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			Introduction

			T he world likes eccentric people. Not that it wishes to like them; it would feel very differently about them if it could; its prejudices are all in favor of conformity; but the world is never its own master. A worshiper of routine and precedent, it has, nevertheless, a natural relish for variety, and is diverted, like a child, at the sight of something unexpected and out of the common. Its wisdom is prudence. Its rule of life is to keep on the safe side. Follow the path, it says; take no risks. Yet it admires audacity, independence, originality, and, after the event, applauds nothing so much as a violation of its own maxims. Even those who never dream of doing anything that they have not seen some one else do before them are attracted by the sight of a man who consults his own mind; who may surprise you at any moment with a new idea; for whom to-day’s thought is as good as yesterday’s, and his own thought as credible as one found in a book.

			Here, in part, is the secret of Thoreau’s perennial attractiveness. He is so much his own man; and there is so much in him, as the common expression has it. Nobody can tell what he will say next. There is no placing him in a niche and expecting him to stay there. The label put on him to-day will need revision to-morrow. He is so reasonable in many respects, and yet so inconsistent, and so different from the rest of us!

			He changed little. From first to last, for aught that appears, he held the same philosophy. He had no awakening, no conversion. His career, inward and outward, was straight as a furrow. The principle of his life was simplicity,—simplicity and economy. But his simplicity was more of a riddle than another man’s complexity.

			To begin with, he was a person of strong common sense, handy and practical to the last degree; a capital man to have in the house, as housekeepers say. If something was to be done, he was the one to do it. And it was sure to be done well. When he drove a nail, it would hold. He had an unshakable belief in the everlasting relation of cause and effect,—a kind of sanity not half so general as is commonly assumed; he never dreamed of getting something for nothing. Yet he was a transcendentalist, and though he was an expert surveyor, an excellent gardener, a skillful pencil-maker, and many things beside, he was supposed by his neighbors to deal mostly in moonshine.

			In industry, as in frugality, he was a thoroughbred New Englander. Few men in Concord wasted fewer hours. He knew an Irishman, he says, who rose at half past four in the morning, milked twenty-eight cows, and so on to the end of the chapter. “Thus he keeps his virtue in him,” says Thoreau, “if he does not add to it; and he regards me as a gentleman able to assist him; but if I ever get to be a gentleman, it will be by working after my fashion harder than he does.” To his mind a man was bound to be doing something, if it were only marking time in a treadmill. Yet the man who preached thus, and practiced accordingly, was given to spending half of every day wandering about the fields, or rowing on the river.

			A naturalist railing against science; an idealist with all the “faculty” of a whittling Yankee; a free-thinking Puritan; a Stoic who sucked sweetness out of all his sensations; a paradox from beginning to end: such was the author of “Walden;” and the world, which is itself a paradox without knowing it, will not soon be done with puzzling itself about him.

			Henry David Thoreau was born in Concord, Massachusetts, July 12, 1817. His grandfather, John Thoreau, came from the island of Jersey to America in 1773. He married in Boston, in 1781, a Miss Jane Burns, a Scotchwoman, and in 1800 went to live in Concord. His son, John Thoreau, Junior, married Miss Cynthia Dunbar, also a Scotchwoman,—a New England clergyman’s daughter,—and by her had four children, two sons and two daughters, the third of whom, and the second son, was Henry David. A year or so after Henry’s birth the family moved to Chelmsford, Massachusetts, and later to Boston; but in 1823 they returned to Concord, and there Henry lived till his death, in 1862. Of mixed blood, largely French and Scotch, the author of “Walden” felt himself, nevertheless, a pure New Englander,—a Concord man, native and proper to the soil,—and pronounced his name accordingly, as if it had been the adjective “thorough.”

			The American history of the family extends over little more than a century: from 1773, when John Thoreau, Senior, arrived in Boston, to 1881, when Maria Thoreau, the last of his children, died in Bangor, Maine, having outlived all the younger bearers of the name.*

			John Thoreau, the elder, we are told, carried on a successful business in Boston, on Long Wharf. His son was bred to the same occupation, but having failed in it, resorted to pencil-making,—an industry already established in Concord,—at which he prospered well enough to leave his family with a “competency” at his death. So Maria Thoreau informed Mr. Sanborn in 1878; but it is probable that the word “competency” is to be taken in some pretty modest sense.

			The few anecdotes of Henry Thoreau’s boyhood that have come down to us show him to have been already of a self-respecting and rather stoical turn of mind; not choosing to go to heaven, since he could not take his sled with him, and when falsely accused of theft, answering once for all with a simple denial. It was like the Thoreau of a later time, certainly, to tell the truth and then shut his lips.

			The temperaments of the boy’s father and mother were strongly contrasted. The father is described by Mr. Sanborn as “a small, deaf, and unobtrusive man,” “grave and silent, but inwardly cheerful and social.” Mrs. Thoreau, on the other hand, was by all accounts of a peculiarly vivacious temper: “very much of a person,” says Dr. Edward Waldo Emerson, “by no means negative; of Scotch ancestry, a Dunbar, with characteristic keenness, ready wit, economy, and skill of fence with her tongue, all of which, as well as strong family affection, her son Henry inherited from her.” Withal, it is interesting to know, on the same excellent authority, that she “had a great love of nature. It was her constant habit to take her children afield while they were very young. She first directed their attention to birds and flowers, and she and her daughters always had beautiful flowers in a great south window at home during the winter.” She was a “notable housewife,” Dr. Emerson adds, “keeping an excellent table by her skill and taste, even at a time when the family were largely denying themselves butter and sugar that money might be laid by for the boys’ education; and, for all that, she always made home agreeable, not letting herself be drowned in housekeeping and family cares.” Like her son after her, she had a friendly way with children. “I can testify to her exceeding kindness and hospitality to young people, to whom she was a most entertaining hostess,” says Dr. Emerson; “for although she talked fast and much, her wit and mimicry and memory were admirable.”* After this testimony to Mrs. Thoreau’s qualities, it is not difficult to understand why the neighbors of the family always maintained that Henry was “clear Dunbar.” The son, too, held strong opinions, not only about questions of philosophy and politics, but about persons; and these opinions he expressed on occasion with pungency and freedom. What else were opinions for? And he, as well as his mother, was of a social turn. He professed, to be sure, never to have found “the companion that was so companionable as solitude;” a bold saying, at which some readers will sneer, and others grow angry, though there was never a studious, thoughtful man but in certain moods could say the same; but he professed, also, that he was naturally no hermit, and loved society “as much as most.” “He enjoyed common people,” says Channing. “He came to know the inside of every farmer’s house and head, his pot of beans, and mug of hard cider. Never in too much hurry for a dish of gossip, he could sit out the oldest frequenter of the bar-room, and was alive from top to toe with curiosity.” All of which will not be deemed inconsistent with a two years’ life in a woodland hermitage, except by those who demand of human nature a measure of self-consistency that was never in the Maker’s plan.

