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Walden by Henry David Thoreau

From Chapter 1: Economy
WHEN I WROTE the following pages, or rather the bulk of WALDEN
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 | 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 N _
feel lonesome; if I was not afraid; and the like....I will -
therefore ask those of my readers who feel no particular L
interest in me to pardon me if I undertake to answer some of
these questions in this book....

But men labor under a mistake. The better part of the man is
soon plowed 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....

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....

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....always promising to pay, promising
to pay, tomorrow, and dying today, insolvent; seeking to curry favor, to get custom, by how many
modes, only not state-prison offenses; 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.

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....

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 plow 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. The wise Solomon prescribed ordinances
for the very distances of trees; and the Roman preetors 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?"...

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.

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....



Clothing

As for clothing, to come at once to the practical part of the question, perhaps we are led oftener by the
love of novelty and a regard for the opinions of men, in procuring it, than by a true utility. Let him who
has work to do recollect that the object of clothing is, first, to retain the vital heat, and secondly, in this
state of society, to cover nakedness, and he may judge how much of any necessary or important work
may be accomplished without adding to his wardrobe....No man ever stood the lower in my estimation
for having a patch in his clothes; yet I am sure that there is greater anxiety, commonly, to have
fashionable, or at least clean and unpatched clothes, than to have a sound conscience....

A man who has at length found something to do will not need to get a new suit to do it in; for him the
old will do, that has lain dusty in the garret for an indeterminate period. Old shoes will serve a hero
longer than they have served his valet, -- if a hero ever has a valet, -- bare feet are older than shoes, and
he can make them do. Only they who go to soirees and legislative balls must have new coats, coats to
change as often as the man changes in them. But if my jacket and trousers, my hat and shoes, are fit to
worship God in, they will do; will they not?...Perhaps we should never procure a new suit, however
ragged or dirty the old, until we have so conducted, so enterprised or sailed in some way, that we feel
like new men in the old, and that to retain it would be like keeping new wine in old bottles. Our
moulting season, like that of the fowls, must be a crisis in our lives. The loon retires to solitary ponds to
spend it. Thus also the snake casts its slough, and the caterpillar its wormy coat, by an internal industry
and expansion; for clothes are but our outmost cuticle and mortal coil. Otherwise we shall be found
sailing under false colors, and be inevitably cashiered at last by our own opinion, as well as that of
mankind.

Shelter

As for a shelter, I will not deny that this is now a necessary of life, though there are instances of men
having done without it for long periods in colder countries than this. Samuel Laing says that "the
Laplander in his skin dress, and in a skin bag which he puts over his head and shoulders, will sleep night
after night on the snow ----- in a degree of cold which would extinguish the life of one exposed to it in
any woollen clothing." He had seen them asleep thus. Yet he adds, "They are not hardier than other
people." But, probably, man did not live long on the earth without discovering the convenience which
there is in a house....

We may imagine a time when, in the infancy of the human race, some enterprising mortal crept into a
hollow in a rock for shelter. Every child begins the world again, to some extent, and loves to stay
outdoors, even in wet and cold. It plays house, as well as horse, having an instinct for it. Who does not
remember the interest with which, when young, he looked at shelving rocks, or any approach to a cave?
It was the natural yearning of that portion, any portion of our most primitive ancestor which still
survived in us. From the cave we have advanced to roofs of palm leaves, of bark and boughs, of linen
woven and stretched, of grass and straw, of boards and shingles, of stones and tiles. At last, we know not
what it is to live in the open air, and our lives are domestic in more senses than we think. From the
hearth the field is a great distance. It would be well, perhaps, if we were to spend more of our days and
nights without any obstruction between us and the celestial bodies, if the poet did not speak so much
from under a roof, or the saint dwell there so long. Birds do not sing in caves, nor do doves cherish their
innocence in dovecots....



I used to see a large box by the railroad, six feet long by three wide, in which the laborers locked up
their tools at night; and it suggested to me that every man who was hard pushed might get such a one for
a dollar, and, having bored a few auger holes in it, to admit the air at least, get into it when it rained and
at night, and hook down the lid, and so have freedom in his love, and in his soul be free. This did not
appear the worst, nor by any means a despicable alternative. You could sit up as late as you pleased, and,
whenever you got up, go abroad without any landlord or house-lord dogging you for rent. Many a man is
harassed to death to pay the rent of a larger and more luxurious box who would not have frozen to death
in such a box as this. I am far from jesting. Economy is a subject which admits of being treated with
levity, but it cannot so be disposed of. A comfortable house for a rude and hardy race, that lived mostly
out of doors, was once made here almost entirely of such materials as Nature furnished ready to their
hands....

