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CHRONOLOGY

Born at Concord, Mass., a prosperous village and stage stop
about 20 mi. N.W. of Boston. Site of the initial engagement
in the Revolutionary War and later a rival to Boston as an
intellectual center.

Enters Harvard College after preparing at Concord
Academy.

Takes his B.A. at Harvard College; introduces himself to
Emerson. Begins his Journal.

Opens a private school for girls with his brother John in
Concord. First visit to Maine.

Makes his famous trip with John on the Concord and
Merrimack rivers, August 31-September 13.

Becomes Emerson’s “handyman”; also begins his study of
Oriental literature.

John Thoreau, to whom he was devoted, dies of tetanus,
following an accidental cut while shaving. Contributes
“Natural History of Massachusetts” to the Dial.

Becomes tutor to the children ot Emerson’s brother, William,
on Staten Island, in New York harbor.

Begins residence at Walden ’ond on July 4. Begins work on
A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers.

After leaving Walden Pond on September 6, he again takes
up residence in Emerson’s home while the latter is in Europe.
Returns to his father's home. 4 Week published but fails
to sell. Sister Helen dies. “Resistance to Civil Government”
(original title for “Civil Disobedience”) published in
Aesthetic Papers. Visits Cape Cod.

Again on Cape Cod. Visits Canada.

Walden published.

Third visit to Cape Cod. Putnam’s Magazine prints four
chapters of Cape Cod.
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1856

1857

1858
1859
1861
1862
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On visit to Brooklyn meets Walt Whitman and hears
Beecher preach.

Last visit to Cape Cod. Meets the abolitionist, Captain
John Brown.

“Chesuncook” printed in the Atlantic Monthly.

Makes a speech in behalf of Captain John Brown in Concord.
Makes a trip to Minnesota.

Dies on May 6 of tuberculosis.



INTRODUCTION

Many great men are approximately duplicable if one has a fair
knowledge of history. Perhaps Henry David Thoreau was not a
great man, but he was a unique one. Whoever has truly made his
acquaintance will think of no equivalent for him in either Europe
or Asia in ancient or modern times. He was no Socrates with a
devoted group of brilliant youth disturbing the serenity of his
Athens; he was no Tibetan monk reflecting on the profundities of
the universe; yet, without resembling them, he had an affinity to
each of these. As a young man, he was a disciple of Ralph Waldo
Emerson, the first citizen of his birthplace, yet a comparison
with Emerson exposes more differences than similarities. He was
an American, to be sure, but his most American traits—individual-
ism and loneliness—are those that set his countrymen apart, not
merely from Europeans and Asiatics, but from each other. His
individualism was not a rugged self-assertiveness, like that of
Andrew Jackson, Indian fighter and President of the United States,
nor was his loneliness like that of Edgar Allan Poe, who could count
no intellectual equals among his friends. One cannot think of him
as ever raising his voice or thrusting his person into a group; never-
theless he had friends who were both distinguished and undistin-
guished; he was fond of talk and a writer of lengthy and brilliant
letters, but he created no coterie and had no disciples. A provincial
who never had a sense of narrowness, he addressed himself to his
neighbors, yet succeeded in reaching the world. Subject of Concord
gossip and amusement, he teases the critical imagination of cos-
mopolitans today to explain the springs of his power. Perhaps he
was that rare and enviable man who succeeded in being completely
and utterly himself.

No special commotion attended his birth on July 12, 1817, in
Concord, Massachusetts, where his father, who failed in business,
later made lead pencils by hand, studying always “how to make a
good article,” and where his mother ran a boarding house to sup-

ix
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plement the family income, meager at best. The name he was born
to was French Huguenot, but there was also Scotch blood on his
father’s side and pure Yankee on his mother’s. Of his boyhood we
know nothing save that his family once removed from the town to
reside in Chelmsford and Boston, but returned to it, and that
Thoreau prepared for Harvard College at Concord Academy. It
would appear, however, that he had already formed a dee} attach-
ment for the fields and woods which lay for miles about Concord.
“Though bodily I have been a member of Harvard University,” he
writes, “heart and soul T have been far away among the scenes of
my boyhood. . . . My spirit yearned for the sympathy of my old
and almost forgotten friend, Nature.” Though the language is that
of an adult, the emotion is that of a boy, and we must not forget
that Thoreau was only sixteen when he entered Harvard. He was a
tremendous student, but not in a conventional sense. He emerged
a master of fluent Greek and Latin, erudite in the knowledge of
English poetry, as a result of his own predilections in reading.
Devotion to books set him apart from his fellows, whom no very
rigid discipline or faculty example drove to study. “The really
diligent student in one of the hives of Cambridge college,” he mourn-
fully reflected later, “is as solitary as the dervish in the desert.”
That he was able to maintain himself at Harvard was due to family
sacrifice, summer teaching, odd jobs at odd hours, and grants from
a college fund established for needy student-.

Fortified with a recommendation from President Quincy which
stated that he was “well qualified as an instructor for employment
in any public or private school or private family,” Thoreau on his
graduation sought an appointment as a teacher. He taught for a
few weeks in the fall of 1837 in the Concord grammar school but
resigned when he was informed that he had to administer corporal
punishment. In that same autumn he introduced himself to Emer-
son, who had just come to fame through the publication of his little
book Vature (1836) and through his address The American Scholar
delivered at the end of August. As their acquaintance ripened,
Thoreau apparently confessed to literary ambitions, for Emerson
advised him to keep a journal. Thoreau took that advice and dated
his first entry “Oct. 22, 1837.”” Early the next year he and his
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brother John joined forces and opened a private school in their
home in Concord. Because the brothers were “modern” in their
notions of education—they introduced recesses and genuine “field
trips” and eliminated corporal punishment—their school prospered
and had to be moved to the now vacant Academy building. Prob-
ably this working period with his brother was the happiest in his
life, for the two young men were much devoted to each other. Their
relationship involved a famous vacation together, which supplied
the setting, the narrative thread, and some of the substance of 4
Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers (1849), Thoreau's
first book. Actually the excursion, in a boat of their own building,
occupied fwo weeks, from August 31 to September 13, 1839. Fra-
ternal affection got its severest test and survived when, unknown
to Henry, John, who had been making some progress in his court-
ship of Ellen Sewall, found himself rejected at her parents’ instiga-
tion when Henry proposed by letter and lost in this overture.

The pair continued in close communion until they had to aban-
don their school because of John's poor health. Having no desire
to continue the project alone and drawn to Emerson because of
the latter’s promised aid in his writing, Thoreau went to Emerson’s
house to live and to serve as “handy man” about the place—to keep
the wood-box filled, to take care of the chickens and the garden.
But his unspecified labors were to include occasional editing of the
Dial and serving as secretary of the Concord Lyceum.

Emerson, who still missed his dead brother Charles, wanted
Thoreau for companionship and discipleship; he probably con-
trived the employment (though he would have had to have some
lesser person for it) for self-justification for Thoreau, who had his
pride. Emerson was then quite convinced that Thoreau would he
a poet. “One reader of yours,” he wrote Carlyle, “dwells now in
my house, and, as T hope for a twelfth month to come—Henry
Thoreau—a poet whom you may one day be proud of.”” Reading
Carlyle was not the only common interest of Thoreau and Emer-
son; the older man found the younger to possess a richly stored
mind and congenial tastes. Thoreau’s reading overlapped Emer-
son’s at every point save one—Emerson had gone further into
Oriental literature; but newly stimulated, Thoreau soon outmatched
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his mentor in this area. Thoreau led Emerson out of the study into
the fields; they walked and talked together. “It was a pleasure and
privilege to walk with him,” Emerson recalled; “he knew the coun-
try like a fox or a bird, and passed through it freely by paths of
his own. . . . Our naturalist had perfect magnanimity; he had
no secrets; he would carry you to the heron’s haunt, or even to his
most prized botanical swamp—possibly knowing that you could
never find it again, yet willing to take his risks.” While Thoreau
was introducing Emerson to natural fact, making possible the
verisimilitude of such pieces as “Woodnotes” and “The Snow-
Storm,” Emerson was using his personal influence to get the first
of Thoreau’s poems published. Meanwhile the two men were drawn
even closer to each other by mutual sorrow when, within two weeks
of each other, Emerson lost his little son Waldo from scarlet fever
and Thoreau his beloved brother John, who died horribly of tetanus
from a slight cut received while shaving.

