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from t he boa t . It w s surprisi how quickly he made up 

hi a mind and put hi s r esolve into execution. Ile l ed me at once 

to t he idest rt of the pond , d could not be driven f rom it . 

vhile he was t hinking one t hine in his brain, I was endeavor:i.ng 

to ivi ne · s thought in mine. I t tms a r etty game , played o 

the smooth surface of tho pond, a m..1.n ag· nst a loon. Sudden• 

l y your dve:rsnry•s ch cker disappears beneath tho board, and 

the problem i t o place yours nearest to where hi .s !ill appear 

again. Sometimes he would come up unexpectedly on the op site 

si de of me, having a parently ssed directly under the boat • 

••• Once or t wice I saw a ri pple where he a pproached the surface , 

jus t put his head out to reconnoitre, and inst antly div d again. 

I found that it was a.o well for me to re"t on oa rs nd wait 

hi s reapp ar ing as to end avor to cal culate wher e he would rise; 



f or a.gai n an agai n ,. when l was st r ai ning my eyes over the"' r

face one ~ay, I woul d suddenl y be st artl e by hi s unearthly 

l augh behind me . t why , a f t er displaying ro w ch cunni ng, 

did he invari abl y bet r ay himsel f the moment he came up by t hat 

loud l augh? Di d not his whit~ br east enough betray him? He 

was i ndeed a si l ly loon , I thought . I could commonly hear t he 

p sh of the -water when he came up, nnd oo a l so detected him. 

But a:f't E', r an hour ho seemed as fresh as ever , dived as 

willingl y , and swam yet farther t han at f irst . 

But ..,o much for Thoreau as a nat ure wri ter. 



, 
I 

I 

A second np a l of t a l den is as a do--i t - yo rsel f ide to the 

simple life . I think it highly siirnif i nt that the first re 

sur ge of inter ot in Thoreau in t he twentieth century came during 

the epre"sion years of t he ninet een- thirties when l arge masses 

of people-indeed almost all of us--uere required villy-nilly 

by t he )re.· s of circumstances to adoµt the sim l e life . t e 

had no choice in the matt.er--but T o;reau ........ on of the very 

few authors who not only made thL simi>le life bear abl e- he even 

mado it a :,pealing. A friend of mine said to me back in the 

thir tilfl s , "You know, Thoreau is t he onl y author you can read 

witho t , a ni c el in your poc et and ot be i nsultcd. 11 

What i s perha s more phenome l t han hi s a ppeal d r ing 

t he rd~Pf'ession years i s the fact t hat in our pres 'nt day era of 

su r - ~"feri alism and st atus• seeki he still continues to make 

t he s:i;tlpl\ life appealing . Now I am not one -who advocates t hat 
I ' 

.1, ': 

we a1i go ~ut and find our own W· l den Ponds , build our own 

cabins, imd ignore civilizati on. 

: \ 
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gr eat calcul at or indeed vho succeeds . Simpl ify, 

simplify .• I ns t ead of t hree meal s a day, if it 

be necessary eat but one ; inst -d of a hundred dishes , 

five ; , d r educe other ,hi ngs in proportion. 

Let us spend one day as deli' rat el y as 

Nature , and track by every nut~ 

shel l and mosquito ' s ui 

us ri se ear l y and fast , 

Let 

gentl y •d 

without and l et 

company go , l et t he bel l a children 

knock under and go 

what kind of musi c 

Why shoul d we 

s t r eam? We will cons i der 

l i ke • • • Let us settle our ... 

d 

the mud and 

wedge our :feet downuar d through · 

opini on , and prejudice , and 

~radi tion, and de usion, and appearance , that a.l luvion 
i. 

globe, t hr ough Par i s d London , 
I' 
/t rough New Yor 
I • 

d Boston and Concord, through 

t hr ough poetry and 'liloso ,hy and 
I ;I 

;Qhur ch 
:' 

I i 
1el igi on ; 
I 

in pl ace, 

iI'hi s is , 

I 

\ 

we come ·t o a har bottom and rocks 

l reality ; and say , 

d no mist,o.k.e ; and then. begi n , having 

! 
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a point d 1uppui , below freshet and frost fire , 

a place where you might foun a wall or a otatc, 

or set a l am ')Ost s fely, or gua,;e , not 

I 

; i 

a Nilomet cr , but a. R~al ometer , t h t uture ae;es 

might know ho1,1 deep a reshet of shams and a 

pearance had go.there,d from time to time • •• e it 

J' \ 
I 

I ' 
'/ ' 

/,,.· 

lif'e or death , wo .. c rave only reality . If t,M ere r ally: 
/ l 

dying , let ·s/ear th rattle in our t hroat s and ee,'l 
/ 

cold in th,l extremities; if' w are alive, let us 
r ~ 

o a .('our busi nes~. , 
c---_ ______ . - - ·· 

A t hi rd fac t of \Jald n is its s~tir iea l eritici sm 

of modern life d l i ving. Strangel y enough th' s is one ei de 

of Thoreau that i s ometim.es missed by the r e,der . Soma take 

everything Thoreau saya l iter· lly · d s r iously, igrioring the 1 1 
I 

fact th t t he 
, I 

1 
I do not propo e to write an ode t o dejcct:ton , but / 

t o brae as l usti l y as chanticleer in the morning , s · n - 1 

ing on his roost , if onl y to -w e my nei ghbor s up. 
I' 

