



Thoughts on --"Thoreau and Walden." 

Introduction.  

Thoreau and his book, Walden, has been inspirational in my life. Thoreau was stimulated by the natural things he found in life; he shunned the artificial. The manufactured collections that most of us work on through our lives are bogus -- and costly: we sweat, we labour, we toil, we worry: and we rarely ask ourselves to what purpose? Happily for Thoreau, and for all of us, a ticket to nature is free. For Thoreau the answer was to live happily and simply. For Thoreau this could not only be done inexpensively, but only could be done, indeed, if one lived simply, with few possessions. The Greek dramatists had a name for living happily and simply, hybris, "insolent prosperity." 

Henry David Thoreau (1817-62) was born at Concord, Massachusetts. He was educated at Harvard, and started out as a teacher. In 1845 he built a cabin at Walden Pond and there lived through the seasons at least for two years. He wrote of his thoughts that he had at Walden Pond, and the result was his book, Walden (1854). At one point, while at Walden Pond, he refused to pay his poll tax; for this act of civil disobedience, he spent a night in jail. 

Like his neighbour, Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-82), Thoreau was a transcendentalist, one who believes in the "divine sufficiency of the individual." To quote Thoreau: "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." 

Thoreau was out to test his theory that a man might become rich by making his wants few. It is true that just before setting out to exist by himself, much like a hermit, he "had lost the girl he loved, Ellen Sewell, and he had seen his adored brother, John, die in the agonies of lockjaw." But most believe that Thoreau did not go off into the woods, so to run away from life: but rather to confront it; to determine whether the living of it be sublime or it be mean (he didn't seem to think that it could possibly be a mixture). Upon moving into his ten-by-fifteen-hut (July 4th, 1845 [he moved out on September 6th, 1847]) Thoreau's plan was set: experience life and then write about it. Thoreau's conclusions as contained in his book, one of the world's greatest books, are important, and, in some ways, essential conclusions about life. 

And so, I write of Thoreau's Walden.1 To you who have read it, I apologize; And to you who have not, especially the ones who foresee fewer years ahead then the number they have already passed, then, I express my delight to think that I might lead another human being, one who is most likely an overworked and troubled human being, to Henry David Thoreau. To my loving Margo, to my family and to every new person who discovers Thoreau, I devote this work and Thoreau's quote: "How many a man has dated a new era in his life from the reading of a book!" 

Economy: Chapter One. 

Thoreau broke his Walden down into 18 chapters, which, on average, run 20 pages each. His first chapter he entitled "Economy." 

Within a few pages of his first chapter we see Thoreau referring to the mass of persons to be, figuratively speaking, "serfs of the soil," most having been born with "inherited encumbrances." Then he breaks into his first quotable paragraphs: 

"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."

How do you spend your life? Are you "... always on the limits, trying to get into business and trying to get out of debt, ... always promising to pay, ... seeking to curry favor, to get custom, ... flattering, voting, [so 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 ..." If so, then "you are the slave-driver of yourself." No one is driving you to lead the life you lead. People do not care what you are up to; they are too concerned about the conduct of their own particular lives. Don't worry about what others think! Take your own counsel. "Public opinion is a weak tyrant compared with our own private opinion." 

Then comes Thoreau's most famous line: 

"The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation."

If a person feels he is bound up in chains, then he is bound up in chains! Whether these chains are real, -- or imagined. What a person must realize is that we are, for the most part, free to choose. Once a person comes to the realization that his chains are of his own mental making then he can immediately burst them; a person need only but choose. What has he got to lose! 

"The necessaries of life for man in this climate may, accurately enough, be distributed under the several heads of Food, Shelter, Clothing, and Fuel ..." We are fortunate to be living in such a place as Canada as we need not spend all our time getting the necessaries of life together, though in places which experience winters, one might assume more time need be spent then those places that do not.

So, Thoreau resolved: 

"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 stand on the meeting of two eternities, the past and future, which is precisely the present moment; ... I long ago lost a hound, a bay horse, and a turtle-dove, and am still on their trail. Many are the travellers I have spoken concerning them, describing their tracks and what calls they answered to. I have met one or two who had heard the hound, and the tramp of the horse, and even seen the dove disappear behind a cloud, and they seemed as anxious to recover them as if they had lost them themselves."

Next Thoreau refers to the great lesson which we are to learn, whether by route or by understanding. He refers to a basket maker thinking all that was necessary was to make baskets and when made he would have done his part, it would be up to another to buy them and would be frustrated and upset if no one did. 

"He had not discovered that it was necessary for him to make it worth the other's while to buy them, or at least make him think that it was so, or to make something else which it would be worth his while to buy. I too had woven a kind of basket of a delicate texture [Thoreau's writing], but I had not made it worth any one's while to buy them. Yet not the less, in my case, did I think it worth my while to weave them, and instead of studying how to make it worth men's while to buy my baskets [his books], I studied rather how to avoid the necessity of selling them. The life which men praise and regard as successful is but one kind. Why should we exaggerate any one kind at the expense of the others?"

