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Chapter 1. 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.  

. . .    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 æs 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 offenses; 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.  

. . .  By the words, necessary of life, I 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. To many 
creatures there is in this sense but one necessary of life, Food. To the bison of the prairie it is a few 
inches of palatable grass, with water to drink; unless he seeks the Shelter of the forest or the 
mountain's shadow. None of the brute creation requires more than Food and Shelter. The 
necessaries of life for man in this climate may, accurately enough, be distributed 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 freedom and a prospect of success. Man has invented, not 
only houses, but clothes and cooked food; and possibly from the accidental discovery of the warmth 
of fire, and the consequent use of it, at first a luxury, arose the present necessity to sit by it. We 
observe cats and dogs acquiring the same second nature. By proper Shelter and Clothing we 
legitimately retain our own internal heat; but with an excess of these, or of Fuel, that is, with an 
external heat greater than our own internal, may not cookery properly be said to begin? Darwin, the 
naturalist, says of the inhabitants of Tierra del Fuego, that while his own party, who were well 
clothed and sitting close to a fire, were far from too warm, these naked savages, who were farther 
off, were observed, to his great surprise, "to be streaming with perspiration at undergoing such a 
roasting." So, we are told, the New Hollander  goes naked with impunity, while the European 
shivers in his clothes. Is it impossible to combine the hardiness of these savages with the 
intellectualness of the civilized man? According to Liebig, man's body is a stove, and food the fuel 
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which keeps up the internal combustion in the lungs. In cold weather we eat more, in warm less. 
The animal heat is the result of a slow combustion, and disease and death take place when this is too 
rapid; or for want of fuel, or from some defect in the draught, the fire goes out. Of course the vital 
heat is not to be confounded with fire; but so much for analogy. It appears, therefore, from the 
above list, that the expression, animal life, is nearly synonymous with the expression, animal heat; 
for while Food may be regarded as the Fuel which keeps up the fire within us—and Fuel serves 
only to prepare that Food or to increase the warmth of our bodies by addition from without—Shelter 
and Clothing also serve only to retain the heat thus generated and absorbed.  

. . .  Most of the luxuries, and many of the so-called comforts of life, are not only not indispensable, 
but positive hindrances to the elevation of mankind. With respect to luxuries and comforts, the 
wisest have ever lived a more simple and meagre life than the poor. The ancient philosophers, 
Chinese, Hindoo, 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. Of a life of luxury the fruit is luxury, whether in agriculture, or 
commerce, or literature, 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 subtle thoughts, nor even to found a school, but so to love wisdom as to live 
according to its dictates, a life of simplicity, independence, magnanimity, and trust. It is to solve 
some of the problems of life, not only theoretically, but practically. The success of great scholars 
and thinkers is commonly a courtier-like success, not kingly, not manly. They make shift to live 
merely by conformity, practically as their fathers did, and are in no sense the progenitors of a noble 
race of men. But why do men degenerate ever? What makes families run out? What is the nature of 
the luxury which enervates and destroys nations? Are we sure that there is none of it in our own 
lives? The philosopher is in advance of his age even in the outward form of his life. He is not fed, 
sheltered, clothed, warmed, like his contemporaries. How can a man be a philosopher and not 
maintain his vital heat by better methods than other men?  

Chapter 2. Where I Lived, and What I Lived for  

. . .   When first I took up my abode in the woods, that is, began to spend my nights as well as days 
there, which, by accident, was on Independence Day, or the Fourth of July, 1845, my house was not 
finished for winter, but was merely a defence against the rain, without plastering or chimney, the 
walls being of rough, weather-stained boards, with wide chinks, which made it cool at night. The 
upright white hewn studs and freshly planed door and window casings gave it a clean and airy look, 
especially in the morning, when its timbers were saturated with dew, so that I fancied that by noon 
some sweet gum would exude from them. To my imagination it retained throughout the day more or 
less of this auroral character, reminding me of a certain house on a mountain which I had visited a 
year before. This was an airy and unplastered cabin, fit to entertain a travelling god, and where a 
goddess might trail her garments. The winds which passed over my dwelling were such as sweep 
over the ridges of mountains, bearing the broken strains, or celestial parts only, of terrestrial 
music. The morning wind forever blows, the poem of creation is uninterrupted; but few are the ears 
that hear it. Olympus  is but the outside of the earth everywhere.  

. . . I was seated by the shore of a small pond, about a mile and a half south of the village of 
Concord and somewhat higher than it, in the midst of an extensive wood between that town and 
Lincoln, and about two miles south of that our only field known to fame, Concord Battle Ground; 
but I was so low in the woods that the opposite shore, half a mile off, like the rest, covered with 



wood, was my most distant horizon. For the first week, whenever I looked out on the pond it 
impressed me like a tarn high up on the side of a mountain, its bottom far above the surface of other 
lakes, and, as the sun arose, I saw it throwing off its nightly clothing of mist, and here and there, by 
degrees, its soft ripples or its smooth reflecting surface was revealed, while the mists, like ghosts, 
were stealthily withdrawing in every direction into the woods, as at the breaking up of some 
nocturnal conventicle. The very dew seemed to hang upon the trees later into the day than usual, as 
on the sides of mountains.  

. . . 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."  

