
EXCERPTS FROM WALDEN, OR LIFE IN THE WOODS BY HENRY DAVID THOREAU 

Henry David Thoreau went to Walden Pond to find out what was necessary in life and what could be done without. He 
discovered that the key to making his life more fulfilling was to make it simpler. 

Few people go off to the woods for a couple of years to find out how they really want to live. Every thinking person, 
however, stops at times to ask, “How do I really want to live? What do I need in order to feel fulfilled—and what am I 

doing now that’s unnecessary?” Thoreau can be an inspiration for anyone who asks these questions. 

Economy 

WHEN I WROTE the following pages, or rather the bulk of them, I lived alone, in the woods, a mile from any 

neighbor, in a house which I had built myself, on the shore of Walden Pond, in Concord, Massachusetts, and 

earned my living by the labor of my hands only. I lived there two years and two months. At present I am a 

sojourner in civilized life again. (…) 

 

At length, in the beginning of May, with the help of some of my acquaintances, rather to improve so good an 

occasion for neighborliness than from any necessity, I set up the frame of my house. No man was ever more 

honored in the character of his raisers than I. They are destined, I trust, to assist at the raising of loftier structures 

one day. I began to occupy my house on the 4th of July, as soon as it was boarded and roofed, for the boards were 

carefully feather-edged and lapped, so that it was perfectly impervious to rain, but before boarding I laid the 

foundation of a chimney at one end, bringing two cartloads of stones up the hill from the pond in my arms. I built 

the chimney after my hoeing in the fall, before a fire became necessary for warmth, doing my cooking in the 

meanwhile out of doors on the ground, early in the morning: which mode I still think is in some respects more 

convenient and agreeable than the usual one. When it stormed before my bread was baked, I fixed a few boards 

over the fire, and sat under them to watch my loaf, and passed some pleasant hours in that way. In those days, 

when my hands were much employed, I read but little, but the least scraps of paper which lay on the ground, my 

holder, or tablecloth, afforded me as much entertainment, in fact answered the same purpose as the Iliad. 

It would be worth the while to build still more deliberately than I did, considering, for instance, what foundation a 

door, a window, a cellar, a garret, have in the nature of man, and perchance never raising any superstructure until 

we found a better reason for it than our temporal necessities even. 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. 

 

Where I Lived and What I Lived For 

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; though the fable tells us that we were long ago changed into men; like pygmies we 

fight with cranes; it is error upon error, and clout upon clout, and our best virtue has for its occasion a superfluous 

and evitable wretchedness. Our life is frittered away by detail. An honest man has hardly need to count more than 

his ten fingers, or in extreme cases he may add his ten toes, and lump the rest. Simplicity, simplicity, simplicity! I 

say, let your affairs be as two or three, and not a hundred or a thousand; instead of a million count half a dozen, 

and keep your accounts on your thumb-nail. In the midst of this chopping sea of civilized life, such are the clouds 

and storms and quicksands and thousand-and-one items to be allowed for, that a man has to live, if he would not 

founder and go to the bottom and not make his port at all, by dead reckoning, and he must be a great calculator 

indeed who succeeds. Simplify, simplify. Instead of three meals a day, if it be necessary eat but one; instead of a 

hundred dishes, five; and reduce other things in proportion. (…)  

The nation itself, with all its so-called internal improvements, which, by the way are all external and superficial, is 

just such an unwieldy and overgrown establishment, cluttered with furniture and tripped up by its own traps, 

ruined by luxury and heedless expense, by want of calculation and a worthy aim, as the million households in the 

land; and the only cure for it, as for them, is in a rigid economy, a stern and more than Spartan simplicity of life 

and elevation of purpose. It lives too fast. Men think that it is essential that the Nation have commerce, and export 

ice, and talk through a telegraph, and ride thirty miles an hour, without a doubt, whether they do or not; but 

whether we should live like baboons or like men, is a little uncertain. If we do not get out sleepers,  and forge rails, 

and devote days and nights to the work, but go to tinkering upon our lives to improve them, who will build 

railroads? And if railroads are not built, how shall we get to heaven in season? But if we stay at home and mind 