Referring back to his early topic, clothing, one of the necessaries of life, Thoreau makes his point that not much in the way of clothing is needed; indeed, one wonders if Thoreau had gone to a tropical isle, such as Robert Louis Stevenson did in 1888, whether he would have worn any at all, as a nudist, declared or not. But, while the wearing of clothing in Massachusetts for most of the year is a necessity, it was not the wearing of essential clothing that bothered Thoreau (assuming he was bothered about anything). Clothes are worn usually as a symbol, as a badge which we show off to our fellow man. 

"It is an interesting question how far men would retain their relative rank if they were divested of their clothes. ... Beside, clothes introduced sewing, a kind of work which you may call endless; a woman's dress, at least, is never done. ... I say, beware of all enterprises that require new clothes, and not rather a new wearer of clothes."

As for shelter: Well the wigwam of the Indian was "but the symbol of a day's march ..." 

Thoreau, in the midst of his discussion of shelter drops in, as he is wont to do, a gem, this time on bankruptcy: 

"Bankruptcy and repudiation are the springboards from which much of our civilization vaults and turns its somersets, but the savage stands on the unelastic plank of famine."

A house (and Thoreau would have said an automobile if he were writing these days) is something that will simply tie a person down; one can become a slave to it. "... Our houses are such unwieldy property that we are often imprisoned rather than housed in them ... 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 for furniture: "Why should not our furniture be as simple as the Arab's or the Indian's?"2 More generally what is the use of your things, or your stuff, if you leave off from improving your mind. "I had three pieces of limestone on my desk, but I was terrified to find that they required to be dusted daily, when the furniture of my mind was all undusted still, and threw them out the window in disgust." 

Thoreau, after having set his theme firmly forth, began to spread the facts of his experience at Walden Pond. 

"Near the end of March, 1845, I borrowed an axe and went down to the woods by Walden Pond, nearest to where I intended to build my house, and began to cut down some tall, arrowy white pines, still in their youth, for timber. ... The owner of the axe, as he released his hold on it, said that it was the apple of his eye; but I returned it sharper than I received it. It was a pleasant hillside where I worked, covered with pine woods, through which I looked out on the pond, and a small open field in the woods where pines and hickories were springing up. The ice in the pond was not yet dissolved, though there were some open spaces ... There were some slight flurries of snow during the days that I worked there; but for the most part ... They were pleasant spring days, in which the winter of man's discontent was thawing as well as the earth, and the life that had lain torpid began to stretch itself."

Thoreau took great pride in the building of his humble abode that measured "ten-by-fifteen." 

"There is some of the same fitness in a man's building his own house that there is in a bird's building its own nest. Who knows but if men constructed their dwellings with their own hands, and provided food for themselves and families simply and honestly enough, the poetic faculty would be universally developed, as birds universally sing when they are so engaged? But alas! we do like cowbirds and cuckoos, which lay their eggs in nests which other birds have built, and cheer no traveller with their chattering and unmusical notes. Shall we forever resign the pleasure of construction to the carpenter? What does architecture amount to in the experience of the mass of men? I never in all my walks came across a man engaged in so simple and natural an occupation as building his house."

Thoreau keep accounts, as undoubtedly a school teacher was obliged to do in those days. He spent, in total, 28 dollars and 12½ cents on the building of his new home, his highest expenditure ($8.03½) on boards, "mostly shanty boards"; he spent $4 for shingles for the roof and side; $4 on brick; and 14¢ on "Hinges and screws"; and 10¢ for a latch. He installed "Two second-hand windows with glass" which cost him $2.43. 

When he was finished Thoreau built a "small woodshed" with the materials he had left over. Having started at the end of March, Thoreau took up residence in his hand built home on July 4th; he built it in 14 weeks or so. Now he made time to experience nature to its fullest. During the two years Thoreau spent at Walden Pond, Thoreau found that he could meet all the expenses of living by working but six weeks in a year; and this, mainly because he was able to develop his greatest skill, "to want but little." 

In his discussion on the money needed to build his home Thoreau passes to us a comment on education. 

"Those things for which the most money is demanded are never the things which the student most wants. Tuition, for instance, is an important item in the term bill, while for the far more valuable education which he gets by associating with the most cultivated of his contemporaries no charge is made."

Thoreau observes that what is invariably missing in a person's formal education (and I should note that Thoreau graduated from Harvard), is that few of us, as students or otherwise, ever carry out a study on "the art of life." He notes, that it be a pity that a student is not obliged to "survey the world through a telescope or a microscope" (doing so with a "natural eye"), a pity that he should be obliged to study chemistry, if at the same time he cannot be shown and "learn how his bread is made." So many of the courses (and, -- it follows -- many of the university professors) are useless consumers of a student's precious time, time that might be well spent on the study of life. Thoreau gives a for instance: " ... To my astonishment I was informed on leaving college that I had studied navigation! -- why, if I had taken one turn down the harbor I should have known more about it." Especially, I might add, if Thoreau had cruised awhile with "an old salt" on board, as may yet be found in many of our picturesque harbours up here in Nova Scotia. 

