Henry David Thoreau Biography
Poet, Philosopher, Journalist (1817-1862)

American essayist, poet, and practical philosopher, Henry David Thoreau was a New England
Transcendentalist and author of the book Walden.

Synopsis

Henry David Thoreau was born on July 12, 1817, in Concord, Massachusetts. He began writing nature
poetry in the 1840s, with poet Ralph Waldo Emerson as a mentor and friend. In 1845 he began his famous
two-year stay on Walden Pond, which he wrote about in his master work, Walden. He also became known
for his beliefs in Transcendentalism and civil disobedience, and was a dedicated abolitionist.

Early Life

One of America's most famous writers, Henry David Thoreau is remembered for his philosophical and
naturalist writings. He was born and raised in Concord, Massachusetts, along with his older siblings John and
Helen and younger sister Sophia. His father operated a local pencil factory, and his mother rented out parts
of the family's home to boarders.

A bright student, Thoreau eventually went to Harvard College (now Harvard University). There he studied
Greek and Latin as well as German. According to some reports, Thoreau had to take a break from his
schooling for a time because of illness. He graduated from college in 1837 and struggled with what do to
next. At the time, an educated man like Thoreau might pursue a career in law or medicine or in the church.
Other college graduates went into education, a path he briefly followed. With his brother John, he set up a
school in 1838. The venture collapsed a few years later after John became ill. Thoreau then went to work for
his father for a time.

After college, Thoreau befriended writer and fellow Concord resident Ralph Waldo Emerson. Through
Emerson, he became exposed to Transcendentalism, a school of thought that emphasized the importance of
empirical thinking and of spiritual matters over the physical world. It encouraged scientific inquiry and
observation. Thoreau came to know many of the movement's leading figures, including Bronson Alcott and
Margaret Fuller.

Emerson acted as a mentor to Thoreau and supported him in many ways. For a time, Thoreau lived with
Emerson as a caretaker for his home. Emerson also used his influence to promote Thoreau's literary efforts.
Some of Thoreau's first works were published in The Dial, a Transcendentalist magazine. And Emerson gave
Thoreau access to the lands that would inspire one of his greatest works.

Walden Pond

In 1845, Thoreau built a small home for himself on Walden Pond, on property owned by Emerson. He spent
more than two years there. Seeking a simpler type of life, Thoreau flipped the standard routine of the times.
He experimented with working as little as possible rather than engage in the pattern of six days on with one
day off. Sometimes Thoreau worked as a land surveyor or in the pencil factory. He felt that this new
approach helped him avoid the misery he saw around him. "The mass of men lead lives of quiet
desperation," Thoreau once wrote.

His schedule gave him plenty of time to devote to his philosophical and literary interests. Thoreau worked on
A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers (1849). The book drew from a boating trip he took with his
brother John in 1839. Thoreau eventually started writing about his Walden Pond experiment as well. Many
were curious about his revolutionary lifestyle, and this interest provided the creative spark for a collection of
essays. Published in 1854, Walden; or, Life in the Woods espoused living a life close to nature. The book



was a modest success, but it wasn't until much later that the book reached a larger audience. Over the years,
Walden has inspired and informed the work of naturalists, environmentalists and writers.

While living at Walden Pond, Thoreau also had an encounter with the law. He spent a night in jail after
refusing to pay a poll tax. This experience led him to write one of his best-known and most influential
essays, "Civil Disobedience" (also known as "Resistance to Civil Government"). Thoreau held deeply felt
political views, opposing slavery and the Mexican-American War. He made a strong case for acting on one's
individual conscience and not blindly following laws and government policy. "The only obligation which I
have a right to assume is to do at any time what I think right," he wrote.

Since its publication in 1849, "Civil Disobedience" has inspired many leaders of protest movements around
the world. This non-violent approach to political and social resistance has influenced American civil rights
movement activist Martin Luther King Jr. and Mohandas Gandhi, who helped India win independence from
Great Britain, among many others.

Later Years

After leaving Walden Pond, Thoreau spent some time looking after Emerson's house while he was on tour in
England. Still fascinated with nature, Thoreau wrote down his observations on plant and wildlife in his
native Concord and on his journeys. He visited the woods of Maine and the shoreline of Cape Cod several
times.

Thoreau also remained a devoted abolitionist until the end of his life. To support his cause, he wrote several
works, including the 1854 essay "Slavery in Massachusetts." Thoreau also took a brave stand for Captain
John Brown, a radical abolitionist who led an uprising against slavery in Virginia. He and his supporters
raided a federal arsenal in Harpers Ferry to arm themselves in October 1859, but their plan was thwarted. An
injured Brown was later convicted of treason and put to death for his crime. Thoreau rose to defend him with
the speech "A Plea for Capt. John Brown," calling him "an angel of light" and "the bravest and humanest
man in all the country."

