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WALKING



by Henry Dav�d Thoreau

I w�sh to speak a word for Nature, for absolute Freedom and
W�ldness, as contrasted w�th a freedom and culture merely c�v�l,—to
regard man as an �nhab�tant, or a part and parcel of Nature, rather
than a member of soc�ety. I w�sh to make an extreme statement, �f so
I may make an emphat�c one, for there are enough champ�ons of
c�v�l�zat�on: the m�n�ster and the school comm�ttee and every one of
you w�ll take care of that.

I have met w�th but one or two persons �n the course of my l�fe
who understood the art of Walk�ng, that �s, of tak�ng walks—who had
a gen�us, so to speak, for saunter�ng, wh�ch word �s beaut�fully
der�ved “from �dle people who roved about the country, �n the M�ddle
Ages, and asked char�ty, under pretense of go�ng à la Sa�nte Terre,”
to the Holy Land, t�ll the ch�ldren excla�med, “There goes a Sa�nte-
Terrer,” a Saunterer, a Holy-Lander. They who never go to the Holy
Land �n the�r walks, as they pretend, are �ndeed mere �dlers and
vagabonds; but they who do go there are saunterers �n the good
sense, such as I mean. Some, however, would der�ve the word from
sans terre w�thout land or a home, wh�ch, therefore, �n the good
sense, w�ll mean, hav�ng no part�cular home, but equally at home
everywhere. For th�s �s the secret of successful saunter�ng. He who
s�ts st�ll �n a house all the t�me may be the greatest vagrant of all; but
the saunterer, �n the good sense, �s no more vagrant than the
meander�ng r�ver, wh�ch �s all the wh�le sedulously seek�ng the
shortest course to the sea. But I prefer the f�rst, wh�ch, �ndeed, �s the
most probable der�vat�on. For every walk �s a sort of crusade,



preached by some Peter the Herm�t �n us, to go forth and reconquer
th�s Holy Land from the hands of the Inf�dels.

It �s true, we are but fa�nt-hearted crusaders, even the walkers,
nowadays, who undertake no persever�ng, never-end�ng enterpr�ses.
Our exped�t�ons are but tours, and come round aga�n at even�ng to
the old hearth-s�de from wh�ch we set out. Half the walk �s but
retrac�ng our steps. We should go forth on the shortest walk,
perchance, �n the sp�r�t of undy�ng adventure, never to return,—
prepared to send back our embalmed hearts only as rel�cs to our
desolate k�ngdoms. If you are ready to leave father and mother, and
brother and s�ster, and w�fe and ch�ld and fr�ends, and never see
them aga�n,—�f you have pa�d your debts, and made your w�ll, and
settled all your affa�rs, and are a free man; then you are ready for a
walk.

To come down to my own exper�ence, my compan�on and I, for I
somet�mes have a compan�on, take pleasure �n fancy�ng ourselves
kn�ghts of a new, or rather an old, order—not Equestr�ans or
Cheval�ers, not R�tters or R�ders, but Walkers, a st�ll more anc�ent
and honorable class, I trust. The ch�valr�c and hero�c sp�r�t wh�ch
once belonged to the R�der seems now to res�de �n, or perchance to
have subs�ded �nto, the Walker—not the Kn�ght, but Walker Errant.
He �s a sort of fourth estate, outs�de of Church and State and
People.

We have felt that we almost alone hereabouts pract�ced th�s noble
art; though, to tell the truth, at least �f the�r own assert�ons are to be
rece�ved, most of my townsmen would fa�n walk somet�mes, as I do,
but they cannot. No wealth can buy the requ�s�te le�sure, freedom,
and �ndependence wh�ch are the cap�tal �n th�s profess�on. It comes
only by the grace of God. It requ�res a d�rect d�spensat�on from
Heaven to become a walker. You must be born �nto the fam�ly of the
Walkers. Ambulator nasc�tur, non f�t. Some of my townsmen, �t �s
true, can remember and have descr�bed to me some walks wh�ch
they took ten years ago, �n wh�ch they were so blessed as to lose
themselves for half an hour �n the woods; but I know very well that
they have conf�ned themselves to the h�ghway ever s�nce, whatever
pretens�ons they may make to belong to th�s select class. No doubt



they were elevated for a moment as by the rem�n�scence of a
prev�ous state of ex�stence, when even they were foresters and
outlaws.
         “When he came to grene wode,
            In a mery mornynge,
          There he herde the notes small
            Of byrdes mery syngynge.

         “It is ferre gone, sayd Robyn,
            That I was last here;
          Me lyste a lytell for to shote
            At the donne dere.”

I th�nk that I cannot preserve my health and sp�r�ts, unless I spend
four hours a day at least—and �t �s commonly more than that—
saunter�ng through the woods and over the h�lls and f�elds,
absolutely free from all worldly engagements. You may safely say, A
penny for your thoughts, or a thousand pounds. When somet�mes I
am rem�nded that the mechan�cs and shopkeepers stay �n the�r
shops not only all the forenoon, but all the afternoon too, s�tt�ng w�th
crossed legs, so many of them—as �f the legs were made to s�t
upon, and not to stand or walk upon—I th�nk that they deserve some
cred�t for not hav�ng all comm�tted su�c�de long ago.

I, who cannot stay �n my chamber for a s�ngle day w�thout
acqu�r�ng some rust, and when somet�mes I have stolen forth for a
walk at the eleventh hour, or four o’clock �n the afternoon, too late to
redeem the day, when the shades of n�ght were already beg�nn�ng to
be m�ngled w�th the dayl�ght, have felt as �f I had comm�tted some s�n
to be atoned for,—I confess that I am aston�shed at the power of
endurance, to say noth�ng of the moral �nsens�b�l�ty, of my ne�ghbors
who conf�ne themselves to shops and off�ces the whole day for
weeks and months, aye, and years almost together. I know not what
manner of stuff they are of—s�tt�ng there now at three o’clock �n the
afternoon, as �f �t were three o’clock �n the morn�ng. Bonaparte may
talk of the three-o’clock-�n-the-morn�ng courage, but �t �s noth�ng to
the courage wh�ch can s�t down cheerfully at th�s hour �n the
afternoon over aga�nst one’s self whom you have known all the
morn�ng, to starve out a garr�son to whom you are bound by such
strong t�es of sympathy. I wonder that about th�s t�me, or say
between four and f�ve o’clock �n the afternoon, too late for the
morn�ng papers and too early for the even�ng ones, there �s not a



general explos�on heard up and down the street, scatter�ng a leg�on
of ant�quated and house-bred not�ons and wh�ms to the four w�nds
for an a�r�ng—and so the ev�l cure �tself.

How womank�nd, who are conf�ned to the house st�ll more than
men, stand �t I do not know; but I have ground to suspect that most
of them do not stand �t at all. When, early �n a summer afternoon, we
have been shak�ng the dust of the v�llage from the sk�rts of our
garments, mak�ng haste past those houses w�th purely Dor�c or
Goth�c fronts, wh�ch have such an a�r of repose about them, my
compan�on wh�spers that probably about these t�mes the�r occupants
are all gone to bed. Then �t �s that I apprec�ate the beauty and the
glory of arch�tecture, wh�ch �tself never turns �n, but forever stands
out and erect, keep�ng watch over the slumberers.

No doubt temperament, and, above all, age, have a good deal to
do w�th �t. As a man grows older, h�s ab�l�ty to s�t st�ll and follow
�ndoor occupat�ons �ncreases. He grows vespert�nal �n h�s hab�ts as
the even�ng of l�fe approaches, t�ll at last he comes forth only just
before sundown, and gets all the walk that he requ�res �n half an
hour.

But the walk�ng of wh�ch I speak has noth�ng �n �t ak�n to tak�ng
exerc�se, as �t �s called, as the s�ck take med�c�ne at stated hours—
as the sw�ng�ng of dumb-bells or cha�rs; but �s �tself the enterpr�se
and adventure of the day. If you would get exerc�se, go �n search of
the spr�ngs of l�fe. Th�nk of a man’s sw�ng�ng dumb-bells for h�s
health, when those spr�ngs are bubbl�ng up �n far-off pastures
unsought by h�m!

Moreover, you must walk l�ke a camel, wh�ch �s sa�d to be the only
beast wh�ch rum�nates when walk�ng. When a traveler asked
Wordsworth’s servant to show h�m her master’s study, she
answered, “Here �s h�s l�brary, but h�s study �s out of doors.”