			Of the Thoreau household, as a whole, Mr. Sanborn has drawn a pleasing picture.

			“Helen, the oldest child, born in 1812, was an accomplished teacher. John, the elder son, born in 1814, was one of those lovely and sunny natures which infuse affection in all who come within their range; and Henry, with his peculiar strength and independence of soul, was a marked personage among the few who would give themselves the trouble to understand him. Sophia, the youngest child, born in 1819, had, along with her mother’s lively and dramatic turn, a touch of art; and all of them, whatever their accidental position for the time, were superior persons. . . . The household of which they were living and thoughtful members (let one be permitted to say who was for a time domesticated there) had, like the best families everywhere, a distinct and individual existence, in which each person counted for something. . . . To meet one of the Thoreaus was not the same as to encounter any other person who might happen to cross your path. Life to them was something more than a parade of pretensions, a conflict of ambitions, or an incessant scramble for the common objects of desire. . . . Without wealth, or power, or social prominence, they still held a rank of their own, in scrupulous independence, and with qualities that put condescension out of the question.”

			At sixteen Henry Thoreau entered Harvard College, the other members of the family cheerfully making sacrifices to that end. His collegiate career, a phrase at which he always smiled, was undistinguished. He carried away no honors, though President Quincy afterward certified that “his rank was high as a scholar in all the branches,” and seems to have made few friends; but he did much reading, and to much purpose, in books of his own choice. One of his fellow students remembers him “in the college yard, with downcast thoughtful look intent, as if he were searching for something;* always in a green coat,—green because the authorities required black, I suppose.”

			He was graduated in the regular course at twenty. Then came at once the question of a livelihood. For a time he tried teaching, the first resort of young scholars; but he soon made up his mind against it as too wasteful of time and energy, and seems before long to have settled down upon the conviction, more than once expressed in his books, and consistently adhered to in his practice, that for a scholar bound to remain a scholar—that is, a learner—there is no resource so good as light manual labor. Cut your expenses down till you need to earn little, and earn that little by days’ work, not years’ work, with the hands. This, for substance, was his industrial creed. “Regular” work of any kind, “salaried” work, so called, involves a relinquishment of independence such as would have been fatal to Thoreau’s scheme of life. As for getting a living without earning it, that was something that never entered into his thoughts.

			For supporting himself according to his method,—working only when money was needed,—he possessed some very special advantages over the common run of scholars. He had as many trades as fingers, he said. If a few dollars were required, he took a job at surveying, or made lead pencils, or built a fence or a boat, or grafted a neighbor’s fruit trees, or planted a garden. Whatever else he was, he was a born mechanic, “very competent,” as Emerson says of him, “to live in any part of the world.” In a railway car he displayed such address in dealing with an obstinate window that a fellow passenger offered to hire him on the spot; an anecdote which goes with sundry others to show that Thoreau habitually dressed and looked more like a “laboring man” than a scholar.

			If he was “competent to live in any part of the world,” he was peculiarly fitted to live in Concord. The fates had been kind to him. The lines had fallen to him in pleasant places; he wished no goodlier heritage. He left Concord only for brief seasons, and always returned to it gladly. Here he soon began in earnest to do his own work: thinking, reading, walking, and keeping a journal,—a journal out of which his books were to be made.

			For the furtherance of this work, a temporary withdrawal to the woods had been under contemplation by Thoreau for several years. Nothing could have been more natural and less surprising for a young man of his tastes and purposes. The dream, at least, was inevitable. It was not his alone. His friends and associates, the band of earnest transcendentalists whose headquarters, so to speak, were in Concord, were also planning a separation from the world. They thought, however, of a life in common, and made their experiments accordingly,—at Brook Farm and Fruitlands,—with what success or want of success need not here be estimated. Thoreau wished no share in these Utopian partnerships. His dream was of individual independence. “As for their communities,” he says, with characteristic freedom of speech, “I think I had rather keep bachelor’s hall in hell than go to board in heaven.” His heart was set upon a hermitage. He “suspected any enterprise in which two were engaged together.” “When the sticks prop one another, none, or only one, stands erect.” And in another place he jots down the same thought thus: “No fruit will ripen on the common.”

			As early as October, 1841, Margaret Fuller writes to him, as of something already talked about: “Let me know whether you go to the lonely hut;” and two months later Thoreau wrote in his diary: “I want to go soon and live away by the pond, where I shall hear only the wind whispering among the reeds.” His friends, he added, were curious to know what he would do when he got there; but he thought it would be “employment enough to watch the progress of the seasons.” For a time he coveted the Hollowell farm, a retired spot near the river, some two miles from the village; and according to his own whimsical account of the affair,—which the reader must take more or less seriously, as he can,—he even went so far as to negotiate for its purchase. At the last moment, fortunately, the owner’s wife changed her mind and refused to sign the deed (“every man has such a wife,” is Thoreau’s comment), and the bargain failed. So near did he come to owning a landed estate; but he “never got his fingers burned by actual possession.” Not that he loved the Hollowell farm less; “I retained the landscape,” he says, “and have since annually carried off what it yielded without a wheelbarrow;” but he was saved from becoming a “serf of the soil;” he had the good of the land, and yet his poverty was not damaged.

