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Introduction

Standing Up to Live, Sitting Down to Write


How vain it is to sit down to write when you have not stood up to live! Methinks that the moment my legs begin to move, my thoughts begin to flow…

—THOREAU IN HIS JOURNAL, AUGUST 19, 18511



When Thoreau moved from Concord to New York in 1843, ostensibly to be the tutor for the children of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s brother, William, he was situating himself in the center of the American publishing world. Although for various reasons, including an overwhelming sense of homesickness, he returned to Concord and remained there for the rest of his life, it is clear that at this point Thoreau was determined to be a writer. Whatever else he may have been—social reformer, naturalist, surveyor, pencil-maker, teacher—his work, as he would write in his journal on October 18, 1856, “is writing, and I do not hesitate, though I know that no subject is too trivial for me, tried by ordinary standards.”2

Henry David Thoreau was born David Henry Thoreau on July 12, 1817, in Concord, and he died in Concord on May 6, 1862. During his forty-four years, or, more precisely, during the twenty-four years when he was actively writing, he wrote works that have become classics of American literature—Walden, a book on deliberate and purposeful living; “Civil Disobedience,” a treatise on a person’s rights and duties in relation to an unjust government; and “Walking,” a piece on man’s place in Nature—in addition to writing a two-million-word journal.

Thoreau’s success as a writer lies in the truth he utters. The questions he asks himself are the questions every individual, at his or her most attentive and sentient moments, asks. As he wrote, “These same questions that disturb and puzzle and confound us have in their turn occurred to all the wise men; not one has been omitted; and each has answered them, according to his ability, by his words and his life.”3 Because the answers change, however, not only from generation to generation but for each individual from year to year, his writings are works to which we return, texts constantly reflecting our own evolution.

“To read well, that is, to read true books in a true spirit,” Thoreau wrote in the “Reading” chapter of Walden, “is a noble exercise, and one that will task the reader more than any exercise which the customs of the day esteem. It requires a training such as the athletes underwent, the steady intention almost of the whole life to this object. Books must be read as deliberately and reservedly as they were written.”4 Reading in the way Thoreau meant, you will meet with a realization that many other readers will fail to achieve, which ultimately means that a good book must not only be written by a good writer but that it must be read by a good reader.

One way to be a good reader is to understand the nature of an essay. Wendell Berry defined it best in writing about Edward Abbey’s essay “Down the River with Henry Thoreau”: “It is an essay in the literal sense: a trial. Mr. Abbey tries himself against Thoreau and Thoreau against himself; he tries himself and Thoreau against the river; he tries himself and Thoreau and the river against modern times, and vice versa.”5 This is how a reader should approach any piece by Thoreau.

Thoreau gave more than seventy lectures between his first in 1838 and his last in 1860. Sometimes he found members of his audience reading the newspaper. He once overheard one person say to another, “What does he lecture for?”6 But some reviews of his talks indicated a man who could move his audience. A talk on “Economy” in 1848 caused The Salem Observer to write that his lecture was “interspersed observations, speculations, and suggestions upon dress, fashions, food, dwellings, furniture, &c., &c., sufficiently queer to keep the audience in almost constant mirth, and sufficiently wise and new to afford many good practical hints and precepts.”7 And The Eastern Argus Semi-Weekly of Portland, Maine, wrote the following year that his talk “was unique, original, comical, and high-falutin. It kept the audience wide awake, and pleasantly excited for nearly two hours.”8 A decade later, The Liberator wrote of Thoreau’s talk on John Brown that a “very large audience listened to this lecture, crowding the hall half an hour before the time of its commencement, and giving hearty applause to some of the most energetic expressions of the speaker.”9

Thoreau wrote in his journal on December 6, 1854: “After lecturing twice this winter I feel that I am in danger of cheapening myself by trying to become a successful lecturer, i.e., to interest my audiences. I am disappointed to find that most that I am and value myself for is lost, or worse than lost, on my audience.”10 The lyceum, however, served as a testing ground for much of his writing. Early versions of what would become essays or sections of his books were given as lectures, some multiple times in different locations with audiences of differing backgrounds. That much of his work was originally presented, at least in part, on the lecture circuit accounts for the directness with which Thoreau approached his readers. For Thoreau there was always an audience, not an imagined reader but a real man or woman sitting in the front row looking in his eyes and listening to his words. “I take it for granted, when I am invited to lecture anywhere…that there is a desire to hear what I think on some subject, though I may be the greatest fool in the country,” he wrote in “Life Without Principle,” resolving “that I will give them a strong dose of myself. They have sent for me, and engaged to pay for me, and I am determined that they shall have me, though I bore them beyond all precedent.”11

“I would rather write books than lectures,”12 Thoreau confessed in his journal. “How many a man has dated a new era in his life from the reading of a book,” Thoreau wrote in Walden, perhaps understanding at this point the type of work he was trying to present. “The book exists for us, perchance,” he went on to say, “which will explain our miracles and reveal new ones. The at present unutterable things we may find somewhere uttered.”13 With wisdom we also learn not to do desperate things such as his neighbors, living their “lives of quiet desperation,”14 were doing. It was important “so to love wisdom as to live according to its dictates, a life of simplicity, independence, magnanimity, and trust. It is to solve some of the problems of life, not only theoretically, but practically.”15 It was pivotal to Thoreau’s philosophy that action follow thought. “What I began by reading,” he wrote in 1841, “I must finish by acting.”16