L�v�ng much out of doors, �n the sun and w�nd, w�ll no doubt
produce a certa�n roughness of character—w�ll cause a th�cker
cut�cle to grow over some of the f�ner qual�t�es of our nature, as on
the face and hands, or as severe manual labor robs the hands of
some of the�r del�cacy of touch. So stay�ng �n the house, on the other
hand, may produce a softness and smoothness, not to say th�nness



of sk�n, accompan�ed by an �ncreased sens�b�l�ty to certa�n
�mpress�ons. Perhaps we should be more suscept�ble to some
�nfluences �mportant to our �ntellectual and moral growth, �f the sun
had shone and the w�nd blown on us a l�ttle less; and no doubt �t �s a
n�ce matter to proport�on r�ghtly the th�ck and th�n sk�n. But meth�nks
that �s a scurf that w�ll fall off fast enough—that the natural remedy �s
to be found �n the proport�on wh�ch the n�ght bears to the day, the
w�nter to the summer, thought to exper�ence. There w�ll be so much
the more a�r and sunsh�ne �n our thoughts. The callous palms of the
laborer are conversant w�th f�ner t�ssues of self-respect and hero�sm,
whose touch thr�lls the heart, than the langu�d f�ngers of �dleness.
That �s mere sent�mental�ty that l�es abed by day and th�nks �tself
wh�te, far from the tan and callus of exper�ence.

When we walk, we naturally go to the f�elds and woods: what
would become of us, �f we walked only �n a garden or a mall? Even
some sects of ph�losophers have felt the necess�ty of �mport�ng the
woods to themselves, s�nce they d�d not go to the woods. “They
planted groves and walks of Platanes,” where they took subd�ales
ambulat�ones �n port�cos open to the a�r. Of course �t �s of no use to
d�rect our steps to the woods, �f they do not carry us th�ther. I am
alarmed when �t happens that I have walked a m�le �nto the woods
bod�ly, w�thout gett�ng there �n sp�r�t. In my afternoon walk I would
fa�n forget all my morn�ng occupat�ons and my obl�gat�ons to soc�ety.
But �t somet�mes happens that I cannot eas�ly shake off the v�llage.
The thought of some work w�ll run �n my head and I am not where
my body �s—I am out of my senses. In my walks I would fa�n return
to my senses. What bus�ness have I �n the woods, �f I am th�nk�ng of
someth�ng out of the woods? I suspect myself, and cannot help a
shudder when I f�nd myself so �mpl�cated even �n what are called
good works—for th�s may somet�mes happen.

My v�c�n�ty affords many good walks; and though for so many
years I have walked almost every day, and somet�mes for several
days together, I have not yet exhausted them. An absolutely new
prospect �s a great happ�ness, and I can st�ll get th�s any afternoon.
Two or three hours’ walk�ng w�ll carry me to as strange a country as I
expect ever to see. A s�ngle farmhouse wh�ch I had not seen before
�s somet�mes as good as the dom�n�ons of the k�ng of Dahomey.



There �s �n fact a sort of harmony d�scoverable between the
capab�l�t�es of the landscape w�th�n a c�rcle of ten m�les’ rad�us, or
the l�m�ts of an afternoon walk, and the threescore years and ten of
human l�fe. It w�ll never become qu�te fam�l�ar to you.

Nowadays almost all man’s �mprovements, so called, as the
bu�ld�ng of houses and the cutt�ng down of the forest and of all large
trees, s�mply deform the landscape, and make �t more and more
tame and cheap. A people who would beg�n by burn�ng the fences
and let the forest stand! I saw the fences half consumed, the�r ends
lost �n the m�ddle of the pra�r�e, and some worldly m�ser w�th a
surveyor look�ng after h�s bounds, wh�le heaven had taken place
around h�m, and he d�d not see the angels go�ng to and fro, but was
look�ng for an old post-hole �n the m�dst of parad�se. I looked aga�n,
and saw h�m stand�ng �n the m�ddle of a boggy Styg�an fen,
surrounded by dev�ls, and he had found h�s bounds w�thout a doubt,
three l�ttle stones, where a stake had been dr�ven, and look�ng
nearer, I saw that the Pr�nce of Darkness was h�s surveyor.

I can eas�ly walk ten, f�fteen, twenty, any number of m�les,
commenc�ng at my own door, w�thout go�ng by any house, w�thout
cross�ng a road except where the fox and the m�nk do: f�rst along by
the r�ver, and then the brook, and then the meadow and the wood-
s�de. There are square m�les �n my v�c�n�ty wh�ch have no �nhab�tant.
From many a h�ll I can see c�v�l�zat�on and the abodes of man afar.
The farmers and the�r works are scarcely more obv�ous than
woodchucks and the�r burrows. Man and h�s affa�rs, church and state
and school, trade and commerce, and manufactures and agr�culture
even pol�t�cs, the most alarm�ng of them all,—I am pleased to see
how l�ttle space they occupy �n the landscape. Pol�t�cs �s but a
narrow f�eld, and that st�ll narrower h�ghway yonder leads to �t. I
somet�mes d�rect the traveler th�ther. If you would go to the pol�t�cal
world, follow the great road,—follow that market-man, keep h�s dust
�n your eyes, and �t w�ll lead you stra�ght to �t; for �t, too, has �ts place
merely, and does not occupy all space. I pass from �t as from a bean
f�eld �nto the forest, and �t �s forgotten. In one half hour I can walk off
to some port�on of the earth’s surface where a man does not stand
from one year’s end to another, and there, consequently, pol�t�cs are
not, for they are but as the c�gar smoke of a man.



The v�llage �s the place to wh�ch the roads tend, a sort of
expans�on of the h�ghway, as a lake of a r�ver. It �s the body of wh�ch
roads are the arms and legs—a tr�v�al or quadr�v�al place, the
thoroughfare and ord�nary of travelers. The word �s from the Lat�n
v�lla wh�ch together w�th v�a, a way, or more anc�ently ved and vella,
Varro der�ves from veho, to carry, because the v�lla �s the place to
and from wh�ch th�ngs are carr�ed. They who got the�r l�v�ng by
team�ng were sa�d vellaturam facere. Hence, too, the Lat�n word v�l�s
and our v�le; also v�lla�n. Th�s suggests what k�nd of degeneracy
v�llagers are l�able to. They are wayworn by the travel that goes by
and over them, w�thout travel�ng themselves.

Some do not walk at all; others walk �n the h�ghways; a few walk
across lots. Roads are made for horses and men of bus�ness. I do
not travel �n them much, comparat�vely, because I am not �n a hurry
to get to any tavern or grocery or l�very-stable or depot to wh�ch they
lead. I am a good horse to travel, but not from cho�ce a roadster. The
landscape-pa�nter uses the f�gures of men to mark a road. He would
not make that use of my f�gure. I walk out �nto a nature such as the
old prophets and poets, Menu, Moses, Homer, Chaucer, walked �n.
You may name �t Amer�ca, but �t �s not Amer�ca: ne�ther Amer�cus
Vespuc�us, nor Columbus, nor the rest were the d�scoverers of �t.
There �s a truer amount of �t �n mythology than �n any h�story of
Amer�ca, so called, that I have seen.

However, there are a few old roads that may be trodden w�th prof�t,
as �f they led somewhere now that they are nearly d�scont�nued.
There �s the Old Marlborough Road, wh�ch does not go to
Marlborough now, meth�nks, unless that �s Marlborough where �t
carr�es me. I am the bolder to speak of �t here, because I presume
that there are one or two such roads �n every town.
       THE OLD MARLBOROUGH ROAD.

        Where they once dug for money,
        But never found any;
        Where sometimes Martial Miles
        Singly files,
        And Elijah Wood,
        I fear for no good:
        No other man,
        Save Elisha Dugan—
        O man of wild habits,
        Partridges and rabbits,



        Who hast no cares
        Only to set snares,
        Who liv’st all alone,
        Close to the bone;
        And where life is sweetest
        Constantly eatest.
     When the spring stirs my blood
      With the instinct to travel,
      I can get enough gravel
     On the Old Marlborough Road.
        Nobody repairs it,
        For nobody wears it;
        It is a living way,
        As the Christians say.
     Not many there be
      Who enter therein,
     Only the guests of the
      Irishman Quin.
     What is it, what is it
      But a direction out there,
     And the bare possibility
        Of going somewhere?
        Great guide boards of stone,
        But travelers none;
        Cenotaphs of the towns
        Named on their crowns.
        It is worth going to see
        Where you might be.
        What king
        Did the thing,
        I am still wondering;
        Set up how or when,
        By what selectmen,
        Gourgas or Lee,
        Clark or Darby?
        They’re a great endeavor
        To be something forever;
        Blank tablets of stone,
        Where a traveler might groan,
        And in one sentence
        Grave all that is known
        Which another might read,
        In his extreme need.
        I know one or two
        Lines that would do,
        Literature that might stand
        All over the land,
        Which a man could remember
        Till next December,
        And read again in the spring,
        After the thawing.
     If with fancy unfurled
      You leave your abode,
     You may go round the world
      By the Old Marlborough Road.



At present, �n th�s v�c�n�ty, the best part of the land �s not pr�vate
property; the landscape �s not owned, and the walker enjoys
comparat�ve freedom. But poss�bly the day w�ll come when �t w�ll be
part�t�oned off �nto so-called pleasure grounds, �n wh�ch a few w�ll
take a narrow and exclus�ve pleasure only,—when fences shall be
mult�pl�ed, and man traps and other eng�nes �nvented to conf�ne men
to the publ�c road, and walk�ng over the surface of God’s earth shall
be construed to mean trespass�ng on some gentleman’s grounds. To
enjoy a th�ng exclus�vely �s commonly to exclude yourself from the
true enjoyment of �t. Let us �mprove our opportun�t�es, then, before
the ev�l days come.

