
Nature. The wild-wood covers the virgin mould,—and the same soil is good for
men and for trees. A man’s health requires as many acres of meadow to his
prospect as his farm does loads of muck. There are the strong meats on which
he feeds. A town is saved, not more by the righteous men in it than by the woods
and swamps that surround it. A township where one primitive forest waves above,
while another primitive forest rots below,—such a town is fitted to raise not only
corn and potatoes, but poets and philosophers for the coming ages. In such a
soil grew Homer and Confucius and the rest, and out of such a wilderness comes
the Reformer eating locusts and wild honey.
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To preserve wild animals implies generally the creation of a forest for them to
dwell in or resort to. So is it with man. A hundred years ago they sold bark in our
streets peeled from our own woods. In the very aspect of those primitive and
rugged trees, there was, methinks, a tanning principle which hardened and
consolidated the fibres of men’s thoughts. Ah! already | shudder for these
comparatively degenerate days of my native village, when you cannot collect a
load of bark of good thickness,—and we no longer produce tar and turpentine.

The civilized nations—Greece, Rome, England—have been sustained by the
primitive forests which anciently rotted where they stand. They survive as long as
the soil is not exhausted. Alas for human culture! little is to be expected of a
nation, when the vegetable mould is exhausted, and it is compelled to make
manure of the bones of its fathers. There the poet sustains himself merely by his
own superfluous fat, and the philosopher comes down on his marrow-bones.

—“Walking”

The wilderness is near as well as dear to every man. Even the oldest villages are
indebted to the border of wild wood which surrounds them, more than to the
gardens of men. There is something indescribably inspiriting and beautiful in the
aspect of the forest skirting and occasionally jutting into the midst of new towns,
which, like the sand-heaps of fresh fox-burrows, have sprung up in their midst.
The very uprightness of the pines and maples asserts the ancient rectitude and
vigor of nature. Our lives need the relief of such a background, where the pine
flourishes and the jay still screams.

—A Week (“Monday”)

We are apt enough to be pleased with such books as Evelyn’s Sylva, Actearium,
and Kalendarium Hortense, but they imply a relaxed nerve in the reader.
Gardening is civil and social, but it wants the vigor and freedom of the forest and
the outlaw. There may be an excess of cultivation as well as of anything else,
until civilization becomes pathetic. A highly cultivated man,—all whose bones can
be bent! whose heaven-born virtues are but good manners! The young pines
springing up in the corn-fields from year to year are to me a refreshing fact. We
talk of civilizing the Indian, but that is not the name for his improvement. By the
wary independence and aloofness of his dim forest life he preserves his
intercourse with his native gods, and is admitted from time to time to a rare and
peculiar society with Nature. He has glances of starry recognition to which our
saloons are strangers. The steady illumination of his genius, dim only because
distant, is like the faint but satisfying light of the stars compared with the dazzling
but ineffectual and short-lived blaze of candles. The Society-Islanders had their
day-born gods, but they were not supposed to be “of equal antiquity with the atua
fauau po, or night-born gods.” It is true, there are the innocent pleasures of
country life, and it is sometimes pleasant to make the earth yield her increase,
and gather the fruits in their season; but the heroic spirit will not fail to dream of
remoter retirements and more rugged paths. It will have its garden-plots and its
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parterres elsewhere than on earth, and gather nuts and berries by the way for its
subsistence, or orchard fruits with such heedlessness as berries. We would not
always be soothing and taming nature, breaking the horse and the ox, but
sometimes ride the horse wild and chase the buffalo. The Indian’s intercourse
with Nature is at least such as admits of the greatest independence of each. If he
is somewhat of a stranger in her midst, the gardener is too much of a familiar.
There is something vulgar and foul in the latter’'s closeness to his mistress,
something noble and cleanly in the former’'s distance. In civilization, as in a
southern latitude, man degenerates at length, and yields to the incursion of more
northern tribes,—

“Some nation yet shut in
With hills of ice.”

There are other, savager and more primeval aspects of nature than our poets
have sung. It is only white man’s poetry. Homer and Ossian even can never
revive in London or Boston. And yet, behold how these cities are refreshed by
the mere tradition, or the imperfectly transmitted fragrance and flavor of these
wild fruits. If we could listen but for an instant to the chant of the Indian muse, we
should understand why he will not exchange his savageness for civilization.
Nations are not whimsical. Steel and blankets are strong temptations; but the
Indian does well to continue Indian.

After sitting in my chamber many days, reading the poets, | have been out
early on a foggy morning and heard the cry of an owl in a neighboring wood as
from a nature behind the common, unexplored by science or by literature. None
of the feathered race has yet realized my youthful conceptions of the woodland
depths. | had seen the red Election-birds brought from their recesses on my
comrades’ string, and fancied that their plumage would assume stranger and
more dazzling colors, like the tints of evening, in proportion as | advanced farther
into the darkness and solitude of the forest. Still less have | seen such strong and
wilderness tints on any poet’s string.

—A Week (“Sunday”)

Nov. 9. 12 M.—To Inches’ Woods in Boxboro.

This wood is some one and three quarters miles from West Acton, whither we
went by train. It is in the east part of Boxboro, on both sides of the Harvard
turnpike. . . .

It is an endless maze of gray oak trunks and boughs stretching far around.
The great mass of individual trunks which you stand near is very impressive. . . .

Nov. 10. ...

Most think that Inches Wood was worth more twenty or thirty years ago,—that
the oaks are now decayed within. Some have suggested that it would be much
for the benefit of Boxboro to have it cut off and made into farms, but Boxboro
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people answer no, that they get a good deal more in taxes from it now than they
would then.

How little there is on an ordinary map! How little, | mean, that concerns the
walker and the lover of nature. Between those lines indicating roads is a plain
blank space in the form of a square or triangle or polygon or segment of a circle,
and there is naught to distinguish this from another area of similar size and form.
Yet the one may be covered, in fact, with a primitive oak wood, like that of
Boxboro, waving and creaking in the wind, such as may make the reputation of a
county, while the other is a stretching plain with scarcely a tree on it. The waving
woods, the dells and glades and green banks and smiling fields, the huge
boulders, etc., etc., are not on the map, nor to be inferred from the map.

