
Economy: Chapter 1 
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.

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 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.

The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation. What is called 
resignation is confirmed desperation. From the desperate city you 
go into the desperate country, and have to console yourself with the 
bravery of minks and muskrats. A stereotyped but unconscious despair 
is concealed even under what are called the games and amusements of 
mankind. There is no play in them, for this comes after work. But it is a 
characteristic of wisdom not to do desperate things.

When we consider what, to use the words of the catechism, is the 
chief end of man, and what are the true necessaries and means of life, it 
appears as if men had deliberately chosen the common mode of living 
because they preferred it to any other. Yet they honestly think there is 
no choice left. But alert and healthy natures remember that the sun rose 
clear. It is never too late to give up our prejudices. No way of thinking or 
doing, however ancient, can be trusted without proof. What everybody 
echoes or in silence passes by as true to-day may turn out to be falsehood 
to-morrow, mere smoke of opinion, which some had trusted for a cloud 

that would sprinkle fertilizing rain on their fields. What old people 
say you cannot do, you try and find that you can. Old deeds for old 
people, and new deeds for new. Old people did not know enough once, 
perchance, to fetch fresh fuel to keep the fire a-going; new people put a 
little dry wood under a pot, and are whirled round the globe with the 
speed of birds, in a way to kill old people, as the phrase is. 

Most men appear never to have considered what a house is, and 
are actually though needlessly poor all their lives because they think 
that they must have such a one as their neighbors have. As if one were 
to wear any sort of coat which the tailor might cut out for him, or, 
gradually leaving off palm-leaf hat or cap of woodchuck skin, complain 
of hard times because he could not afford to buy him a crown! It is 
possible to invent a house still more convenient and luxurious than we 
have, which yet all would admit that man could not afford to pay for. 
Shall we always study to obtain more of these things, and not sometimes 
to be content with less? Shall the respectable citizen thus gravely teach, 
by precept and example, the necessity of the young man’s providing a 
certain number of superfluous glow-shoes, and umbrellas, and empty 
guest chambers for empty guests, before he dies? Why should not our 
furniture be as simple as the Arab’s or the Indian’s? 

By the middle of April, for I made no haste in my work, but rather 
made the most of it, my house was framed and ready for the raising. 
I had already bought the shanty of James Collins, an Irishman who 
worked on the Fitchburg Railroad, for boards. James Collins’ shanty 
was considered an uncommonly fine one. When I called to see it he 
was not at home. I walked about the outside, at first unobserved from 
within, the window was so deep and high. It was of small dimensions, 
with a peaked cottage roof, and not much else to be seen, the dirt being 
raised five feet all around as if it were a compost heap. The roof was the 
soundest part, though a good deal warped and made brittle by the sun. 
Doorsill there was none, but a perennial passage for the hens under the 
door board. Mrs. C. came to the door and asked me to view it from the 
inside. The hens were driven in by my approach. It was dark, and had 
a dirt floor for the most part, dank, clammy, and aguish, only here a 
board and there a board which would not bear removal. She lighted a 
lamp to show me the inside of the roof and the walls, and also that the 
board floor extended under the bed, warning me not to step into the 
cellar, a sort of dust hole two feet deep. In her own words, they were 
“good boards overhead, good boards all around, and a good window” 
-- of two whole squares originally, only the cat had passed out that 
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way lately. There was a stove, a bed, and a place to sit, an infant in the 
house where it was born, a silk parasol, gilt-framed looking-glass, and 
a patent new coffee-mill nailed to an oak sapling, all told. The bargain 
was soon concluded, for James had in the meanwhile returned. I to pay 
four dollars and twenty-five cents tonight, he to vacate at five tomorrow 
morning, selling to nobody else meanwhile: I to take possession at six. 
It were well, he said, to be there early, and anticipate certain indistinct 
but wholly unjust claims on the score of ground rent and fuel. This he 
assured me was the only encumbrance. At six I passed him and his 
family on the road. One large bundle held their all -- bed, coffee-mill, 
looking-glass, hens -- all but the cat; she took to the woods and became a 
wild cat, and, as I learned afterward, trod in a trap set for woodchucks, 
and so became a dead cat at last.

I took down this dwelling the same morning, drawing the nails, 
and removed it to the pond-side by small cartloads, spreading the boards 
on the grass there to bleach and warp back again in the sun. One early 
thrush gave me a note or two as I drove along the woodland path. I was 
informed treacherously by a young Patrick that neighbor Seeley, an 
Irishman, in the intervals of the carting, transferred the still tolerable, 
straight, and drivable nails, staples, and spikes to his pocket, and then 
stood when I came back to pass the time of day, and look freshly up, 
unconcerned, with spring thoughts, at the devastation; there being a 
dearth of work, as he said. He was there to represent spectatordom, and 
help make this seemingly insignificant event one with the removal of the 
gods of Troy.