As for saving: Thoreau questions the sense of it, even if you are worried about your old age: 

"This spending of the best part of one's life earning money in order to enjoy a questionable liberty during the least valuable part of it ..."

As for the "do-gooders" of the world: 

"As for Doing-good, that is one of the professions which are full. Moreover, I have tried it fairly, and, strange as it may seem, am satisfied that it does not agree with my constitution. Probably I should not consciously and deliberately forsake my particular calling to do the good which society demands of me, to save the universe from annihilation; and I believe that a like but infinitely greater steadfastness elsewhere is all that now preserves it. But I would not stand between any man and his genius; and to him who does this work, which I decline, with his whole heart and soul and life, I would say, Persevere, even if the world call it doing evil, as it is most likely they will."

Thoreau distinguished between a person who went about doing good as opposed to a person who went about being good. "If I were to preach at all in this strain, I should say rather, Set about being good." Thoreau preferred to avoid the do-gooders of the world: "If I knew for a certainty that a man was coming to my house with the conscious design of doing me good, I should run for my life ..." 

"There are a thousand hacking at the branches of evil to one who is striking at the root, and it may be that he who bestows the largest amount of time and money on the needy is doing the most by his mode of life to produce that misery which he strives in vain to relieve. ... Do not ... be an overseer of the poor, but endeavor to become one of the worthies of the world."

We now come to the end of Thoreau's first chapter, which might be summed up in his words: 

"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."

Where I Lived, And What I Lived for: Chapter Two. - 

The second chapter is a short but important chapter for it touches upon the core of Thoreau's philosophy. Thoreau's beaconlight: "A man is rich in proportion to the number of things which he can afford to let alone." This, he set out to prove for himself; he determined to test his philosophy, to live away from the crowd with as few possessions as he can possibly get away with. Thoreau answers the question as to why he went to the woods (and this sums up the chapter): 

"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 practise resignation, unless it was quite necessary. I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life, to live so sturdily and Spartan- like as to put to rout all that was not life, to cut a broad swath and shave close, to drive life into a corner, and reduce it to its lowest terms, and, if it proved to be mean, why then to get the whole and genuine meanness of it, and publish its meanness to the world; or if it were sublime, to know it by experience, and be able to give a true account of it in my next excursion. For most men, it appears to me, are in a strange uncertainty about it, whether it is of the devil or of God, and have 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; ... 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 thumb-nail."

Chapter Three
We know Thoreau's topic in his third chapter by its heading. 

"To read well, that is, to read true books in a true spirit, is a noble exercise, and one that will task the reader more than any exercise which the customs of the day esteem. It requires a training such as the athletes underwent, the steady intention almost of the whole life to this object. Books must be read as deliberately and reservedly as they were written. ... Even the college-bred and so-called liberally educated men here and elsewhere have really little or no acquaintance with the English classics; and as for the recorded wisdom of mankind, the ancient classics [there are but] ... the feeblest efforts anywhere made to become acquainted with them."

Go to your acquaintances, anyone of them, include the most educated among the lot, and ask them what they have read lately, see if includes any works by Henry David Thoreau. Not likely they have ever read him, assuming for the moment they have even heard of him. See the answers you get and gage the person accordingly. I don't think they get students to read the great writers anymore, more the pity. In my bibliographic collection I have a school book which was handed out to the school children of a hundred years back, Readings from the Best Authors (Halifax: A. & W. MacKinlay & Co.). From its foxed title-page one may determine that this book was published under the authorization of the Council of Public Instruction for Nova Scotia. This book is an example of what kids use to read, -- and it needs be checked out. In it, we find short excerpts from the likes of Macaulay (1800-1859); Byron (1788-1824); Wordsworth (1770-1850); Tennyson (1809-92); and Pope (1688-1744). Now, ask your friends about these writers; if you are dealing with a particularly erudite group you may find that some will identify these writers as being among the best of our English authors. Now ask if they have read any of their works, ever. Not likely, except a rare one might have in his or her school days, or at least read about them. But our great, great grand-fathers did. What do our children now read? Well, the plain fact is few of them read at all; they watch TV and very peculiar stuff it is that they watch. And people wonder what is happening to this world. 

In Thoreau's time, at least the students were directed to the great English authors, but, he opined, most of us "leave off our education when we begin to be men and women." 

Sounds: Chapter Four.
It is in this chapter that we see Thoreau's views expressed about industrious people, those of commerce, those of enterprise and bravery. 

"What recommends commerce to me is its enterprise and bravery. ... I see these men every day go about their business with more or less courage and content, doing more even than they suspect, and perchance better employed than they could have consciously devised. I am less affected by [the military heros of history] ... than by the steady and cheerful valor of the men who inhabit the snowplow for their winter quarters; who have not merely the three-o'-clock-in-the-morning courage, which Bonaparte thought was the rarest, but whose courage does not go to rest so early, who go to sleep only when the storm sleeps ..." ... Commerce is unexpectedly confident and serene, alert, adventurous, and unwearied. It is very natural in its methods withal, far more so than many fantastic enterprises and sentimental experiments, and hence its singular success."