On leaving Emerson’s house, Thoreau went to the home of Emer-
son’s brother, William, on Staten Island, in New York harbor, as
tutor for the latter’s children. He went armed, however, with let-
ters of introduction from Emerson and Hawthorne to New York
editors and publishers. Dutifully he made his calls, but he had
very little success in New York, getting only one review to do,
which the editor published with reluctance. Declining a proposal
from a friend that they work a passage acros: the Atlantic to see
Europe together, Thoreau returned to Concord and on July 4, 1845,
moved into a cabin that he had erected on some uncleared land
belonging to Emerson on the shores of Walden Pond. Here he was
to reside until September 6, 1847, living off the vegetable patch he
cleared and cultivated outside his door. Here friends came to dis-
cuss literature and philosophy with him, and here he seems to have
completed the manuscript of 4 Weck on the Concord and Merri-
mack Rivers—which may explain the fact that there is no journal
for these years.

A Week was finally published in an edition of one thousand copies
in 1849, after Henry had earned the money to pay the printing
costs by reverting to the manufacture of lead pencils. There were
only two reviews of the book and they were not helpful; the demand



INTRODUCTION xiil

was almost #él and Thoreau had most of the edition returned to him.
He alluded ironically to his failure by saying that he had a thousand
books in his library, seven hundred of which he had written him-
self. Though critical opinion has never been warm toward the
book, it has appreciably risen in recent years, probably because the
character of 4 Week is beginning better to be understood. The book
is not a simple narrative of an excursion—that is the mere device,
like a brace of parentheses, for holding the matter together; more
correctly A Week is a prose poem, somewhat like Whitman’s “Song
of Myself”’ but with formally versified pieces intermixed, recording
the thoughts of an acutely sensitive spirit who has surrendered him-
self to Nature in two ways: to the multiple impressions her beauty
makes upon his senses and to the speculations, in a transcendental
way, that communion with her suggests. It is an immensely sub-
jective book—how subjective may be best appreciated if we discern
that friendship is its climactic theme and that, as Thoreau treats
friendship, he treats it elegiacally, with John in mind, and with
collateral reference to Ellen Sewall. Just as a man on a river excur-
sion feels no compulsion to travel fast and far, so 4 Week is leisurely,
or even dilatory, in pace, the author pushing into this or that cove,
as the chance association of speculatory thought suggests, to ex-
amine its character, only here the cove may be the subject of what
is poetry, the antiquities of New England, Ossian, or the habits of
Cousin Trout. One needs to be relaxed to get the full value of 4
Week; the impatience of the modern reader is not adapted to its
mood.

The Walden Pond experiment was the great adventure of
Thoreau’s career, but it encompassed other adventures, like his
first visit to the Maine Woods and his arrest for refusing to pay
his poll tax so long as it went to the support of the Mexican War
and the extension of slavery. Reflection on this last experience led
to his essay “Civil Disobedience,” which, like 4 Week, was also
published in 1849, when it bore the title “Resistance to Civil Gov-
ernment.” This essay is possibly the most momentous ever penned
by an American if its effect on mere numbers of mankind is any
gauge. Embodying Thoreau’s idea that a tyrannous government
can best be withstood by the tactic of withholding one’s taxes, it
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attracted the attention of Mohandas Gandhi while he was a student
at Cambridge. He translated it and issued it as a tract while he
was still champion of the rights of Asiatics in South Africa. Re-
turning to India in 1914, he employed its tactic five years later
when he used it to resist the Rowlatt Acts and thereafter enlisted
hundreds of thousands of Indians to try it to combat successfully
the abuses of English rule. Besides its spirited exposition of the
tactic of pacific resistance the essay embodies Thoreau’s theory that
all government should be displaced by a kind of evolutionary indi-
vidualism:

T please myself with imagining a state at last which can afford to be
just to all men and to treat the individual with respect as a neighbor;
which even would not think it inconsistent with its own repose if a few
were to live aloof from it, not meddling with it nor embraced by it,
who fulfilled all the duties of neighbors and fellow men. A state which
bore this kind of fruit and suffered it to drop off as it ripened would
prepare the way for a still more perfect and glorious state, which I
have also imagined but not yet anywhere seen.2

Thoreau left Walden Pond in 1847 to live again in Emerson’s
house and to fill the role of man about the place while Emerson
was in Europe. That he filled the role too well is the contention of
Henry Seidel Canby, who believes that Thoreau had long been in
love with the second Mrs. Emerson, who was younger than her
husband. The coolness that developed between the two men might
be taken as evidence that Emerson discovered such a relation, if
each man had not independently furnished another reason for their
alienation. In his journal Emerson reveals vexation that Thoreau
had grown critical of him—it is hurt, not anger, that he betrays:

Thoreau sometimes appears only as a gendarme, good to knock down a
cockney with, but without that power to cheer and establish which
makes the value of a friend.

And again:

Henry is military. . . . One would say that, as Webster cou'rl never
speak without an antagonist, so Henry does not feel himself except in
opposition. He wants a fallacy to expose, a blunder to pillory, requires
a little sense of victory.

a “Civil Disobedience,” p. 32.
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Thoreau came to view the whole relation as stunting, as tragic; in
his own journal he enters—

T had two friends. The one offered me friendship on such terms that
T could not accept it without a sense of degradation. He would not meet
me on equal terms, but only to be to some extent my patron. . . . Our
relation was one long tragedy. . . .

Of course this proves nothing about the relations of Thoreau and
Lydian Emerson; it does establish, however, that no ingredient
from that source was necessary for each man to view the other
with pain.

After leaving Emerson’s, Thoreau moved into the attic of his
paternal home and that house was to be his residence for the re-
mainder of his life. Here he attended his sister Helen and his father
in their last illnesses and here the remainder of his writing was done.
He had completed the manuscript of Walden, it is said, before A
Week was issued, but the failure of that book killed all immediate
prospect of publishing another, and it was not until 1854 that it
was issued. It found a little more favor than A Week had, but Henry
David Thoreau was never to know success, though leading maga-
zines, like Putnam’s and the Atlantic were occasionally to publish
him, He did, however, stir up his townsmen once more. When John
Brown led his raid on Harper’s Ferry and was taken prisoner,
Thoreau, who had met him when he was soliciting funds, mounted
the rostrum in Concord to plead his defense. Inasmuch as most of
the North, together with all of the South, looked upon Brown as
a mad fanatic, Thoreau had courage publicly to defend him.
Before the outbreak of the Civil War Thoreau was in failing health;
he was shot through with the germs of tuberculosis, which had de-
stroyed his sister, but the gravity of his condition was not realized
until after he had gone to Minnesota for “a change of air,” then
thought to be a remedy. To the advance of death he offered only
the pacific resistance of good spirits. The town constable, who had
turned the key on him in 1846 but was ever his friend, averred he
had never seen a man die with so much peace and pleasure. The end
came on the morning of May 6, 1862. “All memorable events,” he
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once wrote, “transpire in morning time and in a morning arrons-
phere.” ®