I dug my cellar in the side of a hill sloping to the south, where a 
woodchuck had formerly dug his burrow, down through sumach and 
blackberry roots, and the lowest stain of vegetation, six feet square 
by seven deep, to a fine sand where potatoes would not freeze in any 
winter. The sides were left shelving, and not stoned; but the sun having 
never shone on them, the sand still keeps its place. It was but two hours’ 
work. I took particular pleasure in this breaking of ground, for in almost 
all latitudes men dig into the earth for an equable temperature. Under 
the most splendid house in the city is still to be found the cellar where 
they store their roots as of old, and long after the superstructure has 
disappeared posterity remark its dent in the earth. The house is still but a 
sort of porch at the entrance of a burrow.

At length, in the beginning of May, with the help of some of my 
acquaintances, rather to improve so good an occasion for neighborliness 
than from any necessity, I set up the frame of my house. No man 
was ever more honored in the character of his raisers than I. They are 
destined, I trust, to assist at the raising of loftier structures one day. I 

began to occupy my house on the 4th of July, as soon as it was boarded 
and roofed, for the boards were carefully feather-edged and lapped, so 
that it was perfectly impervious to rain, but before boarding I laid the 
foundation of a chimney at one end, bringing two cartloads of stones up 
the hill from the pond in my arms. I built the chimney after my hoeing in 
the fall, before a fire became necessary for warmth, doing my cooking in 
the meanwhile out of doors on the ground, early in the morning: which 
mode I still think is in some respects more convenient and agreeable 
than the usual one. When it stormed before my bread was baked, I fixed 
a few boards over the fire, and sat under them to watch my loaf, and 
passed some pleasant hours in that way. In those days, when my hands 
were much employed, I read but little, but the least scraps of paper 
which lay on the ground, my holder, or tablecloth, afforded me as much 
entertainment, in fact answered the same purpose as the Iliad.

It would be worth the while to build still more deliberately than 
I did, considering, for instance, what foundation a door, a window, 
a cellar, a garret, have in the nature of man, and perchance never 
raising any superstructure until we found a better reason for it than 
our temporal necessities even. There is some of the same fitness in a 
man’s building his own house that there is in a bird’s building its own 
nest. Who knows but if men constructed their dwellings with their 
own hands, and provided food for themselves and families simply and 
honestly enough, the poetic faculty would be universally developed, as 
birds universally sing when they are so engaged? But alas! we do like 
cowbirds and cuckoos, which lay their eggs in nests which other birds 
have built, and cheer no traveller with their chattering and unmusical 
notes. Shall we forever resign the pleasure of construction to the 
carpenter? What does architecture amount to in the experience of the 
mass of men? I never in all my walks came across a man engaged in so 
simple and natural an occupation as building his house. We belong to 
the community. It is not the tailor alone who is the ninth part of a man; it 
is as much the preacher, and the merchant, and the farmer. Where is this 
division of labor to end? and what object does it finally serve? No doubt 
another may also think for me; but it is not therefore desirable that he 
should do so to the exclusion of my thinking for myself.

Before winter I built a chimney, and shingled the sides of my 
house, which were already impervious to rain, with imperfect and sappy 
shingles made of the first slice of the log, whose edges I was obliged to 
straighten with a plane.

I have thus a tight shingled and plastered house, ten feet wide 
by fifteen long, and eight-feet posts, with a garret and a closet, a large 



window on each side, two trap doors, one door at the end, and a brick 
fireplace opposite. The exact cost of my house, paying the usual price 
for such materials as I used, but not counting the work, all of which was 
done by myself, was as follows; and I give the details because very few 
are able to tell exactly what their houses cost, and fewer still, if any, the 
separate cost of the various materials which compose them:--

Boards .......................... $ 8.03+, mostly shanty boards.
Refuse shingles for roof sides ...  4.00
Laths ............................  1.25
Two second-hand windows
   with glass ....................  2.43
One thousand old brick ...........  4.00
Two casks of lime ................  2.40  That was high.
Hair .............................  0.31  More than I needed.
Mantle-tree iron .................  0.15
Nails ............................  3.90
Hinges and screws ................  0.14
Latch ............................  0.10
Chalk ............................  0.01
Transportation ...................  1.40  I carried a good part on my back.
    In all ...................... $28.12+
These are all the materials, excepting the timber, stones, and 

sand, which I claimed by squatter’s right. I have also a small woodshed 
adjoining, made chiefly of the stuff which was left after building the 
house.