Thoreau writes of his yard: 

"No yard! but unfenced nature reaching up to your very sills. A young forest growing up under your meadows, and wild sumachs and blackberry vines breaking through into your cellar; sturdy pitch pines rubbing and creaking against the shingles for want of room, their roots reaching quite under the house. Instead of a scuttle or a blind blown off in the gale- a pine tree snapped off or torn up by the roots behind your house for fuel. Instead of no path to the front-yard gate in the Great Snow, -- no gate -- no front-yard, -- and no path to the civilized world."

If Thoreau only knew how much time and money we spent on the few feet that surround are residences, he would have written more on the topic of yards. God! Why do people buy lawn mowers? Sod? Fertilizers? It is all just so much work. And agriculture activity with modern engines and chemicals just, well, -- just pollute the environment: And to what purpose. Oh! I can see a vegetable garden; and too, I can see where some cutting back of the growth to keep a view would be worthwhile for the exercise, if nothing else. But, what people go through to keep up their homes and gardens these days, is absurd. 

Solitude: Chapter Five. 
"I find it wholesome to be alone the greater part of the time. To be in company, even with the best, is soon wearisome and dissipating. I love to be alone. I never found the companion that was so companionable as solitude. We are for the most part more lonely when we go abroad among men than when we stay in our chambers. A man thinking or working is always alone, let him be where he will. Solitude is not measured by the miles of space that intervene between a man and his fellows. The really diligent student in one of the crowded hives of Cambridge College is as solitary as a dervis in the desert. The farmer can work alone in the field or the woods all day, hoeing or chopping, and not feel lonesome, because he is employed; but when he comes home at night he cannot sit down in a room alone, at the mercy of his thoughts, but must be where he can 'see the folks,' and recreate, and, as he thinks, remunerate himself for his day's solitude; and hence he wonders how the student can sit alone in the house all night and most of the day without ennui and 'the blues'; but he does not realize that the student, though in the house, is still at work in his field, and chopping in his woods, as the farmer in his, and in turn seeks the same recreation and society that the latter does, though it may be a more condensed form of it. Society is commonly too cheap. We meet at very short intervals, not having had time to acquire any new value for each other. We meet at meals three times a day, and give each other a new taste of that old musty cheese that we are. We have had to agree on a certain set of rules, called etiquette and politeness, to make this frequent meeting tolerable and that we need not come to open war. We meet at the post-office, and at the sociable, and about the fireside every night; we live thick and are in each other's way, and stumble over one another, and I think that we thus lose some respect for one another. Certainly less frequency would suffice for all important and hearty communications."

The Village: Chapter Eight. 
It was the summer of 1846 and Massachusetts had just voted to return escaped slaves back to the south, which, in 1846, would effectively return these poor black people back into slavery; Thoreau objected. Why should he pay tax to the Commonwealth when the Commonwealth pursued a course, which to Thoreau, was wrong? Massachusetts sent him to jail; but, much to his annoyance, one of his aunts paid his tax and he was released next morning. 

"One afternoon, near the end of the first summer, when I went to the village to get a shoe from the cobbler's, I was seized and put into jail, because, as I have elsewhere related, I did not pay a tax to, or recognize the authority of, the State which buys and sells men, women, and children, like cattle, at the door of its senate-house. I had gone down to the woods for other purposes. But, wherever a man goes, men will pursue and paw him with their dirty institutions, and, if they can, constrain him to belong to their desperate odd-fellow society. It is true, I might have resisted forcibly with more or less effect, might have run "amok" against society; but I preferred that society should run "amok" against me, it being the desperate party. However, I was released the next day, obtained my mended shoe, and returned to the woods in season to get my dinner of huckleberries on Fair Haven Hill."

The Ponds: Chapter Nine.
"When I first paddled a boat on Walden, it was completely surrounded by thick and lofty pine and oak woods, and in some of its coves grape-vines had run over the trees next the water and formed bowers under which a boat could pass. The hills which form its shores are so steep, and the woods on them were then so high, that, as you looked down from the west end, it had the appearance of an amphitheatre for some land of sylvan spectacle. I have spent many an hour, when I was younger, floating over its surface as the zephyr willed, having paddled my boat to the middle, and lying on my back across the seats, in a summer forenoon, dreaming awake, until I was aroused by the boat touching the sand, and I arose to see what shore my fates had impelled me to; days when idleness was the most attractive and productive industry. Many a forenoon have I stolen away, preferring to spend thus the most valued part of the day; for I was rich, if not in money, in sunny hours and summer days, and spent them lavishly; nor do I regret that I did not waste more of them in the workshop or the teacher's desk."

Baker Farm: Chapter Ten. 
Thoreau tells of his visit to an Irish farming family, the family of John Field. 