			He lost the Hollowell farm, but he kept his dream, and in March, 1845, he borrowed Alcott’s axe and began cutting down trees on land belonging to Emerson on the shore of Walden Pond. In May the house was “raised,” Alcott, Curtis, and others assisting, and on the 4th of July Thoreau celebrated his independence by moving into it. There he lived for something more than two years. There he edited (put together out of his journals and out of the pages of “The Dial”) his first book, “A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers;” and there he lived (and partly wrote) his second book, “Walden, or Life in the Woods.”

			The latter work, the one with which we have here particularly to do, may be called the record of a personal and experimental treatment of the poor scholar’s question, the question which Thoreau himself had been compelled to face on leaving college: How shall I get my living and still have time to live? There is much else in the book, of course,—Thoreau was a journalizer, and a journalizer is ever discursive,—but this is its core, as we may say; this it is that gives it the comparative unity and concreteness which have greatly assisted its popularity. That it is the best known and most widely enjoyed of all Thoreau’s books is not to be doubted. Whether it is intrinsically better than the Week and the volumes of the Journal is a point about which readers may be allowed and expected to differ, not only with one another, but sometimes with themselves.

			Like every real book, “Walden” is for its own hours and its own minds; a book for those who love books, for those who love nature, for those who love courageous thinking, courageous acting, and all sturdy, manly virtues; a book to be read through; a book, also, to be read in parts, as one uses a manual of devotion; a tonic book in the truest sense; a book against meanness, conformity, timidity, discouragement, unbelief; a book easily conceived of as marking an era in a reader’s life; a book for the individual soul against the world. Its author believed in “a life of simplicity, independence, magnanimity and trust;” in an “economy of living which is synonymous with philosophy;” in “the poverty that enjoys true wealth.” His literary creed was stoical, like his personal tastes. Reading, in his view, was, or ought to be, “a noble, intellectual exercise.” He did not wish to be lulled asleep; nor would he suffer his life to be taken by newspapers and novels. Perhaps his taste was narrow. He believed in books that call for alertness, books that a man must “stand on tiptoe to read;” books that deal with high themes simply; books “solidly done,” not “cursed with a style.”

			He aimed to make his own work conform to these standards. “Good writing,” he thinks, “will be obedience to conscience,” with no “particle of will or whim;” and it will only be done with pains. “The most transient and passing remark must be reconsidered by the writer, made sure and warranted, as if the earth had rested on its axis to back it.” In his writing, as truly as in his daily living, he practiced economy. He knew the secret of strength, and trimmed his sentences close. The end of language is not display, but expression. To that end he studied words; but before that, and better than that, he had an instinct for them. He liked such as are “well naturalized or rooted.” Some men, he says, have a peculiar relish for bad words. “They will pick you out of a thousand the still-born, the falsettos, the wing-clipt and lame.” Not so did Thoreau. His English is of the soundest, caught, as Lowell said, “at its living source.” Yet the word, carefully as he might choose it, was never for itself, but for the end he had in view. When he describes a man or an act, you see the man himself, not the description, and the thing is done on the spot. Read, for instance, in “Walden,” the story of the hounds, the hunter, and the fox. The excellences of his writing are fundamental excellences, classical excellences, good always and everywhere,—strength, vitality, simplicity; and, with the rest, a comfortable, companionable something, for which it is hard to find a name, a pervasive naturalness or homeliness, which of itself goes far to make a book good to live with. With such virtues, elemental, universal, perennial, independent of time and fashion, his work may well serve as a wholesome corrective for those who, misled by current judgment,—itself misled by the accidents of the hour,—look up to men like Pater and Meredith (named only as examples), both of whom, despite their high qualities, not for a moment in dispute here, are as bad models as a young writer could find in a lifelong search. To have a “style,” let passing criticism say what it will, is not of necessity to practice a total abstinence from the accepted forms of natural every-day speech. Studious refinements and affectations, deep-seeming obscurities, sentences that call for a dark lantern, to quote a word of Mr. Henley’s, excessive niceties and crying originalities, these may do much for a man, without doubt; but they will never make him a classic.

			Primarily, as we have said, “Walden” is a dealing with a question of personal economy: How to live so as not to waste one’s life in trying to save it. It is one of Thoreau’s originalities that he believed, and acted upon his belief, that this almost universal necessity of self-support might be made one of the pleasures of existence. It is a “grave question,” he tells his friend Blake; “yet it is a sweet and inviting question.” He wished not to shirk it. “None have so pleasant a time as they who in earnest seek to earn their bread. It is true actually as it is true really; it is true materially as it is true spiritually, that they who seek honestly and sincerely, with all their hearts and lives and strength, to earn their bread, do earn it, and it is sure to be very sweet to them.” And several years afterward, writing to the same friend, he recurs to the same question. “Are you in want of amusement nowadays?” he asks. “Then play a little at the game of getting a living. There never was anything equal to it. Do it temperately, though, and don’t sweat.”

