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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. 

I should not obtrude my affairs so much on the notice of my readers if very particular inquiries 

had not been made by my townsmen concerning my mode of life, which some would call 

impertinent, though they do not appear to me at all impertinent, but, considering the 

circumstances, very natural and pertinent. Some have asked what I got to eat; if I did not feel 

lonesome; if I was not afraid; and the like. Others have been curious to learn what portion of my 

income I devoted to charitable purposes; and some, who have large families, how many poor 

children I maintained. I will therefore ask those of my readers who feel no particular interest in 

me to pardon me if I undertake to answer some of these questions in this book. In most books, 

the I, or first person, is omitted; in this it will be retained; that, in respect to egotism, is the main 

difference. We commonly do not remember that it is, after all, always the first person that is 

speaking. I should not talk so much about myself if there were anybody else whom I knew as 

well. Unfortunately, I am confined to this theme by the narrowness of my experience. Moreover, 

I, on my side, require of every writer, first or last, a simple and sincere account of his own life, 

and not merely what he has heard of other men's lives; some such account as he would send to 

his kindred from a distant land; for if he has lived sincerely, it must have been in a distant land to 

me. Perhaps these pages are more particularly addressed to poor students. As for the rest of 

my readers, they will accept such portions as apply to them. I trust that none will stretch the 

seams in putting on the coat, for it may do good service to him whom it fits.  

I would fain say something, not so much concerning the Chinese and Sandwich 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 cannot be improved as well as not. 
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I have travelled 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 I 

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 position, while from the 

twist of the neck nothing but liquids can pass into the stomach"; or dwelling, chained for life, at 

the foot of a tree; or measuring with their bodies, 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 I daily witness. The twelve labors of 

Hercules were trifling in comparison with those which my neighbors have undertaken; for they 

were only twelve, and had an end; but I could never see that these men slew or captured any 

monster or finished any labor. They have no friend Iolaus to burn with a hot iron the root of the 

hydra's head, but as soon as one head is crushed, two spring up.  

I 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 I met well-nigh crushed and smothered under its load, creeping down the road of life, 

pushing before it a barn seventy-five feet by forty, its Augean stables never cleansed, and one 

hundred acres of land, tillage, mowing, pasture, and woodlot! The portionless, who struggle with 

no such unnecessary inherited encumbrances, find it labor enough to subdue and cultivate a 

few cubic feet of flesh.  

But men labor under a mistake. The better part of the man is soon plowed into the soil for 

compost. By a seeming fate, commonly called necessity, they are employed, as it says in an old 

book, laying up treasures which moth and rust will corrupt and thieves break through and steal. 

It is a fool's life, as they will find when they get to the end of it, if not before. It is said that 

Deucalion and Pyrrha created men by throwing stones over their heads behind them:  

Inde genus durum sumus, experiensque laborum, Et documenta damus qua simus origine nati.  

Or, as Raleigh rhymes it in his sonorous way,  

"From thence our kind hard-hearted is, enduring pain and care, Approving that our bodies of a 

stony nature are."  

So much for a blind obedience to a blundering oracle, throwing the stones over their heads 

behind them, and not seeing where they fell.  

Most men, even in this comparatively free country, through mere ignorance and mistake, are so 

occupied with the factitious cares and superfluously coarse labors of life that its finer fruits 
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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 him 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.  

Some of you, we all know, are poor, find it hard to live, are sometimes, as it were, gasping for 

breath. I have no doubt that some of you who read this book are unable to pay for all the 

dinners which you have actually eaten, or for the coats and shoes which are fast wearing or are 

already worn out, and have come to this page to spend borrowed or stolen time, robbing your 

creditors of an hour. It is very evident what mean and sneaking lives many of you live, for my 

sight has been whetted by experience; always on the limits, trying to get into business and 

trying to get out of debt, a very ancient slough, called by the Latins aes alienum, another's 

brass, for some of their coins were made of brass; still living, and dying, and buried by this 

other's brass; always promising to pay, promising to pay, tomorrow, and dying today, insolvent; 

seeking to curry favor, to get custom, by how many modes, only not state-prison offences; lying, 

flattering, voting, contracting yourselves into a nutshell of civility or dilating into an atmosphere 

of thin and vaporous generosity, that you may persuade your neighbor to let you make his 

shoes, or his hat, or his coat, or his carriage, or import his groceries for him; making yourselves 

sick, that you may lay up something against a sick day, something to be tucked away in an old 

chest, or in a stocking behind the plastering, or, more safely, in the brick bank; no matter where, 

no matter how much or how little.  