What �s �t that makes �t so hard somet�mes to determ�ne wh�ther
we w�ll walk? I bel�eve that there �s a subtle magnet�sm �n Nature,
wh�ch, �f we unconsc�ously y�eld to �t, w�ll d�rect us ar�ght. It �s not
�nd�fferent to us wh�ch way we walk. There �s a r�ght way; but we are
very l�able from heedlessness and stup�d�ty to take the wrong one.
We would fa�n take that walk, never yet taken by us through th�s
actual world, wh�ch �s perfectly symbol�cal of the path wh�ch we love
to travel �n the �nter�or and �deal world; and somet�mes, no doubt, we
f�nd �t d�ff�cult to choose our d�rect�on, because �t does not yet ex�st
d�st�nctly �n our �dea.

When I go out of the house for a walk, uncerta�n as yet wh�ther I
w�ll bend my steps, and subm�t myself to my �nst�nct to dec�de for
me, I f�nd, strange and wh�ms�cal as �t may seem, that I f�nally and
�nev�tably settle southwest, toward some part�cular wood or meadow
or deserted pasture or h�ll �n that d�rect�on. My needle �s slow to
settle—var�es a few degrees, and does not always po�nt due
southwest, �t �s true, and �t has good author�ty for th�s var�at�on, but �t
always settles between west and south-southwest. The future l�es
that way to me, and the earth seems more unexhausted and r�cher
on that s�de. The outl�ne wh�ch would bound my walks would be, not
a c�rcle, but a parabola, or rather l�ke one of those cometary orb�ts
wh�ch have been thought to be non-return�ng curves, �n th�s case
open�ng westward, �n wh�ch my house occup�es the place of the sun.
I turn round and round �rresolute somet�mes for a quarter of an hour,
unt�l I dec�de, for a thousandth t�me, that I w�ll walk �nto the
southwest or west. Eastward I go only by force; but westward I go



free. Th�ther no bus�ness leads me. It �s hard for me to bel�eve that I
shall f�nd fa�r landscapes or suff�c�ent w�ldness and freedom beh�nd
the eastern hor�zon. I am not exc�ted by the prospect of a walk
th�ther; but I bel�eve that the forest wh�ch I see �n the western hor�zon
stretches un�nterruptedly toward the sett�ng sun, and there are no
towns nor c�t�es �n �t of enough consequence to d�sturb me. Let me
l�ve where I w�ll, on th�s s�de �s the c�ty, on that the w�lderness, and
ever I am leav�ng the c�ty more and more, and w�thdraw�ng �nto the
w�lderness. I should not lay so much stress on th�s fact, �f I d�d not
bel�eve that someth�ng l�ke th�s �s the preva�l�ng tendency of my
countrymen. I must walk toward Oregon, and not toward Europe.
And that way the nat�on �s mov�ng, and I may say that mank�nd
progress from east to west. W�th�n a few years we have w�tnessed
the phenomenon of a southeastward m�grat�on, �n the settlement of
Austral�a; but th�s affects us as a retrograde movement, and, judg�ng
from the moral and phys�cal character of the f�rst generat�on of
Austral�ans, has not yet proved a successful exper�ment. The
eastern Tartars th�nk that there �s noth�ng west beyond Th�bet. “The
world ends there,” say they; “beyond there �s noth�ng but a shoreless
sea.” It �s unm�t�gated East where they l�ve.

We go eastward to real�ze h�story and study the works of art and
l�terature, retrac�ng the steps of the race; we go westward as �nto the
future, w�th a sp�r�t of enterpr�se and adventure. The Atlant�c �s a
Lethean stream, �n our passage over wh�ch we have had an
opportun�ty to forget the Old World and �ts �nst�tut�ons. If we do not
succeed th�s t�me, there �s perhaps one more chance for the race left
before �t arr�ves on the banks of the Styx; and that �s �n the Lethe of
the Pac�f�c, wh�ch �s three t�mes as w�de.

I know not how s�gn�f�cant �t �s, or how far �t �s an ev�dence of
s�ngular�ty, that an �nd�v�dual should thus consent �n h�s pett�est walk
w�th the general movement of the race; but I know that someth�ng
ak�n to the m�gratory �nst�nct �n b�rds and quadrupeds,—wh�ch, �n
some �nstances, �s known to have affected the squ�rrel tr�be,
�mpell�ng them to a general and myster�ous movement, �n wh�ch they
were seen, say some, cross�ng the broadest r�vers, each on �ts
part�cular ch�p, w�th �ts ta�l ra�sed for a sa�l, and br�dg�ng narrower
streams w�th the�r dead,—that someth�ng l�ke the furor wh�ch affects



the domest�c cattle �n the spr�ng, and wh�ch �s referred to a worm �n
the�r ta�ls,—affects both nat�ons and �nd�v�duals, e�ther perenn�ally or
from t�me to t�me. Not a flock of w�ld geese cackles over our town,
but �t to some extent unsettles the value of real estate here, and, �f I
were a broker, I should probably take that d�sturbance �nto account.
   “Than longen folk to gon on pilgrimages,
   And palmeres for to seken strange strondes.”

Every sunset wh�ch I w�tness �nsp�res me w�th the des�re to go to a
West as d�stant and as fa�r as that �nto wh�ch the sun goes down. He
appears to m�grate westward da�ly, and tempt us to follow h�m. He �s
the Great Western P�oneer whom the nat�ons follow. We dream all
n�ght of those mounta�n r�dges �n the hor�zon, though they may be of
vapor only, wh�ch were last g�lded by h�s rays. The �sland of Atlant�s,
and the �slands and gardens of the Hesper�des, a sort of terrestr�al
parad�se, appear to have been the Great West of the anc�ents,
enveloped �n mystery and poetry. Who has not seen �n �mag�nat�on,
when look�ng �nto the sunset sky, the gardens of the Hesper�des, and
the foundat�on of all those fables?

Columbus felt the westward tendency more strongly than any
before. He obeyed �t, and found a New World for Cast�le and Leon.
The herd of men �n those days scented fresh pastures from afar.
  “And now the sun had stretched out all the hills,
  And now was dropped into the western bay;
  At last he rose, and twitched his mantle blue;
  To-morrow to fresh woods and pastures new.”

Where on the globe can there be found an area of equal extent
w�th that occup�ed by the bulk of our States, so fert�le and so r�ch and
var�ed �n �ts product�ons, and at the same t�me so hab�table by the
European, as th�s �s? M�chaux, who knew but part of them, says that
“the spec�es of large trees are much more numerous �n North
Amer�ca than �n Europe; �n the Un�ted States there are more than
one hundred and forty spec�es that exceed th�rty feet �n he�ght; �n
France there are but th�rty that atta�n th�s s�ze.” Later botan�sts more
than conf�rm h�s observat�ons. Humboldt came to Amer�ca to real�ze
h�s youthful dreams of a trop�cal vegetat�on, and he beheld �t �n �ts
greatest perfect�on �n the pr�m�t�ve forests of the Amazon, the most
g�gant�c w�lderness on the earth, wh�ch he has so eloquently
descr�bed. The geographer Guyot, h�mself a European, goes further



—further than I am ready to follow h�m; yet not when he says: “As
the plant �s made for the an�mal, as the vegetable world �s made for
the an�mal world, Amer�ca �s made for the man of the Old World....
The man of the Old World sets out upon h�s way. Leav�ng the
h�ghlands of As�a, he descends from stat�on to stat�on towards
Europe. Each of h�s steps �s marked by a new c�v�l�zat�on super�or to
the preced�ng, by a greater power of development. Arr�ved at the
Atlant�c, he pauses on the shore of th�s unknown ocean, the bounds
of wh�ch he knows not, and turns upon h�s footpr�nts for an �nstant.”
When he has exhausted the r�ch so�l of Europe, and re�nv�gorated
h�mself, “then recommences h�s adventurous career westward as �n
the earl�est ages.” So far Guyot.

From th�s western �mpulse com�ng �n contact w�th the barr�er of the
Atlant�c sprang the commerce and enterpr�se of modern t�mes. The
younger M�chaux, �n h�s Travels West of the Alleghan�es �n 1802,
says that the common �nqu�ry �n the newly settled West was, “‘From
what part of the world have you come?’ As �f these vast and fert�le
reg�ons would naturally be the place of meet�ng and common country
of all the �nhab�tants of the globe.”

To use an obsolete Lat�n word, I m�ght say, Ex or�ente lux; ex
occ�dente FRUX. From the East l�ght; from the West fru�t.