In his later years, Thoreau battled an illness that had plagued him for decades. He had tuberculosis, which he
had contracted decades earlier. To restore his health, Thoreau went to Minnesota in 1861, but the trip didn't
improve his condition. He finally succumbed to the disease on May 6, 1862. Thoreau was heralded as "an
original thinker" and "a man of simple tastes, hardy habits, and of preternatural powers of observation" in
some of his obituaries.
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from On the Duty of Civil Disobedience (Henry David Thoreau)

[ heartily accept the motto, "That government is best which governs least"; and
[ should like to see it acted up to more rapidly and systematically. Carried out,
it finally amounts to this, which also I believe—"That government is best
which governs not at all"; and when men are prepared for it, that will be the
kind of government which they will have. Government is at best but an
expedient; but most governments are usually, and all governments are
sometimes, inexpedient. The objections which have been brought against a
standing army, and they are many and weighty, and deserve to prevail, may
also at last be brought against a standing government. The standing army is
only an arm of the standing government. The government itself, which is only
the mode which the people have chosen to execute their will, is equally liable
to be abused and perverted before the people can act through it. Witness the
present Mexican war, the work of comparatively a few individuals using the
standing government as their tool; for in the outset, the people would not have
consented to this measure.

This American government—what is it but a tradition, though a recent one,
endeavoring to transmit itself unimpaired to posterity, but each instant losing
some of its integrity? It has not the vitality and force of a single living man; for
a single man can bend it to his will. It is a sort of wooden gun to the people
themselves. But it is not the less necessary for this; for the people must have
some complicated machinery or other, and hear its din, to satisfy that idea of
government which they have. Governments show thus how successfully men
can be imposed upon, even impose on themselves, for their own advantage. It
is excellent, we must all allow. Yet this government never of itself furthered
any enterprise, but by the alacrity with which it got out of its way. It does not
keep the country free. It does not settle the West. It does not educate. The
character inherent in the American people has done all that has been
accomplished; and it would have done somewhat more, if the government had
not sometimes got in its way. For government is an expedient, by which men
would fain succeed in letting one another alone; and, as has been said, when it
is most expedient, the governed are most let alone by it. Trade and commerce,
if they were not made of india-rubber, would never manage to bounce over
obstacles which legislators are continually putting in their way; and if one
were to judge these men wholly by the effects of their actions and not partly by
their intentions, they would deserve to be classed and punished with those
mischievious persons who put obstructions on the railroads.

But, to speak practically and as a citizen, unlike those who call themselves no-
government men, [ ask for, not at once no government, but at once a better
government. Let every man make known what kind of government would
command his respect, and that will be one step toward obtaining it.

After all, the practical reason why, when the power is once in the hands of the
people, a majority are permitted, and for a long period continue, to rule is not
because they are most likely to be in the right, nor because this seems fairest
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to the minority, but because they are physically the strongest. But a
government in which the majority rule in all cases can not be based on justice,
even as far as men understand it. Can there not be a government in which the
majorities do not virtually decide right and wrong, but conscience?—in which
majorities decide only those questions to which the rule of expediency is
applicable? Must the citizen ever for a moment, or in the least degree, resign
his conscience to the legislator? Why has every man a conscience then? I think
that we should be men first, and subjects afterward. It is not desirable to
cultivate a respect for the law, so much as for the right. The only obligation
which I have a right to assume is to do at any time what I think right. It is truly
enough said that a corporation has no conscience; but a corporation of
conscientious men is a corporation with a conscience. Law never made men a
whit more just; and, by means of their respect for it, even the well-disposed
are daily made the agents of injustice. A common and natural result of an
undue respect for the law is, that you may see a file of soldiers, colonel,
captain, corporal, privates, powder-monkeys, and all, marching in admirable
order over hill and dale to the wars, against their wills, ay, against their
common sense and consciences, which makes it very steep marching indeed,
and produces a palpitation of the heart. They have no doubt that it is a
damnable business in which they are concerned; they are all peaceably
inclined. Now, what are they? Men at all? or small movable forts and
magazines, at the service of some unscrupulous man in power? Visit the Navy
Yard, and behold a marine, such a man as an American government can make,
or such as it can make a man with its black arts—a mere shadow and
reminiscence of humanity, a man laid out alive and standing, and already, as
one may say, buried under arms with funeral accompaniment, though it may
be,

"Not a drum was heard, not a funeral note,
As his corse to the rampart we hurried;
Not a soldier discharged his farewell shot
O'er the grave where our hero was buried."

The mass of men serve the state thus, not as men mainly, but as machines, with
their bodies. They are the standing army, and the militia, jailers, constables,
posse comitatus, etc. In most cases there is no free exercise whatever of the
judgement or of the moral sense; but they put themselves on a level with wood
and earth and stones; and wooden men can perhaps be manufactured that will
serve the purpose as well. Such command no more respect than men of straw
or a lump of dirt. They have the same sort of worth only as horses and dogs.
Yet such as these even are commonly esteemed good citizens. Others—as most
legislators, politicians, lawyers, ministers, and office-holders—serve the state
chiefly with their heads; and, as the rarely make any moral distinctions, they
are as likely to serve the devil, without intending it, as God. A very few—as
heroes, patriots, martyrs, reformers in the great sense, and men—serve the
state with their consciences also, and so necessarily resist it for the most part;
and they are commonly treated as enemies by it. A wise man will only be
useful as a man, and will not submit to be "clay," and "stop a hole to keep the




wind away," but leave that office to his dust at least:

" am too high born to be propertied,

To be a second at control,

Or useful serving-man and instrument

To any sovereign state throughout the world."