That grand oak wood is just the most remarkable and memorable thing in
Boxboro, and yet if there is a history of this town written anywhere, the history or
even mention of this is probably altogether omitted, while that of the first (and
may be last) parish is enlarged upon.

What sort of cultivation, or civilization and improvement, is ours to boast of, if
it turns out that, as in this instance, unhandselled nature is worth even more by
our modes of valuation than our improvements are,—if we leave the land poorer
than we found it? Is it good economy, to try it by the lowest standards, to cut
down all our forests, if a forest will pay into the town treasury a greater tax than
the farms which may supplant it,—if the oaks by steadily growing according to
their nature leave our improvements in the rear?

How little we insist on truly grand and beautiful natural features! How many
have ever heard of the Boxboro oak woods? How many have ever explored them?
| have lived so long in this neighborhood and but just heard of this noble forest,—
probably as fine an oak wood as there is in New England, only eight miles west
of me.

—November 9 and 10, 1860

What is most striking in the Maine wilderness is the continuousness of the forest,
with fewer open intervals or glades than you had imagined. Except the few burnt
lands, the narrow intervals on the rivers, the bare tops of the high mountains, and
the lakes and streams, the forest is uninterrupted. It is even more grim and wild
than you had anticipated, a damp and intricate wilderness, in the spring
everywhere wet and miry. The aspect of the country, indeed, is universally stern
and savage, excepting the distant views of the forest from hills, and the lake
prospects, which are mild and civilizing in a degree. The lakes are something
which you are unprepared for; they lie up so high, exposed to the light, and the
forest is diminished to a fine fringe on their edges, with here and there a blue
mountain, like amethyst jewels set around some jewel of the first water,—so
anterior, so superior, to all the changes that are to take place on their shores,
even now civil and refined, and fair as they can ever be, These are not the
artificial forests of an English king,—a royal preserve merely. Here prevail no
forest laws but those of nature. The aborigines have never been dispossessed,
nor nature disforested.
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It is a country full of evergreen trees, of mossy silver birches and watery
maples, the ground dotted with insipid small, red berries, and strewn with damp
and moss-grown rocks,—a country diversified with innumerable lakes and rapid
streams, peopled with trout and various species of leucisci, with salmon, shad,
and pickerel, and other fishes; the forest resounding at rare intervals with the
note of the chickadee, the blue jay, and the woodpecker, the scream of the fish
hawk and the eagle, the laugh of the loon, and the whistle of ducks along the
solitary streams; at night, with the hooting of owls and howling of wolves; in
summer, swarming with myriads of black flies and mosquitoes, more formidable
than wolves to the white man. Such is the home of the moose, the bear, the
caribou, the wolf, the beaver, and the Indian. Who shall describe the
inexpressible tenderness and immortal life of the grim forest, where Nature,
though it be midwinter, is ever in her spring, where the moss-grown and decaying
trees are not old, but seem to enjoy a perpetual youth; and blissful, innocent
Nature, like a serene infant, is too happy to make a noise, except by a few
tinkling, lisping birds and trickling rills?

What a place to live, what a place to die and be buried in! There certainly men
would live forever, and laugh at death and the grave. There they could have no
such thoughts as are associated with the village graveyard,—that make a grave
out of one of those moist evergreen hummocks!

Die and be buried who will,

| mean to live here still;

My nature grows ever more young
The primitive pines among.

—The Maine Woods (“Ktaadn”)

Perhaps | most fully realized that this was primeval, untamed, and forever
untamable Nature, or whatever else men call it, while coming down this part of
the mountain. We were passing over “Burnt Lands,” burnt by lightning, perchance,
though they showed no recent marks of fire, hardly so much as a charred stump,
but looked rather like a natural pasture for the moose and deer, exceedingly wild
and desolate, with occasional strips of timber crossing them, and low poplars
springing up, and patches of blueberries here and there. I found myself
traversing them familiarly, like some pasture run to waste, or partially reclaimed
by man; but when | reflected what man, what brother or sister or kinsman of our
race made it and claimed it, | expected the proprietor to rise up and dispute my
passage. It is difficult to conceive of a region uninhabited by man. We habitually
presume his presence and influence everywhere. And yet we have not seen pure
Nature, unless we have seen her thus vast and drear and inhuman, though in the
midst of cities. Nature was here something savage and awful, though beautiful. |
looked with awe at the ground | trod on, to see what the Powers had made there,
the form and fashion and material of their work. This was that Earth of which we
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have heard, made out of Chaos and Old Night. Here was no man’s garden, but
the unhandseled globe. It was not lawn, nor pasture, nor mead, nor woodland,
nor lea, nor arable, nor waste land. It was the fresh and natural surface of the
planet Earth, as it was made forever and ever,—to be the dwelling of man, we
say,—so Nature made it, and man may use it if he can. Man was not to be
associated with it. It was Matter, vast, terrific,—not his Mother Earth that we have
heard of, not for him to tread on, or be buried in,—no, it were being too familiar
even to let his bones lie there,—the home, this, of Necessity and Fate. There
was clearly felt the presence of a force not bound to be kind to man. It was a
place for heathenism and superstitious rites,—to be inhabited by men nearer of
kin to the rocks and to wild animals than we. We walked over it with a certain
awe, stopping, from time to time, to pick the blueberries which grew there, and
had a smart and spicy taste. Perchance where our wild pines stand, and leaves
lie on their forest floor, in Concord, there were once reapers, and husbandmen
planted grain; but here not even the surface had been scarred by man, but it was
a specimen of what God saw fit to make this world. What is it to be admitted to a
museum, to see a myriad of particular things, compared with being shown some
star’'s surface, some hard matter in its home! | stand in awe of my body, this
matter to which I am bound has become so strange to me. | fear not spirits,
ghosts, of which | am one,—that my body might,—but | fear bodies, | tremble to
meet them. What is this Titan that has possession of me? Talk of mysteries!
Think of our life in nature,—daily to be shown matter, to come in contact with it,—
rocks, trees, wind on our cheeks! the solid earth! the actual world! the common
sense! Contact! Contact! Who are we? where are we?