S�r Franc�s Head, an Engl�sh traveler and a Governor-General of
Canada, tells us that “�n both the northern and southern hem�spheres
of the New World, Nature has not only outl�ned her works on a larger
scale, but has pa�nted the whole p�cture w�th br�ghter and more
costly colors than she used �n del�neat�ng and �n beaut�fy�ng the Old
World.... The heavens of Amer�ca appear �nf�n�tely h�gher, the sky �s
bluer, the a�r �s fresher, the cold �s �ntenser, the moon looks larger,
the stars are br�ghter the thunder �s louder, the l�ghtn�ng �s v�v�der,
the w�nd �s stronger, the ra�n �s heav�er, the mounta�ns are h�gher, the
r�vers longer, the forests b�gger, the pla�ns broader.” Th�s statement
w�ll do at least to set aga�nst Buffon’s account of th�s part of the
world and �ts product�ons.

L�nnæus sa�d long ago, “Nesc�o quæ fac�es læta, glabra plant�s
Amer�can�s” (I know not what there �s of joyous and smooth �n the
aspect of Amer�can plants); and I th�nk that �n th�s country there are



no, or at most very few, Afr�canæ best�æ, Afr�can beasts, as the
Romans called them, and that �n th�s respect also �t �s pecul�arly
f�tted for the hab�tat�on of man. We are told that w�th�n three m�les of
the center of the East Ind�an c�ty of S�ngapore, some of the
�nhab�tants are annually carr�ed off by t�gers; but the traveler can l�e
down �n the woods at n�ght almost anywhere �n North Amer�ca
w�thout fear of w�ld beasts.

These are encourag�ng test�mon�es. If the moon looks larger here
than �n Europe, probably the sun looks larger also. If the heavens of
Amer�ca appear �nf�n�tely h�gher, and the stars br�ghter, I trust that
these facts are symbol�cal of the he�ght to wh�ch the ph�losophy and
poetry and rel�g�on of her �nhab�tants may one day soar. At length,
perchance, the �mmater�al heaven w�ll appear as much h�gher to the
Amer�can m�nd, and the �nt�mat�ons that star �t as much br�ghter. For
I bel�eve that cl�mate does thus react on man—as there �s someth�ng
�n the mounta�n a�r that feeds the sp�r�t and �nsp�res. W�ll not man
grow to greater perfect�on �ntellectually as well as phys�cally under
these �nfluences? Or �s �t un�mportant how many foggy days there
are �n h�s l�fe? I trust that we shall be more �mag�nat�ve, that our
thoughts w�ll be clearer, fresher, and more ethereal, as our sky—our
understand�ng more comprehens�ve and broader, l�ke our pla�ns—
our �ntellect generally on a grander scale, l�ke our thunder and
l�ghtn�ng, our r�vers and mounta�ns and forests,—and our hearts
shall even correspond �n breadth and depth and grandeur to our
�nland seas. Perchance there w�ll appear to the traveler someth�ng,
he knows not what, of læta and glabra, of joyous and serene, �n our
very faces. Else to what end does the world go on, and why was
Amer�ca d�scovered?

To Amer�cans I hardly need to say—
      “Westward the star of empire takes its way.”

As a true patr�ot, I should be ashamed to th�nk that Adam �n
parad�se was more favorably s�tuated on the whole than the
backwoodsman �n th�s country.

Our sympath�es �n Massachusetts are not conf�ned to New
England; though we may be estranged from the South, we
sympath�ze w�th the West. There �s the home of the younger sons,



as among the Scand�nav�ans they took to the sea for the�r
�nher�tance. It �s too late to be study�ng Hebrew; �t �s more �mportant
to understand even the slang of today.

Some months ago I went to see a panorama of the Rh�ne. It was
l�ke a dream of the M�ddle Ages. I floated down �ts h�stor�c stream �n
someth�ng more than �mag�nat�on, under br�dges bu�lt by the
Romans, and repa�red by later heroes, past c�t�es and castles whose
very names were mus�c to my ears, and each of wh�ch was the
subject of a legend. There were Ehrenbre�tste�n and Rolandseck and
Coblentz, wh�ch I knew only �n h�story. They were ru�ns that
�nterested me ch�efly. There seemed to come up from �ts waters and
�ts v�ne-clad h�lls and valleys a hushed mus�c as of crusaders
depart�ng for the Holy Land. I floated along under the spell of
enchantment, as �f I had been transported to an hero�c age, and
breathed an atmosphere of ch�valry.

Soon after, I went to see a panorama of the M�ss�ss�pp�, and as I
worked my way up the r�ver �n the l�ght of to-day, and saw the
steamboats wood�ng up, counted the r�s�ng c�t�es, gazed on the fresh
ru�ns of Nauvoo, beheld the Ind�ans mov�ng west across the stream,
and, as before I had looked up the Moselle, now looked up the Oh�o
and the M�ssour� and heard the legends of Dubuque and of
Wenona’s Cl�ff—st�ll th�nk�ng more of the future than of the past or
present—I saw that th�s was a Rh�ne stream of a d�fferent k�nd; that
the foundat�ons of castles were yet to be la�d, and the famous
br�dges were yet to be thrown over the r�ver; and I felt that th�s was
the hero�c age �tself, though we know �t not, for the hero �s commonly
the s�mplest and obscurest of men.

The West of wh�ch I speak �s but another name for the W�ld; and
what I have been prepar�ng to say �s, that �n W�ldness �s the
preservat�on of the World. Every tree sends �ts f�bers forth �n search
of the W�ld. The c�t�es �mport �t at any pr�ce. Men plow and sa�l for �t.
From the forest and w�lderness come the ton�cs and barks wh�ch
brace mank�nd. Our ancestors were savages. The story of Romulus
and Remus be�ng suckled by a wolf �s not a mean�ngless fable. The
founders of every state wh�ch has r�sen to em�nence have drawn
the�r nour�shment and v�gor from a s�m�lar w�ld source. It was



because the ch�ldren of the Emp�re were not suckled by the wolf that
they were conquered and d�splaced by the ch�ldren of the northern
forests who were.

I bel�eve �n the forest, and �n the meadow, and �n the n�ght �n wh�ch
the corn grows. We requ�re an �nfus�on of hemlock spruce or arbor
v�tæ �n our tea. There �s a d�fference between eat�ng and dr�nk�ng for
strength and from mere gluttony. The Hottentots eagerly devour the
marrow of the koodoo and other antelopes raw, as a matter of
course. Some of our northern Ind�ans eat raw the marrow of the
Arct�c re�ndeer, as well as var�ous other parts, �nclud�ng the summ�ts
of the antlers, as long as they are soft. And here�n, perchance, they
have stolen a march on the cooks of Par�s. They get what usually
goes to feed the f�re. Th�s �s probably better than stall-fed beef and
slaughterhouse pork to make a man of. G�ve me a w�ldness whose
glance no c�v�l�zat�on can endure,—as �f we l�ved on the marrow of
koodoos devoured raw.

There are some �ntervals wh�ch border the stra�n of the wood-
thrush, to wh�ch I would m�grate—w�ld lands where no settler has
squatted; to wh�ch, meth�nks, I am already accl�mated.

The Afr�can hunter Cumm�ng tells us that the sk�n of the eland, as
well as that of most other antelopes just k�lled, em�ts the most
del�c�ous perfume of trees and grass. I would have every man so
much l�ke a w�ld antelope, so much a part and parcel of Nature, that
h�s very person should thus sweetly advert�se our senses of h�s
presence, and rem�nd us of those parts of nature wh�ch he most
haunts. I feel no d�spos�t�on to be sat�r�cal, when the trapper’s coat
em�ts the odor of musquash even; �t �s a sweeter scent to me than
that wh�ch commonly exhales from the merchant’s or the scholar’s
garments. When I go �nto the�r wardrobes and handle the�r
vestments, I am rem�nded of no grassy pla�ns and flowery meads
wh�ch they have frequented, but of dusty merchants’ exchanges and
l�brar�es rather.

A tanned sk�n �s someth�ng more than respectable, and perhaps
ol�ve �s a f�tter color than wh�te for a man—a den�zen of the woods.
“The pale wh�te man!” I do not wonder that the Afr�can p�t�ed h�m.
Darw�n the natural�st says, “A wh�te man bath�ng by the s�de of a



Tah�t�an was l�ke a plant bleached by the gardener’s art, compared
w�th a f�ne, dark green one, grow�ng v�gorously �n the open f�elds.”

Ben Jonson excla�ms,—
“How near to good is what is fair!”

So I would say,—
“How near to good is what is wild!”

L�fe cons�sts w�th w�ldness. The most al�ve �s the w�ldest. Not yet
subdued to man, �ts presence refreshes h�m. One who pressed
forward �ncessantly and never rested from h�s labors, who grew fast
and made �nf�n�te demands on l�fe, would always f�nd h�mself �n a
new country or w�lderness, and surrounded by the raw mater�al of
l�fe. He would be cl�mb�ng over the prostrate stems of pr�m�t�ve forest
trees.