Although Thoreau wrote that “the writer must to some extent inspire himself,”17 no discussion of Thoreau can ignore the influence of Emerson. Although some tend to downplay the influence of Emerson over the young Thoreau, it is impossible to think of Thoreau without hearing echoes of Emerson. This in no way diminishes Thoreau but adds to an understanding of him. Emerson himself knew that it was “easy to see that the debt is immense to past thought. None escapes it. The originals are not original. There is imitation, model and suggestion, to the very archangels, if we knew their history.”18

Emerson was one of the leading men of letters of his day and the center of the transcendental circle as well as a mentor and eventual friend to the younger author. That Emerson was an influence on Thoreau, and a strong one, was as it should be. That Thoreau could take that influence and adapt it without being overwhelmed by it was the key to his strength and individuality. He was a master at absorbing what had come before him and turning it uniquely into his own. Emerson wrote that a “great man” fills what he quotes “with his own voice and humor, and the whole cyclopaedia of his table-talk is presently believed to be his own.”19

Emerson, in 1837, presented his oration, “The American Scholar,” to Thoreau’s graduating class at Harvard. It is unclear whether Thoreau heard it at that time, but if he hadn’t, he would certainly have read it later in its pamphlet form at the Emerson home. In this highly charged essay, Emerson wrote of the unfulfilled potential of young Americans in these words:


Young men of the fairest promise, who begin life upon our shores, inflated by the mountain winds, shined upon by all the stars of God, find the earth below not in unison with these, but are hindered from action by the disgust which the principles on which business is managed inspire, and turn drudges, or die of disgust,—some of them suicides. What is the remedy? They did not yet see, and thousands of young men as hopeful now crowding to the barriers for the career do not yet see, that if the single man plant himself indomitably on his instincts, and there abide, the huge world will come round to him. Patience,—patience; with the shades of all the good and great for company; and for solace the perspective of your own infinite life; and for work the study and the communication of principles, the making those instincts prevalent, the conversion of the world. Is it not the chief disgrace in the world, not to be an unit;—not to be reckoned one character;—not to yield that peculiar fruit which each man was created to bear…. We will walk on our own feet; we will work with our own hands; we will speak our own minds.20



Imagine the power of those words on a young Thoreau, on anyone, who was searching, trying to find out who he was, what he was about; imagine the power of those words as a call to arms, a clarion call, or a call like the crowing of chanticleer waking his neighbors up.

When Emerson wrote in the same essay that “the ancient precept, ‘Know thyself,’ and the modern precept, ‘Study nature,’ become at last one maxim,”21 the idea was substantiated that understanding nature was parallel to understanding yourself; that through a close examination of the exterior life you could discern the interior life. Thoreau would be able to put this principle into practice, merging self-examination and the study of nature into one act.

A dozen years before Thoreau’s Walden experiment, Emerson asked in his journal, “But would it not be cowardly to flee out of society & live in the woods?”22 Thoreau’s move, however, was no escape but only a temporary repositioning to adjust his angle of vision. The place from which one makes an observation is critical, as when he noted that the seashore of Cape Cod formed “neutral ground, a most advantageous point from which to contemplate this world,”23 or when he wrote in 1852 that the “elevated position” afforded by climbing a mountain allowed him to “see an infinite variety far and near in their relation to each other, thus reduced to a single picture.”24

Walden Woods was not the place a Harvard graduate usually went to live. It had been home to former slaves, Irish immigrants working on the railroad, lurkers, alcoholics, and, in 1845, Henry David Thoreau. Unlike many of the others who resided in Walden Woods for whom it was less a matter of choice than necessity, Thoreau’s move to the woods “to live deliberately”25 was a matter of consideration, aspiration, and, ultimately, consequence.

Thoreau’s going to Walden Pond was in part a personal, although not necessarily a private, response to the challenges suggested to him by the utopian communities springing up in the early 1840s, and in particular the two with which some of his friends were closely associated: Fruitlands and Brook Farm. George Ripley, one of the founders of Brook Farm, explained that they were trying to prepare “a society of liberal, intelligent, and cultivated persons, whose relations with each other would permit a more simple and wholesome life, than can be led amidst the pressure of our competitive institutions…. If wisely executed, it will be a light over this country and this age.”26

Thoreau conducted the same experiments in living as these communities, but did so on a smaller scale and from a different direction. He was not trying to re-create society by reinventing how a community should work or by imposing a new constitution upon a self-created communal association, as Brook Farm had done. This was not the way society would be renewed. The failure of these and other similar efforts to fundamentally change the way people lived showed that Thoreau was correct in searching for another method to reform human culture.