—The Maine Woods (“Ktaadn”)

Here is this vast, savage, howling 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.
—"“Walking”
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XVI
This War with the Wilderness

Is it not a maimed and imperfect nature that | am conversant with?
—Journal

What, indeed, is this earth to us of New England but a field for Yankee
speculation? The Nantucket whaler goes a-fishing round it, and so knows it,—
what it is, how long, how broad, and that no tortoise sustains it. He who has
visited the confines of his real estate, looking out on all sides into space, will feel
a new inducement to be the lord of creation.

—April 26, 1838

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!

—"Life Without Principle”

This afternoon, being on Fair Haven Hill, | heard the sound of a saw, and soon
from the Cliff saw two men sawing down a noble pine beneath, about forty rods
off. | resolved to watch it till it fell, the last of a dozen or more which were left
when the forest was cut and for fifteen years have waved in solitary majesty over
the sprout-land. | saw them like beavers or insects gnawing at the trunk of this
noble tree, the diminutive manikins with their cross-cut saw which could scarcely
span it. It towered up a hundred feet as | afterward found by measurement, one
of the tallest probably in the township and straight as an arrow, but slanting a
little toward the hillside, its top seen against the frozen river and the hills of
Conantum. | watch closely to see when it begins to move. Now the sawers stop,
and with an axe open it a little on the side toward which it leans, that it may break
the faster. And now their saw goes again. Now surely it is going; it is inclined one
quarter of the quadrant, and, breathless, | expect its crashing fall. But no, | was
mistaken; it has not moved an inch; it stands at the same angle as the first. It is
fifteen minutes yet to its fall. Still its branches wave in the wind, as if it were
destined to stand for a century, and the wind soughs through its needles as of
yore; it is still a forest tree, the most majestic tree that waves over Musketaquid.
The silvery sheen of the sunlight is reflected from its needles; it still affords an
inaccessible crotch for the squirrel’s nest; not a lichen has forsaken its mast-like
stem, its raking mast,—the hill is the hulk. Now, now’s the moment! The manikins
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at its base are fleeing from their crime. They have dropped the guilty saw and
axe. How slowly and majestically it starts! as if it were only swayed by a summer
breeze, and would return without a sigh to its location in the air. And now it fans
the hillside with its fall, and it lies down to its bed in the valley, from which it is
never to rise, as softly as a feather, folding its green mantle about it like a warrior,
as if, tired of standing, it embraced the earth with silent joy, returning its elements
to the dust again. But hark! there you only saw, but did not hear. There now
comes up a deafening crash to these rocks, advertising you that even trees do
not die without a groan. It rushes to embrace the earth, and mingle its elements
with the dust. And now all is still once more and forever, both to eye and ear.

| went down and measured it. It was about four feet in diameter where it was
sawed, about one hundred feet long. Before | had reached it the axemen had
already half divested it of its branches. Its gracefully spreading top was a perfect
wreck on the hillside as if it had been made of glass, and the tender cones of one
year’s growth upon its summit appealed in vain and too late to the mercy of the
chopper. Already he has measured it with his axe, and marked off the mill-logs it
will make. And the space it occupied in upper air is vacant for the next two
centuries. It is lumber. He has laid waste the air. When the fish hawk in the
spring revisits the banks of the Musketaquid, he will circle in vain to find his
accustomed perch, and the hen-hawk will mourn for the pines lofty enough to
protect her brood. A plant which it has taken two centuries to perfect, rising by
slow degrees into the heavens, has this afternoon ceased to exist. Its sapling top
had expanded to this January thaw as the forerunner of summers to come. Why
does not the village bell sound a knell? | hear no knell tolled. | see no procession
of mourners in the streets, or the woodland aisles. The squirrel has leaped to
another tree; the hawk has circled further off, and has now settled upon a new

eyrie, but the woodman is preparing [to] lay his axe at the root of that also.
—December 30, 1851

This winter they are cutting down our woods more seriously than ever,—Fair
Haven Hill, Walden, Linnaea Borealis Wood, etc., etc. Thank God, they cannot
cut down the clouds.

—January 21, 1852

What is it that | see from one mile to two miles distant in the horizon on all sides
from my window, but the woods, which still, almost without exception, encircle
our New England towns. They still bound almost every view. They have been
driven off only so far. Where still wild creatures haunt. How long will these last?
Is this a universal and permanent feature? Have the oldest countries retained it?
Is it not an interesting and important question whether these are decreasing or
not? Look out what window | will, my eyes rest in the distance on a forest! Is this
fact of no significance? Is this circumstance of no value? Why such pains in old
countries to plant gardens and parks? A certain sample of wild nature, a certain
primitiveness. . . .
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The towns thus bordered, with a fringed and tasselled border, each has its
preserves. Methinks the town should have more supervision and control over its
parks than it has. It concerns us all whether these proprietors choose to cut down
all the woods this winter or not. . . .

| love to look at Ebby Hubbard’'s oaks and pines on the hillside from Brister’s
Hill. Am thankful that there is one old miser who will not sell nor cut his woods,
though it is said that they are wasting. It is an ill wind that blows nobody any good.
—January 22, 1852

These woods! Why do | not feel their being cut more sorely? Does it not affect
me nearly? The axe can deprive me of much. Concord is sheared of its pride. |
am certainly the less attached to my native town in consequence. One, and a
main, link is broken. | shall go to Walden less frequently.

—January 24, 1852

It is a thorough process, this war with the wilderness—breaking nature, taming
the soil, feeding it on oats. The civilized man regards the pine tree as his enemy.
He will fell it and let in the light, grub it up and raise wheat or rye there. It is no
better than a fungus to him.