			On this point, as on all others, he had scant patience with snivelers. Patience with other men’s weaknesses is not one of the stoical virtues. “We are too often told of the pursuit of knowledge under difficulties,” he declares. “Let us hear the other side of the story. Why should not the scholar, if he is really wiser than the multitude, do coarse work now and then? Why not let his greater wisdom enable him to do without things?” A pertinent inquiry. For his own part, he has maintained himself for five years by manual labor, “not getting a cent from any other quarter or employment;” and “the toil has occupied so few days,” he goes on to say, “perhaps a single month, spring and fall each, that I must have had more leisure than any of my brethren for study and literature.” In this period of five years were included the two years and more spent at Walden,—“in a fairly good cabin, plastered and warmly covered.” “There,” he says, “I earned all I needed, and kept to my own affairs. During that time my weekly outlay was but seven and twenty cents; and I had an abundance of all sorts.” How he accomplished this feat, and what the “abundance of all sorts” was, the reader may discover, if he can, in the pages of “Walden.” The secret is largely in that innocent phrase, “doing without things;” one of the arts of life concerning which Thoreau could profess, without boasting, “I speak as an expert.”

			The reader may discover the secret if he can, we say; for Thoreau, with all the simplicity and directness of his literary style, is not always given to excessive plainness of meaning. He trusts the reader to “pardon some obscurities.” “There are more secrets in my trade than in most men’s,” he tells us. He hides himself in parables and exaggerations, like a greater teacher before him. Without profanity he might have said, “He that hath ears to hear, let him hear.” One of his valued friends complained that much of his writing was “mystical.” Why could not Thoreau, having common sense, write always in plain English; “teach men in detail how to live a simple life, etc.”? To which Thoreau responded—not to the complainant, but to somebody else—by a resort to the clouds. He had no scheme, he protested, no designs on men. In short, he repeated, less plainly, what he had said in the beginning of “Walden” itself, that his teaching was only for those who could take it. Others would but stretch the seams of the coat in putting it on.

			This much is certain: he wished no imitators. It was no part of his purpose that men in general should live apart in huts. He preached no crusade, or none of that kind. He went to Walden, for a longer or shorter period, as things should turn out, “to transact some private business with the fewest obstacles,” not to set an example for others to follow. For one thing, he said, by the time they were ready to follow it, he should very likely be doing something else. Besides which, he desired that there should be “as many different people in the world as possible.”

			At the same time, he made no concealment of his belief that most of his neighbors, who were “said to live in Concord,” were living foolishly, spending money for that which was not bread, and their labor for that which could never satisfy a man’s craving. He had “traveled a good deal in Concord,” and he knew that men were living in a vain show. How they should free themselves, he would not take upon himself to say; but he would tell his own experience, and crow over it as lustily as any chanticleer. The root of men’s trouble lay in mistaking the nature of good; in preferring the outward; in making life to consist in an abundance of things; in brief, the error sprang from a lack of simplicity and faith. The formula of life had become too complicated. To get a pair of shoe-strings a man speculated in herds of cattle. Each must have as many needless “goods” as his neighbor, and kept himself poor in the struggle to acquire them; “as if a man were to complain of hard times because he could not afford to buy him a crown!” From such a slavery, as degrading as it is uncomfortable, let us be delivered at any price. “He was a lucky fox that left his tail in the trap.”

			“I preferred some things to others,” said Thoreau; and those few words, rightly considered, are the sufficient explanation of his peculiar manner of life. If other men liked to be industrious for industry’s sake or to keep themselves out of mischief, if they must have rich carpets and delicate cookery at the expense of personal servitude, he had nothing to say. De gustibus non est disputandum. He had his own life to live and meant to enjoy it rather than its accidents. If this was selfish, he did not mind. His neighbors were all so charitable that he hoped one man might be allowed to go his own way and fulfill his own destiny. By such a course, indeed, he might really be doing his fellows the highest service. A Newfoundland dog will pull a drowning man out of a ditch, but it takes something better than a dog to set an example of real goodness. Philanthropy—of the Newfoundland dog type—is already sufficiently appreciated. Let the world learn to value its spiritual fathers and mothers rather than its dear old uncles and aunts; to welcome instruction in righteousness rather than to be forever asking alms.

			Thoreau’s treatment of this question, How to live, and what to live for, makes, as we have said, the core of his book; but some readers, or readers in some moods, may enjoy better still the chapters in which he deals with his own every-day life at Walden. Though he dwelt in the woods, he was but two miles from the village, and had many visitors. “Men of almost every degree of wit called on me in the migrating season,” he says; and many of them he turned to admirable literary account. The best of them in this respect was not Alcott, nor Channing; nor the town paupers, “good for fencing-stuff;” nor the runaway slave, whom Thoreau “helped to forward toward the north star;” nor the ministers, “who could not bear all kinds of opinions;” nor Mrs. ——, who discovered somehow that the solitary’s sheets were not so clean as they might have been; nor the old hunter with a long tongue, who came once a year to bathe in the pond; nor the Lexington man who arrived, one day, to inquire for a lost hound, but could hardly listen to Thoreau’s answer, he was so eager to ask, “What do you do here?” None of these were so good, when ground into paint, as the Canadian wood-chopper and post-maker. He, if any of Thoreau’s men, is among the immortals.

			Better than most of these human visitors, from the point of view of Thoreau’s enjoyment and use of them, at all events, were his “brute neighbors:” the brown thrasher, that encouraged him in his garden, where he was “making the earth say beans instead of grass;” the nighthawks and the hen hawks, which he leaned on his hoe to watch in their soarings; the phœbe that built her nest in his shed, and the grouse that led her brood past his windows; the wild mouse that nibbled cheese from between the hermit’s fingers; the squirrels, “singularly frivolous and whimsical,” that stepped on his shoe, and the chickadees that alighted on the armful of wood he was carrying; the hares that came round the door to pick up the potato parings, and then, when the door was opened, went off “with a squeak and a bounce;” the “silly loon,” with its laugh like a demon’s and its howl like a wolf’s, silly, but too cunning for its pursuer, nevertheless. These and many more he has put into his book, not to forget the ants that waged a battle in his woodpile, a battle which he has narrated with such wonderful particularity and sympathy. “Concord Fight!” he exclaims. “Two killed on the patriots’ side and Luther Blanchard wounded! Why, here every ant was a Buttrick—‘Fire! for God’s sake, fire!’—and thousands shared the fate of Davis and Hosmer!” Even in a woodpile there is matter for an epic, if genius be there to look on. This battle, he informs us, “took place in the Presidency of Polk, five years before the passage of Webster’s Fugitive Slave Bill.”

