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Where I Lived, and What I Lived For

At a certain season of our life we are accustomed to consider every spot as the possible
site of a house. I have thus surveyed the country on every side within a dozen miles of where I
live. In imagination I have bought all the farms in succession, for all were to be bought, and [
knew their price. I walked over each farmer's premises, tasted his wild apples, discoursed on
husbandry with him, took his farm at his price, at any price. mortgaging it to him in my mind;
even put a higher price on it — took everything but a deed of it — took his word for his deed, for
[ dearly love to talk — cultivated it, and him too to some extent, I trust, and withdrew when I had
enjoyed it long enough. leaving him to carry it on. This experience entitled me to be regarded as
a sort of real-estate broker by my friends. Wherever I sat, there I might live, and the landscape
radiated from me accordingly. What is a house but a sedes. a seat? — better if a country seat. 1
discovered many a site for a house not likely to be soon improved, which some might have
thought too far from the village, but to my eyes the village was too far from it. Well, there I
might live, I said; and there I did live. for an hour, a summer and a winter life; saw how I could
let the years run off, buffet the winter through, and see the spring come in. The future inhabitants
of this region, wherever they may place their houses, may be sure that they have been
anticipated. An afternoon sufficed to lay out the land into orchard, wood-lot, and pasture, and to
decide what fine oaks or pines should be left to stand before the door, and whence each blasted
tree could be seen to the best advantage: and then I let it lie, fallow, perchance, for a man is rich
in proportion to the number of things which he can afford to let alone.

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. [ 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 [ 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. [ 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
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account of it in my next excursion. For most men, it appears to me, arc in a strange uncgnglnty
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."

Still we live meanly, like ants; though the fable tells us that we were long ago changed
into men; like pygmies we fight with cranes; it is error upon error, and clout upon clqut, and our
best virtue has for its occasion a superfluous and evitable wretchedness. Our llf? is frittered away
by detail. An honest man has hardly need to count more than his ten fingers, or in extreme cases
he may add his ten toes, and lump the rest. Simplicity, simplicity, simplicity! I say. let your
affairs be as two or three, and not a hundred or a thousand; instead of a million count half a
dozen, and keep your accounts on your thumb nail. In the midst of this chopping sea of civilized
life, such are the clouds and storms and quick-sands and thousand-and-one items to be a.llowed
for, that a man has to live, if he would not founder and go to the bottom and not make {115 port at
all, by dead reckoning, and he must be a great calculator indeed who succeeds. Simplify, )
simplify. Instead of three meals a day. if it be necessary eat but one; instead of a hundred dishes,
five; and reduce other things in proportion.

Scanned by CamScanner



&3 Conclusion

[ 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
t:allen 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 difterent
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?

However mean your life is, meet it and live it; do not shun it and call it hard names. It is
not so bad as you are. It looks poorest when you are richest. The fault-finder will find faults even
in paradise. Love your life, poor as it is. You may perhaps have some pleasant, thrilling, glorious
hours, even in a poorhouse. The seiting sun is reflected from the windows of the almshouse as
brightly as from the rich man's abode; the snow melts before its door as early in the spring. I do
not see but a quiet mind may live as contentedly there, and have as cheering thoughts, as in a

i palace. The town's poor seem to me often to live the most independent lives of any. Maybe they
(.4 are simply great enough to receive without misgiving. Most think that they are above being
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G‘a supported by the town; but it oftener happens that they are not above supporting themselves by
dishonest means, which should be more disreputable.

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. [ thought
that there was no need of ice to freeze them. They talked to me of the age of the wine 'fmd 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 groun.dsl anc.l
"entertainment” pass for nothing with me. I called on the king, but he made me wait in his hall,
and conducted like a man incapacitated for hospitality. There was a man in my neighborhood
who lived in a hollow tree. His manners were truly regal. I should have done better had I called
on him.
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