—February 2, 1852

The woods | walked in in my youth are cut off. Is it not time that | ceased to sing?
My groves are invaded.
—March 11, 1852

Few come to the woods to see how the pine lives and grows and spires, lifting its
evergreen arms to the light, to see its perfect success. Most are content to
behold it in the shape of many broad boards brought to market, and deem that its
true success. The pine is no more lumber than man is, and to be made into
boards and houses is ho more its true and highest use than the truest use of man
is to be cut down and made into manure. A pine cut down, a dead pine, is no
more a pine than a dead human carcass is a man. Is it the lumberman who is the
friend and lover of the pine, stands nearest to it, and understands its nature best?
Is it the tanner or turpentine distiller who posterity will fable was changed into a
pine tree at last? No, no, it is the poet who makes the truest use of the pine, who
does not fondle it with an axe, or tickle it with a saw, or stroke it with a plane. It is
the poet who loves it as his own shadow in the air, and lets it stand. It is as
immortal as | am, and will go to as high a heaven, there to tower above me still.
Can he who has only discovered the value of whale-bone and whale-oil be said
to have discovered the true uses of the whale? Can he who slays the elephant
for his ivory be said to have seen the elephant? No, these are petty and
accidental uses. Just as if a stronger race were to Kill us in order to make buttons
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and flageolets of our bones, and then prate of the usefulness of man. Every
creature is better alive than dead, both men and moose and pine-trees, as life is
more beautiful than death.

—November 1, 1853

We are accustomed to say in New England that few and fewer pigeons visit us
every year. Our forests furnish no mast for them. So, it would seem, few and
fewer thoughts visit each growing man from year to year, for the grove in our
minds is laid waste,—sold to feed unnecessary fires of ambition, or sent to mill,
and there is scarcely a twig left for them to perch on. They no longer build nor
breed with us. In some more genial season, perchance, a faint shadow flits
across the landscape of the mind, cast by the wings of some thought in its vernal
or autumnal migration, but, looking up, we are unable to detect the substance of
the thought itself. Our winged thoughts are turned to poultry. They no longer soar,
and they attain only to a Shanghai and Cochin-China grandeur. Those gra—a—te
thoughts, those gra—a—te men you hear of!

—"“Walking”

In Boston yesterday an ornithologist said significantly, “If you held the bird in your
hand—;” but | would rather hold it in my affections.
—May 10, 1854

This haste to kill a bird or quadruped and make a skeleton of it, which many
young men and some old ones exhibit, reminds me of the fable of the man who
killed the hen that laid golden eggs, and so got no more gold. It is a perfectly
parallel case. Such is the knowledge which you may get from the anatomy as
compared with the knowledge you get from the living creature. Every fowl lays
golden eggs for him who can find them, or can detect alloy and base metal.
—October 9, 1860

There is a period in the history of the individual, as of the race, when the hunters
are the “best men,” as the Algonquins called them. We cannot but pity the boy
who has never fired a gun; he is no more humane, while his education has been
sadly neglected. This was my answer with respect to those youths who were
bent on this pursuit, trusting that they would soon outgrow it. No humane being,
past the thoughtless age of boyhood, will wantonly murder any creature which
holds its life by the same tenure that he does. The hare in its extremity cries like
a child. I warn you, mothers, that my sympathies do not always make the usual
phil-anthropic distinctions.

Such is oftenest the young man’s introduction to the forest, and the most
original part of himself. He goes thither at first as a hunter and fisher, until at last,
if he has the seeds of a better life in him, he distinguishes his proper objects, as
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a poet or naturalist it may be, and leaves the gun and fish-pole behind. The mass
of men are still and always young in this respect. In some countries a hunting
parson is no uncommon sight. Such a one might make a good shepherd’s dog,
but is far from being the Good Shepherd. | have been surprised to consider that
the only obvious employment, except wood-chopping, ice-cutting, or the like
business, which ever to my knowledge detained any of my fellow-citizens,
whether fathers or children of the town, with just one exception, was fishing.
Commonly they did not think that they were lucky, or well paid for their time,
unless they got a long string of fish, though they had the opportunity of seeing
the pond all the while. They might go there a thousand times before the sediment
of fishing would sink to the bottom and leave their purpose pure; but no doubt
such a clarifying process would be going on all the while. The Governor and his
Council faintly remember the pond, for they went a-fishing there when they were
boys; but now they are too old and dignified to go a-fishing, and so they know it
no more forever. Yet even they expect to go to heaven at last. If the legislature
regards it, it is chiefly to regulate the number of hooks to be used there; but they
know nothing about the hook of hooks with which to angle for the pond itself,
impaling the legislature for a bait. Thus, even in civilized communities, the
embryo man passes through the hunter stage of development.

| have found repeatedly, of late years, that | cannot fish without falling a little
in self-respect. | have tried it again and again. | have skill at it, and, like many of
my fellows, a certain instinct for it, which revives from time to time, but always
when | have done | feel that it would have been better if | had not fished. | think
that | do not mistake. It is a faint intimation, yet so are the first streaks of morning.
There is unquestionably this instinct in me which belongs to the lower orders of
creation; yet with every year | am less a fisherman, though without more
humanity or even wisdom; at present | am no fisherman at all. But | see that if |
were to live in a wilderness | should again be tempted to become a fisher and
hunter in earnest.
—Walden (“Higher Laws”)

Every larger tree which | knew and admired is being gradually culled out and
carried to mill. | see one or two more large oaks in E. Hubbard’s wood lying high
on stumps, waiting for snow to be removed. | miss them as surely and with the
same feeling that | do the old inhabitants out of the village street. To me they
were something more than timber; to their owner not so.

—December 3, 1855

| spend a considerable portion of my time observing the habits of the wild
animals, my brute neighbors. By their various movements and migrations they
fetch the year about to me. Very significant are the flight of geese and the
migration of suckers, etc., etc. But when | consider that the nobler animals have
been exterminated here,—the cougar, panther, lynx, wolverene, wolf, bear,
moose, deer, the beaver, the turkey, etc., etc.,—I cannot but feel as if | lived in a
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tamed, and, as it were, emasculated country. Would not the motions of those
larger and wilder animals have been more significant still? Is it not a maimed and
imperfect nature that | am conversant with? As if | were to study a tribe of Indians
that has lost all its warriors. Do not the forest and the meadow now lack
expression, now that | never see nor think of the moose with a lesser forest on
his head in the one, nor of the beaver in the other? When | think what were the
various sounds and notes, the migrations and works, and changes of fur and
plumage which ushered in the spring and marked the other seasons of the year, |
am reminded that this my life in nature, this particular round of natural
phenomena which | call a year, is lamentably incomplete. | listen to [a] concert in
which so many parts are wanting. The whole civilized country is to some extent
turned into a city, and | am that citizen whom | pity. Many of those animal
migrations and other phenomena by which the Indians marked the season are no
longer to be observed. | seek acquaintance with Nature,—to know her moods
and manners. Primitive Nature is the most interesting to me. | take infinite pains
to know all the phenomena of the spring, for instance, thinking that | have here
the entire poem, and then, to my chagrin, | hear that it is but an imperfect copy
that | possess, that my ancestors have torn out many of the first leaves and
grandest passages, and mutilated it in many places. | should not like to think that
some demigod had come before me and picked out some of the best of the stars.
| wish to know an entire heaven and an entire earth. All the great trees and
beasts, fishes and fowl are gone. The streams, perchance, are somewhat shrunk.

