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Excerpts from “Walking” 

Compiled by the Walden Woods Project 

 
 

Below are several excerpts from “Walking” that may be of interest to those conducting nature 

walks as your Read event. These excerpts are in the order they are found within the essay (with 

the exception of the final excerpt, which is there for the purpose of closing the walk) and you 

may wish to pick those excerpts that fit best with your walk. 

 

 

“I wish to speak a word for Nature, for absolute freedom and wildness, as contrasted with a 

freedom and culture merely 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.” 

 
 

 “It is true, we are but faint-hearted crusaders, even the walkers, nowadays, who undertake no 

persevering, never-ending enterprises. Our expeditions are but tours, and come round again at 

evening to the old hearthside from which we set out. Half the walk is but retracing our steps. We 

should go forth on the shortest walk, perchance, in the spirit of undying adventure, never to 

return, prepared to send back our embalmed hearts only as relics to our desolate kingdoms. If 

you are ready to leave father and mother, and brother and sister, and wife and child and friends, 

and never see them again—if you have paid your debts, and made your will, and settled all your 

affairs, and are a free man—then you are ready for a walk.” 

 
 

“Living much out of doors, in the sun and wind, will no doubt produce a certain roughness of 

character—will cause a thicker cuticle to grow over some of the finer qualities of our nature, as 

on the face and hands, or as severe manual labor robs the hands of some of their delicacy of 

touch. So staying in the house, on the other hand, may produce a softness and smoothness, not to 

say thinness of skin, accompanied by an increased sensibility to certain impressions. Perhaps we 

should be more susceptible to some influences important to our intellectual and moral growth, if 

the sun had shone and the wind blown on us a little less; and no doubt it is a nice matter to 

proportion rightly the thick and thin skin. But methinks that is a scurf that will fall off 

fast enough—that the natural remedy is to be found in the proportion which the night 

bears to the day, the winter to the summer, thought to experience. There will be so 

much the more air and sunshine in our thoughts. The callous palms of the laborer are 

conversant with finer tissues of self-respect and heroism, whose touch thrills the heart, 

than the languid fingers of idleness. That is mere sentimentality that lies abed by day 

and thinks itself white, far from the tan and callus of experience.” 

 

 

“When we walk, we naturally go to the fields and woods: what would become of us, if 

we walked only in a garden or a mall? Even some sects of philosophers have felt the 

necessity of importing the woods to themselves, since they did not go to the woods. 
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“They planted groves and walks of Platanes,” where they took subdiales ambulationes in 

porticos open to the air. Of course it is of no use to direct our steps to the woods, if they do not 

carry us thither. I am alarmed when it happens that I have walked a mile into the woods bodily, 

without getting there in spirit. In my afternoon walk I would fain forget all my morning 

occupations and my obligations to society. But it sometimes happens that I cannot easily shake 

off the village. The thought of some work will run in my head and I am not where my body is – I 

am out of my senses. In my walks I would fain return to my senses. What business have I in the 

woods, if I am thinking of something out of the woods? I suspect myself, and cannot help a 

shudder, when I find myself so implicated even in what are called good works, – for this may 

sometimes happen.” 

 

 

“When I go out of the house for a walk, uncertain as yet whither I will bend my steps, and submit 

myself to my instinct to decide for me, I find, strange and whimsical as it may seem, that I finally 

and inevitably settle southwest, toward some particular wood or meadow or deserted pasture or 

hill in that direction. My needle is slow to settle, varies a few degrees, and does not always point 

due southwest, it is true, and it has good authority for this variation, but it always settles between 

west and south-southwest. The future lies that way to me, and the earth seems more unexhausted 

and richer on that side. The outline which would bound my walks would be, not a circle, but a 

parabola, or rather like one of those cometary orbits which have been thought to be non-returning 

curves, in this case opening westward, in which my house occupies the place of the sun. I turn 

round and round irresolute sometimes for a quarter of an hour, until I decide, for a thousandth 

time, that I will walk into the southwest or west. Eastward I go only by force; but westward I go 

free. Thither no business leads me. It is hard for me to believe that I shall find fair landscapes or 

sufficient wildness and freedom behind the eastern horizon. I am not excited by the prospect of a 

walk thither; but I believe that the forest which I see in the western horizon stretches 

uninterruptedly toward the setting sun, and there are no towns nor cities in it of enough 

consequence to disturb me. Let me live where I will, on this side is the city, on that the 

wilderness, and ever I am leaving the city more and more, and withdrawing into the wilderness. I 

should not lay so much stress on this fact, if I did not believe that something like this is the 

prevailing tendency of my countrymen. I must walk toward Oregon, and not toward Europe. And 

that way the nation is moving, and I may say that mankind progress from east to west. Within a 

few years we have witnessed the phenomenon of a southeastward migration, in the settlement of 