			There is no finer quality in “Walden,” perhaps, than the skill with which small happenings are made worthy to stand on the same page with passages of large philosophy. The seeing eye and the recording pen—to these there are no trifles; or, if there are, they are such things as the newspapers chronicle, the day’s “events,” so called. If the hermit had no other company, there was always the pond, apt for any mood: now to be sounded patiently with a line; now to be curiously studied as to its mysterious rise and fall, or its changes of temperature; now to be dreamed over by the poet’s imagination. It was the best of good neighbors. “Of all the characters I have known,” says Thoreau, who loved nothing better than a piece of affectionate hyperbole, “perhaps Walden wears best, and best preserves its purity. Many men have been likened to it, but few deserve that honor.”

			Walden was not alone. White Pond, more beautiful still, lay not far off in one direction, and Flint’s Pond in another. And if the reader desires to see Thoreau in his fieriest mood, white-hot with indignation, let him turn to the page or two in which the “unclean and stupid farmer” who gave his name to this “sky water,” though his “presence perchance cursed all the shore,” is held up at arm’s length and lashed with scorn. “I go not there to see him nor to hear of him; who never saw it, who never bathed in it, who never loved it, who never protected it, who never spoke a good word for it, nor thanked God he had made it.”

			In general, it must be acknowledged, Thoreau seems to have found his fellow men either irritating or amusing. With them for his theme, he is apt to become satirical. Paupers, half-wits, idlers, and ne’er-do-wells, for these he owned a liking; as he did also for men of good parts and little cultivation, half-wild men, fitting naturally into a wild landscape. Farmers, he declared in so many words, were respectable and interesting to him in proportion as they were poor. As for the beauty of a “model farm,” he “would as lief see a patent churn and a man turning it.” Other philosophers and moralists have professed similar views, of course, but in these later times, when so much has been discovered that was unknown in Judea, the attitude strikes us as peculiar and almost novel. When Thoreau went to the village of an afternoon, as he did every few days, to hear the news,—“which, taken in homœopathic doses, is really as refreshing in its way as the rustle of leaves or the peeping of frogs” (a grave concession that),—he found it comparable to a muskrat colony which he visited on other days in the river meadows. He went to both places on a natural historical errand, to observe the habits of the colonists. Between him and the villagers it was probably a drawn battle. They thought him a queer one, and he was not backward about returning the compliment. They wondered how he could bear to live alone, and he wondered how they could bear to live so near to each other. It was mainly a want of courage, he thought, that restrained them from a life of separate independence. For his own part, he had a great deal of company in his house, especially in the morning, when nobody called.

			What he felt upon this subject he gave utterance to with all frankness. “I confess,” he says in one of his letters, “that it is rare that I rise to sentiment in my relations to men,—ordinarily to a mere patient, or may be wholesome, good-will.” He could imagine something more, but is speaking of things as they are. But if he talks thus about his fellows, he can be equally unsparing with himself. He is himself only a kind of scarecrow,—“a bundle of straw in a man’s clothing, with a few bits of tin to sparkle in the sun dangling about me, as if I were hard at work there in the field.” “Do not waste any reverence on my attitude,” he charges a correspondent, who, we may guess, had been rather profuse in his protestations. “I merely manage to sit up where I have dropped. I am sure that my acquaintances mistake me. They ask my advice on high matters, but they do not know even how poorly on’t I am for hats and shoes. I have hardly a shift. Just as shabby as I am in my outward apparel, ay, and more lamentably shabby, am I in my inward substance. If I should turn myself inside out, my rags and meanness would indeed appear. I am something to him that made me, undoubtedly, but not much to any other that he has made.” Let utterances of this kind be remembered in his favor when he seems, as he sometimes does, to be exalting himself above his weaker brethren,—who must live near a doctor, poor things, and can hardly venture to go a-huckleberrying without taking a medicine-chest along; who are still a little afraid of the dark, although Christianity and candles have been introduced.

			It is to be remembered always that “Walden” is a young man’s book. A philosopher of thirty may be pardoned for holding the truth somewhat stiffly; finding the ideal truer than the actual, and his own faith a surer guide than other people’s experience. At that age the earnest soul still believes it possible to live according to one’s inner light. With added years, of course, there come added wisdom and a tempering of desire. We no longer expect the moon for a plaything. The thought of personal perfection mostly ceases to haunt us. Our mood has grown humbler, and we wear an easier yoke. We have learned to take things as they are, to feel less confidence in our own intuitions and more respect for traditional and collective opinion. Both outward and inward things are seen in a different light from what formerly shone on them. If we read the same Bible, we give it another interpretation. We have a more practical scale of values. We no longer cultivate poverty as a garden herb; on the whole, as we now think, a good house and money in the bank are more desirable. Nothing is quite so good or quite so bad as we used to imagine. With years we have learned toleration, especially of things evil.

			Whether Thoreau would ever have arrived at this pitch of catholicity is more than any one can say; he died before the age of ripeness; but perhaps he was likelier to settle more and more firmly upon his first conviction. As he said of the yew-tree, “flexibility is not known for one of his qualities.” When he went to Walden, at all events, he was still in the enthusiasm of youth and the pride of idealism. It was not the good that he wanted, but the best. He would sell his clothes and keep his thoughts. Nothing that men called prosperity could allure him; nothing that they called adversity could daunt him. He believed in the certainties. No guesswork for him. “There is solid bottom everywhere;” and he meant to find it and build on it. “Better than love, than money, than fame, give me truth,” he could say; and again he said, “Say what you have to say, not what you ought.” He would not be strangled by consistency, nor enslaved to the past. “You must make tracks into the Unknown,” he avers. “That is what you have your board and clothes for.” Nothing in his life as a hermit became him better than the manner of his leaving it when the time came. How serenely and bravely he sums up its results:—

			“I learned this, at least; that if one advances confidently in the direction of his dreams, and endeavors to live the life which he has imagined, he will meet with a success unexpected in common hours. He will put some things behind, will pass an invisible boundary; new, universal, and more liberal laws will begin to establish themselves around and within him; or the old laws be expanded, and interpreted in his favor in a more liberal sense, and he will live with the license of a higher order of beings. In proportion as he simplifies his life, the laws of the universe will appear less complex, and solitude will not be solitude, nor poverty poverty, nor weakness weakness. If you have built castles in the air, your work need not be lost; that is where they should be. Now put the foundations under them.”