Walden, the only book Thoreau published in the last eleven
years of his life, is the strongest antimaterialistic book written
by a man with a sensuous love of beauty. There is nothing ascetic
about it; Thoreau forcefully disclaimed any renunciation of life.
Indeed, he went to Walden Pond, he tells us, because he “wanted
to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life . . . to drive life
into a corner and reduce it to its lowest terms. . . .” More prosai-
cally, he wished to determine what the minimum concerns of life
were—what effort should go into securing food and drink, into
procuring clothing and a habitation. He astonished his Yankee
neighbors by stating the minimum essentials in terms of dollars
and cents; they could not believe that any life could be purchased
for so little. For cosmopolitans, he stated how simply life could be
lived in terms of what he and they could get on without, and he
chose as symbols everything that stood for “progress” in his times—
the railroad, the post-office, and the newspaper. But it is sometimes
overlooked that he also provided a large budget of things that he
deemed essential. In a word, he wanted to save time—time for
reading, time for the “unwritten languages” (the sounds of the
field and forest), time for walking apart, time for conversation and
friendship, and time to know the cosmos. No man has ever valued
leisure so highly as did Thoreau in this book. “T love a broad margin
to my life.,” he said very simply. But he wanted that margin for a
different kind of living than was practiced round about him or is
indulged in today. He does his best to make what he regarded as
the better employments attractive. Arguing for reading, he wrote,
“In accumulating property for ourselves or our posterity, in found-
ing a family or a state, or acquiring fame even, we are mortal; but
in dealing with truth we are immortal and need fear no change
nor accident.” But if argument is inappropriate he turns to the
seductive language of poetry to make his vision of life attructive:
“The winds which passed over my dwelling were such a: sweep
over the ridges of mountains, bearing the broken strains, or celestial
parts only, of terrestrial music. The morning wind forever blows;

b “Where I Lived, and What I Lived For,” p. 40.
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the poem of creation is uninterrupted, but few are the ears that
hear it. Olympus is but the outside of the earth everywhere.” © If
“Civil Disobedience” is the Politics of Thoreau, Walden is his
Economics, but it is an Economics with the pleasant obverse of the
coin for once exposed.

After Thoreau’s death numerous volumes were put together out
of his scattered essays and unpublished manuscripts. As wholes,
these have less interest than the books Thoreau issued in his life-
time, for they are not of his design. They do, however, contain
many precious examples of his prose. Of the complete essays, one
may cite as illustrative “Life Without Principle,” and “Walking.”
The former, like Walden, is a tract against materialism, but delight-
ful because of its fresh material and the ringing quality of its prose.
The California gold rush, for example, seemed to Thoreau “to
reflect the greatest disgrace on mankind. . . . It makes God to
be a moneyed gentleman who scatters a handful of pennies in order
to see mankind scramble for them.” Some readers prize the
memorable vignette of a shipwreck in this same essay, with
the cargo of rags, juniper-berries, and bitter almonds strewn along
the shore, which drew from Thoreau the caustic comment:

Tt seemed hardly worth the while to tempt the dangers of the sea
between Leghorn and New York for the sake of a cargo of juniper-
berries and bitter almonds. America sending to the Old World for her
bitters! Is not the sea-brine, is not shipwreck, bitter enough to make
the cup of life go down here?

Other readers will prefer the longer account of another wreck
in the volume called Cape Cod, wherein Thoreau reveals a repor-
torial sense that would equate him with the best-trained journalists
of our own time. The essay entitled “Walking” is on a subject ex-
ploited by English essayists from Hazlitt to Stevenson; one need not
feel himself provincial for preferring it to all the others. Thoreau
somehow has infused into it cosmic power: it is the best statement
of the pioneering spirit when that urge was as important as eco-
nomics in driving men westward. “Every sunset which I witness
inspires me with a desire to go to a West as distant and as fair as

¢ Ibid., p. 36.
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that into which the sun goes down. He appears to migrate west-
ward daily and tempt us to follow him, He is the Great Western
Pioneer whom the nations follow.” ¢ Doubtless it was passages like
this, intermingled with homely aphorisms, which tempted a critic
long ago to term Thoreau’s style “celestial homespun.” No better
epithet can possibly be found for it. Thoreau the writer is quite
as likely to survive as Thoreau the thinker, for not only are they
conjoined, but they are touched alike by divine fire, the one to
see more clearly, the other to speak more beautifully.

OSCAR CARGILL
4 “Walking,” p. 119.
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NOTE ON THE TEXT

The sources of the selections contained in this edition of repre-
sentative writings of Henry D. Thoreau are so varied and numerous
that, for the convenience of the reader, they are given in footnotes
to the individual selections. Both footnotes and appendix notes
have been supplied by the editor, and, to avoid confusion with
Thoreau’s own notes, editorial footnotes appear in brackets.
In order to distinguish Thoreau’s own poems from poems of other
authors quoted in the essays, the former have been set in the same
type size used for the text matter and the latter in the smaller size
used throughout for quoted matter. The headings given for the
various “Familiar Letters” have been inserted by the editor. Ex-
cept where specifically indicated, all selections are complete. Spell-
ing and punctuation have been revised to conform to current
American usage.






HENRY D. THOREAU

SELECTED WRITINGS ON
NATURE AND LIBERTY






SIC VITA®

I am a parcel of vain strivings tied
By a chance bond together,
Dangling this way and that, their links
Were made so loose and wide,
Methinks,
For milder weather.

A bunch of violets without their roots,
And sorrel intermixed,
Encircled by a wisp of straw
Once coiled about their shoots,
The law
By which I'm fixed.

A nosegay which Time clutched from out
Those fair Elysian fields,
With weeds and broken stems, in haste,
Doth make the rabble rout
That waste
The day he yields.

And here I bloom for a short hour unseen,
Drinking my juices up,
With no root in the land
To keep my branches green,
But stand
In a bare cup.

Some tender buds were left upon my stem
In mimicry of life,
But ah! the children will not know,
'Till time has withered them,
The woe
With which they’re rife.
a [From A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, “Friday.”]

3
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But now I see I was not plucked for naught,
And after in life’s vase
Of glass set while I might survive,
But by a kind hand brought
Alive
To a strange place.

That stock thus thinned will soon redeem its hours,
And by another year,
Such as God knows, with freer air,
More fruits and fairer flowers
Will bear,
While I droop here.

A PRAYER?®

Great God, I ask thee for no meaner pelf
Than that I may not disappoint myself,
That in my actions I may soar as high,
As I can now discern with this clear eye.
And next in value, which thy kindness lends,
That T may greatly disappoint my friends,
Howe'er they think or hope that it may be,
They may not dream how thou’st distinguished me.
That my weak hand may equal my firm faith,
And my life practice more than my tongue saith;
That my low conduct may not show,
Nor my relenting lines,
That I thy purpose did not know.
Or overrated thy designs.

b [Printed in Dial, October, 1842.]



POEMS

HAZE ©

Where gleaming fields of haze
Meet the voyageur’s gaze,
And above, the heated air
Seems to make a river there,
The pines stand up with pride
By the Souhegan’s side,
And the hemlock and the larch
With their triumphal arch
Are waving o’er its march
To the sea.
No wind stirs its waves,
But the spirits of the braves
Hov’ring o’er,
Whose antiquated graves
Its still water laves
On the shore.
With an Indian’s stealthy tread
It goes sleeping in its bed,
Without joy or grief,
Or the rustle of a leaf,
Without a ripple or a billow,
Or the sigh of a willow,
From the Lyndeboro’ hills
To the Merrimack mills.
With a louder din
Did its current begin,
When melted the snow
On the far mountain’s brow.
And the drops came together
In that rainy weather.
Experienced river,
Hast thou flowed forever?
Souhegan soundeth old,
¢ [From A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, “Tuesday.”]
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But the half is not told,—
What names hast thou borne,
In the ages far gone,
When the Xanthus and Meander
Commenced to wander,
Ere the black bear haunted
Thy red forest floor,
Or Nature had planted
The pines by thy shore?