"An honest, hard-working, but shiftless man plainly was John Field; and his wife, she too was brave to cook so many successive dinners in the recesses of that lofty stove; with round greasy face and bare breast, still thinking to improve her condition one day; with the never absent mop in one hand, and yet no effects of it visible anywhere. The chickens, which had also taken shelter here from the rain, stalked about the room like members of the family, to humanized, methought, to roast well. They stood and looked in my eye or pecked at my shoe significantly. Meanwhile my host told me his story, how hard he worked "bogging" for a neighboring farmer, turning up a meadow with a spade or bog hoe at the rate of ten dollars an acre and the use of the land with manure for one year, and his little broad-faced son worked cheerfully at his father's side the while, not knowing how poor a bargain the latter had made. I tried to help him with my experience, telling him that he was one of my nearest neighbors, and that I too, who came a-fishing here, and looked like a loafer, was getting my living like himself; that I lived in a tight, light, and clean house, which hardly cost more than the annual rent of such a ruin as his commonly amounts to; and how, if he chose, he might in a month or two build himself a palace of his own; that I did not use tea, nor coffee, nor butter, nor milk, nor fresh meat, and so did not have to work to get them; again, as I did not work hard, I did not have to eat hard, and it cost me but a trifle for my food; but as he began with tea, and coffee, and butter, and milk, and beef, he had to work hard to pay for them, and when he had worked hard he had to eat hard again to repair the waste of his system- and so it was as broad as it was long, indeed it was broader than it was long, for he was discontented and wasted his life into the bargain; and yet he had rated it as a gain in coming to America, that here you could get tea, and coffee, and meat every day. But the only true America is that country where you are at liberty to pursue such a mode of life as may enable you to do without these, and where the state does not endeavor to compel you to sustain the slavery and war and other superfluous expenses which directly or indirectly result from the use of such things. For I purposely talked to him as if he were a philosopher, or desired to be one. I should be glad if all the meadows on the earth were left in a wild state, if that were the consequence of men's beginning to redeem themselves. A man will not need to study history to find out what is best for his own culture. But alas! the culture of an Irishman is an enterprise to be undertaken with a sort of moral bog hoe. I told him, that as he worked so hard at bogging, he required thick boots and stout clothing, which yet were soon soiled and worn out, but I wore light shoes and thin clothing, which cost not half so much, though he might think that I was dressed like a gentleman (which, however, was not the case), and in an hour or two, without labor, but as a recreation, I could, if I wished, catch as many fish as I should want for two days, or earn enough money to support me a week. If he and his family would live simply, they might all go a-huckleberrying in the summer for their amusement. John heaved a sigh at this, and his wife stared with arms a-kimbo, and both appeared to be wondering if they had capital enough to begin such a course with, or arithmetic enough to carry it through. It was sailing by dead reckoning to them, and they saw not clearly how to make their port so; therefore I suppose they still take life bravely, after their fashion, face to face, giving it tooth and nail, not having skill to split its massive columns with any fine entering wedge, and rout it in detail;- thinking to deal with it roughly, as one should handle a thistle. But they fight at an overwhelming disadvantage- living, John Field, alas! without arithmetic, and failing so."

And on, once more to Thoreau's favourite theme: 

"Rise free from care before the dawn, and seek adventures. Let the noon find thee by other lakes, and the night overtake thee everywhere at home. There are no larger fields than these, no worthier games than may here be played. ... Enjoy the land, but own it not. Through want of enterprise and faith men are where they are, buying and selling, and spending their lives like serfs."

The purpose of life was the enjoyment had in simply experiencing it. Every day is to present a new experience, we should limit the rehashing of the old. To those who do not include new experiences, the tame, "their life pines because it breathes its own breath over again ... We should come home from far, from adventures, and perils, and discoveries every day, with new experience and character." 

Higher Laws: Chapter Eleven.
Food is one of the themes pursued by Thoreau in his eleventh chapter. 

"I have found repeatedly, of late years, that I cannot fish without falling a little in self-respect. I have tried it again and again. I have skill at it, and, like many of my fellows, a certain instinct for it, which revives from time to time, but always when I have done I feel that it would have been better if I had not fished. ... There is unquestionably this instinct in me which belongs to the lower orders of creation; yet with every year I am less a fisherman, though without more humanity or even wisdom; at present I am no fisherman at all. But I see that if I were to live in a wilderness I should again be tempted to become a fisher and hunter in earnest. ... The practical objection to animal food in my case was its uncleanness [Thoreau was obliged to do his own butchering] ... A little bread or a few potatoes would have done as well, with less trouble and filth. Like many of my contemporaries, I had rarely for many years used animal food, or tea, or coffee, etc.; not so much because of any ill effects which I had traced to them, as because they were not agreeable to my imagination. ... I believe that every man who has ever been earnest to preserve his higher or poetic faculties in the best condition has been particularly inclined to abstain from animal food, and from much food of any kind. ... put an extra condiment into your dish, and it will poison you. It is not worth the while to live by rich cookery. ... Is it not a reproach that man is a carnivorous animal? True, he can and does live, in a great measure, by preying on other animals; but this is a miserable way -- as any one who will go to snaring rabbits, or slaughtering lambs, may learn -- and he will be regarded as a benefactor of his race who shall teach man to confine himself to a more innocent and wholesome diet. Whatever my own practice may be, I have no doubt that it is a part of the destiny of the human race, in its gradual improvement, to leave off eating animals, as surely as the savage tribes have left off eating each other when they came in contact with the more civilized."