He who gives himself entirely to his fellow men appears to them useless and
selfish; but he who gives himself partially to them in pronounced a benefactor
and philanthropist.

How does it become a man to behave toward the American government today?
[ answer, that he cannot without disgrace be associated with it. I cannot for an
instant recognize that political organization as my government which is the
slave's government also. All men recognize the right of revolution; that is, the
right to refuse allegiance to, and to resist, the government, when its tyranny or
its inefficiency are great and unendurable. But almost all say that such is not
the case now. But such was the case, they think, in the Revolution of '75. If one
were to tell me that this was a bad government because it taxed certain foreign
commodities brought to its ports, it is most probable that I should not make an
ado about it, for I can do without them. All machines have their friction; and
possibly this does enough good to counter-balance the evil. At any rate, it is a
great evil to make a stir about it. But when the friction comes to have its
machine, and oppression and robbery are organized, I say, let us not have such
a machine any longer. In other words, when a sixth of the population of a
nation which has undertaken to be the refuge of liberty are slaves, and a whole
country is unjustly overrun and conquered by a foreign army, and subjected to
military law, [ think that it is not too soon for honest men to rebel and
revolutionize. What makes this duty the more urgent is that fact that the
country so overrun is not our own, but ours is the invading army.

There are thousands who are in opinion opposed to slavery and to the war,
who yet in effect do nothing to put an end to them; who, esteeming themselves
children of Washington and Franklin, sit down with their hands in their
pockets, and say that they know not what to do, and do nothing; who even
postpone the question of freedom to the question of free trade, and quietly
read the prices-current along with the latest advices from Mexico, after dinner,
and, it may be, fall asleep over them both. What is the price-current of an
honest man and patriot today? They hesitate, and they regret, and sometimes
they petition; but they do nothing in earnest and with effect. They will wait,
well disposed, for other to remedy the evil, that they may no longer have it to
regret. At most, they give up only a cheap vote, and a feeble countenance and
Godspeed, to the right, as it goes by them. There are nine hundred and ninety-
nine patrons of virtue to one virtuous man. But it is easier to deal with the real
possessor of a thing than with the temporary guardian of it.




All voting is a sort of gaming, like checkers or backgammon, with a slight moral
tinge to it, a playing with right and wrong, with moral questions; and betting
naturally accompanies it. The character of the voters is not staked. [ cast my
vote, perchance, as I think right; but I am not vitally concerned that that right
should prevail. I am willing to leave it to the majority. Its obligation, therefore,
never exceeds that of expediency. Even voting for the right is doing nothing for
it. It is only expressing to men feebly your desire that it should prevail. A wise
man will not leave the right to the mercy of chance, nor wish it to prevail
through the power of the majority. There is but little virtue in the action of
masses of men. When the majority shall at length vote for the abolition of
slavery, it will be because they are indifferent to slavery, or because there is
but little slavery left to be abolished by their vote. They will then be the only
slaves. Only his vote can hasten the abolition of slavery who asserts his own
freedom by his vote.




from Walden (Henry David Thoreau)

[ went to the woods because [ 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 [ 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. [ 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. Our life is like a German Confederacy, made up of petty
states, with its boundary forever fluctuating, so that even a German cannot tell
you how it is bounded at any moment. 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
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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, | 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. [ 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.

Why should we live with such hurry and waste of life? We are determined to be
starved before we are hungry. Men say that a stitch in time saves nine, and so
they take a thousand stitches today to save nine tomorrow. As for work, we
haven't any of any consequence. We have the Saint Vitus' dance, and cannot
possibly keep our heads still. If  should only give a few pulls at the parish bell-
rope, as for a fire, that is, without setting the bell, there is hardly a man on his
farm in the outskirts of Concord, notwithstanding that press of engagements
which was his excuse so many times this morning, nor a boy, nor a woman, I
might almost say, but would forsake all and follow that sound, not mainly to
save property from the flames, but, if we will confess the truth, much more to
see it burn, since burn it must, and we, be it known, did not set it on fire--or to
see it put out, and have a hand in it, if that is done as handsomely; yes, even if it
were the parish church itself. Hardly a man takes a half-hour's nap after dinner,
but when he wakes he holds up his head and asks, "What's the news?" as if the
rest of mankind had stood his sentinels. Some give directions to be waked every
half-hour, doubtless for no other purpose; and then, to pay for it, they tell what
they have dreamed. After a night's sleep the news is as indispensable as the
breakfast. "Pray tell me anything new that has happened to a man anywhere on
this globe"--and he reads it over his coffee and rolls, that a man has had his eyes
gouged out this morning on the Wachito River; never dreaming the while that
he lives in the dark unfathomed mammoth cave of this world, and has but the
rudiment of an eye himself.