			Listen also to the following confession of faith written, in a letter to Mr. Blake, six months after the close of his sojourn at the pond:—

			“My actual 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. Every man’s position is in fact too simple to be described. I have sworn no oath. I have no designs on society, or nature, or God. I am simply what I am, or I begin to be that. I live in the present. I only remember the past, and anticipate the future. I love to live. I love reform better than its modes. There is no history of how bad became better. I believe something, and there is nothing else but that. I know that I am. I know that another is who knows more than I, who takes interest in me, whose creature, and yet whose kindred, in one sense, am I. I know that the enterprise is worthy. I know that things work well. I have heard no bad news.”

			The man who wrote thus might be pardoned for exaggeration, for mysticism, for sharpness of speech, though these were a thousandfold more and worse than are to be found anywhere in Thoreau’s books. To call him a prig, or an idler, or a shirk, is not to damage him. No doubt he had his imperfections. No doubt, too, they were of a kind to be easily turned to ridicule. All virtue is attended by its shadow. Thoreau knew this, not only as a general truth, but as a truth specially applicable to himself. His independence, his individuality, were not without an obverse side. “I am perhaps more willful than others,” he wrote in his diary. “I sometimes seem to myself to owe all my little success, all for which men commend me, to my vices.” But he was not for that reason to be deterred from following his own path. What other path should he follow? It was foolish for him to live in a hut in the woods, men said,—as if they knew the difference between folly and wisdom! But meanwhile he lived there, and wrote his book; and though it is early yet to talk of American classics, or even, perhaps, of American literature, it is beginning to be evident that Time, the ultimate critic, has taken Thoreau’s part, and is very unlikely to forget him in the day of final award.

			BRADFORD TORREY.
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			Economy

			W hen I wrote the following pages, or rather the bulk of them, I lived alone, in the woods, a mile from any neighbor, in a house which I had built myself, on the shore of Walden Pond, in Concord, Massachusetts, and earned my living by the labor of my hands only. I lived there two years and two months. At present I am a sojourner in civilized life again.

			I should not obtrude my affairs so much on the notice of my readers if very particular inquiries had not been made by my townsmen concerning my mode of life, which some would call impertinent, though they do not appear to me at all impertinent, but, considering the circumstances, very natural and pertinent. Some have asked what I got to eat; if I did not feel lonesome; if I was not afraid; and the like. Others have been curious to learn what portion of my income I devoted to charitable purposes; and some, who have large families, how many poor children I maintained. I will therefore ask those of my readers who feel no particular interest in me to pardon me if I undertake to answer some of these questions in this book. In most books, the I, or first person, is omitted; in this it will be retained; that, in respect to egotism, is the main difference. We commonly do not remember that it is, after all, always the first person that is speaking. I should not talk so much about myself if there were anybody else whom I knew as well. Unfortunately, I am confined to this theme by the narrowness of my experience. Moreover, I, on my side, require of every writer, first or last, a simple and sincere account of his own life, and not merely what he has heard of other men’s lives; some such account as he would send to his kindred from a distant land; for if he has lived sincerely, it must have been in a distant land to me. Perhaps these pages are more particularly addressed to poor students. As for the rest of my readers, they will accept such portions as apply to them. I trust that none will stretch the seams in putting on the coat, for it may do good service to him whom it fits.

			I would fain say something, not so much concerning the Chinese and Sandwich Islanders as you who read these pages, who are said to live in New England; something about your condition, especially your outward condition or circumstances in this world, in this town, what it is, whether it is necessary that it be as bad as it is, whether it cannot be improved as well as not. I have travelled a good deal in Concord; and everywhere, in shops, and offices, and fields, the inhabitants have appeared to me to be doing penance in a thousand remarkable ways. What I have heard of Bramins sitting exposed to four fires and looking in the face of the sun; or hanging suspended, with their heads downward, over flames; or looking at the heavens over their shoulders “until it becomes impossible for them to resume their natural position, while from the twist of the neck nothing but liquids can pass into the stomach;” or dwelling, chained for life, at the foot of a tree; or measuring with their bodies, like caterpillars, the breadth of vast empires; or standing on one leg on the tops of pillars,—even these forms of conscious penance are hardly more incredible and astonishing than the scenes which I daily witness. The twelve labors of Hercules were trifling in comparison with those which my neighbors have undertaken; for they were only twelve, and had an end; but I could never see that these men slew or captured any monster or finished any labor. They have no friend Iolas to burn with a hot iron the root of the hydra’s head, but as soon as one head is crushed, two spring up.

			I see young men, my townsmen, whose misfortune it is to have inherited farms, houses, barns, cattle, and farming tools; for these are more easily acquired than got rid of. Better if they had been born in the open pasture and suckled by a wolf, that they might have seen with clearer eyes what field they were called to labor in. Who made them serfs of the soil? Why should they eat their sixty acres, when man is condemned to eat only his peck of dirt? Why should they begin digging their graves as soon as they are born? They have got to live a man’s life, pushing all these things before them, and get on as well as they can. How many a poor immortal soul have I met well nigh crushed and smothered under its load, creeping down the road of life, pushing before it a barn seventy-five feet by forty, its Augean stables never cleansed, and one hundred acres of land, tillage, mowing, pasture, and wood-lot! The portionless, who struggle with no such unnecessary inherited encumbrances, find it labor enough to subdue and cultivate a few cubic feet of flesh.

