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DEDICATION

This thesis is dedicated to Henry David Thoreau, and to my houseplant,

which came back to life against all odds.






INTROCUCTION

A man receives only what he is ready to receive,
whether physically or intellectually or morally, as
animals conceive at certain seasons ... We hear and
apprehend what we already half know ... Every man thus
tracks himself through life ... I find, for example,
in Aristotle, something about the spawning, etc., of
the pout and perch, because I know something about it
already and have my attention aroused.

Henry David Thoreau!

I choose to begin my study of Thoreau and his relationship to
subsequent history with this quotation because while he was a man of
powerful ideas, no idea-«no matter how eloquently formulated, no matter
how fervently created-~ has an effect on people unless they choose to
receive it, And, as Thoreau suggested, unless an idea speaks to some-
thing that people already know, it is unlikely that they will hear it.

Thoreau's ideas have been heard. His voice rings through Walden,
several additional essays, and, to a lesser extent, his voluminous
Journal, to an éstoundingly large readership which has included ecologists,
social activists, and scholars, as well as countless high school English
students,

The question of exactly who these reading audiences have been and
the ways in which they have heard or not heard what Thoreau had to say

is too large for me to fully address in the context of this thesis. I



find it valuable (and more possible) to present instead eertain aspects
of Thoreau's thoughts concerning the relationship to the wildness he
found in and around Concord, where he made his permanent home. I would
like to make a case for the value of those ideas to people who are in-
volved in certain environmental movements occurring at this time.

Thoreau's journals have provided me with the vast majority of my
source material about his relationship to nature; this material has been
supplemented by his essays '"Walking," "Wild Apples,” and "Huckleberries,”
as well as by a knowledge of the broad ideas contained in Walden., I have
relied chiefly on the Journal because it is personal, daily, and compre-
hensive, having been a receptacle of Thoreau's thoughts for most of his
adult life,

My thesis will be presented in two parts. Part I will discuss the
ways in which Thoreau experienced nature in the area where he lived.

As a naturalist, Thoreau had an unusual spirit and style which he shared
openly in his journals; I have sought to convey this through certain
journal selections.

Part IT will examine the modern-day environmental movements of
bioregionalism, deep ecology, and ecofeminism, as well as the phenomenon
of environmental activism, in relationship to relevant aspects of Thoreau's
writings. A discussion of how Thoreau viewed economics will be included
in the section on activism.

I don't think this thesis would be complete without mentioning how
writing it has affected me. One of my instructors this quarter has said
that the ultimate purpose of good nature writing is to make you put down
the book and go outside. Reading Thoreau and writing atout him has made
me do that. In January, when I was reading through volumes of his journals,

I found I saw nature through Thoreau's eyes, powerful memories of the



things he wrote coming back to me as I walked through the rain-soaked

streets of Zugene. Now, I am seeing it more through my own eyes, making

my own cdiscoveries, learning more names of plant species than I have

since I was much younger,

For those of us who are trying deeply, sometimes desperately, to
understand how we can begin to live in a way that is not harmful to our
environment, the companionship of an historical personage who has such
wisdom to offer on the subject is an essential source of help, if only
to tell us that we are not in this struggle alone. Yet Thoreau's writings
do more than assuage loneliness. Because of the intensity of experience
they express, his writings have the capacity to deepen and enrich today's

environmental movements by providing them with opportunities for further

thought.



PART 1

Thoreau and the Natural World of Concord

Henry David Thoreau was born in Concord, Massachusetts, the son of
self-employed parents who manufactured lead pencils and provided room and

board for paying guests.- (Harding, Dictionary of Literary Biography, 170).

He left home at age 16 to attend Harvard College and ag#in ten years later
to serve as a tutor to his friend Emerson's nephew on Staten Island. Pre-
sumably (so Emerson hoped), Thoreau could better advance his literary career
by being close to New York City. After six months of chronic homesickness,
Thoreau returned to his native place and "never left Concord again for any
extended period of time' (Harding, DLB, 173). The two years he spent at
Walden Pond were but a small part of a more extensive, if lesser-known,
"experiment': sustaining a lifelong relationship with Concord and its
environs. Thoreau pledged a deep loyalty amd aﬁpreciation for the home he
had chosen to return to, while Concord, '"ringed by hills and deep glacial
ponds," provided him with '"three rivers, countless brooks and swamps, and
many acres of forest and open fields" (Howarth, xi-xii).

Thoreau spent much of his time rambling alone through the fields and
woods of the Concord area., Although many of his friends and acquaintances
mayt have thought that he was impoverishing himself by, as he put it,
"withdrawing from men" (J 9:246-7), Thoreau believed that he was enriching
himself. "In my solitude I have woven for myself a silken web or chrysalis,"

he wrote, "and, nymph-like, shall ere long burst forth a more perfect



creature" (J 9:247), Indeed, he felt that too much time amid the hustle °
and bustle of the town had a cheapening and dissipating effect on him.
He became depressed and saddened in town. Time spent out in woods or
meadows was a needed tonic. There he was able to "come to himself"; to
once more feel "grandly related."

