
Conclusion  

What does Africa—what does the West stand for? Is not our own interior white on the chart? black though it 

may prove, like the coast, when discovered. Is it the source of the Nile, or the Niger, or the Mississippi, or a 

Northwest Passage around this continent, that we would find? Are these the problems which most concern 

mankind? Is Franklin the only man who is lost, that his wife should be so earnest to find him? Does Mr. 

Grinnell know where he himself is? Be rather the Mungo Park, the Lewis and Clark and Frobisher, of your own 

streams and oceans; explore your own higher latitudes—with shiploads of preserved meats to support you, if 

they be necessary; and pile the empty cans sky-high for a sign. Were preserved meats invented to preserve meat 

merely? Nay, be a Columbus to whole new continents and worlds within you, opening new channels, not of 

trade, but of thought. Every man is the lord of a realm beside which the earthly empire of the Czar is but a petty 

state, a hummock left by the ice. Yet some can be patriotic who have no self-respect, and sacrifice the greater to 

the less. They love the soil which makes their graves, but have no sympathy with the spirit which may still 

animate their clay. Patriotism is a maggot in their heads. What was the meaning of that South-Sea Exploring 

Expedition, with all its parade and expense, but an indirect recognition of the fact that there are continents and 

seas in the moral world to which every man is an isthmus or an inlet, yet unexplored by him, but that it is easier 

to sail many thousand miles through cold and storm and cannibals, in a government ship, with five hundred men 

and boys to assist one, than it is to explore the private sea, the Atlantic and Pacific Ocean of one's being alone…  

I 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 fallen 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…  

How long shall we sit in our porticoes practising idle and musty virtues, which any work would make 

impertinent? As if one were to begin the day with long-suffering, and hire a man to hoe his potatoes; and in the 

afternoon go forth to practise Christian meekness and charity with goodness aforethought! Consider the China 

pride and stagnant self-complacency of mankind. This generation inclines a little to congratulate itself on being 

the last of an illustrious line; and in Boston and London and Paris and Rome, thinking of its long descent, it 

speaks of its progress in art and science and literature with satisfaction. There are the Records of the 

Philosophical Societies, and the public Eulogies of Great Men! It is the good Adam contemplating his own 

virtue. "Yes, we have done great deeds, and sung divine songs, which shall never die"—that is, as long as we 

can remember them. The learned societies and great men of Assyria—where are they? What youthful 

philosophers and experimentalists we are! There is not one of my readers who has yet lived a whole human life. 

These may be but the spring months in the life of the race. If we have had the seven-years' itch, we have not 

seen the seventeen-year locust yet in Concord. We are acquainted with a mere pellicle of the globe on which we 

live. Most have not delved six feet beneath the surface, nor leaped as many above it. We know not where we 

are. Beside, we are sound asleep nearly half our time. Yet we esteem ourselves wise, and have an established 

order on the surface. Truly, we are deep thinkers, we are ambitious spirits! As I stand over the insect crawling 

amid the pine needles on the forest floor, and endeavoring to conceal itself from my sight, and ask myself why 

it will cherish those humble thoughts, and bide its head from me who might, perhaps, be its benefactor, and 

impart to its race some cheering information, I am reminded of the greater Benefactor and Intelligence that 

stands over me the human insect.  

 



 