			But men labor under a mistake. The better part of the man is soon ploughed into the soil for compost. By a seeming fate, commonly called necessity, they are employed, as it says in an old book, laying up treasures which moth and rust will corrupt and thieves break through and steal. It is a fool’s life, as they will find when they get to the end of it, if not before. It is said that Deucalion and Pyrrha created men by throwing stones over their heads behind them:—

			Inde genus durum sumus, experiensque laborum,

			Et documenta damus quâ simus origine nati.

			Or, as Raleigh rhymes it in his sonorous way,—

			“From thence our kind hard-hearted is, enduring pain and care,

			Approving that our bodies of a stony nature are.”

			So much for a blind obedience to a blundering oracle, throwing the stones over their heads behind them, and not seeing where they fell.

			Most men, even in this comparatively free country, through mere ignorance and mistake, are so occupied with the factitious cares and superfluously coarse labors of life that its finer fruits cannot be plucked by them. Their fingers, from excessive toil, are too clumsy and tremble too much for that. Actually, the laboring man has not leisure for a true integrity day by day; he cannot afford to sustain the manliest relations to men; his labor would be depreciated in the market. He has no time to be anything but a machine. How can he remember well his ignorance—which his growth requires—who has so often to use his knowledge? We should feed and clothe him gratuitously sometimes, and recruit him with our cordials, before we judge of him. The finest qualities of our nature, like the bloom on fruits, can be preserved only by the most delicate handling. Yet we do not treat ourselves nor one another thus tenderly.

			Some of you, we all know, are poor, find it hard to live, are sometimes, as it were, gasping for breath. I have no doubt that some of you who read this book are unable to pay for all the dinners which you have actually eaten, or for the coats and shoes which are fast wearing or are already worn out, and have come to this page to spend borrowed or stolen time, robbing your creditors of an hour. It is very evident what mean and sneaking lives many of you live, for my sight has been whetted by experience; always on the limits, trying to get into business and trying to get out of debt, a very ancient slough, called by the Latins œs alienum, another’s brass, for some of their coins were made of brass; still living, and dying, and buried by this other’s brass; always promising to pay, promising to pay, to-morrow, and dying to-day, insolvent; seeking to curry favor, to get custom, by how many modes, only not state-prison offences; lying, flattering, voting, contracting yourselves into a nutshell of civility, or dilating into an atmosphere of thin and vaporous generosity, that you may persuade your neighbor to let you make his shoes, or his hat, or his coat, or his carriage, or import his groceries for him; making yourselves sick, that you may lay up something against a sick day, something to be tucked away in an old chest, or in a stocking behind the plastering, or, more safely, in the brick bank; no matter where, no matter how much or how little.

			I sometimes wonder that we can be so frivolous, I may almost say, as to attend to the gross but somewhat foreign form of servitude called Negro Slavery, there are so many keen and subtle masters that enslave both North and South. It is hard to have a Southern overseer; it is worse to have a Northern one; but worst of all when you are the slave-driver of yourself. Talk of a divinity in man! Look at the teamster on the highway, wending to market by day or night; does any divinity stir within him? His highest duty to fodder and water his horses! What is his destiny to him compared with the shipping interests? Does not he drive for Squire Make-a-stir? How godlike, how immortal, is he? See how he cowers and sneaks, how vaguely all the day he fears, not being immortal nor divine, but the slave and prisoner of his own opinion of himself, a fame won by his own deeds. Public opinion is a weak tyrant compared with our own private opinion. What a man thinks of himself, that it is which determines, or rather indicates, his fate. Self-emancipation even in the West Indian provinces of the fancy and imagination,—what Wilberforce is there to bring that about? Think, also, of the ladies of the land weaving toilet cushions against the last day, not to betray too green an interest in their fates! As if you could kill time without injuring eternity.

			The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation. What is called resignation is confirmed desperation. From the desperate city you go into the desperate country, and have to console yourself with the bravery of minks and muskrats. A stereotyped but unconscious despair is concealed even under what are called the games and amusements of mankind. There is no play in them, for this comes after work. But it is a characteristic of wisdom not to do desperate things.

			When we consider what, to use the words of the catechism, is the chief end of man, and what are the true necessaries and means of life, it appears as if men had deliberately chosen the common mode of living because they preferred it to any other. Yet they honestly think there is no choice left. But alert and healthy natures remember that the sun rose clear. It is never too late to give up our prejudices. No way of thinking or doing, however ancient, can be trusted without proof. What everybody echoes or in silence passes by as true to-day may turn out to be falsehood to-morrow, mere smoke of opinion, which some had trusted for a cloud that would sprinkle fertilizing rain on their fields. What old people say you cannot do you try and find that you can. Old deeds for old people, and new deeds for new. Old people did not know enough once, perchance, to fetch fresh fuel to keep the fire a-going; new people put a little dry wood under a pot, and are whirled round the globe with the speed of birds, in a way to kill old people, as the phrase is. Age is no better, hardly so well, qualified for an instructor as youth, for it has not profited so much as it has lost. One may almost doubt if the wisest man has learned anything of absolute value by living. Practically, the old have no very important advice to give the young, their own experience has been so partial, and their lives have been such miserable failures, for private reasons, as they must believe; and it may be that they have some faith left which belies that experience, and they are only less young than they were. I have lived some thirty years on this planet, and I have yet to hear the first syllable of valuable or even earnest advice from my seniors. They have told me nothing, and probably cannot tell me anything to the purpose. Here is life, an experiment to a great extent untried by me; but it does not avail me that they have tried it. If I have any experience which I think valuable, I am sure to reflect that this my Mentors said nothing about.