Hope and the future for me are not �n lawns and cult�vated f�elds,
not �n towns and c�t�es, but �n the �mperv�ous and quak�ng swamps.
When, formerly, I have analyzed my part�al�ty for some farm wh�ch I
had contemplated purchas�ng, I have frequently found that I was
attracted solely by a few square rods of �mpermeable and
unfathomable bog—a natural s�nk �n one corner of �t. That was the
jewel wh�ch dazzled me. I der�ve more of my subs�stence from the
swamps wh�ch surround my nat�ve town than from the cult�vated
gardens �n the v�llage. There are no r�cher parterres to my eyes than
the dense beds of dwarf andromeda (Cassandra calyculata) wh�ch
cover these tender places on the earth’s surface. Botany cannot go
farther than tell me the names of the shrubs wh�ch grow there—the
h�gh-blueberry, pan�cled andromeda, lamb-k�ll, azalea, and rhodora
—all stand�ng �n the quak�ng sphagnum. I often th�nk that I should
l�ke to have my house front on th�s mass of dull red bushes, om�tt�ng
other flower plots and borders, transplanted spruce and tr�m box,
even graveled walks—to have th�s fert�le spot under my w�ndows,
not a few �mported barrow-fuls of so�l only to cover the sand wh�ch
was thrown out �n d�gg�ng the cellar. Why not put my house, my
parlor, beh�nd th�s plot, �nstead of beh�nd that meager assemblage of
cur�os�t�es, that poor apology for a Nature and art, wh�ch I call my
front yard? It �s an effort to clear up and make a decent appearance
when the carpenter and mason have departed, though done as



much for the passer-by as the dweller w�th�n. The most tasteful front-
yard fence was never an agreeable object of study to me; the most
elaborate ornaments, acorn tops, or what not, soon wear�ed and
d�sgusted me. Br�ng your s�lls up to the very edge of the swamp,
then (though �t may not be the best place for a dry cellar,) so that
there be no access on that s�de to c�t�zens. Front yards are not made
to walk �n, but, at most, through, and you could go �n the back way.

Yes, though you may th�nk me perverse, �f �t were proposed to me
to dwell �n the ne�ghborhood of the most beaut�ful garden that ever
human art contr�ved, or else of a d�smal swamp, I should certa�nly
dec�de for the swamp. How va�n, then, have been all your labors,
c�t�zens, for me!

My sp�r�ts �nfall�bly r�se �n proport�on to the outward drear�ness.
G�ve me the ocean, the desert, or the w�lderness! In the desert, pure
a�r and sol�tude compensate for want of mo�sture and fert�l�ty. The
traveler Burton says of �t—“Your morale �mproves; you become frank
and cord�al, hosp�table and s�ngle-m�nded.... In the desert, sp�r�tuous
l�quors exc�te only d�sgust. There �s a keen enjoyment �n a mere
an�mal ex�stence.” They who have been travel�ng long on the
steppes of Tartary say, “On reenter�ng cult�vated lands, the ag�tat�on,
perplex�ty, and turmo�l of c�v�l�zat�on oppressed and suffocated us;
the a�r seemed to fa�l us, and we felt every moment as �f about to d�e
of asphyx�a.” When I would recreate myself, I seek the darkest wood,
the th�ckest and most �nterm�nable and, to the c�t�zen, most d�smal,
swamp. I enter a swamp as a sacred place,—a sanctum sanctorum.
There �s the strength, the marrow, of Nature. The w�ld wood covers
the v�rg�n mould,—and the same so�l �s good for men and for trees. A
man’s health requ�res as many acres of meadow to h�s prospect as
h�s farm does loads of muck. There are the strong meats on wh�ch
he feeds. A town �s saved, not more by the r�ghteous men �n �t than
by the woods and swamps that surround �t. A townsh�p where one
pr�m�t�ve forest waves above wh�le another pr�m�t�ve forest rots below
—such a town �s f�tted to ra�se not only corn and potatoes, but poets
and ph�losophers for the com�ng ages. In such a so�l grew Homer
and Confuc�us and the rest, and out of such a w�lderness comes the
reformer eat�ng locusts and w�ld honey.



To preserve w�ld an�mals �mpl�es generally the creat�on of a forest
for them to dwell �n or resort to. So �t �s w�th man. A hundred years
ago they sold bark �n our streets peeled from our own woods. In the
very aspect of those pr�m�t�ve and rugged trees there was, meth�nks,
a tann�ng pr�nc�ple wh�ch hardened and consol�dated the f�bers of
men’s thoughts. Ah! already I shudder for these comparat�vely
degenerate days of my nat�ve v�llage, when you cannot collect a load
of bark of good th�ckness, and we no longer produce tar and
turpent�ne.

The c�v�l�zed nat�ons—Greece, Rome, England—have been
susta�ned by the pr�m�t�ve forests wh�ch anc�ently rotted where they
stand. They surv�ve as long as the so�l �s not exhausted. Alas for
human culture! l�ttle �s to be expected of a nat�on, when the
vegetable mould �s exhausted, and �t �s compelled to make manure
of the bones of �ts fathers. There the poet susta�ns h�mself merely by
h�s own superfluous fat, and the ph�losopher comes down on h�s
marrow bones.

It �s sa�d to be the task of the Amer�can “to work the v�rg�n so�l,”
and that “agr�culture here already assumes proport�ons unknown
everywhere else.” I th�nk that the farmer d�splaces the Ind�an even
because he redeems the meadow, and so makes h�mself stronger
and �n some respects more natural. I was survey�ng for a man the
other day a s�ngle stra�ght l�ne one hundred and th�rty-two rods long,
through a swamp at whose entrance m�ght have been wr�tten the
words wh�ch Dante read over the entrance to the �nfernal reg�ons,
—“Leave all hope, ye that enter”—that �s, of ever gett�ng out aga�n;
where at one t�me I saw my employer actually up to h�s neck and
sw�mm�ng for h�s l�fe �n h�s property, though �t was st�ll w�nter. He had
another s�m�lar swamp wh�ch I could not survey at all, because �t was
completely under water, and nevertheless, w�th regard to a th�rd
swamp, wh�ch I d�d survey from a d�stance, he remarked to me, true
to h�s �nst�ncts, that he would not part w�th �t for any cons�derat�on, on
account of the mud wh�ch �t conta�ned. And that man �ntends to put a
g�rdl�ng d�tch round the whole �n the course of forty months, and so
redeem �t by the mag�c of h�s spade. I refer to h�m only as the type of
a class.



The weapons w�th wh�ch we have ga�ned our most �mportant
v�ctor�es, wh�ch should be handed down as he�rlooms from father to
son, are not the sword and the lance, but the bushwhack, the turf-
cutter, the spade, and the bog hoe, rusted w�th the blood of many a
meadow, and begr�med w�th the dust of many a hard-fought f�eld.
The very w�nds blew the Ind�an’s cornf�eld �nto the meadow, and
po�nted out the way wh�ch he had not the sk�ll to follow. He had no
better �mplement w�th wh�ch to �ntrench h�mself �n the land than a
clam-shell. But the farmer �s armed w�th plow and spade.

In l�terature �t �s only the w�ld that attracts us. Dullness �s but
another name for tameness. It �s the unc�v�l�zed free and w�ld
th�nk�ng �n Hamlet and the Il�ad, �n all the scr�ptures and mytholog�es,
not learned �n the schools, that del�ghts us. As the w�ld duck �s more
sw�ft and beaut�ful than the tame, so �s the w�ld—the mallard—
thought, wh�ch ’m�d fall�ng dews w�ngs �ts way above the fens. A truly
good book �s someth�ng as natural, and as unexpectedly and
unaccountably fa�r and perfect, as a w�ld flower d�scovered on the
pra�r�es of the west or �n the jungles of the east. Gen�us �s a l�ght
wh�ch makes the darkness v�s�ble, l�ke the l�ghtn�ng’s flash, wh�ch
perchance shatters the temple of knowledge �tself—and not a taper
l�ghted at the hearthstone of the race, wh�ch pales before the l�ght of
common day.

Engl�sh l�terature, from the days of the m�nstrels to the Lake Poets
—Chaucer and Spenser and M�lton, and even Shakespeare �ncluded
—breathes no qu�te fresh and �n th�s sense w�ld stra�n. It �s an
essent�ally tame and c�v�l�zed l�terature, reflect�ng Greece and Rome.
Her w�lderness �s a green wood, her w�ld man a Rob�n Hood. There
�s plenty of gen�al love of Nature, but not so much of Nature herself.
Her chron�cles �nform us when her w�ld an�mals, but not when the
w�ld man �n her, became ext�nct.

The sc�ence of Humboldt �s one th�ng, poetry �s another th�ng. The
poet today, notw�thstand�ng all the d�scover�es of sc�ence, and the
accumulated learn�ng of mank�nd, enjoys no advantage over Homer.

Where �s the l�terature wh�ch g�ves express�on to Nature? He
would be a poet who could �mpress the w�nds and streams �nto h�s
serv�ce, to speak for h�m; who na�led words to the�r pr�m�t�ve senses,



as farmers dr�ve down stakes �n the spr�ng, wh�ch the frost has
heaved; who der�ved h�s words as often as he used them—
transplanted them to h�s page w�th earth adher�ng to the�r roots;
whose words were so true and fresh and natural that they would
appear to expand l�ke the buds at the approach of spr�ng, though
they lay half smothered between two musty leaves �n a l�brary,—aye,
to bloom and bear fru�t there, after the�r k�nd, annually, for the fa�thful
reader, �n sympathy w�th surround�ng Nature.