Australia; but this affects us as a retrograde movement, and, judging from the moral and physical 

character of the first generation of Australians, has not yet proved a successful experiment. The 

eastern Tartars think that there is nothing west beyond Thibet. "The world ends there," say they; 

"beyond there is nothing but a shoreless sea." It is unmitigated East where they live. 

… To use an obsolete Latin word, I might say, Ex Oriente lux; ex Occidente FRUX. From the 

East light; from the West fruit.” 

 
 

“Soon after, I went to see a panorama of the Mississippi, and as I worked my way up the river in 

the light of today, and saw the steamboats wooding up, counted the rising cities, gazed on the 

fresh ruins of Nauvoo, beheld the Indians moving west across the stream, and, as before I had 

looked up the Moselle, now looked up the Ohio and the Missouri and heard the legends of 

Dubuque and of Wenona's Cliff—still thinking more of the future than of the past or present—I 

saw that this was a Rhine stream of a different kind; that the foundations of castles were yet to be 

laid, and the famous bridges were yet to be thrown over the river; and I felt that this was the 
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heroic age itself, though we know it not, for the hero is commonly the simplest and obscurest of 

men.” 

“The West of which I speak is but another name for the Wild; and what I have been preparing to 

say is, that in Wildness is the preservation of the World. Every tree sends its fibres forth in 

search of the Wild. The cities import it at any price. Men plow and sail for it. From the forest and 

wilderness come the tonics and barks which brace mankind. Our ancestors were savages. The 

story of Romulus and Remus being suckled by a wolf is not a meaningless fable. The founders of 

every state which has risen to eminence have drawn their nourishment and vigor from a similar 

wild source. It was because the children of the Empire were not suckled by the wolf that they 

were conquered and dis-placed by the children of the northern forests who were.” 

 
 

“My spirits infallibly rise in proportion to the outward dreariness. Give me the ocean, the desert, 

or the wilderness! In the desert, pure air and solitude compensate for want of moisture and 

fertility. The traveler Burton says of it: “Your morale improves; you become frank and cordial, 

hospitable and single-minded.... In the desert, spirituous liquors excite only disgust. There is a 

keen enjoyment in a mere animal existence.” They who have been traveling long on the steppes 

of Tartary say, “On re-entering cultivated lands, the agitation, perplexity, and turmoil of 

civilization oppressed and suffocated us; the air seemed to fail us, and we felt every moment as if 

about to die of asphyxia.” When I would recreate myself, I seek the darkest woods the thickest 

and most interminable and, to the citizen, most dismal, swamp. I enter a swamp as a sacred 

place, a sanctum sanctorum. There is the strength, the marrow, of Nature. The wildwood 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.” 

 

“I have met with but one or two persons in the course of my life who understood the art of 

Walking, that is, of taking walks — who had a genius, so to speak, for sauntering, which word is 

beautifully derived “from idle people who roved about the country, in the Middle Ages, and 

asked charity, under pretense of going a la Sainte Terre, to the Holy Land, till the children 

exclaimed, “There goes a Sainte-Terrer,” a Saunterer, a Holy-Lander. They who never go to the 

Holy Land in their walks, as they pretend, are indeed mere idlers and vagabonds; but they who 

do go there are saunterers in the good sense, such as I mean. Some, however, would derive the 

word from sans terre, without land or a home, which, therefore, in the good sense, will mean, 

having no particular home, but equally at home everywhere. For this is the secret of successful 

sauntering. He who sits still in a house all the time may be the greatest vagrant of all; but the 

saunterer, in the good sense, is no more vagrant than the meandering river, which is all the while 

sedulously seeking the shortest course to the sea. 

… So we saunter toward the Holy Land, till one day the sun shall shine more brightly than ever 

he has done, shall perchance shine into our minds and hearts, and light up our whole lives with a 

great awakening light, as warm and serene and golden as on a bankside in autumn.” 