—March 23, 1856

If some are prosecuted for abusing children, others deserve to be prosecuted for
maltreating the face of nature committed to their care.
—September 28, 1857

This was what those scamps did in California. The trees were so grand and
venerable that they could not afford to let them grow a hair’'s breadth bigger, or
live a moment longer to reproach themselves. They were so big that they
resolved they should never be bigger. They were so venerable that they cut them
right down. It was not for the sake of the wood; it was only because they were
very grand and venerable.

—October 12, 1857

This afternoon’s experience suggested to me how base or coarse are the
motives which commonly carry men into the wilderness. The explorers and
lumberers generally are all hirelings, paid so much a day for their labor, and as
such they have no more love for wild nature than wood-sawyers have for forests.
Other white men and Indians who come here are for the most part hunters,
whose object is to slay as many moose and other wild animals as possible. But,
pray, could not one spend some weeks or years in the solitude of this vast
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wilderness with other employments than these,—employments perfectly sweet
and innocent and ennobling? For one that comes with a pencil to sketch or sing,
a thousand come with an axe or rifle.

—The Maine Woods (“Chesuncook”)

| stand in Ebby Hubbard’'s yellow birch swamp, admiring some gnarled and
shaggy picturesque old birches there, which send out large knee-like limbs near
the ground, while the brook, raised by the late rain, winds fuller than usual
through the rocky swamp. | thought with regret how soon these trees, like the
black birches that grew on the hill near by, would all be cut off, and there would
be almost nothing of the old Concord left, and we should be reduced to read old
deeds in order to be reminded of such things—deeds, at least, in which some of
the old and revered bound trees are mentioned. These will be the only proof at
last that they ever existed. Pray, farmers, keep some old woods to match the old
deeds. Keep them for history’s sake, as specimens of what the township was. Let
us not be reduced to a mere paper evidence, to deeds kept in a chest or
secretary, when not so much as the bark of the paper birch will be left for
evidence, about its decayed stump.

—November 8, 1858

Now the young hen-hawks, full-grown but inexperienced, still white-breasted and
brown (not red)-tailed, swoop down after the farmer’s hens, between the barn
and the house, often carrying off one in their clutches, and all the rest of the pack
half fly, half run, to the barn. Unwarrantably bold, one ventures to stoop before
the farmer’s eyes. He clutches in haste his trusty gun, which hangs, ready loaded,
on its pegs; he pursues warily to where the marauder sits teetering on a lofty pine,
and when he is sailing scornfully away he meets his fate and comes fluttering
head forward to earth. The exulting farmer hastes to secure his trophy. He treats
the proud bird’'s body with indignity. He carries it home to show his wife and
children, for the hens were his wife’s special care. He thinks it one of his best
shots, full thirteen rods. This gun is “an all-fired good piece’—nothing but robin-
shot. The body of the victim is delivered up to the children and the dog and, like
the body of Hector, is dragged so many times round Troy.

But alas for the youthful hawk, the proud bird of prey, the tenant of the skies!
We shall no more see his wave-like outline against a cloud, nor hear his scream
from behind one. He saw but a pheasant in the field, the food which nature has
provided for him, and stooped to seize it. This was his offense. He, the native of
these skies, must make way for those bog-trotters from another land, which
never soar. The eye that was conversant with sublimity, that looked down on
earth from under its sharp projecting brow, is closed; the head that was never
made dizzy by any height is brought low; the feet that were not made to walk on
earth now lie useless along it. With those trailing claws for grapnels it dragged
the lower sky. Those wings which swept the sky must now dust the chimney-
corner, perchance. So weaponed, with strong beak and talons, and wings, like a
war-steamer, to carry them about. In vain were the brown-spotted eggs laid, in
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vain were ye cradled in the loftiest pine of the swamp. Where are your father and
mother? Will they hear of your early death? before ye had acquired your full
plumage, they who nursed and defended ye so faithfully?

—November 9, 1858

What a pitiful business is the fur trade, which has been pursued now for so many
ages, for so many years by famous companies which enjoy a profitable
monopoly and control a large portion of the earth’s surface, unweariedly pursuing
and ferreting out small animals by the aid of all the loafing class tempted by rum
and money, that you may rob some little fellow-creature of its coat to adorn or
thicken your own, that you may get a fashionable covering in which to hide your
head, or a suitable robe in which to dispense justice to your fellow-men!
Regarded from the philosopher’s point of view, it is precisely on a level with rag
and bone picking in the streets of the cities. The Indian led a more respectable
life before he was tempted to debase himself so much by the white man. Think
how many musquash and weasel skins the Hudson’s Bay Company pile up
annually in their warehouses, leaving the bare red carcasses on the banks of the
streams throughout all British America,—and this it is, chiefly, which makes it
British America. It is the place where Great Britain goes a-mousing. We have
heard much of the wonderful intelligence of the beaver, but that regard for the
beaver is all a pretense, and we would give more for a beaver hat than to
preserve the intelligence of the whole race of beavers.

When we see men and boys spend their time shooting and trapping
musquash and mink, we cannot but have a poorer opinion of them, unless we
thought meanly of them before. Yet the world is imposed on by the fame of the
Hudson’s Bay and Northwest Fur Companies, who are only so many partners
more or less in the same sort of business, with thousands of just such loafing
men and boys in their service to abet them. On the one side is the Hudson’s Bay
Company, on the other the company of scavengers who clear the sewers of
Paris of their vermin. There is a good excuse for smoking out or poisoning rats
which infest the house, but when they are as far off as Hudson’s Bay, | think that
we had better let them alone. To such an extent do time and distance, and our
imaginations, consecrate at last not only the most ordinary, but even vilest
pursuits. The efforts of legislation from time to time to stem the torrent are signifi-
cant as showing that there is some sense and conscience left, but they are
insignificant in their effects. We will fine Abner if he shoots a singing bird, but
encourage the army of Abners that compose the Hudson’s Bay Company.

