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ECONOMY

When | wrote the following pages, | lived alone in the woods, a mile from any
neighbor, in a house which | had built myself, on the shore of Walden Pond, in Con-
cord, Massachusetts, and earned my living by the labor of my hands only. | lived
there two years and two months. At present | am a sojourner in civilized life again.

| would fain, say something, not so much concerning the Chinese and Sand-
wich Islanders as you who read these pages, who are said to live in New England;
something about your condition, especially your outward condition or circumstances
in this world, in this town, what it is, whether it is necessary that it be as bad as it is,
whether it can be improved as well as not. | have traveled a good deal in Concord,;
and everywhere, in shops, and offices, and fields, the inhabitants have appeared to
me to be doing penance in a thousand remarkable ways. What | have heard of
Bramins sitting exposed to four fires and looking in the face of the sun; or hanging
suspended, with their heads downward, over flames; or looking at the heavens over
their shoulders “until it becomes impossible for them to resume their natural posi-
tion, while from the twist of the neck nothing but liquids can pass into the stom-
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ach” ; or dwelling, chained for life, at the foot of a tree; or measuring with their bod-
ies, like caterpillars, the breadth of vast empires; or standing on one leg on the tops
of pillars; even these forms of conscious penance are hardly more incredible and
astonishing than the scenes which | daily witness.

| see young men, my townsmen, whose misfortune it is to have inherited farms,
houses, barns, cattle, and farming tools; for these are more easily acquired than got
rid of. Better if they had been born in the open pasture and suckled by a wolf, that
they might have seen with clearer eyes what field they were called to labor in. Who
made them serfs of the soil? Why should they eat their sixty acres, when man is
condemned to eat only his peck of dirt? Why should they begin digging their graves
as soon as they are born?

They have got to live a man's life, pushing all these things before them, and get
on as well as they can. How many a poor immortal soul have | met well nigh
crushed and smothered under its load, creeping down the road of life, pushing it be-
fore a barn seventy-five feet by forty, its Augean stables never cleansed, and one
hundred acres of iand, tillage, mowing, pasture, and woodlot! The portionless, who
struggle with no such unnecessary inherited encumbrances, find its labor enough to
subdue and cultivate a few cubic feet of flesh.
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But men labor under a mistake. The better part of the man is soon ploughed in-
to the soil for compost. By a seeming fate, commonly called necessity, they are em-
ployed, as it says in an old book, laying up treasures which moth and rust will cor-
rupt and thieves break throgh 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 facetious cares and superfluously coarse labors
of life that its finer fruits cannot be plucked by them. Their fingers, from excessive
toil, are too clumsy and tremble too much for that. Actually, the laboring man has
not leisure for a true integrity day by day; he cannot afford to sustain the manliest
relations to men,; his labor would be depreciated in the market.

He has no time to be anything but a machine. How can he remember well his
ignorance which his growth requires who has so often to use his knowledge? We
should feed and clothe him gratuitously sometimes, and recruit with our cordials,
before we judge of him. The finest qualities of our nature, like the bloom on fruits,
can be preserved only by the most delicate handling. Yet we do not treat ourselves
nor one another thus tenderly.
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The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation. What is called resignation is
confirmed desperation. From the desperate city you go into the desperate country,
and have to console yourself with the bravery of minks and muskrats.

A stereotyped but unconscious despair is concealed even under what are
called the games and amusements of mankind. There is no play in them, for this
comes after work. But it is a characteristic of wisdom not to do desperate things.

When we consider what, to use the words of the catechism, is the chief end of
man, and what are the true necessaries and means of life, it appears as if men had
deliberately chosen the common mode of living because they preferred it to any other.

Yet they honestly think there is no choice left. But alert and healthy natures re-
member that the sun rose clear. It is never too late to give up our prejudices. No
way of thinking or doing, however ancient, can be trusted without proof. What every-
body echoes or in silence passes by as true today may turn out to be falsehood to-
morrow, mere smoke of opinion, which some had trusted for a cloud that would
sprinkle fertilizing rain on their fields.

| have lived some thirty years on this planet, and | have yet to hear the first syl-
lable of valuable or even earnest advice from my seniors. They have told me noth-
ing, and probably cannot tell me anything to the purpose. Here is life, an experiment
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to a great extent untried by me; but it does not avail me that they have tried it. If |
have any experience which | think valuable, | am sure to reflect that this my Mentors
said nothing about.

One farmer says to me, “You cannot live on vegetable food solely, for it fur-
nishes nothing to make bones with” ; and so he religiously devotes a part of his day
to supplying his system with the raw material of bones; walking all the while he talks
behind his oxen, which, with vegetable-made bones, jerk him and his lumbering
plough along in spite of every obstacle.

We might try our lives by a thousand simple tests; as, for instance, that the
same sun which ripens my beans illuminates at once a system of earth's life like
ours. If | had remembered this it would have prevented some mistakes. This was
not the light in which | hoed them. The stars are the apexes of what wonderful trian-
gles! What distant and different beings in the various mansions of the universe are
contemplating the same one at the same moment! Nature and human life are as
various as our several constitutions. Who shall say what prospect life offers to an-
other? Could a greater miracle take place than for us to look through each other's
eyes for an instant?