Most men appear never to have considered what a house is, and are actually though needlessly poor all
their lives because they think that they must have such a one as their neighbors have. As if one were to
wear any sort of coat which the tailor might cut out for him, or, gradually leaving off palm-leaf hat or
cap of woodchuck skin, complain of hard times because he could not afford to buy him a crown! It is
possible to invent a house still more convenient and luxurious than we have, which yet all would admit
that man could not afford to pay for. Shall we always study to obtain more of these things, and not
sometimes to be content with less?

Food

I learned from my two years' experience that it would cost incredibly little trouble to obtain one's
necessary food, even in this latitude; that a man may use as simple a diet as the animals, and yet retain
health and strength. I have made a satisfactory dinner, satisfactory on several accounts, simply off a dish
of purslane (Portulaca oleracea) which I gathered in my cornfield, boiled and salted. I give the Latin on
account of the savoriness of the trivial name. And pray what more can a reasonable man desire, in
peaceful times, in ordinary noons, than a sufficient number of ears of green sweet corn boiled, with the
addition of salt? Even the little variety which I used was a yielding to the demands of appetite, and not
of health. Yet men have come to such a pass that they frequently starve, not for want of necessaries, but
for want of luxuries; and I know a good woman who thinks that her son lost his life because he took to
drinking water only....

For more than five years I maintained myself thus solely by the labor of my hands, and I found that, by
working about six weeks in a year, I could meet all the expenses of living. The whole of my winters, as
well as most of my summers, I had free and clear for study....

In short, I am convinced, both by faith and experience, that to maintain one's self on this earth is not a
hardship but a pastime, if we will live simply and wisely; as the pursuits of the simpler nations are still
the sports of the more artificial. It is not necessary that a man should earn his living by the sweat of his
brow, unless he sweats easier than I do....

One young man of my acquaintance, who has inherited some acres, told me that he thought he should
live as I did, if he had the means. I would not have any one adopt my mode of living on any account; for,
beside that before he has fairly learned it I may have found out another for myself, I desire that there
may be as many different persons in the world as possible; but I would have each one be very careful to
find out and pursue his own way, and not his father's or his mother's or his neighbor's instead. The youth



may build or plant or sail, only let him not be hindered from doing that which he tells me he would like
to do.

From Chapter 2: Where I Lived and What I Lived For

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....

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 Battle Ground; 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....

I 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 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. | wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life, to live so sturdily and
Spartanlike 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 meanness of it, and publish its meanness to the world; or if it were sublime, to know it by
experience, and to 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 somewhat 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 wretchedness. 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 cloud 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...



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....

Time is but the stream I go a-fishing in. I drink at it; but while I drink I see the sandy bottom and detect
how shallow it is. Its thin current slides away, but eternity remains. I would drink deeper; fish in the
sky, whose bottom is pebbly with stars. I cannot count one. I know not the first letter of the alphabet. 1
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 I 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.

From Conclusion

I left the woods for as good a reason as I went there. Perhaps it seemed to me that [ had several more
lives to live, and could not spare any time for that one. It is remarkable how easily and insensibly we
fall into a particular route, and make a beaten track for ourselves. I had not lived there a week before
my feet wore a path from my door to the pond side; and though it is five or six years since I trod it, it is
still quite distinct. It is true, I fear, that others may have fallen into it, and so helped to keep it open.
The surface of the earth is soft and impressible by the feet of men; and so with the paths which the mind
travels. How worn and dusty, then, must be the highways of the world, how deep the ruts of tradition
and conformity! I did not wish to take a cabin passage, but rather to go before the mast and on the deck
of the world, for there I could best see the moonlight amid the mountains. I do not wish to go below
now.

I learned this, at least, by my experiment; 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....

Why should we be in such desperate haste to succeed and in such desperate enterprises? If a man does
not keep pace with his companions, perhaps it is because he hears a different drummer. Let him step to
the music which he hears, however measured or far away.