One of the most remarkable sources of profit opened to the Yankee within a
year is the traffic in skunk-skins. . . .

Almost all smile, or otherwise express their contempt, when they hear of this
or the rat-catching of Paris, but what is the difference between catching and
skinning the skunk and the mink? It is only in the name. When you pass the
palace of the manager of the Hudson’s Bay Company, you are reminded that so
much he got for his rat-skins. In such a snarl and contamination do we live that it
is almost impossible to keep one’s skirts clean. Our sugar and cotton are stolen
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from the salve, and if we jump out of the fire, it is wont to be into the frying-pan at
least. It will not do to be thoughtless with regard to any of our valuables or
property. When you get to Europe you will meet the most tender-hearted and
delicately bred lady, perhaps the President of the Antislavery Society, or of that
for the encouragement of humanity to animals, marching or presiding with the
scales from a tortoise’s back—obtained by laying live coals on it to make them
curl up—stuck in her hair, rat-skin fitting as close to her fingers as erst to the rat,
and, for her cloak, trimmings perchance adorned with the spoils of a hundred
skunks,—rendered inodorous, we trust. Poor misguided woman! Could she not
wear other armor in the war of humanity?

When a new country like North America is discovered, a few feeble efforts are
made to Christianize the natives before they are all exterminated, but they are
not found to pay, in any sense. But the energetic traders of the discovering
country organize themselves, or rather inevitably crystallize, into a vast rat-
catching society, tempt the natives to become mere vermin-hunters and rum-
drinkers, reserving half a continent for the field of their labors. Savage meets
savage, and the white man’s only distinction is that he is the chief.

She says to the turtle basking on the shore of a distant isle, “I want your
scales to adorn my head” (though fire be used to raise them); she whispers to the
rats in the wall, “I want your skins to cover my delicate fingers;” and, meeting an
army of a hundred skunks in her morning walk, she says, “worthless vermin, strip
off your cloaks this instant, and let me have them to adorn my robe with;” and
she comes home with her hands muffled in the pelt of a gray wolf that ventured
abroad to find food for its young that day.

When the question of the protection of birds comes up, the legislatures regard
only a low use and never a high use; the best-disposed legislators employ one,
perchance, only to examine their crops and see how many grubs or cherries they
contain, and never to study their dispositions, or the beauty of their plumage, or
listen and report on the sweetness of their song. The legislature will preserve a
bird professedly not because it is a beautiful creature, but because it is a good
scavenger or the like. This, at least, is the defense set up. It is as if the question
were whether some celebrated singer of the human race—some Jenny Lind or
another—did more harm or good, should be destroyed, or not, and therefore a
committee should be appointed, not to listen to her singing at all, but to examine
the contents of her stomach and see if she devoured anything which was
injurious to the farmers and gardeners, or which they cannot spare.

—April 8, 1859
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XVII
A Common Possession Forever

As in many countries precious metals belong to the crown, so
here more precious natural objects of rare beauty should
belong to the public.

—Journal

| am amused to see from my window here how busily man has divided and
staked off his domain. God must smile at his puny fences running hither and
thither everywhere over the land.

—February 20, 1842

At present, in this vicinity, the best part of the land is not private property; the
landscape is not owned, and the walker enjoys comparative freedom. But
possibly the day will come when it will be partitioned off into so-called pleasure-
grounds, in which a few will take a narrow and exclusive pleasure only,—when
fences shall be multiplied, and man-traps and other engines invented to confine
men to the public road, and walking over the surface of God’'s earth shall be
construed to mean trespassing on some gentleman’s grounds. To enjoy a thing
exclusively is commonly to exclude yourself from the true enjoyment of it. Let us
improve our opportunities, then, before the evil day comes.

—“Walking”

Nowadays almost all man’s improvements, so called, as the building of houses
and the cutting down of the forest and of all large trees, simply deform the
landscape, and make it more and more tame and cheap. A people who would
begin by burning the fences and let the forest stand! | saw the fences half
consumed, their ends lost in the middle of the prairie, and some worldly miser
with a surveyor looking after his bounds, while heaven had taken place around
him, and he did not see the angels going to and fro, but was looking for an old
post-hole in the midst of paradise. | looked again, and saw him standing in the
middle of a boggy Stygian fen, surrounded by devils, and he had found his
bounds without a doubt, three little stones, where a stake had been driven, and
looking nearer, | saw that the Prince of Darkness was his surveyor.

—“Walking”

It is true, as is said, that we have as good a right to make berries private property
as to make grass and trees such; but what I chiefly regret is the, in effect, dog-in-
the-manger result, for at the same time that we exclude mankind from gathering
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berries in our field, we exclude them from gathering health and happiness and
inspiration and a hundred other far finer and nobler fruits than berries, which yet
we shall not gather ourselves there, nor even carry to market. We strike only one
more blow at a simple and wholesome relation to nature. As long as the berries
are free to all comers they are beautiful, though they may be few and small, but
tell me that is a blueberry swamp which somebody has hired, and I shall not want
even to look at it. In laying claim for the first time to the spontaneous fruit of our
pastures we are, accordingly, aware of a little meanness inevitably, and the gay
berry party whom we turn away naturally look down on and despise us. If it were
left to the berries to say who should have them, is it not likely that they would
prefer to be gathered by the party of children in the hay-rigging, who have come
to have a good time merely?

| do not see clearly that these successive losses are ever quite made up to us.
This is one of the taxes we pay for having a railroad. Almost all our

improvements, so called, tend to convert the country into the town.
—August 22, 1860

What are the natural features which make a township handsome? A river, with its
waterfalls and meadows, a lake, a hill, a cliff or individual rocks, a forest, and
ancient trees standing singly. Such things are beautiful; they have a high use
which dollars and cents never represent. If the inhabitants of a town were wise,
they would seek to preserve these things, though at a considerable expense; for
such things educate far more than any hired teachers or preachers, or any at
present recognized system of school education. | do not think him fit to be the
founder of a state or even of a town who does not foresee the use the use of
these things, but legislates chiefly for oxen, as it were.