SMOKE 4

Light-winged Smoke, Icarian bird,

Melting thy pinions in thy upward flight;
Lark without song, and messenger of dawn,
Circling above the hamlets as thy nest;

Or else, departing dream, and shadowy form
Of midnight vision, gathering up thy skirts;
By night star-veiling, and by day

Darkening the light and blotting out the sun;
Go thou, my incense, upward from this hearth,
And ask the Gods to pardon this clear flame.

LATELY, ALAS, I KNEW A GENTLE BOY ¢

Lately, alas, I knew a gentle boy,

Whose features all were cast in Virtue’s mold,
As once she had designed for Beauty’s toy,

But after manned him for her own stronghold.

d [Printed in Dial, April, 1843 1

e [From 4 Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, “Wednesday.”
The “gentle boy” was Ellen Sewall’s brother, Edmuad, who stayed with the
Thoreave in Concord ]



POEMS

Un every side he open was as day,

That you might see no lack of strength within,
For walls and ports do only serve alway

For a pretense to feebleness and sin.

Say not that Caesar was victorious,

With toil and strife who stormed the House of Fame,
In other sense this youth was glorious,

Himself a kingdom wheresoe’er he came.

No strength went out to get him victory,
When all was income of its own accord;

For where he went none other was to see,
But all were parcel of their noble lord.

He forayed like the subtile haze of summer,
That stilly shows fresh landscapes to our eyes,
And revolutions works without a murmur,
Or rustling of a leaf beneath the skies.

So was I taken unawares by this,
I quite forgot my homage to confess;

Yet now am forced to know, though hard it is,
I might have loved him had I loved him less.

Each moment as we nearer drew to each,
A stern respect withheld us farther yet,

So that we seemed beyond each other’s reach,
And less acquainted than when first we met.

We two were one while we did sympathize,
So could we not the simplest bargain drive;
And what avails it now that we are wise,
If absence doth this doubleness contrive?

Eternity may not the chance repeat,
But I must tread my single way alone,
'n sad remembrance that we once did meet,
And know that bliss irrevocably gone.
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The spheres henceforth my elegy shall sing,
For elegy has other subject none;

Each strain of music in my ears shall ring
Knell of departure from that other one.

Make haste and celebrate my tragedy;

With fitting strain resound ye woods and fields;
Sorrow is dearer in such case to me

Than all the joys other occasion yields.

Is’t then too late the damage to repair?

Distance, forsooth, from my weak grasp hath reft
The empty husk, and clutched the useless tare,

But in my hands the wheat and kernel left.

If I but love that virtue which he is,
Though it be scented in the morning air,
Still shall we be truest acquaintances,
Nor mortals know a sympathy more rare.

INSPIRATION £

If with light head erect I sing,

Though all the Muses lend their force,
From my poor love of anything;

The verse is weak and shallow as its source.
But if with bended neck I grope,

Listening behind me for my wit,

With faith superior to hope,

More anxious to keep back than forward it;

Making my soul accomplice there

Unto the flame my heart hath lit,

Then will the verse forever wear—

Time cannot bend the line which God hath writ.

f [Printed in Commonwealth, June 19, 1863.]



WHERE 1 LIVED, AND WHAT I LIVED FOR*

AT A certain season of our life we are accustomed to consider
every spot as the possible site of a house. I have thus surveyed the
country on every side within a dozen miles of where I live. In
imagination I have bought all the farms in succession, for all were
to be bought, and T knew their price. I walked over each farmer’s
premises, tasted his wild apples, discoursed on husbandry with
him, took his farm at his price, at any price, mortgaging it to him
in my mind; even put a higher price on it—took everything but
a deed of it, took his word for his deed, for I dearly love to talk
—cultivated it, and him, too, to some extent, I trust, and withdrew
when I had enjoyed it long enough, leaving him to carry it on.
This experience entitled me to be regarded as a sort of real estate
broker by my friends. Wherever I sat there I might live, and the
landscape radiated from me accordingly. What is a house but a
sedes, a seat?—better if a country seat. I discovered many a site
for a house not likely to be soon improved, which some might
have thought too far from the village, but to my eyes the village
was too far from it. Well, there I might live, I said; and there I
did live, for an hour, a summer and a winter life; saw how I could
let the years run off, buffet the winter through, and see the spring
come in. The future inhabitants of this region, wherever they may
place their houses, may be sure that they have been anticipated.
An afternoon sufficed to lay out the land into orchard, wood lot,
~=d pasture, and to decide what fine oaks or pines should be left
to stand before the door, and whence each blasted tree could be
seen to the best advantage; and then I let it lie, fallow perchance,
for a man is rich in proportion to the number of things which he
can afford to let alone.

My imagination carried me so far that I even had the refusal
of several farms—the refusal was all I wanted—but I never got

a [Chapter 2 of the first edition of Walden (1854).]
33
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my fingers burned by actual possession. The nearest that I came
to actual possession was when I bought the Hollowell place, and
had begun to sort my seeds, and collected materials with which to
make a wheelbarrow to carry it on or off with; but before the
owner gave me a deed of it, his wife—every man has such a wife
—changed her mind and wished to keep it, and he offered me ten
dollars to release him. Now, to speak the truth, I had but ten
cents in the world, and it surpassed my arithmetic to tell if I was
that man who had ten cents, or who had a farm, or ten dollars, or
all together. However, I let him keep the ten dollars and the farm
too, for I had carried it far enough; or rather, to be generous, I
sold him the farm for just what I gave for it and, as he was not
a rich man, made him a present of ten dollars, and still had my
ten cents, and seeds, and materials for a wheelbarrow left. I found
thus that T had been a rich man without any damage to my
poverty. But I retained the landscape, and T have since annually
carried off what it yielded without a wheelbarrow. With respect to
landscapes—

I am monarch of all I survey,
My right there is none to dispute?®

I have frequently seen a poet withdraw, having enjoyed the
most valuable part of a farm, while the crusty farmer supposed
that he had got a few wild apples only. Why, the owner does not
know it for many years when a poet has put his farm in rhyme, the
most admirable kind of invisible fence, has fairly impounded it,
milked it, skimmed it, and got all the cream and left the farmer
only the skimmed milk.

The real attractions of the Hollowell farm, to me, were: its com-
plete retirement, being about two miles from the village, half a
mile from the nearest neighbor, and separated from the highway
by a broad field; its bounding on the river, which the owner said
protected it by its fogs from frosts in the spring, though that
was nothing to me; the gray color and ruinous state of the house
and barn, and the dilapidated fences, which pur such an interval

b [From “Verses Supposed to be Written by Alexander Selkirk,” by the
English poc. William Cowper (1731-1800) ]
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between me and the last occupant; the hollow and lichen-covered
apple trees, gnawed by rabbits, showing what kind of neighbors I
should have; but above all, the recollection I had of it from my
earliest voyages up the river, when the house was concealed be-
hind a dense grove of red maples, through which I heard the house
dog bark. I was in haste to buy it before the proprietor finished
getting out some rocks, cutting down the hollow apple trees, and
grubbing up some young birches which had sprung up in the
pasture, or, in short, had made any more of his improvements. To
enjoy these advantages I was ready to carry it on; like Atlas, to
take the world on my shoulders—I never heard what compensa-
tion he received for that-—and do all those things which had no
other motive or excuse but that I might pay for it and be un-
molested in my possession of it; for I knew all the while that it
would yield the most abundant crop of the kind 1 wanted if I
could only afford to let it alone. But it turned out as I have said.

All that I could say, then, with respect to farming on a large
scale—I have always cultivated a garden—was that I had had
my seeds ready. Many think that seeds improve with age. I have
no doubt that time discriminates between the good and the bad;
and when at last I shall plant, I shall be less likely to be dis-
appointed. But I would say to my fellows, once for all, “As long
as possible live free and uncommitted. It makes but little differ-
ence whether you are committed to a farm or the county jail.”