I sometimes wonder that we can be so frivolous, I may almost say, as to attend to the gross but 

somewhat foreign form of servitude called Negro Slavery, there are so many keen and subtle 

masters that enslave both North and South. It is hard to have a Southern overseer; it is worse to 

have a Northern one; but worst of all when you are the slave-driver of yourself. Talk of a divinity 

in man! Look at the teamster on the highway, wending to market by day or night; does any 

divinity stir within him? His highest duty to fodder and water his horses! What is his destiny to 

him compared with the shipping interests? Does not he drive for Squire Make-a-stir? How 

godlike, how immortal, is he? See how he cowers and sneaks, how vaguely all the day he fears, 

not being immortal nor divine, but the slave and prisoner of his own opinion of himself, a fame 

won by his own deeds. Public opinion is a weak tyrant compared with our own private opinion. 

What a man thinks of himself, that it is which determines, or rather indicates, his fate. Self-

emancipation even in the West Indian provinces of the fancy and imagination- what Wilberforce 

is there to bring that about? Think, also, of the ladies of the land weaving toilet cushions against 

the last day, not to betray too green an interest in their fates! As if you could kill time without 

injuring eternity.  

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 
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play in them, for this comes after work. But it is a characteristic of wisdom not to do desperate 

things.  

. . . .  

But all this is very selfish, I have heard some of my townsmen say. I confess that I have hither- 

to indulged very little in philanthropic enterprises. I have made some sacrifices to a sense of 

duty, and among others have sacrificed this pleasure also. There are those who have used all 

their arts to persuade me to undertake the support of some poor family in the town; and if I had 

nothing to do- for the devil finds employment for the idle- I might try my hand at some such 

pastime as that. However, when I have thought to indulge myself in this respect, and lay their 

Heaven under an obligation by maintaining certain poor persons in all respects as comfortably 

as I maintain myself, and have even ventured so far as to make them the offer, they have one 

and all unhesitatingly preferred to remain poor. While my townsmen and women are devoted in 

so many ways to the good of their fellows, I trust that one at least may be spared to other and 

less humane pursuits. You must have a genius for charity as well as for anything else. As for 

Doing-good, that is one of the professions which are full. Moreover, I have tried it fairly, and, 

strange as it may seem, am satisfied that it does not agree with my constitution. Probably I 

should not consciously and deliberately forsake my particular calling to do the good which 

society demands of me, to save the universe from annihilation; and I believe that a like but 

infinitely greater steadfastness elsewhere is all that now preserves it. But I would not stand 

between any man and his genius; and to him who does this work, which I decline, with his whole 

heart and soul and life, I would say, Persevere, even if the world call it doing evil, as it is most 

likely they will.  

I am far from supposing that my case is a peculiar one; no doubt many of my readers would 

make a similar defence. At doing something- I will not engage that my neighbors shall 

pronounce it good- I do not hesitate to say that I should be a capital fellow to hire; but what that 

is, it is for my employer to find out. What good I do, in the common sense of that word, must be 

aside from my main path, and for the most part wholly unintended. Men say, practically, Begin 

where you are and such as you are, without aiming mainly to become of more worth, and with 

kindness aforethought go about doing good. If I were to preach at all in this strain, I should say 

rather, Set about being good. As if the sun should stop when he had kindled his fires up to the 

splendor of a moon or a star of the sixth magnitude, and go about like a Robin Goodfellow, 

peeping in at every cottage window, inspiring lunatics, and tainting meats, and making darkness 

visible, instead of steadily increasing his genial heat and beneficence till he is of such brightness 

that no mortal can look him in the face, and then, and in the meanwhile too, going about the 

world in his own orbit, doing it good, or rather, as a truer philosophy has discovered, the world 

going about him getting good. When Phaeton, wishing to prove his heavenly birth by his 

beneficence, had the sun's chariot but one day, and drove out of the beaten track, he burned 

