
[image: The cover image for The Making of Thoreau’s Excursions: Disturbance Ecologies in Antebellum US Travel Writing, Written by Jake McGinnis, Published by Bloomsbury Publishing Plc]



The Making of Thoreau’s Excursions




In memory of Nancy Lee Kaminski,

who first showed me how to travel differently.


The Making of Thoreau’s Excursions

Disturbance Ecologies in Antebellum US Travel Writing

Jake McGinnis

[image: Logo: Bloomsbury logo]



Contents

	Acknowledgments

	List of Abbreviations

	Introduction: The Excursion

	1“That West of Which I Speak”: Imaginative Travel Writing

	2“Some Foreign Vortex”: Disturbance and the Limits of Genre

	3Affect and Ecological Form in Walden and Cape Cod

	4George Copway’s Figures of Homesickness

	5Disorientation in The Maine Woods

	Coda: Excursions in the Anthropocene

	Notes

	Bibliography

	Index




Acknowledgments

Writing often feels like a solitary endeavor, practiced in quiet places amid a shroud of secrecy. In reality, though, books emerge amidst communities. Many people have shaped this project, far more than I can mention here. This project would not have been possible without Laura Dassow Walls, who enthusiastically welcomed me to the field of Thoreau studies as a young scholar of literature and environment and who assisted in every stage of this project. In our many conversations and email exchanges and in her own writing and scholarship, she has been both a guide and a steady source of inspiration. This book would simply not be possible without her support and encouragement. I am also thankful for the advice and guidance of Scott Slovic, who likewise supported this project since the beginning. I first began thinking about travel writing and environmental literature with him in a seminar at the University of Idaho, and he has been an unwavering source of support since. It was Scott who suggested, in the middle of a morning run in Davis, California, that I consider writing about Horizon at some point in these pages. Sandra Gustafson and Nan Da also offered invaluable support and, in the range and creativity of their scholarship, vital inspiration.

Many other people have shaped this book, both directly and in less tangible ways. I drafted many of these pages among friends at the University of Notre Dame, and I am particularly thankful for help and good cheer from Josh Wright, Joel Gabriel Kempff, Kade Ivy, Logan Quigley, Sara Judy, Claudia Carrol, Anila Shree, Julian Dean, Stacy Sivinski, Caitlin Smith, Tyler Gardner, Jay Miller, and Aleks Hernandez, all of whom listened to me talk about this project or actually sat next to me (on Zoom and sometimes even in the “actual” world) while I worked. All of these good people have inspired something within these pages, and I’m grateful for their continued friendship.

I am grateful, too, for the friendship and conversation among the ecocriticism reading group in Idaho, especially Erin James, Jennifer Ladino, Peter Remien, Xinmin Liu, Anna Banks, Debbie Lee, Donna Potts, and Kota Inoue. Those discussions offered a wonderful place to begin thinking about literature and environment. I’m also incredibly lucky to have worked with Gary Williams early in my graduate studies, for he helped me begin writing about nineteenth-century American literature in earnest, and likewise Walter Hesford, who shared my interest in Thoreau and offered me some crucial books, which are still on my shelves today. My thanks also to Alan Brew, who encouraged me to study literature in the first place and who has shared some memorable excursions near Lake Superior, including on that beach with a long view toward La Pointe, and at the place Copway called “Burnt Wood River.”

The Thoreau Society, now the Thoreau Alliance, provided an essential and exceptionally welcoming environment for a young scholar. In particular, I’d like to single out Rochelle Johnson, John Kucich, James Finley, Henrik Otterberg, Mike Berger, and Ron Hoag for good conversation, advice, and time on the water and on the trail. Many friends from the Association for the Study of Literature and Environment deserve my gratitude as well, far too many for me to mention here. I’d like to thank Jim Warren, Lowell Duckert, and Catherine Bowlin, who read early drafts of these chapters and offered both encouragement and very helpful suggestions, as well as Andrew Rose, Eric Morel, Cory Willard, and Emily Rau for asking some helpful and memorable questions.

My colleagues at Graceland University provided crucial support toward completing this book, and I also received support from the Graduate School, the College of Arts and Letters, and the Graduate Student Government at the University of Notre Dame. Portions of my work here were supported by a Thoreau Society Graduate Student Fellowship, which offered a wonderful opportunity to conduct research in Concord. I’m also grateful to the Notre Dame Institute for Advanced Studies, now the Institute for Ethics and the Common Good, which offered both additional research funding and an exceptional environment for testing out new ideas, helping me to see the real value of interdisciplinary scholarship and collaboration.