Before I finished my house, wishing to earn ten or twelve dollars 
by some honest and agreeable method, in order to meet my unusual 
expenses, I planted about two acres and a half of light and sandy soil 
near it chiefly with beans, but also a small part with potatoes, corn, peas, 
and turnips. The whole lot contains eleven acres, mostly growing up to 
pines and hickories, and was sold the preceding season for eight dollars 
and eight cents an acre. One farmer said that it was “good for nothing 
but to raise cheeping squirrels on.” I put no manure whatever on this 
land, not being the owner, but merely a squatter, and not expecting to 
cultivate so much again, and I did not quite hoe it all once. I got out 
several cords of stumps in plowing, which supplied me with fuel for a 
long time, and left small circles of virgin mould, easily distinguishable 
through the summer by the greater luxuriance of the beans there. The 
dead and for the most part unmerchantable wood behind my house, and 
the driftwood from the pond, have supplied the remainder of my fuel. I 
was obliged to hire a team and a man for the plowing, though I held the 

plow myself. My farm outgoes for the first season were, for implements, 
seed, work, etc., $14.72+. The seed corn was given me. This never costs 
anything to speak of, unless you plant more than enough. I got twelve 
bushels of beans, and eighteen bushels of potatoes, beside some peas 
and sweet corn. The yellow corn and turnips were too late to come to 
anything. My whole income from the farm was      $ 23.44

Deducting the outgoes ............  14.72+
                                  -------
There are left .................. $  8.71+
beside produce consumed and on hand at the time this estimate 

was made of the value of $4.50 -- the amount on hand much more than 
balancing a little grass which I did not raise. All things considered, 
that is, considering the importance of a man’s soul and of today, 
notwithstanding the short time occupied by my experiment, nay, partly 
even because of its transient character, I believe that that was doing 
better than any farmer in Concord did that year.

Where I Lived, and What I Lived For: Chapter 2 
We must learn to reawaken and keep ourselves awake, not by 
mechanical aids, but by an infinite expectation of the dawn, which does 
not forsake us in our soundest sleep. I know of no more encouraging fact 
than the unquestionable ability of man to elevate his life by a conscious 
endeavor. It is something to be able to paint a particular picture, or to 
carve a statue, and so to make a few objects beautiful; but it is far more 
glorious to carve and paint the very atmosphere and medium through 
which we look, which morally we can do. To affect the quality of the 
day, that is the highest of arts. Every man is tasked to make his life, 
even in its details, worthy of the contemplation of his most elevated and 
critical hour. If we refused, or rather used up, such paltry information as 
we get, the oracles would distinctly inform us how this might be done.

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.

Conclusion
I left the woods for as good a reason as I went there. Perhaps it seemed 
to me that I had several more lives to live, and could not spare any more 
time for that one. It is remarkable how easily and insensibly we fall into 
a particular route, and make a beaten track for ourselves. I had not lived 
there a week before my feet wore a path from my door to the pond-side; 

and though it is five or six years since I trod it, it is still quite distinct. It 
is true, I fear, that others may have fallen into it, and so helped to keep it 
open. The surface of the earth is soft and impressible by the feet of men; 
and so with the paths which the mind travels. How worn and dusty, 
then, must be the highways of the world, how deep the ruts of tradition 
and conformity! I did not wish to take a cabin passage, but rather to go 
before the mast and on the deck of the world, for there I could best see 
the moonlight amid the mountains. I do not wish to go below now.

I learned this, at least, by my experiment: that if one advances 
confidently in the direction of his dreams, and endeavors to live the 
life which he has imagined, he will meet with a success unexpected in 
common hours. He will put some things behind, will pass an invisible 
boundary; new, universal, and more liberal laws will begin to establish 
themselves around and within him; or the old laws be expanded, and 
interpreted in his favor in a more liberal sense, and he will live with the 
license of a higher order of beings. In proportion as he simplifies his life, 
the laws of the universe will appear less complex, and solitude will not 
be solitude, nor poverty poverty, nor weakness weakness. If you have 
built castles in the air, your work need not be lost; that is where they 
should be. Now put the foundations under them.

Why should we be in such desperate haste to succeed and in such 
desperate enterprises? If a man does not keep pace with his companions, 
perhaps it is because he hears a different drummer. Let him step to the 
music which he hears, however measured or far away. It is not important 
that he should mature as soon as an apple tree or an oak. Shall he turn 
his spring into summer? If the condition of things which we were made 
for is not yet, what were any reality which we can substitute? We will 
not be shipwrecked on a vain reality. Shall we with pains erect a heaven 
of blue glass over ourselves, though when it is done we shall be sure to 
gaze still at the true ethereal heaven far above, as if the former were not?

Rather than love, than money, than fame, give me truth. I sat at 
a table where were rich food and wine in abundance, and obsequious 
attendance, but sincerity and truth were not; and I went away hungry 
from the inhospitable board. The hospitality was as cold as the ices. I 
thought that there was no need of ice to freeze them. They talked to me 
of the age of the wine and the fame of the vintage; but I thought of an 
older, a newer, and purer wine, of a more glorious vintage, which they 
had not got, and could not buy. The style, the house and grounds and 
“entertainment” pass for nothing with me. 