. . .  Let us spend one day as deliberately as Nature, and not be thrown off the track by every 
nutshell and mosquito's wing that falls on the rails. Let us rise early and fast, or break fast, gently 
and without perturbation; let company come and let company go, let the bells ring and the children 
cry—determined to make a day of it. Why should we knock under and go with the stream? Let us 
not be upset and overwhelmed in that terrible rapid and whirlpool called a dinner, situated in the 
meridian shallows. Weather this danger and you are safe, for the rest of the way is down hill. With 
unrelaxed nerves, with morning vigor, sail by it, looking another way, tied to the mast like Ulysses. 
If the engine whistles, let it whistle till it is hoarse for its pains. If the bell rings, why should we run? 
We will consider what kind of music they are like. Let us settle ourselves, and work and wedge our 
feet downward through the mud and slush of opinion, and prejudice, and tradition, and delusion, 
and appearance, that alluvion which covers the globe, through Paris and London, through New York 
and Boston and Concord, through Church and State, through poetry and philosophy and religion, till 
we come to a hard bottom and rocks in place, which we can call reality, and say, This is, and no 
mistake; and then begin, having a point d'appui, below freshet and frost and fire, a place where you 
might found a wall or a state, or set a lamp-post safely, or perhaps a gauge, not a Nilometer, but a 
Realometer, that future ages might know how deep a freshet of shams and appearances had gathered 
from time to time. If you stand right fronting and face to face to a fact, you will see the sun glimmer 
on both its surfaces, as if it were a cimeter, and feel its sweet edge dividing you through the heart 
and marrow, and so you will happily conclude your mortal career. Be it life or death, we crave only 
reality. If we are really dying, let us hear the rattle in our throats and feel cold in the extremities; if 
we are alive, let us go about our business.  

Time is but the stream I go a-fishing in. I drink at it; but while I drink I see the sandy bottom and 
detect how shallow it is. Its thin current slides away, but eternity remains. I would drink deeper; fish 
in the sky, whose bottom is pebbly with stars. I cannot count one. I know not the first letter of the 
alphabet. I have always been regretting that I was not as wise as the day I was born. The intellect is 
a cleaver; it discerns and rifts its way into the secret of things. I do not wish to be any more busy 
with my hands than is necessary. My head is hands and feet. I feel all my best faculties concentrated 
in it. My instinct tells me that my head is an organ for burrowing, as some creatures use their snout 
and fore paws, and with it I would mine and burrow my way through these hills. I think that the 



richest vein is somewhere hereabouts; so by the divining-rod and thin rising vapors I judge; and 
here I will begin to mine.  

Chapter 5.  Solitude  

THIS IS A delicious evening, when the whole body is one sense, and imbibes delight through every 
pore. I go and come with a strange liberty in Nature, a part of herself. As I walk along the stony 
shore of the pond in my shirt-sleeves, though it is cool as well as cloudy and windy, and I see 
nothing special to attract me, all the elements are unusually congenial to me. The bullfrogs trump to 
usher in the night, and the note of the whip-poor-will is borne on the rippling wind from over the 
water. Sympathy with the fluttering alder and poplar leaves almost takes away my breath; yet, like 
the lake, my serenity is rippled but not ruffled. These small waves raised by the evening wind are as 
remote from storm as the smooth reflecting surface. Though it is now dark, the wind still blows and 
roars in the wood, the waves still dash, and some creatures lull the rest with their notes. The repose 
is never complete. The wildest animals do not repose, but seek their prey now; the fox, and skunk, 
and rabbit, now roam the fields and woods without fear. They are Nature's watchmen—links which 
connect the days of animated life.  

Chapter 9.  The Ponds  

A lake is the landscape's most beautiful and expressive feature. It is earth's eye; looking into which 
the beholder measures the depth of his own nature. The fluviatile  trees next the shore are the 
slender eyelashes which fringe it, and the wooded hills and cliffs around are its overhanging brows.  

Standing on the smooth sandy beach at the east end of the pond, in a calm September afternoon, 
when a slight haze makes the opposite shore-line indistinct, I have seen whence came the 
expression, "the glassy surface of a lake." When you invert your head, it looks like a thread of finest 
gossamer stretched across the valley, and gleaming against the distant pine woods, separating one 
stratum of the atmosphere from another. You would think that you could walk dry under it to the 
opposite hills, and that the swallows which skim over might perch on it. Indeed, they sometimes 
dive below this line, as it were by mistake, and are undeceived. As you look over the pond 
westward you are obliged to employ both your hands to defend your eyes against the reflected as 
well as the true sun, for they are equally bright; and if, between the two, you survey its surface 
critically, it is literally as smooth as glass, except where the skater insects, at equal intervals 
scattered over its whole extent, by their motions in the sun produce the finest imaginable sparkle on 
it, or, perchance, a duck plumes itself, or, as I have said, a swallow skims so low as to touch it. It 
may be that in the distance a fish describes an arc of three or four feet in the air, and there is one 
bright flash where it emerges, and another where it strikes the water; sometimes the whole silvery 
arc is revealed; or here and there, perhaps, is a thistle-down floating on its surface, which the fishes 
dart at and so dimple it again. It is like molten glass cooled but not congealed, and the few motes in 
it are pure and beautiful like the imperfections in glass. You may often detect a yet smoother and 
darker water, separated from the rest as if by an invisible cobweb, boom of the water nymphs, 
resting on it. From a hilltop you can see a fish leap in almost any part; for not a pickerel or shiner 
picks an insect from this smooth surface but it manifestly disturbs the equilibrium of the whole lake. 
It is wonderful with what elaborateness this simple fact is advertised—this piscine murder will 
out—and from my distant perch I distinguish the circling undulations when they are half a dozen 
rods in diameter. You can even detect a water-bug (Gyrinus) ceaselessly progressing over the 
smooth surface a quarter of a mile off; for they furrow the water slightly, making a conspicuous 
ripple bounded by two diverging lines, but the skaters glide over it without rippling it perceptibly. 
When the surface is considerably agitated there are no skaters nor water-bugs on it, but apparently, 