Far the handsomest thing | saw in Boxboro was its noble oak wood. | doubt if
there is a finer one in Massachusetts. Let her keep it a century longer, and men
will make pilgrimages to it from all parts of the country; and yet it would be very
like the rest of New England if Boxboro were ashamed of that woodland.

| have since heard, however, that she is contented to have that forest stand
instead of the houses and farms that might supplant [it], because the land pays a
much larger tax to the town than it would then.

| said to myself, if the history of this town is written, the chief stress is
probably laid on its parish and there is not a word about this forest in it.

It would be worth the while if in each town there were a committee appointed
to see that the beauty of the town received no detriment. If we have the largest
boulder in the county, then it should not belong to an individual, nor be made into
door-steps.

As in many countries precious metals belong to the crown, so here more
precious natural objects of rare beauty should belong to the public.

Not only the channel but one or both banks of every river should be a public
highway. The only use of a river is not to float on it.
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Think of a mountain-top in the township—even to the minds of the Indians a
sacred place—only accessible through private grounds! a temple, as it were,
which you cannot enter except by trespassing and at the risk of letting out or
letting in somebody’s cattle! in fact the temple itself in this case private property
and standing in a man’s cowyard,—for such is commonly the case!

New Hampshire courts have lately been deciding—as if it was for them to
decide—whether the top of Mt. Washington belonged to A or B; and, it being
decided in favor of B, as | hear, he went up one winter with the proper officer and
took formal possession of it. But | think that the top of Mt. Washington should not
be private property; it should be left unappropriated for modesty and reverence’s
sake, or if only to suggest that earth has higher uses than we put her to. | know it
is a mere figure of speech to talk about temples nowadays, when men recognize
none, and, indeed, associate the word with heathenism.

It is true we as yet take liberties and go across lots, and steel, or “hook,” a
good many things, but we naturally take fewer and fewer liberties every year, as
we meet with more resistance. In old countries, as England, going across lots is
out of the question. You must walk in some beaten path or other, though it may
[be] a narrow one. We are tending to the same state of things here, when practi-
cally a few will have grounds of their own, but most will have none to walk over
but what the few allow them.

Thus we behave like oxen in a flower-garden. The true fruit of Nature can only
be plucked with a delicate hand not bribed by any earthly reward, and a fluttering
heart. No hired man can help us to gather this crop. . . .

But most men, it seems to me, do not care for Nature and would sell their
share in all her beauty, as long as they may live, for a stated sum—many for a
glass of rum. Thank God, men cannot as yet fly, and lay waste the sky as well as
the earth! We are safe on that side for the present. It is for the very reason that
some do not care for those things that we need to continue to protect all from the
vandalism of a few.

We cut down the few old oaks which witnessed the transfer of the township
from the Indian to the white man, and commence our museum with a cartridge-
box taken from a British soldier in 1775!

—January 3, 1861

The kings of England formerly had their forests “to hold the king’s game,” for
sport or food, sometimes destroying villages to create or extend them; and | think
that they were impelled by a true instinct. Why should not we, who have
renounced the king’s authority, have our national preserves, where no villages
need be destroyed, in which the bear and panther, and some even of the hunter
race, may still exist, and not be “civilized off the face of the earth,”—our forests,
not to hold the king’'s game merely, but to hold and preserve the king himself also,
the lord of creation,—not for idle sport or food, but for inspiration and our own
true recreation? or shall we, like the villains, grub them all up, poaching on our

117



own national domains?
—The Maine Woods (“Chesuncook”)

Each town should have a park, or rather a primitive forest, of five hundred or a
thousand acres, where a stick should never be cut for fuel, a common
possession forever, for instruction and recreation. We hear of cow-commons and
ministerial lots, but we want men-commons and lay lots, inalienable forever. Let
us keep the New World new, preserve all the advantages of living in the country.
There is meadow and pasture and wood-lot for the town’s poor. Why not a forest
and huckleberry-field for the town’s rich? All Walden Wood might have been
preserved for our park forever, with Walden in its midst, and the Easterbrooks
Country, an unoccupied area of some four square miles, might have been our
huckleberry-field. If any owners of these tracts are about to leave the world
without natural heirs who need or deserve to be specially remembered, they will
do wisely to abandon their possession to all, and not will them to some individual
who perhaps has enough already. As some give to Harvard College or another
institution, why might not another give a forest or a huckleberry-field to Concord?
A town is an institution which deserves to be remembered. We boast of our
system of education, but why stop at schoolmasters and schoolhouses? We are
all schoolmasters, and our schoolhouse is the universe. To attend chiefly to the
desk or schoolhouse while we neglect the scenery in which it is placed is absurd.
If we do not look out we shall find our fine schoolhouse standing in a cow-yard at
last.

—October 15, 1859
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XVIII
Succession

The young pines springing up in the corn-fields from year to year are to me
a refreshing fact.
—A Week

Every part of nature teaches that the passing away of one life is the making room
for another. The oak dies down to the ground, leaving within its rind a rich virgin
mould, which will impart a vigorous life to an infant forest. The pine leaves a
sandy and sterile soil, the harder woods a strong and fruitful mould.

So this constant abrasion and decay makes the soil of my future growth. As |
live now so shall | reap. If | grow pines and birches, my virgin mould will not
sustain the oak; but pines and birches, or, perchance, weeds and brambles, will
constitute my second growth.

—October 24, 1837

| find, sometimes, after | have been lotting off a large wood-lot for auction, that |
have been cutting new paths to walk in. . . . A forty-acre wood-lot which
otherwise would not detain a walker more than half an hour, being thus opened
and carved out, will entertain him for half a day.

In this case there was a cultivated field here some thirty years ago, but, the
wood being suffered to spring up, from being open and revealed this part of the
earth became a covert and concealed place. Excepting an occasional hunter who
crossed it maybe once in several months, nobody has walked there, nobody has
penetrated its recesses. The walker habitually goes round it, or follows the single
cart-path that winds through it. Woods, both the primitive and those which are
suffered to spring up in cultivated fields, thus preserve the mystery of nature.
How private and sacred a place this grove thus becomes!—merely because its
denseness excludes man. It is worth the while to have these thickets on various
sides of the town, where the rabbit lurks and the jay builds its nest.