Further on, in his chapter on Higher Laws, Thoreau extends his views on food by declaring "that water is the only drink for a wise man ..." 

House-Warming: Chapter Thirteen. - Thoreau's ideal house and home: 

"I sometimes dream of a larger and more populous house, standing in a golden age, of enduring materials, and without gingerbread work, which shall still consist of only one room, a vast, rude, substantial, primitive hall, without ceiling or plastering, with bare rafters ... to keep off rain and snow... a cavernous house, wherein you must reach up a torch upon a pole to see the roof; where some may live in the fireplace, some in the recess of a window, ... a house which you have got into when you have opened the outside door, and the ceremony is over; ... where you can see all the treasures of the house at one view, and everything hangs upon its peg, that a man should use; at once kitchen, pantry, parlor, chamber, storehouse, and garret; where you can see so necessary a thing as a barrel or a ladder, so convenient a thing as a cupboard, and hear the pot boil, and pay your respects to the fire that cooks your dinner, and the oven that bakes your bread, and the necessary furniture and utensils are the chief ornaments; ... [and a trapdoor where] the cook would descend into the cellar... A house whose inside is as open and manifest as a bird's nest, and you cannot go in at the front door and out at the back without seeing some of its inhabitants; where to be a guest is to be presented with the freedom of the house, and not to be carefully excluded from seven eighths of it, shut up in a particular cell, and told to make yourself at home therein solitary confinement. Nowadays the host does not admit you to his hearth, ... and hospitality is the art of keeping you at the greatest distance. There is as much secrecy about the cooking as if he had a design to poison you."

Thoreau's wood pile: 

"It is remarkable what a value is still put upon wood even in this age and in this new country, a value more permanent and universal than that of gold. After all our discoveries and inventions no man will go by a pile of wood. It is as precious to us as it was to our Saxon and Norman ancestors. Every man looks at his wood-pile with a kind of affection. I love to have mine before my window, and the more chips the better to remind me of my pleasing work. I had an old axe which nobody claimed, with which by spells in winter days, on the sunny side of the house, I played about the stumps which I had got out of my bean-field. As my driver prophesied when I was plowing, they warmed me twice- once while I was splitting them, and again when they were on the fire, so that no fuel could give out more heat."

Winter Animals: Chapter Fifteen. - The sweet corn and the canny squirrel: 

"Usually the red squirrel (Sciurus Hudsonius) waked me in the dawn, coursing over the roof and up and down the sides of the house, as if sent out of the woods for this purpose. In the course of the winter I threw out half a bushel of ears of sweet corn, which had not got ripe, on to the snow-crust by my door, and was amused by watching the motions of the various animals which were baited by it. In the twilight and the night the rabbits came regularly and made a hearty meal. All day long the red squirrels came and went, and afforded me much entertainment by their manoeuvres. One would approach at first warily through the shrub oaks, running over the snow-crust by fits and starts like a leaf blown by the wind, now a few paces this way, with wonderful speed and waste of energy, making inconceivable haste with his "trotters," as if it were for a wager, and now as many paces that way, but never getting on more than half a rod at a time; and then suddenly pausing with a ludicrous expression and a gratuitous somerset, as if all the eyes in the universe were eyed on him -- for all the motions of a squirrel, even in the most solitary recesses of the forest, imply spectators as much as those of a dancing girl -- wasting more time in delay and circumspection than would have sufficed to walk the whole distance -- I never saw one walk -- and then suddenly, before you could say Jack Robinson, he would be in the top of a young pitch pine, winding up his clock and chiding all imaginary spectators, soliloquizing and talking to all the universe at the same time -- for no reason that I could ever detect, or he himself was aware of, I suspect. At length he would reach the corn, and selecting a suitable ear, frisk about in the same uncertain trigonometrical way to the topmost stick of my wood-pile, before my window, where he looked me in the face, and there sit for hours, supplying himself with a new ear from time to time, nibbling at first voraciously and throwing the half-naked cobs about; till at length he grew more dainty still and played with his food, tasting only the inside of the kernel, and the ear, which was held balanced over the stick by one paw, slipped from his careless grasp and fell to the ground, when he would look over at it with a ludicrous expression of uncertainty, as if suspecting that it had life, with a mind not made up whether to get it again, or a new one, or be off; now thinking of corn, then listening to hear what was in the wind. So the little impudent fellow would waste many an ear in a forenoon; till at last, seizing some longer and plumper one, considerably bigger than himself, and skilfully balancing it, he would set out with it to the woods, like a tiger with a buffalo, by the same zig-zag course and frequent pauses, scratching along with it as if it were too heavy for him and falling all the while, making its fall a diagonal between a perpendicular and horizontal, being determined to put it through at any rate; -- a singularly frivolous and whimsical fellow;- and so he would get off with it to where he lived, perhaps carry it to the top of a pine tree forty or fifty rods distant, and I would afterwards find the cobs strewn about the woods in various directions."

