
Thoreau speaks 
On July 4, 1845, Henry David Thoreau 

went to live alone In the woods by Walden 
Pond, not far from Boston. This was a ftt
tlng gesture for Independence Day, and from 
It and other experiments of this poet, nature 
lover, and phtlsopher, · the world has been 
enriched. 

Born on July 12, 1817, Thoreau was drawn 
early Into that capable body of Transcendent
alists-Emerson, Hawthorne, Channing, Al
cott. He absorbed much of the besll from 
their thoug'ht, was stimulated in his search 
for truth, and yet mainllained his Independ
ence and originality of approach. Graduat
Ing 'fl"0-:1 Harvard In 1837, he taught school, 
helped Intermittently in the family business 
of pencil production, and lived in Emerson's 
home, where he performed manual labor and 
wrote for The Dial. With the exception of 
a trip west and a trip to Canada, he lived In 
Concord unMl his death on May 6, 1862. A 
surveyor by profession, he spent more of 
his time lecturing and wrftfng, still more
living. 

It is Impossible to divide his life from his 
writing, or to treat his deepest concerns, of 
which nature was the foremost, as inde
pendenl! subjects. He was consistently of one 
piece: he seldom slipped Into the partial view 
of the specialist. 

The quotations which follow are assorted 
samples from Walden, his essays, travel ac
counts, and other writings. They reflect a 
man who put down deep roots, who kepb his 
vision whole, who related his means to his 
end In life. His friendship may still be ours 
-but only at the exceedingly high cost which 
he placed on ft. 
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ON ms PHILOSOPHY OF LIFE ••• 

"Every man Is tasked to make hfs life, even 
in its details, worthy of the contemplation of 
his most elevated and critical hour." 

"However mean your life Is, meet It and 
live It; do not shun It and call It hard 
names . . . The fault-finder will find faults 
even In paradise." 

"He Is the best sailor who can steer within 
the fewest points of the wind, and exact a 
motive power out of the greatest obstacles. 
Most begin to veer and tack as soon as the 
wind changes from aft, and as within the 
tropics It does not blow from all points of 
the compass, there are some harbors which 
they can never reach." 

"The highest we can attain to is not Knowl
edge, but Sympathy with Intelligence." 

"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." 

" . . . If one advances confidently in the 
direction of his dreams, and endeavors to 
live the life which he has Imagined, he wfll 
meet with success unexpected In common 
hours." 

"I, too, would fain be a track-repairer 
somewhere In the orbit of the earl!h." 

ON MAN'S POTENTIALITIES ••• 

"Man's capacities have never been meas
ured; nor are we to judge of what he can 
do by any precedents, so little has been tried." 
"Great God, I ask thee for no meaner pelf 

than that I may not disappoint myself, 
That In my action I may soar as high 
As I can now discern with this clear eye." 
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ON LIVING AT HOME ••• 

"Most men can be easily transplanted from 
here there, for they have so little root,-no 
tap-root,-or their root's penetrate so llttle 
way that you can thrust a shovel quite under 
them and take them up, root and all." 

ON LIVING IN THE PRESENT ••• 

"In any weather, at any hour of the day 
or night, I have been anxious to improve the 
nick of time, and notch it on my stick, too; 
to sl.'ll.nd on the meeting of two eternities, the 
past and future, which is precisely the pre• 
ent moment;-to toe that line." 

ON LIVING IN NATURE ••• 

"There can be no black melancholy to him 
who lives in the midst of Nature ..• " 

"A town is saved, nov more by the righteous 
men in it than by the woods and swamps that 
surround it." 

"When I would recreate myself, I seek 
the darkest wood, the thickest and most in
terminable and, oo the citizen, most dismal 
swamp. I enter a swamp as a sacred place, 
-a sanctum sanctorum. There is the strength, 
the marrow of nature. The wild-wood 
covers the virgin mould,-and the same soil is 
good for men and for trees." 

"We need the tonic of wildness ..• " 

"I•f I wished to see a mounl.'ll.in or other 
scenery under the most favorable auspices, 
I would go to it in foul weather, so as to 
be there when it cleared up; we are then In 
the most suitable mood, and nature is most 
fresh and inspiring. There is no sereniey 
so fair as that which is just established in a 
tearful eye." 
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ON SIMPLIOITY ••• 

"I say, beware of all enterprises that re
quire new clothes, and not rather a new 
wearer of clothes." 

"That man is richest whose pleasures are 
the cheapestr." 

"Most of the luxuries, and many af the so
called comforts of life, are not only not in
dispensable, but positive hindrances to the 
elevation of mankind. With respect to 
luxuries and comforts, the wisest have ever 
lived a more simple and meagre life than 
the poor. The ancient philosophers, Chinese, 
Hindu, Persian, and Greek, were a class 
than which none has been poorer in outward 
riches, none so rich in inward ..•. None can 
be an impartial or wise observer of human 
life but from the vantage ground of what 
we should call voluntary poverty. Of a life 
of luxury, the fruit is luxury, whether in 
agricultrure, or commerce, or literature, or 
art." 

"For a man is rich in proportion to the 
number of things which he can afford to let 
alone." 

"Our life is frittered away by detail .... 
Simplicity, simplicity, simplicity. I say, let 
your affairs be as two or three, and not a 
hundred or a thousand; instead of a half 
million, count a dozen, and keep your ac
counts on your !:rhumb nail. In the midst 
of this chopping sea of civilized life, such are 
the clouds and storms and quicksands and 
a 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 nob make 
his port at all, by dead reckoning, and he 
must be a great calculator indeed who suc
ceeds." 