Even ~ astute a critic as Jo.mes Russell Lowell m de the 
I 

re.th 'r 
,I 

astoun~ing sta ent t hat Thoreau had no sens of humor . 
I 

And / 
I 
i ~ 

if one \foes not see Thoreau • hu.'llor he can m assured t hat he 1: 

i s mi ss ne--or worse , mis- reading 
ii 

· ' j or portion of Walden. / I 
!( 
I I 

I 

I \ 
' ' 

\ 

\ 

\ 

A 1' rge por t ion of W1.:..lden 'nnot - or at le :Jt should not t - bo 

read liter.all y. Thoreau had a rolicking, witty sense of humoi and 

used it e~ >1sively throughout the n.ges of his masterpiece . He used 
\ 

ii 
, I 

I 
' 

\ 
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jus t about every humor ous l iterary device on r ecord- puns , 

hyperbole , s pstick , mo ckery, parody, burlesque , and so on. And 

just about every one of these devices was u ,d ui th t i rical 

i nt ent . I t is true ' hat now and t hen he get s of f a pun j ust for 

the pun • s sake- such as that wo:r.,t --or bes t -of all puns in the 

chapt er o:n UThe Panda" where ho speak s of t he patient but unl ucky 

fi shermen .t \1al den Pond bei ng members of the ancient sect of 

t1Coenobi tes . n (At lea.st one .scholarl y edi t i on of Waldon points 

out i n a f oot note that a Coenobit e i s 11a member of a religi ou s 

community, '' and i gnores t he pun about the fishermen- tt See ;. no 

bites . 11 ➔) t such pure uns- if I may ca ll thom i1pure11 - are 

compar tivel y ru • Most of Thoreau•e humor , as I ha,v said, 

i s di rected at he oiblns of cont emporary oocie ty-- nd · n not 

only directed at t hem, but hi ts with ct t.rb.&l.lop. 

Unfortunatel y humo i o ul.r.:io r t il!lpo:.1 sibl e to de:rionstr ate •by 

excer t s . One of' 1.h es sential s L ,, th t i t be seen in context , 

f or it i often its v0ry cont ext t hat makes it humorous . t 

l et me try a few samples: 
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Tho head monkey at Paris puts on a t r-d.vellar • s cap, 

and all the monkeyD in Amo ica do the same. 

Ona fo.rmer says to me , 11You cannot live on vegetable 

food solely, for it furnishes nothing to make bones with ; ' 

and so he religiously devotes a p:1,rt of his day to su 

plying hi s syst em uith the raw material of bones; walking 

a.11 t he while he t a lks behind s oxen, which, Yi th vege• 

t abl e~ de bones , jerk him and his lumber ing plow along 

in spito or every obstacle , 

I observed that t ho vita l s of t he village wero t he 

grocery , th"' bar - r oom, t he pest ... off icc , and th ., bank ; and; 

a~ a neces$ary pai,t of th"' tJac· i n~ry , t vy kept a bell , 

a bi6 e;un, and. a fi r engine • at comr-mient places ; arid 

the !Louses w:.:.re so t.-:-rr gecl a.a 'i.,o mak6 Lhc moct of 1n.anki d , 

i n l anos and .r.~·mting one another ; o thut every travells 

had to run t~e gauntlet , and ev 1y man , woman; and child 

might get a l ick at him. Of course , t hose w o were stationed 

neare~t t o the head of the lin0; where they coul d most see 

and be seen , and have the f i:rst blow at him, id the high-

e st prices for t heir pl ace ; and the few str .... ggling inlw.bi t ants 

in the outskirts, where l ong gaps in th ~ line began to occur , 

and the travell er coul d get over wlls or turn aside i nto 

cow- pat h , 

1.1.ndow t ax. 

d so esca1 e , paid a very sli ght ground or 
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If I should only give a few lls a t the pari sh 

ell- rope , as for a f'ire , that i s , wit out setting the 

bell; there i- hardly a man on hi s farm in the out skirt of 

Concord, notwithst anding t hat press of -ngagement s w 'ch 

t,ias ruts excuse ro w.ny times this mor ning, nor a. bay, nor 

a woman , I mir,ht a ost say , ,ut would forsuke all and 

follow t hat oound; not mi y to suv r o. erty from the 

flames t but ; if we will confeso t he truth ., much more to 

.,eo it ;urn. 

¼e are eager to tunnel un er th0 ,~-tlantic . d bring 

the Old t{o . 1d ·omo we k r:i nearer t o t' ·l 1 ; but pcrb. ance 

the fi r s t ne 5 t 'lt.. t l:1ill . "' 

flt1pping , nt.· ricau qu,:t• , i l 

has the vhoopin cot..e;h .. 

t ough into the broad, 

t hl,t tho ,. rince::i c Adeltdde 

If exc ·•rpti humor i s d ngerous, a l y zing h or i s even mor e oo . 

Humor should st don its own tvo l ogs-or it uill f O..:.:.l flat on its 

f o.co . 'l'o point out why something i s humor ous by the ver y ct de st roy 
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