
Getting Started with Thoreau 
An Annotated Bibliography 
 
Thoreau died young, at the age of forty-four, but left behind an impressive amount of writing – four full-length books, 
fifteen full-length essays, dozens of poems, and thousands of pages of journals, correspondence and notebooks. 
Where to start? Here are some suggestions. 
 
Essays that capture the core of Thoreau’s ideas: 
 

Walking: Drawn from the lecture Thoreau gave the most often, this is his love letter to the wild that surrounds 
us. 
 
Civil Disobedience: Why did Thoreau choose to go to jail rather than pay taxes that supported slavery? This is 
his answer, and it changed the world. 
 
The Succession of Forest Trees: Thoreau the naturalist at his best, using his patient observation to develop a 
key concept in what would become ecology.  

 
Highlights from the major books: 
 

A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, “The Concord River”: A soaring hymn to Thoreau’s native river, 
this short introduction to his first book highlights his immense talent as a writer.  
 
Walden, “Where I Lived, and What I Lived For”: This second chapter of the book lays out goal of the Walden 
experiment – to live deliberately.  
 
Walden, “Spring”: What did Thoreau find living at Walden? The full glory of the natural world coming to life. 
 
The Maine Woods, “Ktaadn”: This account of Thoreau’s first journey into the Maine Woods left him 
transformed by his contact with the sublime nature of Mount Katahdin 
 
Cape Cod, “The Wellfleet Oysterman”: Thoreau offers an indelible portrait of a classic New England character 
in this garrulous old fisherman.  

 
Thoreau’s Journal:  

 
The Journal is vast, but you can begin anywhere and get a glimpse of the writer at work. You’ll find 
philosophical musings and vivid portraits of the Concord landscape. A good way to start: open to an entry that 
matches the current date. 
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