At Walden Pond Thoreau could question the individual’s role and obligations, not only to society but to himself: how should he live, how should he interact with his neighbors, how should he obligate himself to the laws, not only of the society within which he lived, but to those laws that were higher than those of the land: moral or religious principles, or laws of conscience, that take precedence over the constitutions or statutes of society. These questions were paramount.

Thoreau wrote in his journal, and repeated in his first book, A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, that autobiography is preferable to biography: “If I am not I, who will be?”27 Or again, in his journal: “Is not the poet bound to write his own biography? Is there any other work for him but a good journal? We do not wish to know how his imaginary hero, but how he, the actual hero, lived from day to day.”28 It was the poet’s business, he wrote, to be “continually watching the moods of his mind, as the astronomer watches the aspects of the heavens. What might we not expect from a long life faithfully spent in this wise?…As travellers go around the world and report natural objects and phenomena, so faithfully let another stay at home and report the phenomena of his own life.”29

The personal pronoun “I” is as much a persona as Mark Twain or the narrator of Remembrance of Things Past whom we call Marcel Proust. That the hero of Thoreau’s books and essays was an ideal not easily recognized by his neighbors as the man walking the streets of his hometown caused one Concordian to say, “I don’t understand why his books should be so popular,”30 and another, “Why should any one wish to have a sentence of Henry Thoreau’s put in print?”31 Thoreau would not have been surprised by this attitude, writing in 1851, “The fathers and the mothers of the town would rather hear the young man or young woman at their tables express reverence for some old statement of the truth than utter a direct revelation themselves. They don’t want to have any prophets born into their families,—damn them!”32

All of Thoreau’s writings are literary works in which some liberties are taken with biographical faithfulness for the sake of the artistic integrity of the mythic life he is creating. Nonetheless, the “author’s character,” Thoreau wrote, “is read from title-page to end. Of this he never corrects the proofs.”33 Thoreau wrote to his friend H.G.O. Blake, “My actual life”—the life he experienced on a day-to-day basis as opposed to the author’s character, his ideal, or what he sometimes called his real life—“is a fact, in view of which I have no occasion to congratulate myself; but for my faith and aspiration I have respect. It is from these that I speak.”34 Similarly, he wrote to another friend, “You may rely on it that you have the best of me in my books, and that I am not worth seeing personally—the stuttering, blundering, clod-hopper that I am. Even poetry, you know, is in one sense an infinite brag & exaggeration. Not that I do not stand on all that I have written—but what am I to the truth I feebly utter!”35

For Thoreau, 1851 was a defining year, a time when everything that had come before could be seen as preparatory. He was now feeling “uncommonly prepared for some literary work” and experiencing “a mere fullness of life, which does not find any channel to flow into,” but finding that he could “select no work. I am prepared not so much for contemplation, as for forceful expression. I am braced both physically and intellectually.”36

When he read The Human Body and Its Connexion with Man that year, Thoreau wrote in his journal that James Wilkinson’s book “to some extent realizes what I have dreamed of,—a return to the primitive analogical and derivative senses of words. His ability to trace analogies often leads him to a truer word than more remarkable writers have found…. The faith he puts in old and current expressions as having sprung from an instinct wiser than science, and safely to be trusted if they can be interpreted…. All perception of truth is the detection of an analogy; we reason from our hands to our head.”37 Understanding this was a confirmation of what Thoreau was trying to do when he put pen to paper, because it was through analogy that we begin to comprehend the correspondence between the physical and the spiritual, and to truly understand that nature is not something outside of us but that we and nature are the same. Thoreau wrote in his journal, “Some incidents in my life have seemed far more allegorical than actual; they were so significant that they plainly served no other use.”38 Notwithstanding the predominance of the pronoun “I” in his text, it would be a mistake to treat Thoreau’s examination of his life as self-involved or even strictly self-serving. It is through observing the self that we can observe society, it is through the “me” that we can understand the “not me,” and it is by way of the individual that the world can be changed.

“The writer has much to do even to create a theme for himself,” Thoreau wrote. “Most that is first written on any subject is a mere groping after it, mere rubble-stone and foundation. It is only when many observations of different periods have been brought together that he begins to grasp his subject and can make one pertinent and just observation.”39 One predominant theme that runs throughout Thoreau’s writings regardless of the apparent topic or genre is his personal search for wildness. Wildness is synonymous with neither wilderness nor nature but is that which wilderness or nature represents, a freedom not subject to the dictates and demands of a “culture merely civil,” as he called it in “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,”40 Thoreau wrote in his journal.

Wildness and deliberation are tantamount. Wildness means to be infused with spirit, to follow our genius—genius not in relation to intellectual capacity but what Emerson called our natural bias and the “spontaneous perception and exhibition of truth”41 or what Sampson Reed simply called “divine truth.”42 To follow the essence of wildness, as Thoreau meant it, is to live a willful and deliberate life free from the external forces that cause us to live in discord with our true nature. To do that, you have to learn what it is that is concordant with your nature and to differentiate, as Thoreau did, between your actual life—that is, the life you experience on a day-to-day basis—and your ideal, or real, life.