our business, who will want railroads? We do not ride on the railroad; it rides upon us. Did you ever think what 

those sleepers are that underlie the railroad? Each one is a man, an Irishman, or a Yankee man. The rails are laid 

on them, and they are covered with sand, and the cars run smoothly over them. They are sound sleepers, I assure 

you. And every few years a new lot is laid down and run over; so that, if some have the pleasure of riding on a rail, 

others have the misfortune to be ridden upon. And when they run over a man that is walking in his sleep, a 

supernumerary sleeper in the wrong position, and wake him up, they suddenly stop the cars, and make a hue and 

cry about it, as if this were an exception. I am glad to know that it takes a gang of men for every five miles to keep 

the sleepers down and level in their beds as it is, for this is a sign that they may sometime get up again. 

Conclusion 

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. I had not lived there a week before my feet wore a path from my 

door to the pond-side; and though it is five or six years since I trod it, it is still quite distinct. It is true, I fear, that 

others may have fallen into it, and so helped to keep it open. The surface of the earth is soft and impressible by the 

feet of men; and so with the paths which the mind travels. How worn and dusty, then, must be the highways of the 

world, how deep the ruts of tradition and conformity! I did not wish to take a cabin passage, but rather to go 

before the mast and on the deck of the world, for there I could best see the moonlight amid the mountains. I do not 

wish to go below now.  

I learned this, at least, by my experiment: that if one advances confidently in the direction of his dreams, and 

endeavors to live the life which he has imagined, he will meet with a success unexpected in common hours. He will 

put some things behind, will pass an invisible boundary; new, universal, and more liberal laws will begin to 

establish themselves around and within him; or the old laws be expanded, and interpreted in his favor in a more 



liberal sense, and he will live with the license of a higher order of beings. In proportion as he simplifies his life, the 

laws of the universe will appear less complex, and solitude will not be solitude, nor poverty poverty, nor weakness 

weakness. If you have built castles in the air, your work need not be lost; that is where they should be. Now put 

the foundations under them. (…) 

Why should we be in such desperate haste to succeed and in such desperate enterprises? If a man does not keep 

pace with his companions, perhaps it is because he hears a different drummer. Let him step to the music which he 

hears, however measured or far away. It is not important that he should mature as soon as an apple tree or an oak. 

Shall he turn his spring into summer? If the condition of things which we were made for is not yet, what were any 

reality which we can substitute? We will not be shipwrecked on a vain reality. Shall we with pains erect a heaven 

of blue glass over ourselves, though when it is done we shall be sure to gaze still at the true ethereal heaven far 

above, as if the former were not? 

Everyone has heard the story which has gone the rounds of New England, of a strong and beautiful bug which 

came out of the dry leaf of an old table of apple-tree wood, which had stood in a farmer's kitchen for sixty years, 

first in Connecticut, and afterward in Massachusetts — from an egg deposited in the living tree many years earlier 

still, as appeared by counting the annual layers beyond it; which was heard gnawing out for several weeks, 

hatched perchance by the heat of an urn. Who does not feel his faith in a resurrection and immortality 

strengthened by hearing of this? Who knows what beautiful and winged life, whose egg has been buried for ages 

under many concentric layers of woodenness in the dead dry life of society, deposited at first in the alburnum of 

the green and living tree, which has been gradually converted into the semblance of its well-seasoned tomb — 

heard perchance gnawing out now for years by the astonished family 

of man, as they sat round the festive board — may unexpectedly come 

forth from amidst society's most trivial and handselled furniture, to 

enjoy its perfect summer life at last!   

I do not say that John or Jonathan will realize all this; but such is the 

character of that morrow which mere lapse of time can never make to 

dawn. The light which puts out our eyes is darkness to us. Only that 

day dawns to which we are awake. There is more day to dawn. The 

sun is but a morning star.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Elements of Literature, Fifth Course. p. 232-244 

alburnum: sapwood; soft wood 

between the inner bark and the hard 

core of a tree 

handselled: given as a mere token of 

good wishes; therefore, of no great 

value in itself 

John or Jonathan: traditional 

personifications of England and the 

United States (respectively) 