Old Cato, whose De re rusticd is my Cultivator,) says—
and the only translation I have seen makes sheer nonsense of
the passage-—‘When you think of getting a farm turn it thus
in your mind, not to buy greedily, nor spare your pains to look
at it, and do not think it enough to go round it once. The oftener
vou go there the more it will please you, if it is good.” I think I
shall not buy greedily, but go round and round it as long as T
live, and be buried in it first, that it may please me the more at
last.

The present was my next experiment of this kind, which I pur-
pose to describe more at length, for convenience putting the ex-
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perience of two years into one. As I have said, I do not propose
to write an ode to dejection,? but to brag as lustily as chanticleer
in the morning, standing on his roost, if only to wake my neigh-
bors up.

When first I took up my abode in the woods, that is, began to
spend my nights as well as days there, which, by accident, was on
Independence Day, or the Fourth of July, 1845, my house was
not finished for winter, but was merely a defense against the rain,
without plastering or chimney, the walls being of rough, weather-
stained boards, with wide chinks, which made it cool at night.
The upright white hewn studs and freshly planed door and window
casings gave it a clean and airy look, especially in the morning
when its timbers were saturated with dew, so that I fancied that
by noon some sweet gum would exude from them. To my imagina-
tion it retained throughout the day more or less of this auroral
character, reminding me of a certain house on a mountain which
I had visited a year before. This was an airy and unplastered
cabin, fit to entertain a traveling god, and where a goddess might
trail her garments, The winds which passed over my dwelling
were such as sweep over the ridges of mountains, bearing the
broken strains, or celestial parts only, of terrestrial music. The
morning wind forever blows; the poem of creation is uninter-
rupted, but few are the ears that hear it. Olympus is but the
outside of the earth everywhere.

The only house I had been the owner of before, if I except a
boat, was a tent which T used occasionally when making excur-
sions in the summer, and this is still rolled up in my garret; but
the boat, after passing from hand to hand, has gone down the
stream of time. With this more substantial shelter about me, I
had made some progress toward settling in the world. This frame,
so slightly clad, was a sort of crystallization around me and
reacted on the builder. It was suggestive somewhat as a picture in
outlines. I did not need to go outdoors to take the air, for the
atmosphere within had lost none of its freshness. Tt was not so
much withindoors as being a door where I sat, even in the
rainiect weather. The Harivansa ® says, “An abode without birds
is like a meat without seasoning.” Such was not my abode, for I
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found myself suddenly neighbor to the birds; not by having im-
prisoned one, but having caged myself near them. I was not only
nearer to some of those which commonly frequent the garden and
the orchard, but to those wilder and more thrilling songsters of
the forest which never, or rarely, serenade a villager-~the wood
thrush, the veery, the scarlet tanager, the field sparrow, the whip-
poorwill, and many others.

I was seated by the shore of a small pond, about a mile and a
half south of the village of Concord and somewhat higher than
it, in the midst of an extensive wood between that town and
Lincoln, and about two miles south of that our only field known
to fame, Concord Battleground: 4 but I was so low in the woods
that the opposite shore, half a mile off, like the rest covered with
wood, was my most distant horizon, For the first week, whenever
I looked out on the pond it impressed me like a tarn high up on
the side of a mountain, its bottom far above the surface of other
lakes; and, as the sun arose, I saw it throwing off its nightly
clothing of mist, and here and there, by degrees, its soft ripples
or its smooth reflecting surface was revealed, while the mists,
like ghosts, were stealthily withdrawing in every direction into
the woods, as at the breaking up of some nocturnal conventicle.
The very dew seemed to hang upon the trees later into the day
than usual, as on the sides of mountains.

This small lake was of most value as a neighbor in the intervals
of a gentle rainstorm in August, when, both air and water being
perfectly still but the sky overcast, midafternoon had all the
serenity of evening, and the wood thrush sang around and was
heard from shore to shore. A lake like this is never smoother than
at such a time; and the clear portion of the air above it being
shallow and darkened by clouds, the water, full of light and re-
flections, becomes a lower heaven itself so much the more impor-
tant. From a hilltop near by, where the wood had been recently
cut off, there was a pleasing vista southward across the pond,
through a wide indentation in the hills which form the shore there,
where their opposite sides sloping toward each other suggested a
stream flowing out in that direction through a wooded valley, but
stream there was none. That way I looked between and over the
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near green hills to some distant and higher ones in the horizon,
tinged with blue. Indeed, by standing on tiptoe I could catch a
glimpse of some of the peaks of the still bluer and more distant
mountain ranges in the northwest, those true-blue coins from
heaven’s own mint, and also of some portion of the village. But in
other directions, even from this point, I could not see over or be-
yond the woods which surrounded me. It is well to have some
water in your neighborhood, to give buoyancy to and float the
earth. One value even of the smallest well is that when you look
into it you see that earth is not continent but insular. This is as
important as that it keeps butter cool. When I looked across the
pond from this peak toward the Sudbury meadows, which in time
of flood I distinguished elevated, perhaps by a mirage, in their
seething valley, like a coin in a basin, all the earth beyond the
pond appeared like a thin crust insulated and floated even by this
small sheet of intervening water, and I was reminded that this on
which I dwelt was but dry land.

Though the view from my door was still more contracted, I did
not feel crowded or confined in the least. There was pasture
enough for my imagination. The low shrub-oak plateau to which
the opposite shore arose stretched away toward the prairies of
the West and the steppes of Tartary, affording ample room for
all the roving families of men. “There are none happy in the world
but beings who enjoy freely a vast horizon,” said Damodara?
when his herds required new and larger pastures.

Both place and time were changed, and I dwelt nearer in those
parts of the universe and to those eras in history which had most
attracted me. Where I lived was as far off as many a region
viewed nightly by astronomers. We are wont to imagine rare and
delectable places in some remote and more celestial corner of the
system, behind the constellation of Cassiopeia’s Chair, far from
noise and disturbance. I discovered that my house actually had its
site in such a withdrawn, but forever new and unprofaned,
part of the universe. If it were worth the while to settle in those
parts near to the Pleiades or the Hyades, to Aldebaran or Altair,
then I was really there, or at an equal remoteness from the life
which I had left behind, dwindled and twinkling with as fine a ray
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to my nearest neighbor, and to be seen only in moonless nights by
him. Such was that part of creation where I had squatted—
There was a shepherd that did live,
And held his thoughts as high
As were the mounts whereon his flocks
Did hourly feed him by.
What should we think of the shepherd’s life if his flocks always
wandered to higher pastures than his thoughts?