Thoreau read Richard Trench’s On the Study of Words in 1853 and found this: “‘Wild’ is the participle past of ‘to will;’ a ‘wild’ horse is a ‘willed’ or self-willed horse, one that has never been tamed or taught to submit its will to the will of another; and so with a man.”43 Thoreau commented in his journal that Trench “says a wild man is a willed man. Well, then, a man of will who does what he wills or wishes, a man of hope and of the future tense, for not only the obstinate is willed, but far more the constant and persevering. The obstinate man, properly speaking, is one who will not. The perseverance of the saints is positive willedness, not a mere passive willingness. The fates are wild, for they will; and the Almighty is wild above all, as fate is.”44

Thoreau knew that every one of his neighbors had the potential to be wild if they found the will to live a deliberate life. When Thoreau exhorted his readers in Walden to “grow wild according to thy nature, like these sedges and brakes, which will never become English hay,”45 he knew that his farming neighbors would recognize that these imported crops were especially cultivated and valued in America as feed, and they were called English hay to distinguish them from the less esteemed native meadow hay harvested for bedding. It was a call to be true to one’s own nature, as when he wrote in the final chapter of Walden, “Shall a man go and hang himself because he belongs to the race of pygmies, and not be the biggest pygmy that he can? Let every one mind his own business, and endeavor to be what he was made.”46 Or as expressed in his journal:


It is of no use to plow deeper than the soil is, unless you mean to follow up that mode of cultivation persistently, manuring highly and carting on muck at each plowing,—making a soil, in short. Yet many a man likes to tackle mighty themes, like immortality, but in his discourse he turns up nothing but yellow sand, under which what little fertile and available surface soil he may have is quite buried and lost. He should teach frugality rather,—how to postpone the fatal hour,—should plant a crop of beans. He might have raised enough of these to make a deacon of him, though never a preacher. Many a man runs his plow so deep in heavy or stony soil that it sticks fast in the furrow. It is a great art in the writer to improve from day to day just that soil and fertility which he has, to harvest that crop which his life yields, whatever it may be, not be straining as if to reach apples or oranges when he yields only ground-nuts. He should be digging, not soaring. Just as earnest as your life is, so deep is your soil. If strong and deep, you will sow wheat and raise bread of life in it.47



Thoreau wrote in his journal in what reads like a reminder to himself: “Improve the opportunity to draw analogies. There are innumerable avenues to a perception of the truth.”48 This was so integral to Thoreau’s perception of the world around him that once, on seeing ice on the river, he asked himself in his journal, “What is the analogy?”49 The answer sometimes required distance. It was not always possible to immediately appreciate the correspondence between things seen and things unseen. “Poetry,” he wrote, “puts an interval between the impression and the expression,—waits till the seed germinates naturally.”50 Little of A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers was written while traveling the rivers with his brother. Most of Walden was written after his two-year tenure at the pond, but with many observations dating from the years before he even contemplated his move there. “Walking” is made of two separate lectures. Thoreau’s writing process was like the building of a mosaic: small pieces taken from a variety of times and situations that, when juxtaposed, fitted, and cemented, form a seamless and organic whole. Although he sometimes found that thoughts or ideas “of different dates will not cohere,”51 many of his works involved pulling together observations from all he had and melding them in a way that created what he called a “natural order,”52 rather than putting facts and thoughts together in what we might consider chronologically real time. This gave him the freedom to invest an incident or an excursion with a universal and transcendental view by adding layers of thought and sometimes years of experience to a simple incident. Take, for instance, Thoreau’s night in jail: he, like others before him, refused to pay a poll tax because paying the tax would support a government that tolerated slavery; he, like others, was arrested; he, like Bronson Alcott before him, had his tax paid by a neighbor; but unlike the others, he was able to write about it in a way that lets us feel more than a century and a half later that he is speaking directly to our own conditions and issues.

When Wendell Berry questioned “the political value of his forlorn, solitary taxpayer’s revolt against the Mexican War,”53 he failed to see that although Thoreau’s action—as expressed through the ethic of his essay—did little to end the Mexican War or abolish slavery, it nonetheless had great value, both politically and otherwise. It had value for a minister trying to end racial segregation in the South, or for one man peacefully leading his country to home rule, or for a generation trying to end a war in Vietnam. Thinking in those terms, and bearing in mind that the ethic is sometimes greater than the action, Thoreau’s examination of self begins to seem a more altruistic and noble goal.

