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The far shore – Thoreau’s view of the present.  The past, below shore, is
impassable; one can view it, even wade down into it, but never really again be a
part of it.
The future, beyond, is walled off by trees; one may try to see into it, but it is in
fact a wall against sight, beyond which we cannot fully know until we get there.
We must, as Thoreau indicates, live our lives on the thin strip of shore that is the
present.

One has to wonder how much this view influenced Thoreau.  I’m certain it did;
I wonder, though, if it was indeed coincidence that he chose such a spot, or if
he made a point to surround himself with things symbolic of his beliefs.
Probably some of both.



 Why this fascination
with animals?  The
animal world seems to
be  notably absent in
Thoreau’s work, at
least so far.  His few
animal references were
intended to describe
life’s basic needs;
animals, after all, seem
to require much less
than we do to live
happily.

Maybe we’re just
curious; how, after all,
can such a small thing,
a frog, or a duck, seem
to exemplify all the
characteristics that we
associate with the
basis for our existence
– life itself?  In
animals, we see a
distilled form of life,
uncluttered by the
interwoven
complexities that we
seem to inject into it



Thoreau, in his book Walden, argues for a simpler life.  He
asserts that the vast majority of people spend their time
working towards goals that they don’t really want, or that
could be had in much simpler ways.  Animals seem, at least
to me, to exemplify Thoreau’s ideas on how we should live
our lives: they know exactly what they want, and everything
they do is for the purpose of attaining this goal.  Granted,
the goals of most people are higher than those of animals;
while they work to survive, we work to analyze the universe
and to better understand ourselves.  But our basic needs, as
Thoreau notes, are more or less the same; for philosophers,
artists, followers of Thoreau, for whom life’s purpose is
contemplation, animals could be looked to as a model for
the simplicity by which life should be lived.  Does Thoreau
write about this as the book progresses?  I would be very
intrigued to learn his thoughts on this matter.

Thoreau, as I understand, was a supporter of science.  Our
goals, as mentioned above, include analyzing the universe;
doing so is the main purpose of science.  But Thoreau seems
to be notably antimaterialistic; at least, he seems to believe
that we should live with as little extra stuff as possible to
weigh us down.  I wonder what he would think of the state
of modern science today, given how reliant it has become on
“stuff”, especially really big and expensive stuff,
supercomputers, particle accelerators, spectrum analysis
machines…  Do these, by their very nature, weigh us down,
or are they necessary for science today?  Or both?



I took this picture just for the irony:  I suspect that
Thoreau would not approve of these artificial
restrictions on reality, yet they are still there, at the
very site of his contemplations.  I understand the
practical reason for this sign: to prevent damage to the
pond, to keep it in pristine condition for future tourists
like ourselves.  The same is true of the assorted
erosion efforts, and of the fences ringing the paths
around the pond.

I can’t recall offhand any major effort that Thoreau
makes to denounce restrictions like these; then again,
he lived in a time when they were much less prevalent.
He wrote this book, according to the back flap of my
copy, in 1845, and he published it nine years later.
This was the period right before the civil war.  The
West was still wild; there was no conservation
movement, it having been preceded by the encouraged
mass consumption of land.  Government was small;
just after the civil war, the country would realize the
disadvantages of its lack of control in the massive
corruption of the late Industrial Revolution.

While I can understand the need for at least some of
these restrictions, they strike me as against Thoreau’s
philosophy of independence and self-reliance.  But I
can’t think of any hard evidence in favor of
eliminating them, only idealistic philosophy.  Maybe
this time, we must concede to the practical over the
idealistic.



T
hese fences keep us from

 exploring off of the beaten track;
that is, literally, their purpose, as stepping on untrodden
ground can loosen up dirt and cause erosion.  A

ctually,
there’s a thought; a good analogy, m

aybe: does thinking
about som

ething m
ake it less “pristine”, less w

ild and
untam

ed?  T
he first step does not, I think, but after a w

hile,
the path w

ill becom
e com

pressed w
ith footprints; after

enough books have been w
ritten, and enough conservation

fences set up, the new
 thought w

ill becom
e the “beaten path”.

O
r it w

ill be seldom
 trodden, m

eaning that no one can relate
to it enough to follow

 it, that the path is still too.  T
here are

m
any lone footprints in this w

ilderness.

W
hile at W

alden, w
e w

ere asked, sym
bolically, to go “off the

beaten track” for a tim
e.  T

his could be w
hy m

any of us m
ade

an attem
pt to do so literally.  I m

ade it a point to end up
outside of the fences w

henever possible; I just can’t think in
the m

iddle of the w
orld’s w

alkw
ay, and there are places there

w
here one can sit w

ithout eroding the physical w
orld, though

I can’t speak for the philosophical one.  A
lso, the “Flotation

D
evices” on the Prohibited sign w

as w
holly ignored (though

w
hy it w

as there in the first place, given that they allow
 boats

on the pond, eludes m
e); som

e good fun w
as had w

ith an
inflatable Snow

 T
ube-type thing, though I’m

 afraid I didn’t
have the chance to join in.  I believe that, though there can be
problem

s and even dangers w
ith doing so, w

e m
ust go off the

beaten track if w
e w

ish to go anyw
here in life.



Well, the beach is getting crowded, and it’s about time
for us to go.  I wonder how many people come here to
think about Thoreau and Walden the book, and how
many people came here just to relax in the sun.  I
wonder how many people come here to do both.

It’s ironic, in a way, that, just as many people are
starting out their day here, we’re finishing up and
leaving.  It’s reminiscent of the life of a student; at least,
the student life that we are given here at DS.  We’re
expected, and we expect ourselves, to do everything, and
to do it all by 2:15 so we can do so again before
bedtime.  I don’t know if Thoreau’s philosophy would
approve; he accepts people driving themselves for a
purpose, but what, after all, are we working for?



- The End -