several blocks of houses in the lower streets of heaven, and scorched the surface of the earth, 

and dried up every spring, and made the great desert of Sahara, till at length Jupiter hurled him 

headlong to the earth with a thunderbolt, and the sun, through grief at his death, did not shine 

for a year.  
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There is no odor so bad as that which arises from goodness tainted. It is human, it is divine, 

carrion. If I knew for a certainty that a man was coming to my house with the conscious design 

of doing me good, I should run for my life, as from that dry and parching wind of the African 

deserts called the simoom, which fills the mouth and nose and ears and eyes with dust till you 

are suffocated, for fear that I should get some of his good done to me- some of its virus mingled 

with my blood. No- in this case I would rather suffer evil the natural way. A man is not a good 

man to me because he will feed me if I should be starving, or warm me if I should be freezing, or 

pull me out of a ditch if I should ever fall into one. I can find you a Newfoundland dog that will do 

as much. Philanthropy is not love for one's fellow-man in the broadest sense. Howard was no 

doubt an exceedingly kind and worthy man in his way, and has his reward; but, comparatively 

speaking, what are a hundred Howards to us, if their philanthropy do not help us in our best 

estate, when we are most worthy to be helped? I never heard of a philanthropic meeting in 

which it was sincerely proposed to do any good to me, or the like of me.  

The Jesuits were quite balked by those indians who, being burned at the stake, suggested new 

modes of torture to their tormentors. Being superior to physical suffering, it sometimes chanced 

that they were superior to any consolation which the missionaries could offer; and the law to do 

as you would be done by fell with less persuasiveness on the ears of those who, for their part, 

did not care how they were done by, who loved their enemies after a new fashion, and came 

very near freely forgiving them all they did.  

Be sure that you give the poor the aid they most need, though it be your example which leaves 

them far behind. If you give money, spend yourself with it, and do not merely abandon it to 

them. We make curious mistakes sometimes. Often the poor man is not so cold and hungry as 

he is dirty and ragged and gross. It is partly his taste, and not merely his misfortune. If you give 

him money, he will perhaps buy more rags with it. I was wont to pity the clumsy Irish laborers 

who cut ice on the pond, in such mean and ragged clothes, while I shivered in my more tidy and 

somewhat more fashionable garments, till, one bitter cold day, one who had slipped into the 

water came to my house to warm him, and I saw him strip off three pairs of pants and two pairs 

of stockings ere he got down to the skin, though they were dirty and ragged enough, it is true, 

and that he could afford to refuse the extra garments which I offered him, he had so many intra 

ones. This ducking was the very thing he needed. Then I began to pity myself, and I saw that it 

would be a greater charity to bestow on me a flannel shirt than a whole slop-shop on him. There 

are a thousand hacking at the branches of evil to one who is striking at the root, and it may be 

that he who bestows the largest amount of time and money on the needy is doing the most by 

his mode of life to produce that misery which he strives in vain to relieve. It is the pious slave-

breeder devoting the proceeds of every tenth slave to buy a Sunday's liberty for the rest. Some 

show their kindness to the poor by employing them in their kitchens. Would they not be kinder if 

they employed themselves there? You boast of spending a tenth part of your income in charity; 

maybe you should spend the nine tenths so, and done with it. Society recovers only a tenth part 

of the property then. Is this owing to the generosity of him in whose possession it is found, or to 

the remissness of the officers of justice?  

Philanthropy is almost the only virtue which is sufficiently appreciated by mankind. Nay, it is 

greatly overrated; and it is our selfishness which overrates it. A robust poor man, one sunny day 

here in Concord, praised a fellow-townsman to me, because, as he said, he was kind to the 
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poor; meaning himself. The kind uncles and aunts of the race are more esteemed than its true 

spiritual fathers and mothers. I once heard a reverend lecturer on England, a man of learning 

and intelligence, after enumerating her scientific, literary, and political worthies, Shakespeare, 

Bacon, Cromwell, Milton, Newton, and others, speak next of her Christian heroes, whom, as if 

his profession required it of him, he elevated to a place far above all the rest, as the greatest of 

the great. They were Penn, Howard, and Mrs. Fry. Every one must feel the falsehood and cant 

of this. The last were not England's best men and women; only, perhaps, her best 

philanthropists.  

