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An Introduction to Henry David Thoreau’s 1861 Minnesota Journey, His Notebook, and the Annotated Transcript
by Corinne Hosfeld Smith

Anna Maria College, Paxton, Massachusetts

On May 11, 1861, Henry David Thoreau and Horace Mann, Jr., headed west from the railroad station in Concord, Massachusetts, to begin a two-month excursion that would take them to Minnesota and back.  Thoreau took notes from the train and in the field.  Mann wrote letters home to his widowed mother.  Neither man ever had a chance to compose a complete report of the trip.  And for more than a century, avid Thoreauvians have wanted to learn “the rest of the story.”
The Men and the Journey

Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862), author of A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers and Walden; or, Life in the Woods, spent the last few years of his life conducting scientific research in his neighborhood.  He studied tree succession and the dispersion of seeds.  But by the time he was in his 43rd year, he was not in good health.  At various points during the course of his lifetime, he showed signs of suffering from what was called “consumption.”  Now we know the malady as tuberculosis, a disease of the lungs.  In the nineteenth century, consumption was widespread enough to be responsible for one out of every five deaths. Most people recognized its symptoms and had many friends, relatives or acquaintances who were afflicted with it.
In the mid-1800s, travel was a popular recommendation to men who carried the effects of consumption.  Doctors—not yet knowing that tuberculosis was contagious—thought a change in climate would be good for their patients.  Thoreau got this same advice in the spring of 1861, after he could not shake the cold he caught from his friend Bronson Alcott the previous December.  So he had some decisions and some plans to make.
Horace Mann, Jr. (1844-1868), was the oldest of the three sons of famed educator Horace Mann and his wife, Mary Peabody Mann.  The elder Horace died in Yellow Springs, Ohio in 1859, after helping to establish Antioch College; and upon his death, Mrs. Mann moved her family back to its native Massachusetts and to the town of Concord.  At first they rented “The Wayside” from Mary’s sister and brother-in-law, Sophia and Nathaniel Hawthorne, who were then in Europe.  And when the Hawthornes returned to Concord, the Manns moved into their own house on Sudbury Road, just a few blocks away from the Thoreau house on Main.  
As he grew older, Horace became more interested in exploration and the natural world.  He was an avid reader and an amateur scientist.  At Antioch, he had access to the school’s professors and laboratories.  Now in Concord, he could explore the town’s woodlots and fields and learn about nature firsthand from Henry Thoreau.  He soon began to bring gifts for Thoreau’s examination, mainly dead birds and animal skeletons.  By that time, the older man had eschewed killing animals in order to study them.  Perhaps he forgave Horace for his youth, exuberance, and scientific inclinations, and didn’t lecture him on the subject.  Horace’s energy and persistence paid off.  When H.G.O. Blake and Ellery Channing both turned down the invitation to accompany Thoreau on his westward journey, it was Horace Mann, Jr., who was selected instead.  He was just 17 years old.
By the time Thoreau chose Minnesota as his destination and young Horace as his companion, Fort Sumter had been fired upon and several southern states had seceded to form the Confederate States of America.  Henry would have a chance at last to “Go West,” but he would have to do so while the country was at war.  The bodies of the first Massachusetts war dead had already returned to Boston on May 1st.  After Thoreau and Mann left Concord on May 11th, they saw groups of volunteers training or leaving for battle in nearly every town they passed through.  Without a federal banking system yet in place, the travelers also ran into war-caused financial difficulties in both Chicago and Milwaukee, where banks were failing and residents were rioting.  Perhaps it was due to the occurrence of a few skirmishes in the South that the men took the most northern route possible to get back to New England in July.

Thoreau appears to have planned this trip according to the pattern that he followed during his three Maine excursions.  Back then, his cousin Rebecca Billings Thatcher and her husband George A. Thatcher lived in Bangor and could provide a home away from home, a place to start from and later, to return to.  George found wilderness guides for Thoreau and/or accompanied him on his treks into the interior woodland and up to and around Mount Katahdin.  A local resident who was also a relative was an invaluable resource to an out-of-town traveler.  The arrangement worked well.

George’s brother, Samuel Thatcher, Jr.,
 had moved to St. Anthony, Minnesota, from Maine in 1851.  There he established himself as a successful merchant as that community was just getting settled.  Perhaps Samuel and his wife Elizabeth and their children could entertain Henry and Horace as their guests even as the visitors explored the landscape of the Upper Mississippi watershed.  They weren’t blood relatives, but they would certainly have knowledge of the region.  And so the two Concord men traveled 1300 miles to reach St. Anthony and the Thatchers.  They took a series of trains to Illinois and to the banks of the Mississippi River, where they then sailed by steamboat up to St. Paul.  After eating a hearty hotel breakfast, they rode nine miles by stagecoach through a rainstorm in order to deposit themselves on the Thatcher doorstep, 15 days after leaving home.  Imagine their shock and disappointment when they learned that Samuel, their presumed host, was suddenly and severely ill.  He could not act as their tour guide after all; and the visitors would not even be able to stay at his house.  Samuel could barely lift a pen to write a letter of introduction for them to use to contact a local scientist in his place.  From that point on, Henry and Horace were on their own and a long, long way from home.
     