The greater part of what my neighbors call good | believe in my soul to be bad.
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And if | repent of anything, it is very likely to be my good behavior. What demon
possessed me that | behaved so well? You may say the wisest thing you can, old
man you who have lived seventy years, not without honor of a kind | hear an irre-
sistible voice which invites me away from all that. One generation abandons the en-
terprises of another like stranded vessels.

No matter what kind of weather it is, or no matter when it is in the day or at
night, | would like to catch the twinking time, and carve it on my cane; | want to
stand in the lasting intersection of the past and the future; that is this present mo-
ment when | tiptoe and step on this line.

Let us consider for a moment what most of the trouble and anxiety which
| have referred to is about, and how much it is necessary that we be troubled,
or at least careful. It would be some advantage to live a primitive and frontier
life, though in the midst of an outward civilization, if only to learn what are the
gross necessaries of life and what methods have been taken to obtain them;
or even to look over the old daybooks of the merchants, to see what it was
that men most commonly bought at the stores, what they stored, that is, what
are the grossest groceries. For the improvements of ages have had but little
influence on the essential laws of man's exis tence: as our skeletons, probably,
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are not to be distinguished from those of our ancestors.

By the words, necessary of life, | mean whatever, of all that man obtains by his
own exertions, has been from the first, or from long use has become, so important
to human life that few, if any, whether from savageness, or poverty, or philosophy,
ever attempt to do without it.

The necessaries of life for man in this climate may, accurately enough, be dis-
tributed under the several heads of Food, Shelter, Clothing, and Fuel; for not till we
have secured these are we prepared to entertain the true problems of life with free-
dom and a prospect of success.

Most of the luxuries, and many of the so-calied comforts of life, are not only in-
dispensable, but positive hindrances to the elevation of mankind. With respect to
luxuries and comforts, the wisest have ever lived a more simple and meager life
than the poor. The ancient philosophes, Chinese, Hindu, Persian, and Greek, were
a class than which none has been poorer in outward riches, none so rich in inward.
We know not much about them. It is remarkable that we know so much of them as
we do. The same is true of the more modern reformers and benefactors of their
race. None can be an impartial or wise observer of human life but from the vantage
ground of what we should call voluntary poverty.

EARFA AR HE OB R BLA B KA FE)

“SHIELERT XNAE, REMRARLECHBS IRBNER, ARIK, 82
KEMERD, EREARNERBSAEERN, DETAERAEFEN, RHENRE
¥R AER, BEAEBRARROHAXEMRBENTRE T EZ0RA,

AMIEE LTS, YR ANOE RS, MBI, TS BN, &Y. Ekid,
RIBFBREL, BRIEFRAVER T X)LMEE, SUKLEARENERPHRERR, b
FRBCA BRI R,

KERSRIB B, A SRR EMESZ, MURRLER, fERELR
MIBEAS, PHES T ASFINRF, REESEXSEN S, ARURBRERAR LA
AN A RERDAR, SRNE¥R, Wb, 0E, ERNHEERNETEER,
R SSMERIM B E R, TARNMEEENA, ROSBONRENFHFAS, BRANX
TR AL X 2. 2 D AR 7, ARMBEZEMEREROKEN, BOmAaRd
—E, MR R D RS M R A TSR, A TR MR AT R



Of a life of luxury the fruit is luxury, whether in agriculture, or commerce, or lit-
erature, or art. There are nowadays professors of philosophy, but not philosophers.
Yet it is admirable to profess because it was once admirable to live. To be a
philosopher is not merely to have subtie thoughts, nor even to found a school, but
so to love wisdom as to live according to its dictates, a life of simplicity, indepen-
dence, magnanimity and trust. It is to solve some of the problems of life, not only
theoretically, but practically.

When a man is warmed by the several modes which | have described, what
does he want next? Surely not more warmth of the same kind, as more and richer
food, larger and more splendid houses, finer and more abundant clothing, more nu-
merous incessant and hotter fires, and the life. When he has obtained those things
which are necessary to life, there is another alternative than to obtain the super-
fluities; and that is, to adventure on life now, his vacation from humbler toil having
commenced.