ON FRIENDSHIP • • • 

"A Friend is one who incessantly pays us 
the compliment of expecting from us all the 
virtues, and who can appreciate them in 
us .••• " 

"Beware, lest thy Friend learn at last to 
tolerate one frailty of thine, and so an ob
stacle be raised to the progress of thy 
love •.•• " 

"But sometimes we are said to love one 
another, that is, to stand in a true relation 
to him, so that we give the best to, and 
receive the best from, him. Between whom 
there .is hearty truth there is love; and in 
proportion to our truthfulness and confidence 
in one another, our lives are divine and 
miraculous, and answer to our ideal." 

"Friendship is never established as an 
understood relation. Do you demand that I 
be less your Friend that you may know it." 

"Even the utmost good-will and harmony 
and practical kindness are not sufficient for 
Friendship, for Friends do not live in har
mony merely, as some say, but in melody. 
We do nob wish Friends to feed and clothe 
our bodies,-neighbors are kind enough for 
that,-but to do the like office to our spirits. 
For this few are rich enough, however well 
disposed they may be." 

"After years of vain familiarity, some dis
tant gesture or unconscious behavior, which 
we remember, speaks to us with more em
phasis than the wisest or kindest words. We 
are sometimes made aware of a kindness 
long passed, and realize that there have been 
times when our friends' thoughts of us were 
of so pure and lofty a character thab they 
passed over us like the winds of heaven un
noticed; when they treated us not as what we 
are, but as what we aspired to be." 
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ON EDUCATION ••• 

" ... be a Columbus to whole new contin
ents and worlds within you, opening new 
channels, not of trade, but of thought." 

"It is time that we had uncommon schools, 
that we did not leave off schooling when we 
begin to be men and women." 

ON READING ••• 

"To read well, that is, oo read true books 
in a true spirit, is a noble experiment, and 
one that will task the reader more than any 
exercise which customs of the day esteem." 

"Books are the treasured wealt>h of the 
world and the fit inheritance of generations 
and nations." 

"Certainly we do not need to be soothed 
and entertained like children. He who re
sorts to the easy novel, because he is languid, 
does no better than if he took a nap. The 
front aspect of great thoughts can only be 
enjoyed by those who stand on the side 
whence they arrive. Books, not> which af
ford us a cowering enjoyment, but in which 
each thought if of unusual daring; such as 
an idle man cannot read, and a timid one 
would not be entertained by, which even 
make us dangerous to existing institutions,
such I call good books." 

ON OBSERVING ••• 

"W·hat is a course in history or philosophy, 
or poetry, no matter how well selected,--or 
the bestr society, or the most admirable 
routine of life, compared with the discipline 
of looking always at what is to be seen t'" 
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ON MAN'S RELATION TO THE STATE ••• 

"Musl1 the citizen ever for a moment, or 
In the least degree, resign his conscience to 
the legislator? Why has every man a eon
science, then? I think that we ahould be 
men, first , and subjects afterward. It is not 
desirable to culMvate a respect for the law, 
so much as for the right. The only obliga
tion which I have a right to assume Is to do 
at any time what I think right. Law nev~r 
made men a whit more just; and, by means 
of their respect for It, even the well-disposed 
are dally made the agents of injustice." 

"The law will never make men free; it is 
men who have got to make the law free. 
They are the lovers of law and order who 
observe the law when the government breaks 
lt." 

"We are accustomed to say that the mass 
of men are unprepared; but Improvement fs 
slow; because the few are not materially 
wiser or better than the many. It is not so 
Important that many should be as good as 
you, as that there be some absolute good
ness somewhere; for that wlll leaven the 
lump. There are thousands who are In 
opinion opposed to slavery and the war (the 
Mexican war), who yet In efl'ect do nothing 
to put an end to them. . .. They hesitate, 
and they regret, and sometimes they peti
tion; but they do nothing In earnest and with 
effect. They will walt, well disposed, for 
others to remedy the evil, that they may no 
longer have 1t to regret. At least they give 
only a cheap vote, and a feeble countenance 
and God-speed to the right, as It goes by 
them. There are nine hundred and ninety
nine patrons of virtue oo one virtuous man. 
But It Is easier to deal with the real possessor 
of a thing than with the temporary guardian 
of lt." 
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ON SOLITUDE AND SILENCJA •• 

"I have never found a compa'{lion that was 
so companionable as solitmde." 

"Solitude is not measured by the miles of 
space that intervene between a 1\lan and his 
fellows." ·· 

"As the truest society approach es always 
near to solitude, so the most excellent- speech 
finally falls into Silence. Sflence Is audible 
to all men, at all times, and in all places. 
She is what we bear inwardly, sound when 
we hear outwardly." 

ON CREA'I:IVE LEISURE ••• 

"I love a broad margin to my life. .. 
"A broad margin !s as beautiful In a man's 

life as In a book .... What are three score 
years and ten hurriedly and coarsely lived to 
moments of divine leisure in which your life 
Is coincident with the life of the universe? 
We live too fe.st and too coarsely, just as we 
eat too fast and do not know the t-rue savor 
of our food. We consult our will and our 
understanding and the expectation of man, 
not our genius." 

"What are three score years and ten hur
riedly and coarsely lived to moments of di
vine leisuu, in which your life is coincident 
with the life of the universe?" 

Additional copies may be obtained from 
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