Dog lost, -- Man found: 

"One day a man came to my hut from Lexington to inquire after his hound that made a large track, and had been hunting for a week by himself. But I fear that he was not the wiser for all I told him, for every time I attempted to answer his questions he interrupted me by asking, "What do you do here?" He had lost a dog, but found a man."

The mouse who eats a tree for dinner: 

"Squirrels and wild mice disputed for my store of nuts. There were scores of pitch pines around my house, from one to four inches in diameter, which had been gnawed by mice the previous winter -- a Norwegian winter for them, for the snow lay long and deep, and they were obliged to mix a large proportion of pine bark with their other diet. These trees were alive and apparently flourishing at midsummer, and many of them had grown a foot, though completely girdled; but after another winter such were without exception dead. It is remarkable that a single mouse should thus be allowed a whole pine tree for its dinner, gnawing round instead of up and down it; but perhaps it is necessary in order to thin these trees, which are wont to grow up densely."
The Pond in Winter: Chapter Sixteen. - The fish of Walden Pond: 

"The perch swallows the grub-worm, the pickerel swallows the perch, and the fisher-man swallows the pickerel; and so all the chinks in the scale of being are filled. ... Ah, the pickerel of Walden! when I see them lying on the ice, or in the well which the fisherman cuts in the ice, making a little by their rare beauty, as if they were fabulous fishes, they are so foreign to the streets, even to the woods, foreign as Arabia to our Concord life. They possess a quite dazzling and transcendent beauty which separates them by a wide interval from the cadaverous cod and haddock whose fame is trumpeted in our streets. They are not green like the pines, nor gray like the stones, nor blue like the sky; but they have, to my eyes, if possible, yet rarer colors, like flowers and precious stones, as if they were the pearls, the animalized nuclei or crystals of the Walden water. They, of course, are Walden all over and all through; are themselves small Waldens in the animal kingdom, Waldenses. "Ah, the pickerel of Walden! when I see them lying on the ice, or in the well which the fisherman cuts in the ice, making a little by their rare beauty, as if they were fabulous fishes, they are so foreign to the streets, even to the woods, foreign as Arabia to our Concord life. They possess a quite dazzling and transcendent beauty which separates them by a wide interval from the cadaverous cod and haddock whose fame is trumpeted in our streets. They are not green like the pines, nor gray like the stones, nor blue like the sky; but they have, to my eyes, if possible, yet rarer colors, like flowers and precious stones, as if they were the pearls, the animalized nuclei or crystals of the Walden water. They, of course, are Walden all over and all through; are themselves small Waldens in the animal kingdom, Waldenses."

Some of Thoreau's notions on the law: 

"Our notions of law and harmony are commonly confined to those instances which we detect; but the harmony which results from a far greater number of seemingly conflicting, but really concurring, laws, which we have not detected, is still more wonderful. The particular laws are as our points of view, as, to the traveller, a mountain outline varies with every step, and it has an infinite number of profiles, though absolutely but one form. Even when cleft or bored through it is not comprehended in its entireness."

Spring: Chapter Seventeen.
"One attraction in coming to the woods to live was that I should have leisure and opportunity to see the Spring come in. The ice in the pond at length begins to be honeycombed, and I can set my heel in it as I walk. Fogs and rains and warmer suns are gradually melting the snow; the days have grown sensibly longer; and I see how I shall get through the winter without adding to my woodpile, for large fires are no longer necessary. I am on the alert for the first signs of spring, to hear the chance note of some arriving bird, or the striped squirrel's chirp, for his stores must be now nearly exhausted, or see the woodchuck venture out of his winter quarters. ... When the ground was partially bare of snow, and a few warm days had dried its surface somewhat, it was pleasant to compare the first tender signs of the infant year just peeping forth with the stately beauty of the withered vegetation which had withstood the winter, -- life-everlasting, goldenrods, pinweeds, and graceful wild grasses ... ... Walden is melting apace. There is a canal two rods wide along the northerly and westerly sides, and wider still at the east end. A great field of ice has cracked off from the main body. I hear a song sparrow singing from the bushes on the shore, -- olit, olit, olit, -- chip, chip, chip, che char, -- che wiss, wiss, wiss. He too is helping to crack it. ... It is glorious to behold this ribbon of water sparkling in the sun, the bare face of the pond full of glee and youth, as if it spoke the joy of the fishes within it ... Walden was dead and is alive again. ... You may tell by looking at any twig of the forest, ay, at your very wood-pile, whether its winter is past or not. As it grew darker, I was startled by the honking of geese flying low over the woods, like weary travellers getting in late from Southern lakes, and indulging at last in unrestrained complaint and mutual consolation. ... Early in May, the oaks, hickories, maples, and other trees, just putting out amidst the pine woods around the pond, imparted a brightness like sunshine to the landscape, especially in cloudy days, as if the sun were breaking through mists and shining faintly on the hillsides here and there. On the third or fourth of May I saw a loon in the pond, and during the first week of the month I heard the whip-poor-will, the brown thrasher, the veery, the wood pewee, the chewink, and other birds. I had heard the wood thrush long before. The phoebe had already come once more and looked in at my door and window, to see if my house was cavern-like enough for her, sustaining herself on humming winds with clinched talons, as if she held by the air, while she surveyed the premises. The sulphur-like pollen of the pitch pine soon covered the pond ... This is the "sulphur showers" ... And so the seasons went rolling on into summer, as one rambles into higher and higher grass."

