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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.
—Henry David Thoreau



 

A life of simplicity and self-reliance and a more conscious relationship with the natural world were Henry David Thoreau’s goals when he turned his back on his father’s pencil-making business and set out to live in a hand-built cabin near Concord, Massachusetts, in 1845. Nine years later, his reflections on that two-year sojourn at Walden Pond were published as Walden; or, Life in the Woods. The book has become an American classic, beloved by all who search for meaning in the midst of modern life’s uproar. And, though the language may sometimes seem quaint or flowery—and Thoreau’s stern example may seem hard to live up to—his passionate belief in the divine self-sufficiency of the individual is more resonant today than ever. Thoreau still has much to teach us—or, more accurately, there is much we can discover for ourselves by using Walden as a starting point on our own quest for personal growth and fulfillment.

 

Thoreau believed that most of us lead lives of “quiet desperation,” slaves to our own acquisitiveness and out of step with nature and our own most basic needs. By example, he endeavored to show that we could break free of the chains that bind us by casting off all that we don’t really need—and in the process, open ourselves to the harmony and beauty of the world around us. And, while it isn’t realistic to think that any of us could simply walk out of our lives—leave our jobs and families and many responsibilities—to live in industrious solitude as Thoreau did, there are many things we can re-examine and change with an understanding of his philosophies.

 

This handy little book is designed to help you do just that. Every word of Thoreau’s famous work is here, just as he wrote it. His most important thoughts are highlighted in orange throughout, so you can return to these passages again and again, noting the things that speak most eloquently to you. And finally, each chapter ends with a bit of commentary from a contemporary perspective, placing the section in a relevant context and suggesting a writing exercise designed to help you incorporate Thoreau’s ideas into your own life. There is space for you to respond to the exercises right in the book, though you should feel free to continue each answer in a personal notebook, so as not to feel hemmed in by the space allotted. Working through these exercises is a wonderful way to derive personal meaning and guidance from Thoreau—it’s as if he is your personal life coach! (Keep in mind that Thoreau was no country bumpkin—he was educated at Harvard and started out as a teacher.)

 

Though his residency at Walden Pond lasted several years, Thoreau constructed Walden so that it unfolds seasonally, over the course of one year. Beginning with a meticulous record of his cabin’s construction (on which he spends a total of $28.12 ½), he carries us through all of the aspects of his life there, using every one of his senses, his keen sense of observation, and his estimable gifts of description to bring his surroundings, adventures, and visitors to life for us. Some of the most vivid and moving passages consist of his concentrated observances of the behavior of local animals, birds—even ants—and other natural phenomena, such as the freezing and thawing of the ice on the pond. He brings this same keen eye (and unsparing judgment) to the description of various local people he visits and who visit him—because, contrary to popular belief, Thoreau was no hermit. During the time he lived at Walden Pond, he journeyed to town frequently, visiting friends and family, and received a wide variety of visitors at his cabin. Still, he does say, “I never found the companion that was so companionable as solitude.”

 

At the heart of all of his writings, Thoreau is concerned with how we spend our brief lives. He confronts his readers early in the book, “It is very evident what mean and sneaking lives many of you live, . . . always on the limits, trying to get into business and trying to get out of debt, . . . always promising to pay, . . . seeking to curry favor, . . . making yourselves sick, that you may lay up something against a sick day . . .” He continues to say that it’s “worst of all when you are a slave-driver of yourself.” Near the end of his experiment, he concludes:


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. . . . 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.



Enjoy the great beauty and profound wisdom of Walden. Work through the exercises that move you, and record your thoughts and feelings as you go. Some of the exercises involve finding some time to travel out into the natural world (even if that is just your own backyard or a local park), observe it, and connect with it; others involve ruminating on your beliefs about home, work, education, and wealth; still others ask you to think about war, hunger, and what beliefs you might be willing to stand up for. Always, Thoreau’s thoughts and observations are there to inspire and guide you. Perhaps his most famous quotation will instill in you the courage to begin making the changes that are sure to lead to deeper happiness:


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.

 

— Laura Ross
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