Excerpts from Walking [1862]
Henry David Thoreau
I have met with but one or two persons in the course of my life who
understood the art of Walking, that is, of taking walks. We should go
forth on the shortest walk, perchance, in the spirit of undying adventure,
never to return. If you are ready to leave father and mother, and brother
and sister, and wife and child and friends, and never see them again—if
you have paid your debts, and made your will, and settled all your affairs,
and are a free man, then you are ready for a walk.
I think that I cannot preserve my health and spirits, unless I spend four hours a day at least—
and it is commonly more than that—sauntering through the woods and over the hills and
fields, absolutely free from all worldly engagements. You may safely say, a penny for your
thoughts, or a thousand pounds. When sometimes I am reminded that the mechanics and
shopkeepers stay in their shops not only all the forenoon, but all the afternoon too, sitting
with crossed legs, so many of them—as if the legs were made to sit upon, and not to stand
or walk upon—I think that they deserve some credit for not having all committed suicide
long ago. How womankind, who are confined to the house still more than men, stand it I do
not know; but I have ground to suspect that most of them do not stand it at all.
You must walk like a camel, which is said to be the only beast which ruminates when
walking.
When a traveller asked Wordsworth’s servant to show him her master’s study, she
answered, “Here is his library, but his study is out of doors.”
[When we walk,] there will be so much the more air and sunshine in our thoughts.
When we walk, we naturally go to the fields and woods: what would become of us if we
walked only in a garden or a mall? Of course it is of no use to direct our steps to the woods,
if they do not carry us thither. I am alarmed when it happens that I have walked a mile into
the woods bodily, without getting there in spirit. In my afternoon walk I would rather forget
all my morning occupations and my obligations to society. But it sometimes happens that I
cannot easily shake off the village. The thought of some work will run in my head and I am
not where my body is—I am out of my senses. In my walks I would rather return to my
senses. What business have I in the woods, if I am thinking of something out of the woods?
I suspect myself, and cannot help a shudder, when I find myself so implicated even in what
are called good works—for this may sometimes happen.

I walk out into a Nature such as the old prophets and poets, Manu, Moses, Homer, Chaucer,
walked in. You may name it America, but it is not America: neither Americus Vespucius, nor
Columbus, nor the rest were the discoverers of it. There is a truer account of it in mythology
than in any history of America, so called, that I have seen.
I believe in the forest, and in the meadow, and in the night in which the corn grows. We
require an infusion of hemlock-spruce or arbor-vitæ in our tea. There are some intervals
which border the strain of the wood-thrush, to which I would migrate—wild lands where no
settler has squatted; to which, methinks, I am already acclimated.
Ben Jonson exclaims—“How near to good is what is fair [beautiful!]”
So I would say—How near to good is what is wild!
Life consists with wildness. The most alive is the wildest. Not yet subdued to man, its
presence refreshes him.
To preserve wild animals implies generally the creation of a forest for them to dwell in or
resort to. So it is with man. In short, all good things are wild and free. Give me for my
friends and neighbors wild men, not tame ones.
Above all, we cannot afford not to live in the present. He is blessed over all mortals who
loses no moment of the passing life in remembering the past.
So we saunter toward the Holy Land, till one day the sun shall shine more brightly than ever
he has done, shall perchance shine into our minds and hearts, and light up our whole lives
with a great awakening light, as warm and serene and golden as on a bankside in autumn.