Thoreau’s insistence on individual reform was never a withdrawing from or abandoning of the societal issues that plagued his day—such issues as slavery, education reform, and the conditions and rights of women, Native Americans, and immigrants. It was through the transformation of one that the many would be reformed. If the individual is reformed, then societal improvement would be a natural consequence. In “Paradise (to Be) Regained,” Thoreau wrote, “We must first succeed alone, that we may enjoy our success together.”54

Self-emancipation, which is what Thoreau said he was looking for in an early journal entry, was only a step toward a greater and more universal liberation, because when any one person makes a conscious decision to act or refrain from acting, that decision puts every one of us in the position of making a choice: deliberately, mindfully, and willfully. When one person signs off from a church, as Thoreau had done, then those who remain do so by choice, whether they realize it or not. When one person refuses to pay a tax, or to submit to the draft, or to eat meat, then those who do pay the tax, or go to war, or eat meat, do so consciously, because the ability to do otherwise has been made explicit. “I know of no more encouraging fact,” Thoreau wrote, “than the unquestionable ability of man to elevate his life by a conscious endeavor.”55

His efforts and example were not self-righteous but simply righteous: honest, respectable, and good. Although at first, according to Alcott, Emerson thought Thoreau’s going to jail was “mean and skulking, and in bad taste,”56 Emerson soon took issue with the abolitionists who spoke for freedom but were not willing to give up a lifestyle that hypocritically supported slavery. Reevaluating the incident in his journals, Emerson wrote, “My friend Mr Thoreau has gone to jail rather than pay his tax…. The abolitionists denounce the war & give much time to it, but they pay the tax.”57

Reading Thoreau presents us with options. Once we have read his words, we are no longer allowed the luxury of ignorance. Thoreau does not implore us in any way to live the life he chose; he asks that we accept only such aspects of his work that apply to each of us individually. “I trust that none will stretch the seams in putting on the coat, for it may do good service to him whom it fits,”58 he reminded us in Walden. To find if the coat fits we must ask ourselves the same questions Thoreau asked himself, as when he considered what, “to use the words of the catechism, is the chief end of man, and what are the true necessaries and means of life.”59 To answer such questions he had to search sincerely and profoundly. If time, as he wrote, is but a stream, and a stream that he knew to be shallow, then he had to be willing to let current time go to find timelessness beyond, to find that which is eternal. It was a sacred quest for the miracle that daily fronted him: life, nature, spirit.

When describing in Walden the woodcutter Alek Therein, in whom the “spiritual man” was “slumbering as in an infant,” Thoreau was defining his neighbors. “He had been instructed only in that innocent and ineffectual way in which the Catholic priests teach the aborigines, by which the pupil is never educated to the degree of consciousness, but only to the degree of trust and reverence, and a child is not made a man, but kept a child.”60 Thoreau wanted to awaken his readers to a degree of consciousness that would take them beyond reliance on something secondary to trust in and reverence for the primary, original source. It was this principle of the divinity within that allowed for a personal, innate relationship with God. He did not want to hear about miracles from a historical biblical past but to experience the miracle of the day. “There is no interpreter,” he wrote in his 1850 journal, “between us and our consciousness.”61

The question Thoreau addressed directly to his readers in Walden—“Will you be a reader, a student merely, or a seer?”62—could stand as the motto for all of his writings. Thinking of those authorities who stand between us and life itself, he wrote, “What is a course of history, or philosophy, or poetry, no matter how well selected, or the best society, or the most admirable routine of life, compared with the discipline of looking always at what is to be seen?”63 In using a word like seer, Thoreau went beyond its literal meaning of one who sees. He knew that if or when you see, you become by extension what the word seer also means: a prophet, someone who speaks with divine inspiration. This inspiration was what the transcendentalists often called reason, that which intuits what is beyond proof, or what George Ripley defined as “the immediate perception of Truth.”64 Emerson explained it this way: “Reason is the highest faculty of the soul—what we mean often by the soul itself; it never reasons, never proves, it simply perceives; it is vision…. Reason is potentially perfect in every man.”65 Because reason is potentially perfect in each of us, we owe it to ourselves to pay attention to this intuited truth.

To live right, to do right, and by precept or example to perhaps cause others to do so also, was a goal worth striving for. In the “Where I Lived, and What I Lived For” chapter of Walden, Thoreau wrote, “It is something to be able to paint a particular picture, or to carve a statue, and so to make a few objects beautiful; but it is far more glorious to carve and paint the very atmosphere and medium through which we look, which morally we can do. To affect the quality of the day, that is the highest of arts.”66

To do that one needs to be able to consciously ask questions, questions asked by a wakeful mind, that will draw thoughtful, attentive, and deliberate answers, and to present those answers to his readers. “All that interests the reader,” he wrote in 1856, “is the depth and intensity of the life excited.”67 “The poet,” Thoreau wrote in A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, “will write for his peers alone. He will remember only that he saw truth and beauty from his position, and expect the time when a vision as broad shall overlook the same field as freely.”68

JEFFREY S. CRAMER
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Chronology

1817 Born David Henry Thoreau, July 12, third of four children—Helen (1812–1849), John (1815–1842), and Sophia (1819–1876)—to John and Cynthia (Dunbar) Thoreau in Concord, Massachusetts.

1818 Family moves to Chelmsford, Massachusetts, where father opens a grocery store.

1821 Grocery store closes; family moves to Boston, where father works as a schoolteacher.

1822 Visits Walden Pond for the first time.

1823 Family moves back to Concord, where father begins making pencils; family takes in boarders.

1828 Enrolls in Concord Academy, as does his brother, John, where they study geography, history, and science, as well as French, Latin, and Greek.