I do not know of any poetry to quote wh�ch adequately expresses
th�s yearn�ng for the W�ld. Approached from th�s s�de, the best poetry
�s tame. I do not know where to f�nd �n any l�terature, anc�ent or
modern, any account wh�ch contents me of that Nature w�th wh�ch
even I am acqua�nted. You w�ll perce�ve that I demand someth�ng
wh�ch no Augustan nor El�zabethan age, wh�ch no culture, �n short,
can g�ve. Mythology comes nearer to �t than anyth�ng. How much
more fert�le a Nature, at least, has Grec�an mythology �ts root �n than
Engl�sh l�terature! Mythology �s the crop wh�ch the Old World bore
before �ts so�l was exhausted, before the fancy and �mag�nat�on were
affected w�th bl�ght; and wh�ch �t st�ll bears, wherever �ts pr�st�ne v�gor
�s unabated. All other l�teratures endure only as the elms wh�ch
overshadow our houses; but th�s �s l�ke the great dragon-tree of the
Western Isles, as old as mank�nd, and, whether that does or not, w�ll
endure as long; for the decay of other l�teratures makes the so�l �n
wh�ch �t thr�ves.

The West �s prepar�ng to add �ts fables to those of the East. The
valleys of the Ganges, the N�le, and the Rh�ne, hav�ng y�elded the�r
crop, �t rema�ns to be seen what the valleys of the Amazon, the
Plate, the Or�noco, the St. Lawrence, and the M�ss�ss�pp� w�ll
produce. Perchance, when, �n the course of ages, Amer�can l�berty
has become a f�ct�on of the past,—as �t �s to some extent a f�ct�on of
the present,—the poets of the world w�ll be �nsp�red by Amer�can
mythology.

The w�ldest dreams of w�ld men, even, are not the less true,
though they may not recommend themselves to the sense wh�ch �s
most common among Engl�shmen and Amer�cans to-day. It �s not
every truth that recommends �tself to the common sense. Nature has



a place for the w�ld clemat�s as well as for the cabbage. Some
express�ons of truth are rem�n�scent,—others merely sens�ble, as the
phrase �s,—others prophet�c. Some forms of d�sease, even, may
prophesy forms of health. The geolog�st has d�scovered that the
f�gures of serpents, gr�ff�ns, fly�ng dragons, and other fanc�ful
embell�shments of heraldry, have the�r prototypes �n the forms of
foss�l spec�es wh�ch were ext�nct before man was created, and
hence “�nd�cate a fa�nt and shadowy knowledge of a prev�ous state
of organ�c ex�stence.” The H�ndoos dreamed that the earth rested on
an elephant, and the elephant on a torto�se, and the torto�se on a
serpent; and though �t may be an un�mportant co�nc�dence, �t w�ll not
be out of place here to state, that a foss�l torto�se has lately been
d�scovered �n As�a large enough to support an elephant. I confess
that I am part�al to these w�ld fanc�es, wh�ch transcend the order of
t�me and development. They are the subl�mest recreat�on of the
�ntellect. The partr�dge loves peas, but not those that go w�th her �nto
the pot.

In short, all good th�ngs are w�ld and free. There �s someth�ng �n a
stra�n of mus�c, whether produced by an �nstrument or by the human
vo�ce—take the sound of a bugle �n a summer n�ght, for �nstance,—
wh�ch by �ts w�ldness, to speak w�thout sat�re, rem�nds me of the
cr�es em�tted by w�ld beasts �n the�r nat�ve forests. It �s so much of
the�r w�ldness as I can understand. G�ve me for my fr�ends and
ne�ghbors w�ld men, not tame ones. The w�ldness of the savage �s
but a fa�nt symbol of the awful fer�ty w�th wh�ch good men and lovers
meet.

I love even to see the domest�c an�mals reassert the�r nat�ve r�ghts
—any ev�dence that they have not wholly lost the�r or�g�nal w�ld
hab�ts and v�gor; as when my ne�ghbor’s cow breaks out of her
pasture early �n the spr�ng and boldly sw�ms the r�ver, a cold, gray
t�de, twenty-f�ve or th�rty rods w�de, swollen by the melted snow. It �s
the buffalo cross�ng the M�ss�ss�pp�. Th�s explo�t confers some d�gn�ty
on the herd �n my eyes—already d�gn�f�ed. The seeds of �nst�nct are
preserved under the th�ck h�des of cattle and horses, l�ke seeds �n
the bowels of the earth, an �ndef�n�te per�od.



Any sport�veness �n cattle �s unexpected. I saw one day a herd of
a dozen bullocks and cows runn�ng about and fr�sk�ng �n unw�eldy
sport, l�ke huge rats, even l�ke k�ttens. They shook the�r heads,
ra�sed the�r ta�ls, and rushed up and down a h�ll, and I perce�ved by
the�r horns, as well as by the�r act�v�ty, the�r relat�on to the deer tr�be.
But, alas! a sudden loud Whoa! would have damped the�r ardor at
once, reduced them from ven�son to beef, and st�ffened the�r s�des
and s�news l�ke the locomot�ve. Who but the Ev�l One has cr�ed
“Whoa!” to mank�nd? Indeed, the l�fe of cattle, l�ke that of many men,
�s but a sort of locomot�veness; they move a s�de at a t�me, and man,
by h�s mach�nery, �s meet�ng the horse and the ox half way.
Whatever part the wh�p has touched �s thenceforth pals�ed. Who
would ever th�nk of a s�de of any of the supple cat tr�be, as we speak
of a s�de of beef?

I rejo�ce that horses and steers have to be broken before they can
be made the slaves of men, and that men themselves have some
w�ld oats st�ll left to sow before they become subm�ss�ve members of
soc�ety. Undoubtedly, all men are not equally f�t subjects for
c�v�l�zat�on; and because the major�ty, l�ke dogs and sheep, are tame
by �nher�ted d�spos�t�on, th�s �s no reason why the others should have
the�r natures broken that they may be reduced to the same level.
Men are �n the ma�n al�ke, but they were made several �n order that
they m�ght be var�ous. If a low use �s to be served, one man w�ll do
nearly or qu�te as well as another; �f a h�gh one, �nd�v�dual excellence
�s to be regarded. Any man can stop a hole to keep the w�nd away,
but no other man could serve so rare a use as the author of th�s
�llustrat�on d�d. Confuc�us says,—“The sk�ns of the t�ger and the
leopard, when they are tanned, are as the sk�ns of the dog and the
sheep tanned.” But �t �s not the part of a true culture to tame t�gers,
any more than �t �s to make sheep feroc�ous; and tann�ng the�r sk�ns
for shoes �s not the best use to wh�ch they can be put.

When look�ng over a l�st of men’s names �n a fore�gn language, as
of m�l�tary off�cers, or of authors who have wr�tten on a part�cular
subject, I am rem�nded once more that there �s noth�ng �n a name.
The name Mensch�koff, for �nstance, has noth�ng �n �t to my ears
more human than a wh�sker, and �t may belong to a rat. As the
names of the Poles and Russ�ans are to us, so are ours to them. It �s



as �f they had been named by the ch�ld’s r�gmarole—Iery-w�ery
�chery van, t�ttle-tol-tan. I see �n my m�nd a herd of w�ld creatures
swarm�ng over the earth, and to each the herdsman has aff�xed
some barbarous sound �n h�s own d�alect. The names of men are, of
course, as cheap and mean�ngless as Bose and Tray, the names of
dogs.

Meth�nks �t would be some advantage to ph�losophy �f men were
named merely �n the gross, as they are known. It would be
necessary only to know the genus and perhaps the race or var�ety, to
know the �nd�v�dual. We are not prepared to bel�eve that every
pr�vate sold�er �n a Roman army had a name of h�s own—because
we have not supposed that he had a character of h�s own. At present
our only true names are n�cknames. I knew a boy who, from h�s
pecul�ar energy, was called “Buster” by h�s playmates, and th�s
r�ghtly supplanted h�s Chr�st�an name. Some travellers tell us that an
Ind�an had no name g�ven h�m at f�rst, but earned �t, and h�s name
was h�s fame; and among some tr�bes he acqu�red a new name w�th
every new explo�t. It �s p�t�ful when a man bears a name for
conven�ence merely, who has earned ne�ther name nor fame.

I w�ll not allow mere names to make d�st�nct�ons for me, but st�ll
see men �n herds for all them. A fam�l�ar name cannot make a man
less strange to me. It may be g�ven to a savage who reta�ns �n secret
h�s own w�ld t�tle earned �n the woods. We have a w�ld savage �n us,
and a savage name �s perchance somewhere recorded as ours. I
see that my ne�ghbor, who bears the fam�l�ar ep�thet W�ll�am or
Edw�n, takes �t off w�th h�s jacket. It does not adhere to h�m when
asleep or �n anger, or aroused by any pass�on or �nsp�rat�on. I seem
to hear pronounced by some of h�s k�n at such a t�me h�s or�g�nal w�ld
name �n some jaw-break�ng or else melod�ous tongue.