in calm days, they leave their havens and adventurously glide forth from the shore by short impulses 
till they completely cover it. It is a soothing employment, on one of those fine days in the fall when 
all the warmth of the sun is fully appreciated, to sit on a stump on such a height as this, overlooking 
the pond, and study the dimpling circles which are incessantly inscribed on its otherwise invisible 
surface amid the reflected skies and trees. Over this great expanse there is no disturbance but it is 
thus at once gently smoothed away and assuaged, as, when a vase of water is jarred, the trembling 
circles seek the shore and all is smooth again. Not a fish can leap or an insect fall on the pond but it 
is thus reported in circling dimples, in lines of beauty, as it were the constant welling up of its 
fountain, the gentle pulsing of its life, the heaving of its breast. The thrills of joy and thrills of pain 
are undistinguishable. How peaceful the phenomena of the lake! Again the works of man shine as in 
the spring. Ay, every leaf and twig and stone and cobweb sparkles now at mid-afternoon as when 
covered with dew in a spring morning. Every motion of an oar or an insect produces a flash of light; 
and if an oar falls, how sweet the echo!  

In such a day, in September or October, Walden is a perfect forest mirror, set round with stones as 
precious to my eye as if fewer or rarer. Nothing so fair, so pure, and at the same time so large, as a 
lake, perchance, lies on the surface of the earth. Sky water. It needs no fence. Nations come and go 
without defiling it. It is a mirror which no stone can crack, whose quicksilver will never wear off, 
whose gilding Nature continually repairs; no storms, no dust, can dim its surface ever fresh;—a 
mirror in which all impurity presented to it sinks, swept and dusted by the sun's hazy brush—this 
the light dust-cloth—which retains no breath that is breathed on it, but sends its own to float as 
clouds high above its surface, and be reflected in its bosom still.  

A field of water betrays the spirit that is in the air. It is continually receiving new life and motion 
from above. It is intermediate in its nature between land and sky. On land only the grass and trees 
wave, but the water itself is rippled by the wind. I see where the breeze dashes across it by the 
streaks or flakes of light. It is remarkable that we can look down on its surface. We shall, perhaps, 
look down thus on the surface of air at length, and mark where a still subtler spirit sweeps over it.  

. . . I have said that Walden has no visible inlet nor outlet, but it is on the one hand distantly and 
indirectly related to Flint's Pond, which is more elevated, by a chain of small ponds coming from 
that quarter, and on the other directly and manifestly to Concord River, which is lower, by a similar 
chain of ponds through which in some other geological period it may have flowed, and by a little 
digging, which God forbid, it can be made to flow thither again. If by living thus reserved and 
austere, like a hermit in the woods, so long, it has acquired such wonderful purity, who would not 
regret that the comparatively impure waters of Flint's Pond should be mingled with it, or itself 
should ever go to waste its sweetness in the ocean wave?  

Flint's, or Sandy Pond, in Lincoln, our greatest lake and inland sea, lies about a mile east of Walden. 
It is much larger, being said to contain one hundred and ninety-seven acres, and is more fertile in 
fish; but it is comparatively shallow, and not remarkably pure. A walk through the woods thither 
was often my recreation. It was worth the while, if only to feel the wind blow on your cheek freely, 
and see the waves run, and remember the life of mariners. I went a-chestnutting there in the fall, on 
windy days, when the nuts were dropping into the water and were washed to my feet; and one day, 
as I crept along its sedgy shore, the fresh spray blowing in my face, I came upon the mouldering 
wreck of a boat, the sides gone, and hardly more than the impression of its flat bottom left amid the 
rushes; yet its model was sharply defined, as if it were a large decayed pad, with its veins. It was as 
impressive a wreck as one could imagine on the seashore, and had as good a moral. It is by this time 
mere vegetable mould and undistinguishable pond shore, through which rushes and flags have 
pushed up. I used to admire the ripple marks on the sandy bottom, at the north end of this pond, 



made firm and hard to the feet of the wader by the pressure of the water, and the rushes which grew 
in Indian file, in waving lines, corresponding to these marks, rank behind rank, as if the waves had 
planted them. There also I have found, in considerable quantities, curious balls, composed 
apparently of fine grass or roots, of pipewort perhaps, from half an inch to four inches in diameter, 
and perfectly spherical. These wash back and forth in shallow water on a sandy bottom, and are 
sometimes cast on the shore. They are either solid grass, or have a little sand in the middle. At first 
you would say that they were formed by the action of the waves, like a pebble; yet the smallest are 
made of equally coarse materials, half an inch long, and they are produced only at one season of the 
year. Moreover, the waves, I suspect, do not so much construct as wear down a material which has 
already acquired consistency. They preserve their form when dry for an indefinite period.  