Every morning was a cheerful invitation to make my life of
equal simplicity, and I may say innocence, with Nature herself.
I have been as sincere a worshipper of Aurora as the Greeks. I got
up early and bathed in the pond; that was a religious exercise,
and one of the best things which I did. They say that characters
were engraven on the bathing tub of King Tching-thang to this
effect: “Renew thyself completely each day; do it again, and
again, and forever again.” I can understand that. Morning brings
back the heroic ages. I was as much affected by the faint hum of
a mosquito making its invisible and unimaginable tour through
my apartment at earliest dawn, when I was sitting with door and
windows open, as I could be by any trumpet that ever sang of
fame. It was Homer’s requiem—itself an Iliad and Odyssey in the
air—singing its own wrath and wanderings. There was something
cosmical about it, a standing advertisement, till forbidden, of the
everlasting vigor and fertility of the world. The morning, which
is the most memorable season of the day, is the awakening hour.
Then there is least somnolence in us; and for an hour, at least,
some part of us awakes which slumbers all the rest of the day and
night. Little is to be expected of that day, if it can be called a
day, to which we are not awakened by our Genius, but by the
mechanical nudgings of some servitor; are not awakened by our
own newly acquired force and aspirations from within, accom-
panied by the undulations of celestial music instead of factory
bells, and a fragrance filling the air—to a higher life than we fell
asleep from; and thus the darkness bear its fruit, and prove itself
to be good, no less than the light. That man who does not believe
that each day contains an earlier, more sacred, and auroral hour
than he has yet profaned has despaired of life, and is pursuing a
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descending and darkening way. After a partial cessation of his
sensuous life, the soul of man, or its organs rather, are rein-
vigorated each day, and his Genius tries again what noble life
it can make. All memorable events, I should say, transpire in
morning time and in a morning atmosphere. The Vedas say, “All
intelligences awake with the morning.” ¢ Poetry and art, and the
fairest and most memorable of the actions of men date from such
an hour. All poets and heroes, like Memnon, are the children of
Aurora and emit their music at sunrise. To him whose elastic and
vigorous thought keeps pace with the sun the day is a perpetual
morning. It matters not what the clocks say or the attitudes and
labors of men. Morning is when I am awake and there is a dawn
in me. Moral reform is the effort to throw off sleep. Why is it
that men give so poor an account of their day if they have not
been slumbering? They are not such poor calculators. If they had
not been overcome with drowsiness, they would have performed
something. The millions are awake enough for physical labor; but
only one in a million is awake enough for effective intellectual
exertion, only one in a hundred millions to a poetic or divine life.
To be awake is to be alive. I have never yet met a man who was
quite awake. How could I have looked him in the face?

We must learn to reawaken and keep ourselves awake, not by
mechanical aids, but by an infinite expectation of the dawn, which
does not forsake us in our soundest sleep. I know of no more
encouraging fact than the unquestionable abiiity of man to elevate
his life by a conscious endeavor. 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. Every man is tasked to make his life, even in
its details, worthy of the contemplation of his most elevated and
critical hour. If we refused, or rather used up such paltry informa-
tion as we get, the oracles would distinctly inform us how this
might be done.

T went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to
front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn
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what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that
I had not lived. I did not wish to live what was not life, living
is so dear; nor did I wish to practice resignation, unless it was
quite necessary. I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow
of life, to live so sturdily and Spartan-like as to put to rout all
that was not life, to cut a broad swath and shave close, to drive
life into a corner, and reduce it to its lowest terms, and, if it
proved to be mean, why then to get the whole and genuine mean-
ness of it, and publish its meanness to the world; or if it were
sublime, to know it by experience and be able to give a true
account of it in my next excursion. For most men, it appears to
me, are in a strange uncertainty about it, whether it is of the
devil or of God, and have somewkat hastily concluded that it is
the chief end of man here to “glorify God and enjoy him forever.”

Still we live meanly, like ants, though the fable tells us that we
were long ago changed into men; like pygmies we fight with
cranes; it is error upon error, and clout upon clout, and our best
virtue has for its occasion a superfluous and evitable wretched-
ness. Our life is frittered away by detail. An honest man has
hardly need to count more than his ten fingers, or in extreme
cases he may add his ten toes, and lump the rest. Simplicity,
simplicity, simplicity! I say, let your affairs be as two or three,
and not a hundred or a thousand; instead of a million count half
a dozen, and keep your accounts on your thumbnail. In the midst
of this chopping sea of civilized life, such are the clouds and
storms and quicksands and thousand-and-one items to be allowed
for, that a man has to live, if he would not founder and go to the
bottom and not make his port at all, by dead reckoning; and he
must be a great calculator indeed who succeeds. Simplify, simplify.
Instead of three meals a day, if it be necessary eat but one; instead
of a hundred dishes, five; and reduce other things in proportion.
Our life is like a German Confederacy, made up of petty states,
with its boundary forever fluctuating, so that even a German
cannot tell you how it is bounded at any moment. The nation
itself, with all its so-called internal improvements, which, by the
way, are all external and superficial, is just such an unwieldy and
overgrown establishment, cluttered with furniture and tripped up
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by its own traps, ruined by luxury and heedless expense, by want
of calculation and a worthy aim, as the million households in the
land; and the only cure for it, as for them, is in a rigid economy,
a stern and more than Spartan simplicity of life and elevation of
purpose. It lives too fast. Men think that it is essential that the
nation have commerce, and export ice, and talk through a tele-
graph, and ride thirty miles an hour, without a doubt, whether
they do or not; but whether we should live like baboons or like
men, is a little uncertain. If we do not get out sleepers, and forge
rails, and devote days and nights to the work, but go to tinkering
upon our lives to improve them, who will build railroads? And if
railroads are not built, how shall we get to Heaven in season? But
if we stay at home and mind our business, who will want rail-
roads? We do not ride on the railroad; it rides upon us. Did you
ever think what those sleepers are that underlie the railroad? Each
one is a man, an Irishman, or a Yankee man. The rails are laid
on them, and they are covered with sand, and the cars run
smoothly over them. They are sound sleepers, I assure you. And
every few years a new lot is laid down and run over, so that, if
some have the pleasure of riding on a rail, others have the mis-
fortune to be ridden upon. And when they run over a man that is
walking in his sleep, a supernumerary sleeper in the wrong posi-
tion, and wake him up, they suddenly stop the cars, and make a
hue and cry about it, as if this were an exception. I am glad to
know that it takes a gang of men for every five miles to keep the
sleepers down and level in their beds as it is, for this is a sign that
they may sometime get up again.

Why should we live with such hurry and waste of life? We are
determined to be starved before we are hungry. Men say that a
stitch in time saves nine, and so they take a thousand stitches
today to save nine tomorrow. As for work, we haven’t any of any
consequence. We have the Saint Vitus’ dance and cannot possibly
keep our heads still. If I should only give a few pulls at the parish
bellrope, as for a fire, that is, without setting the bell, there is
hardly a man on his farm in the outskirts of Concord, notwith-
standing that press of engagements which was his excuse so many
times this morning, nor a boy, nor a woman, [ might almost say,
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but would forsake all and follow that sound, not mainly to save
property from the flames, but, if we will confess the truth, much
more to see it burn, since burn it must, and we, be it known, did
not set it on fire—or to see it put out and have a hand in it, if
that is done as handsomely; yes, even if it were the parish church
itself. Hardly a man takes a half-hour’s nap after dinner but
when he wakes he holds up his head and asks, “What'’s the news?”
as if the rest of mankind had stood his sentinels. Some give direc-
tions to be waked every half hour, doubtless for no other purpose;
and then, to pay for it, they tell what they have dreamed. After
a night’s sleep the news is as indispensable as the breakfast. “Pray
tell me anything new that has happened to a man anywhere on
this globe”’—and he reads it over his coffee and rolls that a man
has had his eyes gouged out this morning on the Wachito River,
never dreaming the while that he lives in the dark unfathomed
mammoth cave of this world and has but the rudiment of an eye
himself.

