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  Introduction

  BY BERND HEINRICH

  “Moose . . . Indians . . .” were the last words from Henry David Thoreau’s lips when he died in his native Concord, Massachusetts, on May 6, 1862. He had (in 1851) penned the now immortal words, “in wildness is the preservation of the world,” and as he looked back at the end of his journey, he saw where he had been. He had been to the Maine woods, from where he had earlier looked ahead; he had transcended his own existence and would leave an indelible imprint on the world that will survive the ages.

  He had lived all 44 years of his life in Concord, but he had made three trips to Maine (in 1846, 1853, and 1857), and that is where his heart and soul were, and remained to his last breaths. Just before he consulted his memory and saw moose and Indians on that day in early May he said, “Now comes good sailing.” He was probably thinking of the Maine woods. He had said of them, “What a place to live, what a place to die and be buried in! There certainly men would live forever, and laugh at death and the grave.” Was he thinking of Umbazookskus, which “the Indian said [was] a dead stream with broad meadows, [that was] a good place for moose?” Maybe he was recalling the West Branch of the Penobscot River, where he awakened one midnight “to watch the grotesque and fiend-like forms and motions of some of the party, who, not being able to sleep, had got up silently to arouse the fire . . . Thus aroused, I . . . rambled along the sandy shore in the moonlight, hoping to meet a moose, come down to drink, or else a wolf.” Although he did not laugh at the grave, he certainly did not fear it. When asked as he lay dying if he had made his peace with God, he replied: “I did not know we ever quarreled.”

  All of these may strike some as strange words from a man who grew up and lived all his life in and at the edge (within a mile and a half, for two years at Walden Pond) of Concord. Given that background, it is hard to imagine him ever becoming a wilderness acolyte, much less an original philosopher, if not for his trips to Maine. After attending Harvard he continued to be bound to the genteel intellectual influence, first through Ralph Waldo Emerson, who took him under his wing and allowed him to move in with him in 1841. It was Emerson who introduced him to nature writing, and to a coterie of local intellectuals. He taught school with his brother John, until he was dismissed from Concord Academy after refusing to administer corporal punishment. There, he and John had initiated something new: Contact; they took nature walks with their students.

  He worked then in his family pencil factory, but wanted to buy a farm where he could retire to write. Instead, he built a small cabin on land that Emerson owned at the edge of Walden Pond. He did write then—while grieving over the death of John, who had died from a tetanus infection contracted through a cut while shaving (Henry maintained a beard)—on a draft of A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers. If Henry, rather than John, had nicked his chin the world as we know it might be a different place. While at Walden Pond from July 4, 1845 to September 6, 1847, where he grew a few beans and lived a simple life, he maintained almost daily contact with his mother, who supplied him with treats. But he read widely of explorers to far-off places, including Charles Darwin aboard the Beagle, Captain Cook in the Pacific, Franklin in the Arctic, Richard Burton in Africa, and Lewis and Clark in the American west. It is ironic that some of his critics have accused Thoreau’s idea of simple living of being a retreat from the world and a wanting to “lower himself to the level of a woodchuck,” if not of being downright “wicked and heathenish.”
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