Flint's Pond! Such is the poverty of our nomenclature. What right had the unclean and stupid 
farmer, whose farm abutted on this sky water, whose shores he has ruthlessly laid bare, to give his 
name to it? Some skin-flint, who loved better the reflecting surface of a dollar, or a bright cent, in 
which he could see his own brazen face; who regarded even the wild ducks which settled in it as 
trespassers; his fingers grown into crooked and bony talons from the long habit of grasping harpy-
like;—so it is not named for me. I go not there to see him nor to hear of him; who never saw it, who 
never bathed in it, who never loved it, who never protected it, who never spoke a good word for it, 
nor thanked God that He had made it. Rather let it be named from the fishes that swim in it, the wild 
fowl or quadrupeds which frequent it, the wild flowers which grow by its shores, or some wild man 
or child the thread of whose history is interwoven with its own; not from him who could show no 
title to it but the deed which a like-minded neighbor or legislature gave him who thought only of its 
money value; whose presence perchance cursed—him all the shores; who exhausted the land around 
it, and would fain have exhausted the waters within it; who regretted only that it was not English 
hay or cranberry meadow—there was nothing to redeem it, forsooth, in his eyes—and would have 
drained and sold it for the mud at its bottom. It did not turn his mill, and it was no privilege to him 
to behold it. I respect not his labors, his farm where everything has its price, who would carry the 
landscape, who would carry his God, to market, if he could get anything for him; who goes to 
market for his god as it is; on whose farm nothing grows free, whose fields bear no crops, whose 
meadows no flowers, whose trees no fruits, but dollars; who loves not the beauty of his fruits, 
whose fruits are not ripe for him till they are turned to dollars. Give me the poverty that enjoys true 
wealth. Farmers are respectable and interesting to me in proportion as they are poor—poor farmers. 
A model farm! where the house stands like a fungus in a muckheap, chambers for men horses, oxen, 
and swine, cleansed and uncleansed, all contiguous to one another! Stocked with men! A great 
grease-spot, redolent of manures and buttermilk! Under a high state of cultivation, being manured 
with the hearts and brains of men! As if you were to raise your potatoes in the churchyard! Such is a 
model farm.  

White Pond and Walden are great crystals on the surface of the earth, Lakes of Light. If they were 
permanently congealed, and small enough to be clutched, they would, perchance, be carried off by 
slaves, like precious stones, to adorn the heads of emperors; but being liquid, and ample, and 
secured to us and our successors forever, we disregard them, and run after the diamond of 
Kohinoor. They are too pure to have a market value; they contain no muck. How much more 
beautiful than our lives, how much more transparent than our characters, are they! We never learned 
meanness of them. How much fairer than the pool before the farmers door, in which his ducks 
swim! Hither the clean wild ducks come. Nature has no human inhabitant who appreciates her. The 
birds with their plumage and their notes are in harmony with the flowers, but what youth or maiden 
conspires with the wild luxuriant beauty of Nature? She flourishes most alone, far from the towns 
where they reside. Talk of heaven! ye disgrace earth.  



  
Chapter 11.  Higher Laws  

. . .  Who has not sometimes derived an inexpressible satisfaction from his food in which appetite 
had no share? I have been thrilled to think that I owed a mental perception to the commonly gross 
sense of taste, that I have been inspired through the palate, that some berries which I had eaten on a 
hillside had fed my genius. "The soul not being mistress of herself," says Thseng-tseu, "one looks, 
and one does not see; one listens, and one does not hear; one eats, and one does not know the savor 
of food." He who distinguishes the true savor of his food can never be a glutton; he who does not 
cannot be otherwise. A puritan may go to his brown-bread crust with as gross an appetite as ever an 
alderman to his turtle. Not that food which entereth into the mouth defileth a man, but the appetite 
with which it is eaten. It is neither the quality nor the quantity, but the devotion to sensual savors; 
when that which is eaten is not a viand to sustain our animal, or inspire our spiritual life, but food 
for the worms that possess us. If the hunter has a taste for mud-turtles, muskrats, and other such 
savage tidbits, the fine lady indulges a taste for jelly made of a calf's foot, or for sardines from over 
the sea, and they are even. He goes to the mill-pond, she to her preserve-pot. The wonder is how 
they, how you and I, can live this slimy, beastly life, eating and drinking.  

. . . We are conscious of an animal in us, which awakens in proportion as our higher nature 
slumbers. It is reptile and sensual, and perhaps cannot be wholly expelled; like the worms which, 
even in life and health, occupy our bodies. Possibly we may withdraw from it, but never change its 
nature. I fear that it may enjoy a certain health of its own; that we may be well, yet not pure. The 
other day I picked up the lower jaw of a hog, with white and sound teeth and tusks, which suggested 
that there was an animal health and vigor distinct from the spiritual. This creature succeeded by 
other means than temperance and purity. "That in which men differ from brute beasts," says 
Mencius, "is a thing very inconsiderable; the common herd lose it very soon; superior men preserve 
it carefully." Who knows what sort of life would result if we had attained to purity? If I knew so 
wise a man as could teach me purity I would go to seek him forthwith. "A command over our 
passions, and over the external senses of the body, and good acts, are declared by the Ved to be 
indispensable in the mind's approximation to God." Yet the spirit can for the time pervade and 
control every member and function of the body, and transmute what in form is the grossest 
sensuality into purity and devotion. The generative energy, which, when we are loose, dissipates 
and makes us unclean, when we are continent invigorates and inspires us. Chastity is the flowering 
of man; and what are called Genius, Heroism, Holiness, and the like, are but various fruits which 
succeed it. Man flows at once to God when the channel of purity is open. By turns our purity 
inspires and our impurity casts us down. He is blessed who is assured that the animal is dying out in 
him day by day, and the divine being established. Perhaps there is none but has cause for shame on 
account of the inferior and brutish nature to which he is allied. I fear that we are such gods or 
demigods only as fauns and satyrs, the divine allied to beasts, the creatures of appetite, and that, to 
some extent, our very life is our disgrace.—  