! do not mean to prescribe rules to strong and valiant natures, who will mind
their own affairs whether in heaven or hell, and perchance build more magnificently
and spend more lavishly than the richest, without ever impoverishing themselves,
not knowing how they live if, indeed, there are any such, as has been dreamed; nor

SHMABFENREBHRE, FERERL, Bl CFRZRHEE R,
ARAFFENEFHE, BRATYR, R, ZREFOEBSARET, B IR
SESAEROERE, - MR, FRURERSNER, BT ¥R, T
ROHAREE R, U= TREBEROBTESER, 20— AR, e, SRR
BRMAETE, IR EMR A Sl FURTEEE b, TARESES,

YA A FIRFFS I LM RBUERE , AMEEESWLRORA? YR, A
EESAFNERE, hFRESERENEY . EATEBNEE . BEELRORRAR
FEEHATHRAOEE, YO SR TEBOLERE, heHB—MEE, WA
REMS R LR, KRB, LB AL T, FAHMRRRmn T,

RHANXEMARIEBAERE , A LAEREERERR, HL2EETH
GRS, RSB ERABE LS, FEGERS, HFALKLKTAN, mf
WS A AR, AR AFANE, R RDE I afEEn, RhA%S



to those who find their encouragement and inspiration in precisely the present con-
dition of things, and cherish it with the fondness and enthusiasm of lovers and, to
some extent, | reckon myself in this number; | do not speak to those who are well
employed, in whatever circumstances, and they know whether they are well em-
ployed or not; but mainly to the mass of men who are discontented, and idly com-
plaining of the hardness of their lot or of the times, when they might improve them.
There are some who complain most energetically and inconsolably of any, because
they are, as they say, doing their duty. | also have in my mind that seemingly
wealthy, but most terribly impoverished class of all, who have accumulated dross,
but know not how to use it, or get rid of it, and thus have forged their own golden or
silver fetters.

If | should attempt to tell how | have desired to spend my life in years past, it
would probably surprise those of my readers who are somewhat acquainted with its
actual history; it would certainly astonish those who know nothing about it. | will only
hint at some of the enterprises which | have cherished.

In any weather, at any hour of the day or night, | have been anxious to improve
the nich of time, and notch it on my stick too; to stand on the meeting of two eterni-
ties, the past and future, which is precisely the present moment; to toe that line.
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To anticipate, not the sunrise and the dawn merely, but, if possible, Nature her-
selfl How many mornings, summer and winter, before yet any neighbor was stirring
about his business, have | been about mine! No doubt, many of my townsmen have
met me returning from this enterprise, farmers starting for Boston in the twilight, or
woodchoppers going to their work. It is true, | never assisted the sun materially in
his rising, but, doubt not, it was of the last importance only to be present at it.

For a long time | was reporter to a journal, of no very wide circulation, whose
editor has never yet seen fit to print the bultk of my contributions, and, as is too com-
mon with writers, | got only my labor for my pains. However, in this case my pains
were their own reward.

For many years | was self-appointed inspector of snowstorms and rainstorms,
and did my duty faithfully; surveyor, if not of highways, then of forest paths and all
across-lot routes, keeping them open, and ravines bridged and passable at all sea-
sons, where the public heel had testified to their utility.

| have looked after the wild stock of the town, which give a faithful herdsman a
good deal of trouble by leaping fences; and | have had an eye to the unfrequented
nooks and corners of the farm; though | did not always know whether Jonas or
Solomon worked in a particular field today; that was none of my business. | have
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watered the red huckleberry, the sand cherry and the nettle tree, the red pine and
the black ash, the white grape and the yellow violet, which might have withered else
in dry seasons.

In short, | went on thus for a long time (I may say it without boasting), faithfully
minding my business, till it became more and more evident that my townsmen
would not after all admit me into the list of town officers, nor make my place a
sinecure with a moderate allowance.

Finding that my fellow-citizens were not likely to offer me any room in the court-
house, or any curacy or living anywhere else, but | must shift for myself, | turned my
face more exclusively than ever to the woods, where | was better known. | deter-
mined to go into business at once, and not wait to acquire the usual capital, using
such slender means as | had already got. My purpose in going to Walden Pond was
not to live cheaply nor to live dearly there, but to transact some private business
with the fewest obstacles; to be hindered from accomplishing which for want of a lit-
tle common sense, a little enterprise and business talent, appeared not so sad as
foolish.

As this business was to be entered into without the usual capital, it may not be
easy to conjecture where those means, that will still be indispensable to every such
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undertaking, were to be obtained. As for clothing, to come at once to the practical
part of the question, perhaps we are led oftener by the love of novelty and a regard
for the opinions of men, in procuring it, than by a true utility. Let him who has work
to do recollect that the object of clothing is, first, to retain the vital heat, and second-
ly, in this state of society, to cover nakedness, and he may judge how much of any
necessary or important work may be accomplished without adding to his wardrobe.

No man ever stood the lower in my estimation for having a patch in his clothes;
yet | am sure that there is greater anxiety, commonly, to have fashionable, or at
least clean and unpatched clothes, than to have a sound conscience. But even if the
rent is not mended, perhaps the worst vice betrayed is improvidence. | sometimes
try my acquaintances by such tests as this: Who could wear a patch, or two extra
seams only, over the knee? Most behave as if they believed that their prospects for
life would be ruined if they should do it. It would be easier for them to hobble to town
with a broken leg than with a broken pantaloon.

We worship not the Graces, nor the Parcae, but Fashion. She spins and
weaves and cuts with full authority. The head monkey at Paries puts on a traveler's
cap, and all the monkeys in America do the same. | sometimes despair of getting
anything quite simple and honest done in this world by the help of men. They would
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