The Secret of Successful Sauntering

by 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—who had a genius, so to speak, for sauntering, which word is beautifully derived “from idle people
who roved about the country, in the Middle Ages, and asked charity, under pretense of going a la Sainte Terre,” to
the Holy Land, till the children exclaimed, “There goes a Sainte-Terrer,” a Saunterer, a Holy-Lander. They who
never go to the Holy Land in their walks, as they pretend, are indeed mere idlers and vagabonds; but they who do
go there are saunterers in the good sense, such as I mean. Some, however, 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. For this is the secret of successful sauntering.

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. As a man grows older, his ability to sit still and follow indoor occupations increases. He
grows vespertinal in his habits as the evening of life approaches, till at last he comes forth only just before
sundown, and gets all the walk that he requires in half an hour.

But the walking of which I speak has nothing in it akin to taking exercise, as it is called, as the sick take
medicine at stated hours—as the swinging of dumb-bells or chairs; but is itself the enterprise and adventure of the
day. If you would get exercise, go in search of the springs of life.

Moreover, you must walk like a camel, which is said to be the only beast which ruminates when walking.
When a traveler 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, we naturally go to the fields and woods: what would become of us, if we walked only in a
garden or a mall? Even some sects of philosophers have felt the necessity of importing the woods to themselves,
since they did not go to the woods. 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 fain 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 [ am not where my body is—I am out of my senses. In my walks I would fain return to my senses. What
business have I in the woods, if I am thinking of something out of the woods?

In one half hour I can walk off to some portion of the earth’s surface where a man does not stand from one
year’s end to another, and there, consequently, politics are not, for they are but as the cigar smoke of a man.

What is it that makes it so hard sometimes to determine whither we will walk? I believe that there is a subtle
magnetism in Nature, which, if we unconsciously yield to it, will direct us aright. It is not indifferent to us which
way we walk. There is a right way; but we are very liable from heedlessness and stupidity to take the wrong one.
We would fain take that walk, never yet taken by us through this actual world, which is perfectly symbolical of the
path which we love to travel in the interior and ideal world; and sometimes, no doubt, we find it difficult to
choose our direction, because it does not yet exist distinctly in our idea.

We hug the earth—how rarely we mount! Methinks we might elevate ourselves a little more. We might climb
a tree, at least. We see only the flowers that are under our feet in the meadows. The pines have developed their
delicate blossoms on the highest twigs of the wood every summer.

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 bank-side in Autumn. ’

Excerpted from “Walking,” Atlantic Monthly, 1862.
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