—November 26, 1859

How commonly you see pitch pines, white pines, and birches filling up a pasture,
and, when they are a dozen or fifteen years old, shrub and other oaks beginning
to show themselves, inclosing apple trees and walls and fences gradually and so
changing the whole aspect of the region. These trees do not cover the whole
surface equally at present, but are grouped very agreeably after natural laws
which they obey. You remember, perhaps, that fifteen years ago there was not a
single tree in this pasture,—not a germinating seed of one,—and now it is a
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pretty dense forest ten feet high. | confess that | love to be convinced of this
inextinguishable vitality of Nature. | would rather that my body should be buried in
a soil thus wide-awake than in a mere inert and dead earth. The cow-paths, the
hollows where 1 slid in the winter, the rocks, are fast being enveloped and
becoming rabbit-walks and hollows and rocks in the woods.

—November 25, 1860

Nature is slow but sure; she works no faster than need be; she is the tortoise that
wins the race by her perseverance; she knows that seeds have many other uses
than to reproduce their kind. In raising oaks and pines, she works with a
leisureliness and security answering to the age and strength of the trees. If every
acorn of this year’s crop is destroyed, never fear! she has more years to come. It
is not necessary that a pine or an oak should bear fruit every year, as it is that a
pea-vine should. So, botanically, the greatest changes in the landscape are
produced more gradually than we expected. If Nature has a pine or an oak wood
to produce, she manifests no haste about it.

—January 14, 1861

Looking at this wood from the Boxboro hill, the white pines appeared to be
confined chiefly to the higher land, forming a ridge from north to south. Young
white pines have very generally come in (a good many being twenty feet high or
more), though in some places much more abundantly than in others, all over this
oak wood, though not high enough to be seen at a distance or from hills (except
the first-named larger trees); but though there are very many large pitch pines in
this wood, especially on the hills or moraines, young pitch pines are scarcely to
be seen. | saw some only in a dell on the south side of the turnpike. If these oaks
were cut off with care, there would very soon be a dense white pine wood there.
The white pines are not now densely planted, except in some more open places,
but come up stragglingly every two or three rods. The natural succession is
rapidly going on here, and as fast as an oak falls, its place is supplied by a pine
or two. | have no doubt that, if entirely let alone, this which is now an oak wood
would have become a white pine wood.

—November 16, 1860

So far as our noblest hardwood forests are concerned, the animals, especially
squirrels and jays, are our greatest and almost only benefactors. It is to them that
we owe this gift. It is not in vain that the squirrels live in or about every forest tree,
or hollow log, and every wall and heap of stones.

—October 31, 1860

Yes, these dense and stretching oak forests, whose withered leaves now redden
and rustle on the hills for many a New England mile, were all planted by the labor
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of animals. For after some weeks of close scrutiny | cannot avoid the conclusion
that our modern oak woods sooner or later spring up from an acorn, not where it
has fallen from a tree, for that is the exception, but where it has been dropped or
placed by an animal. Consider what a vast work these forest-planters are doing!
—October 30, 1860

Thus we should say that oak forests are produced by a kind of accident, i. e. by
the failure of animals to reap the fruit of their labors. Yet who shall say that they
have not a fair knowledge of the value of their labors—that the squirrel when it
plants an acorn, or the jay when it lets one slip from under its foot, has not a
transient thought for its posterity?

—January 14, 1861

Yet what is the character of our gratitude to these squirrels, these planters of
forests? We regard them as vermin, and annually shoot and destroy them in
great numbers, because—if we have any excuse—they sometimes devour a little
of our Indian corn, while, perhaps, they are planting the nobler oak-corn (acorn)
in its place. In various parts of the country an army of grown-up boys assembles
for a squirrel hunt. They choose sides, and the side that kills the greatest number
of thousands enjoys a supper at the expense of the other side, and the whole
neighborhood rejoices. Would it [not] be far more civilized and humane, not to
say godlike, to recognize once in the year by some significant symbolical
ceremony the part which the squirrel plays, the great service it performs, in the
economy of the universe?

—October 22, 1860

This wood is said to have been a great resort for pigeons. We saw one large
pigeon-place on the top of the hill where we first entered it. Now used.

Seeing this, | can realize how this country appeared when it was discovered.
Such were the oak woods which the Indian threaded hereabouts.

Such a wood must have a peculiar fauna to some extent. Warblers must at
least pass through it in the spring, which we do not see here.

We have but a faint conception of a full-grown oak forest stretching
uninterrupted for miles, consisting of sturdy trees from one to three and even four
feet in diameter, whose interlacing branches form a complete and uninterrupted
canopy. Many trunks old and hollow, in which wild beasts den. Hawks nesting in
the dense tops, and deer glancing between the trunks, and occasionally the
Indian with a face the color of the faded oak leaf.

—November 10, 1860

At first, perchance, there would be an abundant crop of rank garden weeds and
grasses in the cultivated land,—and rankest of all in the cellar-holes,—and of
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pinweed, hardhack, sumach, blackberry, thimble-berry, raspberry, etc., in the
fields and pastures. Elm, ash, maples, etc., would grow vigorously along old
garden limits and main streets. Garden weeds and grasses would soon
disappear. Huckleberry and blueberry bushes, lambkill, hazel, sweet-fern, bar-
berry, elder, also shad-bush, choke-berry, andromeda, and thorns, etc., would
rapidly prevail in the deserted pastures. At the same time the wild cherries, birch,
poplar, willows, checkerberry would reéstablish themselves. Finally the pines,
hemlock, spruce, larch, shrub oak, oaks, chestnut, beech, and walnuts would
occupy the site of Concord once more. The apple and perhaps all exotic trees
and shrubs and a great part of the indigenous ones named above would have
disappeared, and the laurel and yew would to some extent be an underwood tree
here, and perchance the red man once more thread his way through the mossy,
swamp-like, primitive wood.

—November 23, 1860
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