1829 Attends lectures at the Concord Lyceum.

1833 Enrolls in Harvard College.

1835 To earn money, teaches in Canton, Massachusetts, during winter term.

1836 Leaves Harvard temporarily due to illness.

1837 Graduates from Harvard; starts journal; friendship with Emerson begins.

1838 Travels to Maine for the first time to search for a teaching position; gives first lecture, “Society,” at Concord Lyceum; elected secretary and curator of the Lyceum; opens small private school before taking over the Concord Academy in September.

1839 John joins Thoreau at Concord Academy as a teacher; Thoreau meets Ellen Sewall, to whom both he and John will propose and by whom both will be rejected; takes boat trip with John on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers to Concord, New Hampshire.

1840 The Dial first published, for which Thoreau will be a contributor and sometime editor; teaches himself surveying.

1841 Concord Academy closes due to John’s poor health.

1842 John cuts himself while stropping his razor and dies of lockjaw, January 11; Thoreau meets Nathaniel Hawthorne; climbs Mount Wachusett; publishes “Natural History of Massachusetts” in The Dial.

1843 Tutors William Emerson’s children on Staten Island, New York; publishes “Paradise (to Be) Regained” in The United States Magazine and Democratic Review.

1844 Accidentally burns 300 acres of woodland, causing more than $2,000 in damage; helps build the family’s “Texas” house in the southwest portion of Concord.

1845 Builds and moves into a small house at Walden Pond, July 4; begins writing A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers.

1846 Begins writing Walden; spends night in jail for nonpayment of poll tax; climbs Katahdin in Maine.

1847 Gives lecture “A History of Myself,” an early draft of Walden, at Concord Lyceum; leaves Walden Pond on September 7, moving in with Emerson family while Emerson is in Europe; collects specimens for Louis Agassiz at Harvard.

1848 Publishes “Ktaadn” in Sartain’s Union Magazine; gives lecture “The Relation of the Individual to the State” (“Civil Disobedience”).

1849 Publishes A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers; publishes “Resistance to Civil Government” (“Civil Disobedience”) in Elizabeth Peabody’s Aesthetic Papers; sister, Helen, dies of tuberculosis; travels to Cape Cod for the first time.

1850 Family moves to house on Main Street, Concord, where Thoreau will live for the remainder of his life; goes to Fire Island, New York, at Emerson’s request, to search for the remains and papers of Margaret Fuller, who died in a shipwreck; travels to Canada.

1852 Publishes excerpts from Walden in Sartain’s Union Magazine.

1853 Publishes parts of A Yankee in Canada in Putnam’s Monthly; travels to Maine for what will be the basis for “Chesuncook.”

1854 Publishes “Slavery in Massachusetts” in National Anti-Slavery Standard, The Liberator, and the New York Tribune; publishes Walden; or, Life in the Woods; lectures in Philadelphia.

1855 Grows throat beard, also known as Galway whiskers, early in the year; publishes parts of Cape Cod in Putnam’s Monthly; receives gift of forty-four volumes of Asian literature from Thomas Cholmondeley.

1856 Surveys in Perth Amboy, New Jersey; meets Walt Whitman in Brooklyn.

1857 Meets John Brown; grows full beard; makes final trip to Maine.

1858 Publishes “Chesuncook” in Atlantic Monthly; travels through the White Mountains and climbs Mount Washington, July 2–19.

1859 Father dies; becomes financially responsible for family; delivers his first public support of John Brown in “A Plea for Captain John Brown.”

1860 Reads Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species; catches cold that turns into bronchitis, precipitating his tuberculosis.

1861 Visits Minnesota for his health in May, returning unimproved in July; visits Walden Pond for the last time in September; begins revising his writings for posthumous publication.

1862 Dies May 6 of tuberculosis; buried May 9 in New Burying Ground, Concord, and later reinterred on Author’s Ridge at Sleepy Hollow Cemetery.


The Portable Thoreau


NATURAL HISTORY OF MASSACHUSETTS

When “Natural History of Massachusetts” first appeared in The Dial, it was prefaced by Emerson, who wrote:


We were thinking how we might best celebrate the good deed which the State of Massachusetts has done, in procuring the Scientific Survey of the Commonwealth, whose result is recorded in these volumes, when we found a near neighbor and friend of ours, dear also to the Muses, a native and an inhabitant of the town of Concord, who readily undertook to give us such comments as he had made on these books, and, better still, notes of his own conversation with nature in the woods and waters of this town. With all thankfulness we begged our friend to lay down the oar and fishing line, which none can handle better, and assume the pen, that Isaak Walton and White of Selborne might not want a successor, nor the fair meadows, to which we also have owed a home and the happiness of many years, their poet.



“Natural History of Massachusetts” is an early example of Thoreau’s ability to expand from a small center of localized and personal fact—a walk in winter, an excursion with his brother on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, a night in jail for nonpayment of taxes, two years in the woods of Concord by the shore of Walden Pond, or, as in this case, four reports published under the auspices of the Commissioners on the Zoological and Botanical Survey of the State—to create a work of universal significance and appeal.

First published in The Dial (July 1842) and collected in Excursions (1863).