My thanks to Amy Martin, Hali Han, Jaxson Mannes, and the rest of the staff at Bloomsbury for their attention and care with this manuscript. Also, I’m grateful for the reviewers, who offered actionable, encouraging feedback on this project. Thank you for demonstrating that peer review can and does, in the best of cases, support a writer’s work. Portions of Chapter 4 were originally published in Studies in American Indian Literature, and I am grateful to the editors and reviewers for their feedback and assistance, and to the University of Nebraska Press for permission to reprint a revised version of that essay here.

As a writer and a teacher-scholar who focuses on travel and place, I am also grateful to the landscapes and communities in which I have lived and traveled while completing this book. In particular, I am fortunate to have visited Katahdin and the Penobscot watershed and to have explored the many protected lands around Concord, the same swamps and woodlands where Thoreau practiced his daily excursions. I’m also grateful for my time in the Lake Michigan basin and now the Tallgrass Prairie, places that have taught me a great deal about the environments described by the authors I study.

Finally, and above all, I am grateful to Celeste, for everything, including the many travels that we’ve shared, and to Mel, who shows me every day how to move through the world with grace and joy.



Abbreviations

	CC
	Henry David Thoreau, Cape Cod. The Writings of Henry D. Thoreau. Edited by Joseph J. Moldenhauer. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988.
	Corr
	Henry David Thoreau, The Correspondence of Henry David Thoreau. Edited by Robert N. Hudspeth, Elizabeth Hall Witherell, and Lihong Xie. 2 vols. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013. [Volumes indicated by Arabic numerals.]
	Exc
	Henry David Thoreau, Excursions. The Writings of Henry D. Thoreau. Edited by Joseph J. Moldenhauer. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007.
	Life
	George Copway, Life, Letters, and Speeches of George Copway (Kahgegagahbowh). Edited by A. LaVonne Brown and Donald B. Smith. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1997.
	Lot
	George William Curtis, Lotus-Eating: A Summer Book. New York: Harper & Brothers, 1852.
	MW
	Henry David Thoreau, The Maine Woods. The Writings of Henry D. Thoreau. Edited by Joseph J. Moldenhauer. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1972.
	PJ
	Henry David Thoreau, Journal. The Writings of Henry D. Thoreau. Edited by Elizabeth Hall Witherell, William L. Howarth, Robert Sattelmeyer, Thomas Blanding, Mark R. Patterson, William Rossi, Leonard N. Neufeldt, Nancy Craig Simmons, Patrick F. O'Connell, Heather Kirk Thomas, Ron Thomas, and Sandra Harbert Petrulionis, 8 vols. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1981–.
	Summer
	Margaret Fuller, Summer on the Lakes, in 1843. Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1991.
	Tour
	Washington Irving, A Tour on the Prairies. In Three Western Narratives, edited by James P. Ronda, 1–162. New York: Library of America, 2004.
	Wa
	Henry David Thoreau, Walden. Edited by J. Lyndon Shanley. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1971.
	Wk
	Henry David Thoreau, A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers. Edited J. Lyndon Shanley. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1971.




Introduction: The Excursion

In an August 18, 1857 letter, Henry David Thoreau described his longest and most ambitious excursion to the Maine Woods, a 200-mile, fifteen-day route from Moosehead Lake through the infamous Mud Pond Carry to the East Branch of the Penobscot River. Over the course of the journey, he’d been hopelessly lost; he’d argued with his guide and panicked over the fate of his traveling companion, Edward Hoar; and he’d had to abandon plans to climb Katahdin, the mountain that he’d dreamed of for years. Still, the trip was exhilarating, “chiefly from associating with an intelligent Indian,” as he wrote to his friend H. G. O. Blake. “Having returned,” he added, “I flatter myself that the world appears in some respects a little larger, and not, as usual, smaller & shallower, for having extended my range.”1 Even without that clear, all-encompassing view from the summit, the trip was exhilarating, offering Thoreau a new perspective on his everyday horizons, the view of the world from his home in Concord. His challenge now, in the fall of 1857, would be to share that story in a literary travel narrative. That essay would become “The Allegash and East Branch.”