Here �s th�s vast, savage, hover�ng mother of ours, Nature, ly�ng all
around, w�th such beauty, and such affect�on for her ch�ldren, as the
leopard; and yet we are so early weaned from her breast to soc�ety,
to that culture wh�ch �s exclus�vely an �nteract�on of man on man,—a
sort of breed�ng �n and �n, wh�ch produces at most a merely Engl�sh
nob�l�ty, a c�v�l�zat�on dest�ned to have a speedy l�m�t.



In soc�ety, �n the best �nst�tut�ons of men, �t �s easy to detect a
certa�n precoc�ty. When we should st�ll be grow�ng ch�ldren, we are
already l�ttle men. G�ve me a culture wh�ch �mports much muck from
the meadows, and deepens the so�l—not that wh�ch trusts to heat�ng
manures, and �mproved �mplements and modes of culture only!

Many a poor sore-eyed student that I have heard of would grow
faster, both �ntellectually and phys�cally, �f, �nstead of s�tt�ng up so
very late, he honestly slumbered a fool’s allowance.

There may be an excess even of �nform�ng l�ght. N�epce, a
Frenchman, d�scovered “act�n�sm,” that power �n the sun’s rays
wh�ch produces a chem�cal effect; that gran�te rocks, and stone
structures, and statues of metal “are all al�ke destruct�vely acted
upon dur�ng the hours of sunsh�ne, and, but for prov�s�ons of Nature
no less wonderful, would soon per�sh under the del�cate touch of the
most subtle of the agenc�es of the un�verse.” But he observed that
“those bod�es wh�ch underwent th�s change dur�ng the dayl�ght
possessed the power of restor�ng themselves to the�r or�g�nal
cond�t�ons dur�ng the hours of n�ght, when th�s exc�tement was no
longer �nfluenc�ng them.” Hence �t has been �nferred that “the hours
of darkness are as necessary to the �norgan�c creat�on as we know
n�ght and sleep are to the organ�c k�ngdom.” Not even does the
moon sh�ne every n�ght, but g�ves place to darkness.

I would not have every man nor every part of a man cult�vated, any
more than I would have every acre of earth cult�vated: part w�ll be
t�llage, but the greater part w�ll be meadow and forest, not only
serv�ng an �mmed�ate use, but prepar�ng a mould aga�nst a d�stant
future, by the annual decay of the vegetat�on wh�ch �t supports.

There are other letters for the ch�ld to learn than those wh�ch
Cadmus �nvented. The Span�ards have a good term to express th�s
w�ld and dusky knowledge—Gramat�ca parda—tawny grammar, a
k�nd of mother-w�t der�ved from that same leopard to wh�ch I have
referred.

We have heard of a Soc�ety for the D�ffus�on of Useful Knowledge.
It �s sa�d that knowledge �s power, and the l�ke. Meth�nks there �s
equal need of a Soc�ety for the D�ffus�on of Useful Ignorance, what
we w�ll call Beaut�ful Knowledge, a knowledge useful �n a h�gher



sense: for what �s most of our boasted so-called knowledge but a
conce�t that we know someth�ng, wh�ch robs us of the advantage of
our actual �gnorance? What we call knowledge �s often our pos�t�ve
�gnorance; �gnorance our negat�ve knowledge. By long years of
pat�ent �ndustry and read�ng of the newspapers—for what are the
l�brar�es of sc�ence but f�les of newspapers—a man accumulates a
myr�ad facts, lays them up �n h�s memory, and then when �n some
spr�ng of h�s l�fe he saunters abroad �nto the Great F�elds of thought,
he, as �t were, goes to grass l�ke a horse and leaves all h�s harness
beh�nd �n the stable. I would say to the Soc�ety for the D�ffus�on of
Useful Knowledge, somet�mes,—Go to grass. You have eaten hay
long enough. The spr�ng has come w�th �ts green crop. The very
cows are dr�ven to the�r country pastures before the end of May;
though I have heard of one unnatural farmer who kept h�s cow �n the
barn and fed her on hay all the year round. So, frequently, the
Soc�ety for the D�ffus�on of Useful Knowledge treats �ts cattle.

A man’s �gnorance somet�mes �s not only useful, but beaut�ful—
wh�le h�s knowledge, so called, �s oftent�mes worse than useless,
bes�des be�ng ugly. Wh�ch �s the best man to deal w�th—he who
knows noth�ng about a subject, and, what �s extremely rare, knows
that he knows noth�ng, or he who really knows someth�ng about �t,
but th�nks that he knows all?

My des�re for knowledge �s �nterm�ttent, but my des�re to bathe my
head �n atmospheres unknown to my feet �s perenn�al and constant.
The h�ghest that we can atta�n to �s not Knowledge, but Sympathy
w�th Intell�gence. I do not know that th�s h�gher knowledge amounts
to anyth�ng more def�n�te than a novel and grand surpr�se on a
sudden revelat�on of the �nsuff�c�ency of all that we called Knowledge
before—a d�scovery that there are more th�ngs �n heaven and earth
than are dreamed of �n our ph�losophy. It �s the l�ght�ng up of the m�st
by the sun. Man cannot know �n any h�gher sense than th�s, any
more than he can look serenely and w�th �mpun�ty �n the face of the
sun: Ὡς τὶ νοῶν, οὐ κεῖνον νοήσεις,—“You w�ll not perce�ve that, as
perce�v�ng a part�cular th�ng,” say the Chaldean Oracles.

There �s someth�ng serv�le �n the hab�t of seek�ng after a law wh�ch
we may obey. We may study the laws of matter at and for our



conven�ence, but a successful l�fe knows no law. It �s an unfortunate
d�scovery certa�nly, that of a law wh�ch b�nds us where we d�d not
know before that we were bound. L�ve free, ch�ld of the m�st—and
w�th respect to knowledge we are all ch�ldren of the m�st. The man
who takes the l�berty to l�ve �s super�or to all the laws, by v�rtue of h�s
relat�on to the law-maker. “That �s act�ve duty,” says the V�shnu
Purana, “wh�ch �s not for our bondage; that �s knowledge wh�ch �s for
our l�berat�on: all other duty �s good only unto wear�ness; all other
knowledge �s only the cleverness of an art�st.”

It �s remarkable how few events or cr�ses there are �n our h�stor�es,
how l�ttle exerc�sed we have been �n our m�nds, how few
exper�ences we have had. I would fa�n be assured that I am grow�ng
apace and rankly, though my very growth d�sturb th�s dull equan�m�ty
—though �t be w�th struggle through long, dark, muggy n�ghts or
seasons of gloom. It would be well �f all our l�ves were a d�v�ne
tragedy even, �nstead of th�s tr�v�al comedy or farce. Dante, Bunyan,
and others appear to have been exerc�sed �n the�r m�nds more than
we: they were subjected to a k�nd of culture such as our d�str�ct
schools and colleges do not contemplate. Even Mahomet, though
many may scream at h�s name, had a good deal more to l�ve for,
aye, and to d�e for, than they have commonly.

When, at rare �ntervals, some thought v�s�ts one, as perchance he
�s walk�ng on a ra�lroad, then, �ndeed, the cars go by w�thout h�s
hear�ng them. But soon, by some �nexorable law, our l�fe goes by
and the cars return.



   “Gentle breeze, that wanderest unseen,
   And bendest the thistles round Loira of storms,
   Traveler of the windy glens,
   Why hast thou left my ear so soon?”

Wh�le almost all men feel an attract�on draw�ng them to soc�ety,
few are attracted strongly to Nature. In the�r relat�on to Nature men
appear to me for the most part, notw�thstand�ng the�r arts, lower than
the an�mals. It �s not often a beaut�ful relat�on, as �n the case of the
an�mals. How l�ttle apprec�at�on of the beauty of the landscape there
�s among us! We have to be told that the Greeks called the world
Κόσμος Beauty, or Order, but we do not see clearly why they d�d so,
and we esteem �t at best only a cur�ous ph�lolog�cal fact.

For my part, I feel that w�th regard to Nature I l�ve a sort of border
l�fe, on the conf�nes of a world �nto wh�ch I make occas�onal and
trans�ent forays only, and my patr�ot�sm and alleg�ance to the state
�nto whose terr�tor�es I seem to retreat are those of a moss-trooper.
Unto a l�fe wh�ch I call natural I would gladly follow even a w�ll-o’-the-
w�sp through bogs and sloughs un�mag�nable, but no moon nor f�refly
has shown me the causeway to �t. Nature �s a personal�ty so vast
and un�versal that we have never seen one of her features. The
walker �n the fam�l�ar f�elds wh�ch stretch around my nat�ve town
somet�mes f�nds h�mself �n another land than �s descr�bed �n the�r
owners’ deeds, as �t were �n some faraway f�eld on the conf�nes of
the actual Concord, where her jur�sd�ct�on ceases, and the �dea
wh�ch the word Concord suggests ceases to be suggested. These
farms wh�ch I have myself surveyed, these bounds wh�ch I have set
up, appear d�mly st�ll as through a m�st; but they have no chem�stry
to f�x them; they fade from the surface of the glass, and the p�cture
wh�ch the pa�nter pa�nted stands out d�mly from beneath. The world
w�th wh�ch we are commonly acqua�nted leaves no trace, and �t w�ll
have no ann�versary.