Disposable nature: 

"I love to see that Nature is so rife with life that myriads can be afforded to be sacrificed and suffered to prey on one another; that tender organizations can be so serenely squashed out of existence like pulp-tadpoles which herons gobble up, and tortoises and toads run over in the road; ... we must see how little account is to be made of it. The impression made on a wise man is that of universal innocence. Poison is not poisonous after all, nor are any wounds fatal. Compassion is a very untenable ground. It must be expeditious. Its pleadings will not bear to be stereotyped."

Conclusion: Chapter Eighteen.
Thoreau wraps up his book giving forth with his reflections on life: 

"Yet we should oftener look over the tafferel of our craft, like curious passengers, and not make the voyage like stupid sailors picking oakum."
...
... Explore thyself." 

In this, his last chapter, Thoreau peppers us with his various thoughts. For example, what is it that drives a citizen to resolve to obey the laws of the country. In the past it was "honor and religion," no matter that the citizen did not understand the law, or to what purpose it served; honor and religion, -- more common back in Thoreau's days, and rarely these days -- is considered to be the guiding lights of a person's life: what of the little understood laws? Persons, more and more, will bring themselves "in formal opposition" to what are deemed "the most sacred laws of society," and will not be constrained by yet more "sacred" laws. 

"It is not for a man to put himself in such an attitude to society, but to maintain himself in whatever attitude he find himself through obedience to the laws of his being, which will never be one of opposition to a just government, if he should chance to meet with such." 

Just as he gave his reasons for going to the woods at the first of the book, Thoreau gives his reasons for leaving at the end of his book. 

"I left the woods for as good a reason as I went there. Perhaps it seemed to me that I had several more lives to live, and could not spare any more time for that one. It is remarkable how easily and insensibly we fall into a particular route, and make a beaten track for ourselves. ... how deep the ruts of tradition and conformity!" 

Fulfill your dreams: 

"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." 

Come awake and cure yourself of brain rot: 

"Why level downward to our dullest perception always, and praise that as common sense? The commonest sense is the sense of men asleep, which they express by snoring. ... but in this part of the world it is considered a ground for complaint if a man's writings admit of more than one interpretation. While England endeavors to cure the potato-rot, will not any endeavor to cure the brain-rot, which prevails so much more widely and fatally?" 

Follow your own drummer: 

"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. It is not important that he should mature as soon as an apple tree or an oak." 

Better an irrelevant truth then any kind of a falsehood: 

"No face which we can give to a matter will stead us so well at last as the truth. This alone wears well. For the most part, we are not where we are, but in a false position. ... Say what you have to say, not what you ought. Any truth is better than make-believe. Tom Hyde, the tinker, standing on the gallows, was asked if he had anything to say. 'Tell the tailors,' said he, 'to remember to make a knot in their thread before they take the first stitch.' His companion's prayer is forgotten." 

Never mind wealth, -- live your life: 

"However mean your life is, meet it and live it; do not shun it and call it hard names. ... Love your life, poor as it is. You may perhaps have some pleasant, thrilling, glorious hours, even in a poor-house. ... I do not see but a quiet mind may live as contentedly there, and have as cheering thoughts, as in a palace. The town's poor seem to me often to live the most independent lives of any. ... Cultivate poverty like a garden herb, like sage. Do not trouble yourself much to get new things, whether clothes or friends. Turn the old; return to them. Things do not change; we change. Sell your clothes and keep your thoughts. God will see that you do not want society. If I were confined to a corner of a garret all my days, like a spider, the world would be just as large to me while I had my thoughts about me. ... [Even if we were to become immensely rich] our aims must still be the same, and our means essentially the same. Moreover, if you are restricted in your range by poverty, if you cannot buy books and newspapers, for instance, you are but confined to the most significant and vital experiences; you are compelled to deal with the material which yields the most sugar and the most starch. It is life near the bone where it is sweetest. ... Superfluous wealth can buy superfluities only." 

Never mind your neighbours, -- live your life: 

"... My neighbors tell me of their adventures with famous gentlemen and ladies, what notabilities they met at the dinner-table; but I am no more interested in such things than in the contents of the Daily Times. The interest and the conversation are about costume and manners chiefly; but a goose is a goose still, dress it as you will." 