For my part, I could easily do without the post office. I think
that there are very few important communications made through
it. To speak critically, I never received more than one or two
letters in my life—I wrote this some years ago—that were worth
the postage. The penny post is, commonly, an institution through
which you seriously offer a man that penny for his thoughts which
is so often safely offered in jest. And I am sure that I never read
any memorable news in a newspaper. If we read of one man
robbed, or murdered, or killed by accident, or one house burned,
or one vessel wrecked, or one steamboat blown up, or one cow run
over on the Western Railroad, or one mad dog killed, or one lot
of grasshoppers in the winter, we never need read of another. One
is enough. If you are acquainted with the principle, what do you
care for a myriad instances and applications? To a philosopher
all news, as it is called, is gossip, and they who edit and read it
are old women over their tea. Yet not a few are greedy after this
gossip. There was such a rush, as I hear, the other day at one of
the offices to learn the foreign news by the last arrival, that several
large squares of plate glass belonging to the establishment were
broken by the pressure—news which I seriously think a ready wit
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might write a twelvemonth, or twelve years, beforehand with suf-
ficient accuracy. As for Spain, for instance, if you know how to
throw in Don Carlos and the Infanta, and Don Pedro and Seville
and Granada from time to time in the right proportions—they
may have changed the names a little since I saw the papers—
and serve up a bull fight when other entertainments fail, it will be
true to the letter and give us as good an idea of the exact state,
or ruin, of things in Spain as the most succinct and lucid reports
under this head in the newspapers; and as for England, almost
the last significant scrap of news from that quarter was the revolu-
tion of 1649, and if you have learned the history of her crops for
an average year, you never need attend to that thing again, unless
your speculations are of a merely pecuniary character. If one may
judge who rarely looks into the newspapers, nothing new does
ever happen in foreign parts, a French revolution not excepted.
What news! how much more important to know what that is
which was never old! “Kieou-he-yu (great dignitary of the state
of Wei) sent a man to Khoung-tseu to know his news. Khoung-
tseu caused the messenger to be seated near him and questioned
him in these terms: ‘What is your master doing?’ The messenger
answered with respect: ‘My master desires to diminish the num-
ber of his faults, but he cannot come to the end of them. The
messenger being gone, the philosopher remarked: ‘What a worthy
messenger! What a worthy messenger!’ ”’ The preacher, instead of
vexing the ears of drowsy farmers on their day of rest at the end of
the week—for Sunday is the fit conclusion of an ill-spent week,
and not the fresh and brave beginning of a new one—with this
one other draggletail of a sermon, should shout with thundering
voice, “Pause! Avast! Why so seeming fast, but deadly slow?”
Shams and delusions are esteemed for souncest truths, while
reality is fabulous. If men would steadily observe realities only
and not allow themselves to be deluded, life, to compare it with
such things as we know, would be like a fairy tale and The
Arabian Nights’ Entertainments. If we respected only what is
inevitable and has a right to be, music and poetry would resound
along the streets. When we are unhurried and wise, we perceive
that only great and worthy things have any permanent and abso-
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lute existence, that petty fears and petty pleasures are but the
shadow of the reality. This is always exhilarating and sublime.
By closing the eyes and slumbering, and consenting to be de-
ceived by shows, men establish and confirm their daily life of
routine and habit everywhere, which still is built on purely illusory
foundations. Children, who play life, discern its true law and
relations more clearly than men, who fail to live it worthily but
who think that they are wiser by experience, that is, by failure. I
have read in a Hindu book that “there was a king’s son, who,
being expelled in infancy from his native city, was brought up by
a forester, and, growing up to maturity in that state, imagined
himself to belong to the barbarous race with which he lived. One
of his father’s ministers, having discovered him, revealed to him
what he was, and the misconception of his character was removed
and he knew himself to be a prince. So soul,” continues the Hindu
philosopher, “from the circumstances in which it is placed, mis-
takes its own character, until the truth is revealed to it by some
holy teacher, and then it knows itself to be Brakme.” 1 perceive
that we inhabitants of New England live this mean life that we do
because our vision does not penetrate the surface of things. We
think that that is which appears to be. If a man should walk
through this town and see only the reality, where, think you,
would the “Milldam” go to? If he should give us an account of
the realities he beheld there, we should not recognize the place
in his description. Look at a meetinghouse, or a courthouse, or a
jail, or a shop, or a dwelling house and say what that thing really
is before a true gaze, and they would all go to pieces in your ac-
count of them. Men esteem truth remote, in the outskirts of the
system, behind the farthest star, before Adam and after the last
man. In eternity there is indeed something true and sublime. But
all these times and places and occasions are now and here. God
himself culminates in the present moment, and will never be more
divine in the lapse of all the ages. And we are enabled to appre-
hend at all what is sublime and noble only by the perpetual in-
stilling and drenching of the reality that surrounds us. The universe
constantly and obediently answers to our conceptions; whether
we travel fast or slow, the track is laid for us. Let us spend our
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lives in conceiving, then. The poet or the artist never yet had so
fair and noble a design but some of his posterity at least could
accomplish it.

Let us spend one day as deliberately as Nature, and not be
thrown off the track by every nutshell and mosquito’s wing that
falls on the rails. Let us rise early and fast, or break fast, gently
and without perturbation; let company come and let company go,
let the bells ring and the children cry—determined to make a day
of it. Why should we knock under and go with the stream? Let us
not be upset and overwhelmed in that terrible rapid and whirlpool
called a dinner, situated in the meridian shallows. Weather this
danger and you are safe, for the rest of the way is downhill. With
unrelaxed nerves, with morning vigor, sail by it, looking another
way, tied to the mast like Ulysses. I the engine whistles, let it
whistle till it is hoarse for its pains. If the bell rings, why should
we run? We will consider what kind of music they are like. 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 philos-
ophy and religion, till we come to a hard bottom and rocks in
place, which we can call reality, and say, “This is, and no mis-
take": and then begin, having a point d’appui, below freshet and
frost and fire, a place where you might fuund a wall or a state, or
et a lamppost 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. If you
stand right fronting and face to face to a fact, you will see the
sun glimmer on both its surfaces, as if it were a scimitar, and feel
its sweet edge dividing you through the heart and marrow, and so
you will happily conclude your mortal career. Be it life or death,
we crave only reality. If we are really dying, let us hear the rattle
in our throats and feel cold in the extremities; if we are alive, let
us go about our business.

Time is but the stream T go afishing in. I drink at it; but while
1 drink I see the sandy bottom and detect how shallow it is. Its
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thin current slides away, but eternity remains. I would drink
deeper; fish in the sky, whose bottom is pebbly with stars. I can-
not count one. I know not the first letter of the alphabet. I have
always been regretting that I was not as wise as the day I was
born. The intellect is a cleaver; it discerns and rifts its way into
the secret of things. I do not wish to be any more busy with my
hands than is necessary. My head is hands and feet. I feel all my
best faculties concentrated in it. My instinct tells me that my head
is an organ for burrowing, as some creatures use their snout
and forepaws, and with it T would mine and burrow my way
through these hills. I think that the richest vein is somewhere
hereabouts; so by the divining rod and thin rising vapors I judge;
and here I will begin to mine.



THE SHIPWRECK *

WISHING to get a better view than I had yet had of the ocean,
which, we are told, covers more than two-thirds of the globe, but
of which a man who lives a few miles inland may never see any
trace more than of another world, 1 made a visit to Cape Ced in
October, 1849, another the succeeding June, and another to
Truro in July, 1855; the first and last time with a single com-
panion, the second time alone. I have spent, in all, about three
weeks on the Cape; walked from Eastham to Provincetown twice
on the Atlantic side, and once on the Bay side also, excepting
four or five miles, and crossed the Cape half a dozen times on
my way; but having come so fresh to the sea, I have got but little
salted. My readers must expect only so much saltness as the land
breeze acquires from blowing over an arm of the sea, or is tasted
on the windows and the bark of trees twenty miles inland after
September gales. I have been accustomed to make excursions to
the ponds within ten miles of Concord, but latterly I have ex-
tended my excursions to the seashore.