I took a walk on Spauld�ng’s Farm the other afternoon. I saw the
sett�ng sun l�ght�ng up the oppos�te s�de of a stately p�ne wood. Its
golden rays straggled �nto the a�sles of the wood as �nto some noble
hall. I was �mpressed as �f some anc�ent and altogether adm�rable
and sh�n�ng fam�ly had settled there �n that part of the land called
Concord, unknown to me—to whom the sun was servant—who had
not gone �nto soc�ety �n the v�llage—who had not been called on. I



saw the�r park, the�r pleasure-ground, beyond through the wood, �n
Spauld�ng’s cranberry-meadow. The p�nes furn�shed them w�th
gables as they grew. The�r house was not obv�ous to v�s�on; the trees
grew through �t. I do not know whether I heard the sounds of a
suppressed h�lar�ty or not. They seemed to recl�ne on the sunbeams.
They have sons and daughters. They are qu�te well. The farmer’s
cart-path, wh�ch leads d�rectly through the�r hall, does not �n the least
put them out, as the muddy bottom of a pool �s somet�mes seen
through the reflected sk�es. They never heard of Spauld�ng, and do
not know that he �s the�r ne�ghbor,—notw�thstand�ng I heard h�m
wh�stle as he drove h�s team through the house. Noth�ng can equal
the seren�ty of the�r l�ves. The�r coat-of-arms �s s�mply a l�chen. I saw
�t pa�nted on the p�nes and oaks. The�r att�cs were �n the tops of the
trees. They are of no pol�t�cs. There was no no�se of labor. I d�d not
perce�ve that they were weav�ng or sp�nn�ng. Yet I d�d detect, when
the w�nd lulled and hear�ng was done away, the f�nest �mag�nable
sweet mus�cal hum,—as of a d�stant h�ve �n May, wh�ch perchance
was the sound of the�r th�nk�ng. They had no �dle thoughts, and no
one w�thout could see the�r work, for the�r �ndustry was not as �n
knots and excrescences embayed.

But I f�nd �t d�ff�cult to remember them. They fade �rrevocably out of
my m�nd even now wh�le I speak and endeavor to recall them, and
recollect myself. It �s only after a long and ser�ous effort to recollect
my best thoughts that I become aga�n aware of the�r cohab�tancy. If �t
were not for such fam�l�es as th�s, I th�nk I should move out of
Concord.

We are accustomed to say �n New England that few and fewer
p�geons v�s�t us every year. Our forests furn�sh no mast for them. So,
�t would seem, few and fewer thoughts v�s�t each grow�ng man from
year to year, for the grove �n our m�nds �s la�d waste,—sold to feed
unnecessary f�res of amb�t�on, or sent to m�ll, and there �s scarcely a
tw�g left for them to perch on. They no longer bu�ld nor breed w�th us.
In some more gen�al season, perchance, a fa�nt shadow fl�ts across
the landscape of the m�nd, cast by the w�ngs of some thought �n �ts
vernal or autumnal m�grat�on, but, look�ng up, we are unable to
detect the substance of the thought �tself. Our w�nged thoughts are
turned to poultry. They no longer soar, and they atta�n only to a



Shangha� and Coch�n Ch�na grandeur. Those gra-a-ate thoughts,
those gra-a-ate men you hear of!

We hug the earth—how rarely we mount! Meth�nks we m�ght
elevate ourselves a l�ttle more. We m�ght cl�mb a tree, at least. I
found my account �n cl�mb�ng a tree once. It was a tall wh�te p�ne, on
the top of a h�ll; and though I got well p�tched, I was well pa�d for �t,
for I d�scovered new mounta�ns �n the hor�zon wh�ch I had never
seen before,—so much more of the earth and the heavens. I m�ght
have walked about the foot of the tree for threescore years and ten,
and yet I certa�nly should never have seen them. But, above all, I
d�scovered around me,—�t was near the end of June,—on the ends
of the topmost branches only, a few m�nute and del�cate red conel�ke
blossoms, the fert�le flower of the wh�te p�ne look�ng heavenward. I
carr�ed stra�ghtway to the v�llage the topmost sp�re, and showed �t to
stranger jurymen who walked the streets,—for �t was court week—
and to farmers and lumber-dealers and wood-choppers and hunters,
and not one had ever seen the l�ke before, but they wondered as at a
star dropped down. Tell of anc�ent arch�tects f�n�sh�ng the�r works on
the tops of columns as perfectly as on the lower and more v�s�ble
parts! Nature has from the f�rst expanded the m�nute blossoms of the
forest only toward the heavens, above men’s heads and unobserved
by them. We see only the flowers that are under our feet �n the
meadows. The p�nes have developed the�r del�cate blossoms on the
h�ghest tw�gs of the wood every summer for ages, as well over the
heads of Nature’s red ch�ldren as of her wh�te ones; yet scarcely a
farmer or hunter �n the land has ever seen them.

Above all, we cannot afford not to l�ve �n the present. He �s blessed
over all mortals who loses no moment of the pass�ng l�fe �n
remember�ng the past. Unless our ph�losophy hears the cock crow �n
every barn-yard w�th�n our hor�zon, �t �s belated. That sound
commonly rem�nds us that we are grow�ng rusty and ant�que �n our
employments and hab�ts of thoughts. H�s ph�losophy comes down to
a more recent t�me than ours. There �s someth�ng suggested by �t
that �s a newer testament,—the gospel accord�ng to th�s moment. He
has not fallen astern; he has got up early and kept up early, and to
be where he �s, �s to be �n season, �n the foremost rank of t�me. It �s
an express�on of the health and soundness of Nature, a brag for all



the world,—health�ness as of a spr�ng burst forth, a new founta�n of
the Muses, to celebrate th�s last �nstant of t�me. Where he l�ves no
fug�t�ve slave laws are passed. Who has not betrayed h�s master
many t�mes s�nce last he heard that note?

The mer�t of th�s b�rd’s stra�n �s �n �ts freedom from all
pla�nt�veness. The s�nger can eas�ly move us to tears or to laughter,
but where �s he who can exc�te �n us a pure morn�ng joy? When, �n
doleful dumps, break�ng the awful st�llness of our wooden s�dewalk
on a Sunday, or, perchance, a watcher �n the house of mourn�ng, I
hear a cockerel crow far or near, I th�nk to myself, “There �s one of us
well, at any rate,”—and w�th a sudden gush return to my senses.

We had a remarkable sunset one day last November. I was
walk�ng �n a meadow, the source of a small brook, when the sun at
last, just before sett�ng, after a cold grey day, reached a clear
stratum �n the hor�zon, and the softest, br�ghtest morn�ng sunl�ght fell
on the dry grass and on the stems of the trees �n the oppos�te
hor�zon and on the leaves of the shrub-oaks on the h�lls�de, wh�le our
shadows stretched long over the meadow eastward, as �f we were
the only motes �n �ts beams. It was such a l�ght as we could not have
�mag�ned a moment before, and the a�r also was so warm and
serene that noth�ng was want�ng to make a parad�se of that meadow.
When we reflected that th�s was not a sol�tary phenomenon, never to
happen aga�n, but that �t would happen forever and ever, an �nf�n�te
number of even�ngs, and cheer and reassure the latest ch�ld that
walked there, �t was more glor�ous st�ll.

The sun sets on some ret�red meadow, where no house �s v�s�ble,
w�th all the glory and splendor that �t lav�shes on c�t�es, and
perchance as �t has never set before,—where there �s but a sol�tary
marsh hawk to have h�s w�ngs g�lded by �t, or only a musquash looks
out from h�s cab�n, and there �s some l�ttle black-ve�ned brook �n the
m�dst of the marsh, just beg�nn�ng to meander, w�nd�ng slowly round
a decay�ng stump. We walked �n so pure and br�ght a l�ght, g�ld�ng
the w�thered grass and leaves, so softly and serenely br�ght, I
thought I had never bathed �n such a golden flood, w�thout a r�pple or
a murmur to �t. The west s�de of every wood and r�s�ng ground



gleamed l�ke the boundary of Elys�um, and the sun on our backs
seemed l�ke a gentle herdsman dr�v�ng us home at even�ng.

So we saunter toward the Holy Land, t�ll one day the sun shall
sh�ne more br�ghtly than ever he has done, shall perchance sh�ne
�nto our m�nds and hearts, and l�ght up our whole l�ves w�th a great
awaken�ng l�ght, as warm and serene and golden as on a bank-s�de
�n Autumn.
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