			One farmer says to me, “You cannot live on vegetable food solely, for it furnishes nothing to make bones with;” and so he religiously devotes a part of his day to supplying his system with the raw material of bones; walking all the while he talks behind his oxen, which, with vegetable-made bones, jerk him and his lumbering plough along in spite of every obstacle. Some things are really necessaries of life in some circles, the most helpless and diseased, which in others are luxuries merely, and in others still are entirely unknown.

			The whole ground of human life seems to some to have been gone over by their predecessors, both the heights and the valleys, and all things to have been cared for. According to Evelyn, “the wise Solomon prescribed ordinances for the very distances of trees; and the Roman prætors have decided how often you may go into your neighbor’s land to gather the acorns which fall on it without trespass, and what share belongs to that neighbor.” Hippocrates has even left directions how we should cut our nails; that is, even with the ends of the fingers, neither shorter nor longer. Undoubtedly the very tedium and ennui which presume to have exhausted the variety and the joys of life are as old as Adam. But man’s capacities have never been measured; nor are we to judge of what he can do by any precedents, so little has been tried. Whatever have been thy failures hitherto, “be not afflicted, my child, for who shall assign to thee what thou hast left undone?”

			We might try our lives by a thousand simple tests; as, for instance, that the same sun which ripens my beans illumines at once a system of earths like ours. If I had remembered this it would have prevented some mistakes. This was not the light in which I hoed them. The stars are the apexes of what wonderful triangles! What distant and different beings in the various mansions of the universe are contemplating the same one at the same moment! Nature and human life are as various as our several constitutions. Who shall say what prospect life offers to another? Could a greater miracle take place than for us to look through each other’s eyes for an instant? We should live in all the ages of the world in an hour; ay, in all the worlds of the ages. History, Poetry, Mythology!—I know of no reading of another’s experience so startling and informing as this would be.

			The greater part of what my neighbors call good I believe in my soul to be bad, and if I repent of anything, it is very likely to be my good behavior. What demon possessed me that I behaved so well? You may say the wisest thing you can, old man,—you who have lived seventy years, not without honor of a kind,—I hear an irresistible voice which invites me away from all that. One generation abandons the enterprises of another like stranded vessels.

			I think that we may safely trust a good deal more than we do. We may waive just so much care of ourselves as we honestly bestow elsewhere. Nature is as well adapted to our weakness as to our strength. The incessant anxiety and strain of some is a well-nigh incurable form of disease. We are made to exaggerate the importance of what work we do; and yet how much is not done by us! or, what if we had been taken sick? How vigilant we are! determined not to live by faith if we can avoid it; all the day long on the alert, at night we unwillingly say our prayers and commit ourselves to uncertainties. So thoroughly and sincerely are we compelled to live, reverencing our life, and denying the possibility of change. This is the only way, we say; but there are as many ways as there can be drawn radii from one centre. All change is a miracle to contemplate; but it is a miracle which is taking place every instant. Confucius said, “To know that we know what we know, and that we do not know what we do not know, that is true knowledge.” When one man has reduced a fact of the imagination to be a fact to his understanding, I foresee that all men will at length establish their lives on that basis.

			Let us consider for a moment what most of the trouble and anxiety which I have referred to is about, and how much it is necessary that we be troubled, or at least careful. It would be some advantage to live a primitive and frontier life, though in the midst of an outward civilization, if only to learn what are the gross necessaries of life and what methods have been taken to obtain them; or even to look over the old day-books of the merchants, to see what it was that men most commonly bought at the stores, what they stored, that is, what are the grossest groceries. For the improvements of ages have had but little influence on the essential laws of man’s existence: as our skeletons, probably, are not to be distinguished from those of our ancestors.
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			By the words, necessary of life, I mean whatever, of all that man obtains by his own exertions, has been from the first, or from long use has become, so important to human life that few, if any, whether from savageness, or poverty, or philosophy, ever attempt to do without it. To many creatures there is in this sense but one necessary of life, Food. To the bison of the prairie it is a few inches of palatable grass, with water to drink; unless he seeks the Shelter of the forest or the mountain’s shadow. None of the brute creation requires more than Food and Shelter. The necessaries of life for man in this climate may, accurately enough, be distributed under the several heads of Food, Shelter, Clothing, and Fuel; for not till we have secured these are we prepared to entertain the true problems of life with freedom and a prospect of success. Man has invented, not only houses, but clothes and cooked food; and possibly from the accidental discovery of the warmth of fire, and the consequent use of it, at first a luxury, arose the present necessity to sit by it. We observe cats and dogs acquiring the same second nature. By proper Shelter and Clothing we legitimately retain our own internal heat; but with an excess of these, or of Fuel, that is, with an external heat greater than our own internal, may not cookery properly be said to begin? Darwin, the naturalist, says of the inhabitants of Tierra del Fuego, that while his own party, who were well clothed and sitting close to a fire, were far from too warm, these naked savages, who were farther off, were observed, to his great surprise, “to be streaming with perspiration at undergoing such a roasting.’’ So, we are told, the New Hollander goes naked with impunity, while the European shivers in his clothes. Is it impossible to combine the hardiness of these savages with the intellectualness of the civilized man? According to Liebig, man’s body is a stove, and food the fuel which keeps up the internal combustion in the lungs. In cold weather we eat more, in warm less. The animal heat is the result of a slow combustion, and disease and death take place when this is too rapid; or for want of fuel, or from some defect in the draught, the fire goes out. Of course the vital heat is not to be confounded with fire; but so much for analogy. It appears, therefore, from the above list, that the expression, animal life, is nearly synonymous with the expression, animal heat; for while Food may be regarded as the Fuel which keeps up the fire within us,—and Fuel serves only to prepare that Food or to increase the warmth of our bodies by addition from without,—Shelter and Clothing also serve only to retain the heat thus generated and absorbed.

			The grand necessity, then, for our bodies, is to keep warm, to keep the vital heat in us.
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