. . .All sensuality is one, though it takes many forms; all purity is one. It is the same whether a man 
eat, or drink, or cohabit, or sleep sensually. They are but one appetite, and we only need to see a 
person do any one of these things to know how great a sensualist he is. The impure can neither 
stand nor sit with purity. When the reptile is attacked at one mouth of his burrow, he shows himself 
at another. If you would be chaste, you must be temperate. What is chastity? How shall a man know 
if he is chaste? He shall not know it. We have heard of this virtue, but we know not what it is. We 
speak conformably to the rumor which we have heard. From exertion come wisdom and purity; 
from sloth ignorance and sensuality. In the student sensuality is a sluggish habit of mind. An 
unclean person is universally a slothful one, one who sits by a stove, whom the sun shines on 



prostrate, who reposes without being fatigued. If you would avoid uncleanness, and all the sins, 
work earnestly, though it be at cleaning a stable. Nature is hard to be overcome, but she must be 
overcome. What avails it that you are Christian, if you are not purer than the heathen, if you deny 
yourself no more, if you are not more religious? I know of many systems of religion esteemed 
heathenish whose precepts fill the reader with shame, and provoke him to new endeavors, though it 
be to the performance of rites merely.  
  
Chapter 17.  Spring  

THE OPENING OF large tracts by the ice-cutters commonly causes a pond to break up earlier; for 
the water, agitated by the wind, even in cold weather, wears away the surrounding ice. But such was 
not the effect on Walden that year, for she had soon got a thick new garment to take the place of the 
old. This pond never breaks up so soon as the others in this neighborhood, on account both of its 
greater depth and its having no stream passing through it to melt or wear away the ice. I never knew 
it to open in the course of a winter, not excepting that of '52-3, which gave the ponds so severe a 
trial. It commonly opens about the first of April, a week or ten days later than Flint's Pond and Fair 
Haven, beginning to melt on the north side and in the shallower parts where it began to freeze. It 
indicates better than any water hereabouts the absolute progress of the season, being least affected 
by transient changes of temperature. A severe cold of a few days duration in March may very much 
retard the opening of the former ponds, while the temperature of Walden increases almost 
uninterruptedly. A thermometer thrust into the middle of Walden on the 6th of March, 1847, stood 
at 32 degrees, or freezing point; near the shore at 33 degrees; in the middle of Flint's Pond, the same 
day, at 32½ degrees at a dozen rods from the shore, in shallow water, under ice a foot thick, at 36 
degrees. This difference of three and a half degrees between the temperature of the deep water and 
the shallow in the latter pond, and the fact that a great proportion of it is comparatively shallow, 
show why it should break up so much sooner than Walden. The ice in the shallowest part was at this 
time several inches thinner than in the middle. In midwinter the middle had been the warmest and 
the ice thinnest there. So, also, every one who has waded about the shores of the pond in summer 
must have perceived how much warmer the water is close to the shore, where only three or four 
inches deep, than a little distance out, and on the surface where it is deep, than near the bottom. In 
spring the sun not only exerts an influence through the increased temperature of the air and earth, 
but its heat passes through ice a foot or more thick, and is reflected from the bottom in shallow 
water, and so also warms the water and melts the under side of the ice, at the same time that it is 
melting it more directly above, making it uneven, and causing the air bubbles which it contains to 
extend themselves upward and downward until it is completely honeycombed, and at last disappears 
suddenly in a single spring rain. Ice has its grain as well as wood, and when a cake begins to rot or 
"comb," that is, assume the appearance of honeycomb, whatever may be its position, the air cells are 
at right angles with what was the water surface. Where there is a rock or a log rising near to the 
surface the ice over it is much thinner, and is frequently quite dissolved by this reflected heat; and I 
have been told that in the experiment at Cambridge to freeze water in a shallow wooden pond, 
though the cold air circulated underneath, and so had access to both sides, the reflection of the sun 
from the bottom more than counterbalanced this advantage. When a warm rain in the middle of the 
winter melts off the snow-ice from Walden, and leaves a hard dark or transparent ice on the middle, 
there will be a strip of rotten though thicker white ice, a rod or more wide, about the shores, created 
by this reflected heat. Also, as I have said, the bubbles themselves within the ice operate as burning-
glasses to melt the ice beneath.  

The phenomena of the year take place every day in a pond on a small scale. Every morning, 
generally speaking, the shallow water is being warmed more rapidly than the deep, though it may 
not be made so warm after all, and every evening it is being cooled more rapidly until the morning. 



The day is an epitome of the year. The night is the winter, the morning and evening are the spring 
and fall, and the noon is the summer. The cracking and booming of the ice indicate a change of 
temperature. One pleasant morning after a cold night, February 24th, 1850, having gone to Flint's 
Pond to spend the day, I noticed with surprise, that when I struck the ice with the head of my axe, it 
resounded like a gong for many rods around, or as if I had struck on a tight drum-head. The pond 
began to boom about an hour after sunrise, when it felt the influence of the sun's rays slanted upon it 
from over the hills; it stretched itself and yawned like a waking man with a gradually increasing 
tumult, which was kept up three or four hours. It took a short siesta at noon, and boomed once more 
toward night, as the sun was withdrawing his influence. In the right stage of the weather a pond 
fires its evening gun with great regularity. But in the middle of the day, being full of cracks, and the 
air also being less elastic, it had completely lost its resonance, and probably fishes and muskrats 
could not then have been stunned by a blow on it. The fishermen say that the "thundering of the 
pond" scares the fishes and prevents their biting. The pond does not thunder every evening, and I 
cannot tell surely when to expect its thundering; but though I may perceive no difference in the 
weather, it does. Who would have suspected so large and cold and thick-skinned a thing to be so 
sensitive? Yet it has its law to which it thunders obedience when it should as surely as the buds 
expand in the spring. The earth is all alive and covered with papillae. The largest pond is as 
sensitive to atmospheric changes as the globule of mercury in its tube.  