T did not see why I might not make a book on Cape Cod, as
well as my neighbor on “Human Culture.” 1 It is but another name
for the same thing, and hardly a sandier phase of it. As for my
title, I suppose that the word Cape is from the French cap,; which
is from the Latin capxt, a head; which is, perhaps, from the
verb capere, to take—that being the part of which we take hold
of a thing—*“Take Time by the forelock.” Tt is also the safest part
to take a serpent by. And as for Cod, that was derived directly
from that “great store of codfish” which Captain Bartholomew
Gosnold 2 caught there in 1602; which fish appears to have been so
called from the Saxon word codde, “a case in which seeds are
lodged,” either from the form of the fish or the quantity of
spawn it contains; whence also, perhaps, codling (“pomum coc-
tile”?) and coddle—to cook green like peas. (V. Dic.)

a [From Cape Cod, first published in 1863.]
48
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Cape Cod is the bared and bended arm of Massachusetts: the
shoulder is at Buzzard’s Bay; the elbow, or crazy bone, at Cape
Mallebarre; the wrist at Truro; and the sandy fist at Province-
town—behind which the State stands on her guard, with her back
to the Green Mountains and her feet planted on the floor of the
ocean, like an athlete protecting her Bay—boxing with northeast
storms, and, ever and anon, heaving up her Atlantic adversary
from the lap of earth, ready to thrust forward her other fist,
which keeps guard the while upon her breast at Cape Ann.

On studying the map, I saw that there must be an uninterrupted
beach on the east or outside of the forearm of the Cape, more than
thirty miles from the general line of the coast, which would afford
a good sea view, but that, on account of an opening in the beach
forming the entrance to Nauset Harbor in Orleans, I must strike
it in Eastham, if I approached it by land, and probably I could
walk thence straight to Race Point, about twenty-eight miles,
and not meet with any obstruction.

We left Concord, Massachusetts, on Tuesday, October 9, 1849.
On reaching Boston, we found that the Provincetown steamer,
which should have got in the day before, had not yet arrived on
account of a violent storm; and, as we noticed in the streets a
handbill headed: “Death! one hundred and forty-five lives lost at
Cohasset,” we decided to go by way of Cohasset. We found many
Irish in the cars, going to identify bodies and to sympathize with
the survivors, and also to attend the funeral which was to take
place in the afternoon; and when we arrived at Cohasset, it ap-
peared that nearly all the passengers were bound for the beach,
which was about a mile distant, and many other persons were
flocking in from the neighboring country. There were several hun-
dreds of them streaming off over Cohasset common in that direc-
tion, some on foot and some in wagons—and among them were
some sportsmen in their hunting jackets, with their guns, and
gamebags, and dogs. As we passed the graveyard we saw a large
hole, like a cellar, freshly dug there, and, just before reaching the
shore, by a pleasantly winding and rocky road, we met several
hay riggings and farm wagons coming away toward the meeting-
house, each loaded with three large, rough deal boxes. We did not
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need to ask what was in them. The owners of the wagons were
made the undertakers. Many horses in carriages were fastened to
the fences near the shore, and, for a mile or more, up and down,
the beach was covered with people looking out for bodies and
examining the fragments of the wreck. There was a small island
called Brook Island, with a hut on it, lying just off the shore. This
is said to be the rockiest shore in Massachusetts, from Nantasket
to Scituate —hard syenitic rocks, which the waves have laid bare
but have not been able to crumble. It has been the scene of many
a shipwreck.

The brig St. John, from Galway, Ireland, laden with emigrants,
was wrecked on Sunday morning; it was now Tuesday morning,
and the sea was still breaking violently on the rocks. There were
eighteen or twenty of the same large boxes that I have mentioned,
lying on a green hillside a few rods from the water and surrounded
by a crowd. The bodies which had been recovered, twenty-seven
or eight in all, had been collected there. Some were rapidly nailing
down the lids, others were carting the boxes away, and others were
lifting the lids, which were yet loose, and peeping under the cloths,
for each body, with such rags as still adhered to it, was covered
loosely with a white sheet. I witnessed no signs of grief, but there
was a sober dispatch of business which was affecting. One man was
seeking to identify a particular body, and one undertaker or car-
penter was calling to another to know in what box a certain child
was put. I saw many marble feet and matted heads as the cloths
were raised, and one livid, swollen, and mangled body of a
drowned girl-—who probably had intended to go out to service in
some American family—to which some rags still adhered, with a
string, half concealed by the flesh, about its swollen neck; the
coiled-up wreck of a human hulk, gashed by the rocks or fishes,
so that the bone and muscle were exposed, but quite bloodless—
merely red and white—with wide-open and staring eyes, vet
lusterless, deadlights; or like the cabin windows of a stranded
vessel, filled with sand. Sometimes there were twe or more chil-
dren, or a parent and child in the same box, and on the lid would
perhaps be written with red chalk, “Bridget such-a-one, and
sister’s child.” The surrounding sward was covered with bits of
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sails and clothing. I have since heard, from one who lives by this
beach, that a woman who had come over before, but had left
her infant behind for her sister to bring, came and looked into
these boxes, and saw in one—probably the same whose superscrip-
tion I have quoted—her child in her sister’s arms, as if the sister
had meant to be found thus; and within three days after the
mother died from the effect of that sight.

We turned from this and walked along the rocky shore. In the
first cove were strewn what seemed the fragments of a vessel, in
small pieces mixed with sand and seaweed, and great quantities
of feathers; but it looked so old and rusty that I at first took it
to be some old wreck which had lain there many years. I even
thought of Captain Kidd,® and that the feathers were those
which seafowl had cast there; and perhaps there might be some
tradition about it in the neighborhood. I asked a sailor if that
was the St. John. He said it was. I asked him where she struck.
He pointed to a rock in front of us, a mile from the shore, called
the Grampus Rock, and added: “You can see a part of her
now sticking up; it looks like a small boat.”

I saw it. It was thought to be held by the chain cables and the
anchors. I asked if the bodies which I saw were all that were
drowned.

“Not a quarter of them,” said he.

“Where are the rest?”

“Most of them right underneath that piece you see.”

It appeared to us that there was enough rubbish to make the
wreck of a large vessel in this cove alone and that it would take
many days to cart it off. It was several feet deep, and here and
there was a bonnet or a jacket on it. In the very midst of the
crowd about this wreck, there were men with carts busily collect-
ing the seaweed which the storm had cast up and conveying it
beyond the reach of the tide, though they were often obliged to
separate fragments of clothing from it, and they might at any
moment have found a human body under it. Drown who might,
they did not forget that this weed was a valuable manure. This
shipwreck had not produced a visible vibration in the fabric of
society.
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About a mile south we could see, rising above the rocks, the
masts of the British brig which the St. John had endeavored to
follow, which had slipped her cables and, by good luck, run into
the mouth of Cohasset Harbor. A little further along the shore
we saw a man’s clothes on a rock; further, a woman’s scarf, a
gown, a straw bonnet, the brig’s caboose, and one of her masts
high and dry, broken into several pieces. In another rocky cove,
several rods from the water, and behind rocks twenty feet high,
lay a part of one side of the vessel, still hanging together. It was,
perhaps, forty feet long by fourteen wide. I was even more sur-
prised at the power of the waves exhibited on this shattered frag-
ment than I had been at the sight of the smaller fragments before.
The largest timbers and iron braces were broken superfluously,
and 1 saw that no material could withstand the power of the
waves; that iron must go to pieces in such a case, and an iron
vessel would be cracked up like an eggshell on the rocks. Some of
these timbers, however, were so rotten that I could almost thrust
my umbrella through them. They told us that some were saved on
this piece, and also showed where the sea had heaved it into this
cove which was now dry. When I saw where it had come in, and
in what condition, I wondered that any had been saved on it. A
little further on a crowd of men was collected around the mate
of the St. John, who was telling his story. He was a slim-looking
youth, who spoke of the captain as the master and seemed a little
excited. He was saying that when they jumped into the boat, she
filled, and, the vessel lurching, the weight of the water in the boat
caused the painter to break, and so they were separated. Whereat
one man came away, saying:

“Well, I don’t see but he tells a straight story enough. You see,
the weight of the water in the boat broke the painter. A boat full
of water is very heavy”—and so on, in a loud and impertinently
earnest tone, as if he had a bet depending on 