I would not subtract anything from the praise that is due to philanthropy, but merely demand 

justice for all who by their lives and works are a blessing to mankind. I do not value chiefly a 

man's uprightness and benevolence, which are, as it were, his stem and leaves. Those plants of 

whose greenness withered we make herb tea for the sick serve but a humble use, and are most 

employed by quacks. I want the flower and fruit of a man; that some fragrance be wafted over 

from him to me, and some ripeness flavor our intercourse. His goodness must not be a partial 

and transitory act, but a constant superfluity, which costs him nothing and of which he is 

unconscious. This is a charity that hides a multitude of sins. The philanthropist too often 

surrounds mankind with the remembrance of his own castoff griefs as an atmosphere, and calls 

it sympathy. We should impart our courage, and not our despair, our health and ease, and not 

our disease, and take care that this does not spread by contagion. From what southern plains 

comes up the voice of wailing? Under what latitudes reside the heathen to whom we would send 

light? Who is that intemperate and brutal man whom we would redeem? If anything ail a man, 

so that he does not perform his functions, if he have a pain in his bowels even- for that is the 

seat of sympathy- he forthwith sets about reforming- the world. Being a microcosm himself, he 

discovers- and it is a true discovery, and he is the man to make it- that the world has been 

eating green apples; to his eyes, in fact, the globe itself is a great green apple, which there is 

danger awful to think of that the children of men will nibble before it is ripe; and straightway his 

drastic philanthropy seeks out the Esquimau and the Patagonian, and embraces the populous 

Indian and Chinese villages; and thus, by a few years of philanthropic activity, the powers in the 

meanwhile using him for their own ends, no doubt, he cures himself of his dyspepsia, the globe 

acquires a faint blush on one or both of its cheeks, as if it were beginning to be ripe, and life 

loses its crudity and is once more sweet and wholesome to live. I never dreamed of any 

enormity greater than I have committed. I never knew, and never shall know, a worse man than 

myself.  

I believe that what so saddens the reformer is not his sympathy with his fellows in distress, but, 

though he be the holiest son of God, is his private ail. Let this be righted, let the spring come to 

him, the morning rise over his couch, and he will forsake his generous companions without 

apology. My excuse for not lecturing against the use of tobacco is, that I never chewed it, that is 

a penalty which reformed tobacco-chewers have to pay; though there are things enough I have 

chewed which I could lecture against. If you should ever be betrayed into any of these 

philanthropies, do not let your left hand know what your right hand does, for it is not worth 

knowing. Rescue the drowning and tie your shoestrings. Take your time, and set about some 

free labor. 
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Our manners have been corrupted by communication with the saints. Our hymn-books resound 

with a melodious cursing of God and enduring Him forever. One would say that even the 

prophets and redeemers had rather consoled the fears than confirmed the hopes of man. There 

is nowhere recorded a simple and irrepressible satisfaction with the gift of life, any memorable 

praise of God. All health and success does me good, however far off and withdrawn it may 

appear; all disease and failure help s to make me sad and does me evil, however much 

sympathy it may have with me or I with it. If, then, we would indeed restore mankind by truly 

Indian, botanic, magnetic, or natural means, let us first be as simple and well as Nature 

ourselves, dispel the clouds which hang over our own brows, and take up a little life into our 

pores. Do not stay to be an overseer of the poor, but endeavor to become one of the worthies of 

the world.  

I read in the Gulistan, or Flower Garden, of Sheik Sadi of Shiraz, that "they asked a wise man, 

saying: Of the many celebrated trees which the Most High God has created lofty and 

umbrageous, they call none azad, or free, excepting the cypress, which bears no fruit; what 

mystery is there in this? He replied: Each has its appropriate produce, and appointed season, 

during the continuance of which it is fresh and blooming, and during their absence dry and 

withered; to neither of which states is the cypress exposed, being always flourishing; and of this 

nature are the azads, or religious independents. – Fix not thy heart on that which is transitory; 

for the Dijlah, or Tigris, will continue to flow through Bagdad after the race of caliphs is extinct: if 

thy hand has plenty, be liberal as the date tree; but if it affords nothing to give away, be an azad, 

or free man, like the cypress."  

 