In the final years of his life, Thoreau outlined a method of writing about lived experience that touched at the fundamental nature of human life on a changing planet. This book examines the development of the excursion as a literary method that veers away from more mainstream US travel writing toward an ecological worldview. Indeed, many of the narratives examined in this book were written in direct opposition to more mainstream literary travel narrative, and nearly all are relatively obscure today, generally read only by specialists in nineteenth-century literature. Thoreau is a notable exception, but beyond Walden and perhaps “Ktaadn,” even his work has not drawn significant attention outside of specialist academic audiences. Nonetheless, these works are crucially connected to environmental writing today. For some nineteenth-century travelers, experiences beyond home presented a disturbance to more settled ways of understanding the planet. For authors who attended to these disruptions, such as Thoreau, Margaret Fuller, and the Ojibwe minister George Copway, nonfiction narrative offered a site of experimentation and adaptation, a place in which literature could respond to ecological ruptures ranging from deforestation and increased agricultural production to the breakdown of Indigenous ways of living in the world. In this sort of travel writing, the actual conditions of complex natural-cultural systems come to directly shape the ways in which a story is told. These patterns of disturbance and adaptation, disturbance ecologies, suggest a new form of resilience in which literary texts engage with and draw from the dynamic earthly conditions in which they are enmeshed. As such, these generally understudied and misunderstood works remain vital to the new literatures of the Anthropocene, the proposed and critically contested geological epoch in which humans have become a significant force on the planet’s ecological and geological systems, with long-lasting, irreversible consequences.2 The nineteenth century, much like the present moment, represents a notable threshold in the history of humans and the environment in North America and around the planet.

Many writers from the nineteenth century experimented with new ways of writing about the changing natural-cultural landscape, but Thoreau remains for many “the patron saint of American environmental writing,” having emerged from relative obscurity in the nineteenth century to the status of a folk hero, albeit one who can still rankle students and readers today.3 Nonetheless, this new way of writing took shape within a broader community of authors, and some of Thoreau’s contemporaries developed their own distinctive yet related modes of writing about lived experience. Experimental writing, even when it breaks decisively from previous accounts of the landscape, requires models and precedents, and while he is often perceived as an isolated, even contrarian figure, Thoreau’s work was part of a broader shift in literary form. To understand the experimental nature of his travel writing, this book thus examines several works by Thoreau in close detail. Along the way, I also pay significant attention to a handful of other contemporary authors of experimental travel writing, as well as one notable example of more mainstream travel writing, which appeared just as Thoreau was struggling to publish his own, more unsettling work.

Thoreau’s writing has long been significant in the field of literature and environment, even as scholars have increasingly moved beyond nature writing to address a much wider variety of texts and forms. Lawrence Buell’s landmark study, The Environmental Imagination (1995), treats Thoreau as a touchstone in American environmental thinking, remarkable both for his prescient representation of complex human-natural systems and the “fitful, irregular, experimental, although increasingly purposeful self-education” through which he came to better understand nonhuman nature.4 Published the same year, Laura Dassow Walls’s Seeing New Worlds (1995) established Thoreau’s reputation as both a writer and a committed scientist, allowing him to develop an “innovative, experimental” style of thinking and writing “which combined transcendentalism with empiricism.”5 Since then, scholars have continued this work, drawing from new critical vocabularies and an increasing sense of urgency regarding climate breakdown, environmental justice, and ecological collapse. One important vein of scholarship addresses Thoreau’s environmentalism and abolitionism and the intersections of environmental justice, embodiment, and race.6 Another important and growing body of work explores phenology and environmental time, drawing from his Journal, the recently published Kalendar project, and other writings.7 One particularly rich area of research has drawn from theories of New Materialism, exploring the role of matter in shaping texts from “Ktaadn” (1846) through the rest of his literary career.8 Still, despite the range of this work, the various forms of Thoreau’s writing, from his earliest travel writing to his late efforts to chart natural phenomena, remain understudied and not widely understood.

During his lifetime, Thoreau published or nearly finished four books: A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers (1849), Walden (1854), The Maine Woods (1864), and Cape Cod (1865). Each of these works, and others by Thoreau, draws from the conventions of travel writing, but I am particularly interested in the last two, which are, for my purposes here, most unsettled and most reflective of an emergent literary practice, and, with Walden, most grounded in the close observations of the material world. As Buell notes, each of these four texts “centers on a relatively simple excursion or series of excursions,” which he later expanded during the process of composition.9 Moreover, despite comments in Walden about reading only “one or two shallow books of travel,” Thoreau consistently engaged with both contemporary and historical examples of the genre (Wa 100). In his bibliography of Thoreau’s reading in travel literature, John Aldrich Christie includes nearly two hundred titles.10 Robert Sattelmeyer, in his foundational scholarship on Thoreau’s reading and academic development, notes that this figure should be even higher, as it does not count New England travel writing and does not reflect works recorded in the previously unavailable Journal volumes of the 1840s.11 This extensive reading directly influenced Thoreau’s writing as well. Walls, in an essay on Cape Cod, “Walking,” and planetarity, observes that his work “deliberately extends the genre of the scientific expedition to compel an inner exploration in tandem with the outer.”12 Interestingly, and despite this lifelong interest in travel writing, there have been no book-length studies of Thoreau and travel writing since Christie’s Thoreau as World Traveler (1966). Furthermore, no research has directly connected this experimental travel writing to the emergent instability of the Anthropocene.

By tracing the direct links between
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