I come to my solitary woodland walk as the homesick

go home ... I wish to get the Concord, the Massachusetts,

the America out of my head and be sane a part of every

day.(J 9:208)

Thoreau was not a misanthrope, nor was he a hermit., He spent a good
many evenings in the company of his friends. He was overcome with grief at
the death of his brother John, and was also grief-stricken at his father's
death many years later. He appreciated the company of those not caught up
in maintaining or increasing their property--laborers, children, loafers.
What he did not enjoy was the influence the dominant value system had on
most of those around him. It was a system that, then as now, prized
stylishness and accumulation of material wealth most highly, as well as a
work ethic that kept people at their jobs and away from nature. Thoreau
believed it was to nature that humans must turn for lessons of the
highest order., "I am tired of frivolous society," he wrote.

I would fain walk on the deep waters, but my companions
will only walk on shallows and puddles ... One talks to
me of his apples and pears, and I depart with my secret
untold. His are not the apples that tempt me. (J 7:417)

He perceived, probably correctly, that his neighbors regarded him
with compassion and some pity because he was materially poor and spent so
much time on solitary walks. Many subjects which to him were a source of
endless fascination, such as fallen leaves and mud-turtles, would probably
not have been seen as endlessly interesting by his neighbors. That Thoreau

was able to develop an openness to such things was a direct result of his

decision to live what was materially a very simple life. In the first






events, everyday phenomena...my daily walk. 7
(J 8:204-5) Y

Judging from the content of his journals from about 1850 onward, Thoreau's
daily rambles did come to provide him with both inspiration and satis-
faction. These later journal entries are full of botanical information,
observations about wildlife and seasonal changes, and deeper ponderings
about human relationships with nature--all gleaned in some way from what
he saw, felt, heard, tasted, smelled, and touched during his everyday
walks,

In his essay '"Walking," Thoreau described himself as a saunterer,
a word he claimed is derived from those who said they were going éLEE

Sainte Terre--to the Holy Land--in the Middle Ages. ''Some, however,"

Thoreau wrote, ''would derive the word from sans terre, without land or a
home, which, therefore, in the good sense, will mean, having no particular

home, but equally at home everywhere!" (Natural History Essays, 93).

He wrote that he didn't think he could preserve his health and spirits
unless he spent four hours a day--usually more~-~"sauntering through the
woods and over the hills and fields, absolutely free from all worldly

engagements™ (Natural History Essays, 95).

Thoreau found freedom of many kinds in his walks. He wrote in "Walking"
that he sometimes had no preconceived destination, but allowed his instinct

to decide for him where he would go (Natural History Essays, 105), He

also consciously tried to free himself from the cares of living in town,
saying, "In my walks I would return to my senses like a bird or beast.
What business have I in the woods, if I am thinking of something out of
the woods?" (J 2:110) Thoreau used his walks to let his thought be as
free-ranging as his movement and to let the nature he encountered inspire

him as it chose to. To him, writing and walking were indispensable to one



8

another, like inhaling and exhaling; he tried to bring the freedom of
thought, movement, and inspiration he found on his walks back into the
journals that he kept in the shelter of his cabin at ¥alden or a house
in town.

Walking and writing every day allowed Thoreau to observe and express
many of the details involved in Concord's seasonal changes. While at
Walden, he wrote that one attraction of coming to live in the woods
was that he would have the leisure and opportunity to see the spring
come in (Howarth, 269). Making a journal entry about the details of
spring's arrival, Thoreau portrayed Walden as a creature becoming
vibrantly alive. The wind, he wrote, would blow on a dead (ice-covered)
pond, until it reached the place where the ice had already melted, and
then, finally would raise "a million brilliant sparkles on the bare face
of the pond, an expression of glee, of youth, of spring as if it spoke
of the joy of the fishes within it and of the sands on its shore” (J S5:26),.

Even in late winter, Thoreau noted days when the quality of the air
or the sound of a cock crowing reminded him of spring. To him, being fully
wrapped up in the anticipation and discovery of spring's return
meant an experience of renewed life. When a south wind melted January
snow in Concord, Thoreau wrote that a perfume seemed to exhale from the
earth itself and that she seemed like "my mother earth" once more (J 1:315).
This feeling of kinship enabled Thoreau to experience a sympathy, or unity,
with nature, as he recorded one March:

We are affected like the earth and yield to the
elemental tenderness, winter breaks up within us;
the frost is coming out of me, and I am heaved
like the road. (J 5:34)
Discussing with fascination the ripening brought about by late summer,

he said that even the waterside sands seemed to ripen, '"with the slender




































































































