J. C.

 

NATURAL HISTORY OF MASSACHUSETTS*

Books of natural history make the most cheerful winter reading. I read in Audubon with a thrill of delight, when the snow covers the ground, of the magnolia, and the Florida keys, and their warm sea-breezes; of the fence-rail, and the cotton-tree, and the migrations of the rice-bird; of the breaking up of winter in Labrador, and the melting of the snow on the forks of the Missouri; and owe an accession of health to these reminiscences of luxuriant nature.


Within the circuit of this plodding life,

There enter moments of an azure hue,

Untarnished fair as is the violet

Or anemone, when the spring strews them

By some meandering rivulet, which make

The best philosophy untrue that aims

But to console man for his grievances.

I have remembered, when the winter came,

High in my chamber in the frosty nights,

When in the still light of the cheerful moon,

On every twig and rail and jutting spout,

The icy spears were adding to their length

Against the arrows of the coming sun,

How in the shimmering noon of summer past

Some unrecorded beam slanted across

The upland pastures where the Johnswort grew;

Or heard, amid the verdure of my mind,

The bee’s long smothered hum, on the blue flag

Loitering amidst the mead; or busy rill,

Which now through all its course stands still and dumb,

Its own memorial,—purling at its play

Along the slopes, and through the meadows next,

Until its youthful sound was hushed at last

In the staid current of the lowland stream;

Or seen the furrows shine but late upturned,

And where the fieldfare followed in the rear,

When all the fields around lay bound and hoar

Beneath a thick integument of snow.

So by God’s cheap economy made rich

To go upon my winter’s task again.



I am singularly refreshed in winter when I hear of service-berries, poke-weed, juniper. Is not heaven made up of these cheap summer glories? There is a singular health in those words, Labrador and East Main, which no desponding creed recognizes. How much more than Federal are these States! If there were no other vicissitudes than the seasons, our interest would never tire. Much more is adoing than Congress wots of. What journal do the persimmon and the buckeye keep, and the sharp-shinned hawk? What is transpiring from summer to winter in the Carolinas, and the Great Pine Forest, and the Valley of the Mohawk? The merely political aspect of the land is never very cheering; men are degraded when considered as the members of a political organization. On this side all lands present only the symptoms of decay. I see but Bunker Hill and Sing-Sing, the District of Columbia and Sullivan’s Island, with a few avenues connecting them. But paltry are they all beside one blast of the east or the south wind which blows over them.

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. I 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. Surely good courage will not flag here on the Atlantic border, as long as we are flanked by the Fur Countries. There is enough in that sound to cheer one under any circumstances. The spruce, the hemlock, and the pine will not countenance despair. Methinks some creeds in vestries and churches do forget the hunter wrapped in furs by the Great Slave Lake, and that the Esquimaux sledges are drawn by dogs, and in the twilight of the northern night the hunter does not give over to follow the seal and walrus on the ice. They are of sick and diseased imaginations who would toll the world’s knell so soon. Cannot these sedentary sects do better than prepare the shrouds and write the epitaphs of those other busy living men? The practical faith of all men belies the preacher’s consolation. What is any man’s discourse to me, if I am not sensible of something in it as steady and cheery as the creak of crickets? In it the woods must be relieved against the sky. Men tire me when I am not constantly greeted and refreshed as by the flux of sparkling streams. Surely joy is the condition of life. Think of the young fry that leap in ponds, the myriads of insects ushered into being on a summer evening, the incessant note of the hyla with which the woods ring in the spring, the nonchalance of the butterfly carrying accident and change painted in a thousand hues upon its wings, or the brook minnow stoutly stemming the current, the lustre of whose scales, worn bright by the attrition, is reflected upon the bank!

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. When I detect a beauty in any of the recesses of nature, I 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. What an admirable training is science for the more active warfare of life! Indeed, the unchallenged bravery which these studies imply, is far more impressive than the trumpeted valor of the warrior. I am pleased to learn that Thales was up and stirring by night not unfrequently, as his astronomical discoveries prove. Linnæus, setting out for Lapland, surveys his “comb” and “spare shirt,” “leathern breeches” and “gauze cap to keep off gnats,” with as much complacency as Bonaparte a park of artillery for the Russian campaign. The quiet bravery of the man is admirable. His eye is to take in fish, flower, and bird, quadruped and biped. Science is always brave; for to know is to know good; doubt and danger quail before her eye. What the coward overlooks in his hurry, she calmly scrutinizes, breaking ground like a pioneer for the array of arts that follow in her train. But cowardice is unscientific; for there cannot be a science of ignorance. There may be a science of bravery, for that advances; but a retreat is rarely well conducted; if it is, then is it an orderly advance in the face of circumstances.

But to draw a little nearer to our promised topics. Entomology extends the limits of being in a new direction, so that I walk in nature with a sense of greater space and freedom. It suggests besides, that the universe is not rough-hewn, but perfect in its details. 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. I explore, too, with pleasure, the sources of the myriad sounds which crowd the summer noon, and which seem the very grain and stuff of which eternity is made. Who does not remember the shrill roll-call of the harvest-fly? There were ears for these sounds in Greece long ago, as Anacreon’s ode will show.