. . .  Few phenomena gave me more delight than to observe the forms which thawing sand and clay 
assume in flowing down the sides of a deep cut on the railroad through which I passed on my way 
to the village, a phenomenon not very common on so large a scale, though the number of freshly 
exposed banks of the right material must have been greatly multiplied since railroads were invented. 
The material was sand of every degree of fineness and of various rich colors, commonly mixed with 
a little clay. When the frost comes out in the spring, and even in a thawing day in the winter, the 
sand begins to flow down the slopes like lava, sometimes bursting out through the snow and 
overflowing it where no sand was to be seen before. Innumerable little streams overlap and interlace 
one with another, exhibiting a sort of hybrid product, which obeys half way the law of currents, and 
half way that of vegetation. As it flows it takes the forms of sappy leaves or vines, making heaps of 
pulpy sprays a foot or more in depth, and resembling, as you look down on them, the laciniated, 
lobed, and imbricated thalluses of some lichens; or you are reminded of coral, of leopard's paws or 
birds' feet, of brains or lungs or bowels, and excrements of all kinds. It is a truly grotesque 
vegetation, whose forms and color we see imitated in bronze, a sort of architectural foliage more 
ancient and typical than acanthus, chiccory, ivy, vine, or any vegetable leaves; destined perhaps, 
under some circumstances, to become a puzzle to future geologists. The whole cut impressed me as 
if it were a cave with its stalactites laid open to the light. The various shades of the sand are 
singularly rich and agreeable, embracing the different iron colors, brown, gray, yellowish, and 
reddish. When the flowing mass reaches the drain at the foot of the bank it spreads out flatter into 
strands, the separate streams losing their semi-cylindrical form and gradually becoming more flat 
and broad, running together as they are more moist, till they form an almost flat sand, still variously 
and beautifully shaded, but in which you can trace the original forms of vegetation; till at length, in 
the water itself, they are converted into banks, like those formed off the mouths of rivers, and the 
forms of vegetation are lost in the ripple marks on the bottom.  

The whole bank, which is from twenty to forty feet high, is sometimes overlaid with a mass of this 
kind of foliage, or sandy rupture, for a quarter of a mile on one or both sides, the produce of one 
spring day. What makes this sand foliage remarkable is its springing into existence thus suddenly. 
When I see on the one side the inert bank—for the sun acts on one side first—and on the other this 
luxuriant foliage, the creation of an hour, I am affected as if in a peculiar sense I stood in the 
laboratory of the Artist who made the world and me—had come to where he was still at work, 



sporting on this bank, and with excess of energy strewing his fresh designs about. I feel as if I were 
nearer to the vitals of the globe, for this sandy overflow is something such a foliaceous mass as the 
vitals of the animal body. You find thus in the very sands an anticipation of the vegetable leaf. No 
wonder that the earth expresses itself outwardly in leaves, it so labors with the idea inwardly. The 
atoms have already learned this law, and are pregnant by it. The overhanging leaf sees here its 
prototype. Internally, whether in the globe or animal body, it is a moist thick lobe, a word especially 
applicable to the liver and lungs and the leaves of fat ([letters of the Greek alphabet], labor, lapsus, 
to flow or slip downward, a lapsing; [letters of the Greek alphabet], globus, lobe, globe; also lap, 
flap, and many other words); externally a dry thin leaf, even as the f and v are a pressed and dried b. 
The radicals of lobe are lb, the soft mass of the b (single lobed, or B, double lobed), with the liquid l 
behind it pressing it forward. In globe, glb, the guttural g adds to the meaning the capacity of the 
throat. The feathers and wings of birds are still drier and thinner leaves. Thus, also, you pass from 
the lumpish grub in the earth to the airy and fluttering butterfly. The very globe continually 
transcends and translates itself, and becomes winged in its orbit. Even ice begins with delicate 
crystal leaves, as if it had flowed into moulds which the fronds of waterplants have impressed on 
the watery mirror. The whole tree itself is but one leaf, and rivers are still vaster leaves whose pulp 
is intervening earth, and towns and cities are the ova of insects in their axils.  

When the sun withdraws the sand ceases to flow, but in the morning the streams will start once 
more and branch and branch again into a myriad of others. You here see perchance how blood-
vessels are formed. If you look closely you observe that first there pushes forward from the thawing 
mass a stream of softened sand with a drop-like point, like the ball of the finger, feeling its way 
slowly and blindly downward, until at last with more heat and moisture, as the sun gets higher, the 
most fluid portion, in its effort to obey the law to which the most inert also yields, separates from 
the latter and forms for itself a meandering channel or artery within that, in which is seen a little 
silvery stream glancing like lightning from one stage of pulpy leaves or branches to another, and 
ever and anon swallowed up in the sand. It is wonderful how rapidly yet perfectly the sand 
organizes itself as it flows, using the best material its mass affords to form the sharp edges of its 
channel. Such are the sources of rivers. In the silicious matter which the water deposits is perhaps 
the bony system, and in the still finer soil and organic matter the fleshy fibre or cellular tissue. What 
is man but a mass of thawing clay? The ball of the human finger is but a drop congealed. The 
fingers and toes flow to their extent from the thawing mass of the body. Who knows what the 
human body would expand and flow out to under a more genial heaven? Is not the hand a spreading 
palm leaf with its lobes and veins? The ear may be regarded, fancifully, as a lichen, umbilicaria, on 
the side of the head, with its lobe or drop. The lip—labium, from labor (?)—laps or lapses from the 
sides of the cavernous mouth. The nose is a manifest congealed drop or stalactite. The chin is a still 
larger drop, the confluent dripping of the face. The cheeks are a slide from the brows into the valley 
of the face, opposed and diffused by the cheek bones. Each rounded lobe of the vegetable leaf, too, 
is a thick and now loitering drop, larger or smaller; the lobes are the fingers of the leaf; and as many 
lobes as it has, in so many directions it tends to flow, and more heat or other genial influences 
would have caused it to flow yet farther.  

Thus it seemed that this one hillside illustrated the principle of all the operations of Nature. The 
Maker of this earth but patented a leaf. What Champollion will decipher this hieroglyphic for us, 
that we may turn over a new leaf at last? This phenomenon is more exhilarating to me than the 
luxuriance and fertility of vineyards. True, it is somewhat excrementitious in its character, and there 
is no end to the heaps of liver, lights, and bowels, as if the globe were turned wrong side outward; 
but this suggests at least that Nature has some bowels, and there again is mother of humanity. This 
is the frost coming out of the ground; this is Spring. It precedes the green and flowery spring, as 
mythology precedes regular poetry. I know of nothing more purgative of winter fumes and 



indigestions. It convinces me that Earth is still in her swaddling-clothes, and stretches forth baby 
fingers on every side. Fresh curls spring from the baldest brow. There is nothing inorganic. These 
foliaceous heaps lie along the bank like the slag of a furnace, showing that Nature is "in full blast" 
within. The earth is not a mere fragment of dead history, stratum upon stratum like the leaves of a 
book, to be studied by geologists and antiquaries chiefly, but living poetry like the leaves of a tree, 
which precede flowers and fruit—not a fossil earth, but a living earth; compared with whose great 
central life all animal and vegetable life is merely parasitic. Its throes will heave our exuviae from 
their graves. You may melt your metals and cast them into the most beautiful moulds you can; they 
will never excite me like the forms which this molten earth flows out into. And not only it, but the 
institutions upon it are plastic like clay in the hands of the potter.  

. . .  Walden is melting apace. There is a canal two rods wide along the northerly and westerly sides, 
and wider still at the east end. A great field of ice has cracked off from the main body. I hear a song 
sparrow singing from the bushes on the shore—olit, olit, olit-chip, chip, chip, che char-che wiss, 
wiss, wiss. He too is helping to crack it. How handsome the great sweeping curves in the edge of the 
ice, answering somewhat to those of the shore, but more regular! It is unusually hard, owing to the 
recent severe but transient cold, and all watered or waved like a palace floor. But the wind slides 
eastward over its opaque surface in vain, till it reaches the living surface beyond. It is glorious to 
behold this ribbon of water sparkling in the sun, the bare face of the pond full of glee and youth, as 
if it spoke the joy of the fishes within it, and of the sands on its shore—a silvery sheen as from the 
scales of a leuciscus,  as it were all one active fish. Such is the contrast between winter and spring. 
Walden was dead and is alive again. But this spring it broke up more steadily, as I have said.  

The change from storm and winter to serene and mild weather, from dark and sluggish hours to 
bright and elastic ones, is a memorable crisis which all things proclaim. It is seemingly 
instantaneous at last. Suddenly an influx of light filled my house, though the evening was at hand, 
and the clouds of winter still overhung it, and the eaves were dripping with sleety rain. I looked out 
the window, and lo! where yesterday was cold gray ice there lay the transparent pond already calm 
and full of hope as in a summer evening, reflecting a summer evening sky in its bosom, though 
none was visible overhead, as if it had intelligence with some remote horizon. I heard a robin in the 
distance, the first I had heard for many a thousand years, methought, whose note I shall not forget 
for many a thousand more—the same sweet and powerful song as of yore. O the evening robin, at 
the end of a New England summer day! If I could ever find the twig he sits upon! I mean he; I mean 
the twig. This at least is not the Turdus migratorius. The pitch pines and shrub oaks about my 
house, which had so long drooped, suddenly resumed their several characters, looked brighter, 
greener, and more erect and alive, as if effectually cleansed and restored by the rain. I knew that it 
would not rain any more. You may tell by looking at any twig of the forest, ay, at your very wood-
pile, whether its winter is past or not. As it grew darker, I was startled by the honking of geese 
flying low over the woods, like weary travellers getting in late from Southern lakes, and indulging 
at last in unrestrained complaint and mutual consolation. Standing at my door, I could bear the rush 
of their wings; when, driving toward my house, they suddenly spied my light, and with hushed 
clamor wheeled and settled in the pond. So I came in, and shut the door, and passed my first spring 
night in the woods.  

In the morning I watched the geese from the door through the mist, sailing in the middle of the 
pond, fifty rods off, so large and tumultuous that Walden appeared like an artificial pond for their 
amusement. But when I stood on the shore they at once rose up with a great flapping of wings at the 
signal of their commander, and when they had got into rank circled about over my head, twenty-
nine of them, and then steered straight to Canada, with a regular honk from the leader at intervals, 



trusting to break their fast in muddier pools. A "plump" of ducks rose at the same time and took the 
route to the north in the wake of their noisier cousins.  