“We pronounce thee happy, Cicada,

For on the tops of the trees,

Drinking a little dew,

Like any king thou singest,

For thine are they all,

Whatever thou seest in the fields,

And whatever the woods bear.

Thou art the friend of the husbandmen,

In no respect injuring any one;

And thou art honored among men,

Sweet prophet of summer.

The Muses love thee,

And Phœbus himself loves thee,

And has given thee a shrill song;

Age does not wrack thee,

Thou skillful, earthborn, song-loving,

Unsuffering, bloodless one;

Almost thou art like the gods.”



In the autumn days, the creaking of crickets is heard at noon over all the land, and as in summer they are heard chiefly at nightfall, so then by their incessant chirp they usher in the evening of the year. Nor can all the vanities that vex the world alter one whit the measure that night has chosen. Every pulse-beat is in exact time with the cricket’s chant and the tickings of the deathwatch in the wall. Alternate with these if you can.

About two hundred and eighty birds either reside permanently in the State, or spend the summer only, or make us a passing visit. Those which spend the winter with us have obtained our warmest sympathy. The nuthatch and chickadee flitting in company through the dells of the wood, the one harshly scolding at the intruder, the other with a faint lisping note enticing him on; the jay screaming in the orchard; the crow cawing in unison with the storm; the partridge, like a russet link extended over from autumn to spring, preserving unbroken the chain of summers; the hawk with warrior-like firmness abiding the blasts of winter; the robin* and lark lurking by warm springs in the woods; the familiar snowbird culling a few seeds in the garden or a few crumbs in the yard; and occasionally the shrike, with heedless and unfrozen melody bringing back summer again:—


His steady sails he never furls

At any time o’ year,

And perching now on Winter’s curls,

He whistles in his ear.



As the spring advances, and the ice is melting in the river, our earliest and straggling visitors make their appearance. Again does the old Teian poet sing as well for New England as for Greece, in the

RETURN OF SPRING


Behold, how, Spring appearing,

The Graces send forth roses;

Behold, how the wave of the sea

Is made smooth by the calm;

Behold, how the duck dives;

Behold, how the crane travels;

And Titan shines constantly bright.

The shadows of the clouds are moving;

The works of man shine;

The earth puts forth fruits;

The fruit of the olive puts forth.

The cup of Bacchus is crowned,

Along the leaves, along the branches,

The fruit, bending them down, flourishes.



The ducks alight at this season in the still water, in company with the gulls, which do not fail to improve an east wind to visit our meadows, and swim about by twos and threes, pluming themselves, and diving to peck at the root of the lily, and the cranberries which the frost has not loosened. The first flock of geese is seen beating to north, in long harrows and waving lines; the jingle of the song sparrow salutes us from the shrubs and fences; the plaintive note of the lark comes clear and sweet from the meadow; and the bluebird, like an azure ray, glances past us in our walk. The fish hawk, too, is occasionally seen at this season sailing majestically over the water, and he who has once observed it will not soon forget the majesty of its flight. It sails the air like a ship of the line, worthy to struggle with the elements, falling back from time to time like a ship on its beam ends, and holding its talons up as if ready for the arrows, in the attitude of the national bird. It is a great presence, as of the master of river and forest. Its eye would not quail before the owner of the soil, but make him feel like an intruder on its domains. And then its retreat, sailing so steadily away, is a kind of advance. I have by me one of a pair of ospreys, which have for some years fished in this vicinity, shot by a neighboring pond, measuring more than two feet in length, and six in the stretch of its wings. Nuttall mentions that “the ancients, particularly Aristotle, pretended that the ospreys taught their young to gaze at the sun, and those who were unable to do so were destroyed. Linnæus even believed, on ancient authority, that one of the feet of this bird had all the toes divided, while the other was partly webbed, so that it could swim with one foot, and grasp a fish with the other.” But that educated eye is now dim, and those talons are nerveless. Its shrill scream seems yet to linger in its throat, and the roar of the sea in its wings. There is the tyranny of Jove in its claws, and his wrath in the erectile feathers of the head and neck. It reminds me of the Argonautic expedition, and would inspire the dullest to take flight over Parnassus.

The booming of the bittern, described by Goldsmith and Nuttall, is frequently heard in our fens, in the morning and evening, sounding like a pump, or the chopping of wood in a frosty morning in some distant farm-yard. The manner in which this sound is produced I have not seen anywhere described. On one occasion, the bird has been seen by one of my neighbors to thrust its bill into the water, and suck up as much as it could hold, then, raising its head, it pumped it out again with four or five heaves of the neck, throwing it two or three feet, and making the sound each time.

At length the summer’s eternity is ushered in by the cackle of the flicker among the oaks on the hillside, and a new dynasty begins with calm security.

In May and June the woodland quire is in full tune, and, given the immense spaces of hollow air, and this curious human ear, one does not see how the void could be better filled.


Each summer sound

Is a summer round.



As the season advances, and those birds which make us but a passing visit depart, the woods become silent again, and but few feathers ruffle the drowsy air. But the
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