For a week I heard the circling, groping clangor of some solitary goose in the foggy mornings, 
seeking its companion, and still peopling the woods with the sound of a larger life than they could 
sustain. In April the pigeons were seen again flying express in small flocks, and in due time I heard 
the martins twittering over my clearing, though it had not seemed that the township contained so 
many that it could afford me any, and I fancied that they were peculiarly of the ancient race that 
dwelt in hollow trees ere white men came. In almost all climes the tortoise and the frog are among 
the precursors and heralds of this season, and birds fly with song and glancing plumage, and plants 
spring and bloom, and winds blow, to correct this slight oscillation of the poles and preserve the 
equilibrium of nature.  

. . . A single gentle rain makes the grass many shades greener. So our prospects brighten on the 
influx of better thoughts. We should be blessed if we lived in the present always, and took 
advantage of every accident that befell us, like the grass which confesses the influence of the 
slightest dew that falls on it; and did not spend our time in atoning for the neglect of past 
opportunities, which we call doing our duty. We loiter in winter while it is already spring. In a 
pleasant spring morning all men's sins are forgiven. Such a day is a truce to vice. While such a sun 
holds out to burn, the vilest sinner may return. Through our own recovered innocence we discern 
the innocence of our neighbors. You may have known your neighbor yesterday for a thief, a 
drunkard, or a sensualist, and merely pitied or despised him, and despaired of the world; but the sun 
shines bright and warm this first spring morning, recreating the world, and you meet him at some 
serene work, and see how it is exhausted and debauched veins expand with still joy and bless the 
new day, feel the spring influence with the innocence of infancy, and all his faults are forgotten. 
There is not only an atmosphere of good will about him, but even a savor of holiness groping for 
expression, blindly and ineffectually perhaps, like a new-born instinct, and for a short hour the 
south hill-side echoes to no vulgar jest. You see some innocent fair shoots preparing to burst from 
his gnarled rind and try another year's life, tender and fresh as the youngest plant. Even he has 
entered into the joy of his Lord. Why the jailer does not leave open his prison doors—why the judge 
does not dismis his case—why the preacher does not dismiss his congregation! It is because they do 
not obey the hint which God gives them, nor accept the pardon which he freely offers to all.  
  
. . .   Beside this I got a rare mess of golden and silver and bright cupreous fishes, which looked like 
a string of jewels. Ah! I have penetrated to those meadows on the morning of many a first spring 
day, jumping from hummock to hummock, from willow root to willow root, when the wild river 
valley and the woods were bathed in so pure and bright a light as would have waked the dead, if 
they had been slumbering in their graves, as some suppose. There needs no stronger proof of 
immortality. All things must live in such a light. O Death, where was thy sting? O Grave, where 
was thy victory, then?  

Our village life would stagnate if it were not for the unexplored forests and meadows which 
surround it. We need the tonic of wildness—to wade sometimes in marshes where the bittern and 
the meadow-hen lurk, and hear the booming of the snipe; to smell the whispering sedge where only 
some wilder and more solitary fowl builds her nest, and the mink crawls with its belly close to the 
ground. At the same time that we are earnest to explore and learn all things, we require that all 
things be mysterious and unexplorable, that land and sea be infinitely wild, unsurveyed and 
unfathomed by us because unfathomable. We can never have enough of nature. We must be 
refreshed by the sight of inexhaustible vigor, vast and titanic features, the sea-coast with its wrecks, 
the wilderness with its living and its decaying trees, the thunder-cloud, and the rain which lasts 



three weeks and produces freshets. We need to witness our own limits transgressed, and some life 
pasturing freely where we never wander. We are cheered when we observe the vulture feeding on 
the carrion which disgusts and disheartens us, and deriving health and strength from the repast. 
There was a dead horse in the hollow by the path to my house, which compelled me sometimes to 
go out of my way, especially in the night when the air was heavy, but the assurance it gave me of 
the strong appetite and inviolable health of Nature was my compensation for this. I love to see that 
Nature is so rife with life that myriads can be afforded to be sacrificed and suffered to prey on one 
another; that tender organizations can be so serenely squashed out of existence like pulp—tadpoles 
which herons gobble up, and tortoises and toads run over in the road; and that sometimes it has 
rained flesh and blood! With the liability to accident, we must see how little account is to be made 
of it. The impression made on a wise man is that of universal innocence. Poison is not poisonous 
after all, nor are any wounds fatal. Compassion is a very untenable ground. It must be expeditious. 
Its pleadings will not bear to be stereotyped.  

Early in May, the oaks, hickories, maples, and other trees, just putting out amidst the pine woods 
around the pond, imparted a brightness like sunshine to the landscape, especially in cloudy days, as 
if the sun were breaking through mists and shining faintly on the hillsides here and there. On the 
third or fourth of May I saw a loon in the pond, and during the first week of the month I heard the 
whip-poor-will, the brown thrasher, the veery, the wood pewee, the chewink, and other birds. I had 
heard the wood thrush long before. The phoebe had already come once more and looked in at my 
door and window, to see if my house was cavern-like enough for her, sustaining herself on 
humming wings with clinched talons, as if she held by the air, while she surveyed the premises. The 
sulphur-like pollen of the pitch pine soon covered the pond and the stones and rotten wood along 
the shore, so that you could have collected a barrelful. This is the "sulphur showers" we hear 
of. Even in Calidas' drama of Sacontala, we read of "rills dyed yellow with the golden dust of the 
lotus." And so the seasons went rolling on into summer, as one rambles into higher and higher 
grass.  

Thus was my first year's life in the woods completed; and the second year was similar to it. I finally 
left Walden September 6th, 1847.  