But this adventure was not without its bright spots.  Both men got to see parts of the country they had only read about or heard about from friends.  They passed through ten U.S. states and one present-day Canadian province.  They crossed the major rivers of the East:  the Connecticut, the Hudson, the Niagara, the Detroit, the Rock, the Wisconsin, the St. Lawrence, and the Merrimack.  They saw the churning waters and mists of Niagara Falls.  They rode alongside the historic Erie Canal.  They touched the surfaces of three of the five Great Lakes (Michigan, Huron and Ontario), and were practically within spitting distance of the other two (Superior and Erie).  They saw all manner of varying landforms and flora and fauna.  They stayed in cities that were in infancy stage and were on their way to becoming major metropolitan areas:  Worcester, Albany, Detroit, Chicago, St. Paul, Minneapolis, Milwaukee, and Toronto.  They accompanied Minnesota officials on a river excursion to visit the Dakota Indians at the Lower Sioux Agency in Redwood, Minnesota.  What an itinerary!  What sights to see!  And all of it was accomplished during the uncertain opening months of the Civil War.

When they returned to Concord in July 1861, the two men went their separate ways.  The Manns eventually moved to Cambridge, Massachusetts.  Horace studied at the Lawrence Scientific School at Harvard with two of the most important scientists of the day, Louis Agassiz and Asa Gray.  He made a much longer scientific excursion to the Sandwich Islands (Hawai’i), and then worked as the curator of Dr. Gray’s herbarium at Harvard.  He lectured on botanical topics, and he corresponded with other leading botanists.  But he could not escape consumption.  He died on November 11, 1868, at the age of 24.  Did he catch tuberculosis from Thoreau during their Minnesota trip seven years earlier?  Or was he susceptible to such a disease all along?  We’ll never know for sure.  It seems likely that his death was caused by a combination of factors which included those two circumstances.  But sole blame cannot be placed on Thoreau’s shoulders or on the Minnesota trip itself.
When Henry came home, his physical condition seemed no better.  Aside from a trip he made to New Bedford to see his friend Daniel Ricketson, he spent most of his last nine months working on his manuscripts with his sister Sophia, knowing his end was near.  Thus do we have the essays “Walking,” “Wild Apples,” and “Life without Principle,” as well as the books Excursions, The Maine Woods, Cape Cod, and A Yankee in Canada.  All were published posthumously.  “Wild Apples” includes one paragraph about the crab apple trees that Thoreau saw and tracked down while he was in the Midwest.  Otherwise, no aspects of the Minnesota journey are mentioned in any of his finished pieces.  What we know of Thoreau’s last excursion has been and can be gleaned from the entries he scribbled on the nearly 100 pages of his Minnesota field notebook.
The Succession of Notebook Ownership

Noted Thoreauvian and scholar William L. Howarth outlined the provenance and successive destinations of all of Thoreau’s original work in the introduction to his book, The Literary Manuscripts of Henry David Thoreau (Ohio State University Press, 1974).  What follows is an interpretation of his research, focusing on the fate of Thoreau’s Minnesota notebook.
When Henry Thoreau passed away in May 1862, his sister Sophia Thoreau (1819-1876) inherited all of his papers and possessions.  She was one of the first individuals responsible for furthering her brother’s reputation and for releasing his additional publications.  She might also have been the person who decided to move the Thoreau family’s cemetery plot from its original location along Bedford Street up to Author’s Ridge in Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, sometime in the early 1870s.  Sophia was protective of the manuscripts, as well she should have been.  She allowed access to very few people, excepting Ralph Waldo Emerson and Bronson Alcott, two of her brother’s closest friends.  “She kept [Ellery] Channing and [Frank] Sanborn at a distance, evading their persistent offers to edit the manuscripts,” writes Howarth.
  Indeed:  in 1873, when Ellery Channing published the first biography of his friend, Thoreau, the Poet-Naturalist, he did so without seeing much of the journal himself to verify facts or quotes.  No wonder Sophia was apprehensive.
 
Sophia Thoreau moved from Concord to Maine in 1873.  She left behind three trunks of Henry’s papers with Bronson Alcott, with instructions “to hold them sacred from all but Thoreau’s friends.”
  Unfortunately, Alcott’s interpretation of his duty differed from Sophia’s intentions, for he allowed Frank Sanborn to take one Journal trunk home, and Ellery Channing may have gone through it there.  Sophia soon decided on a more worthy heir to the work:  H.G.O. Blake, one of Henry’s earliest disciples and friends from Worcester, Massachusetts.  Under Emerson’s direction and trusteeship, the trunks were deposited for immediate safekeeping at the Concord town library until their ownership could be legally transferred.
With Sophia’s death in 1876, Emerson followed the terms of her will by sending two of the wooden trunks to Blake in Worcester.  His growing symptoms of Alzheimer’s may explain why Emerson had to send the keys to the cases later, having forgotten to include them with the initial shipment.  The trunk that housed Thoreau’s surveys was left to the town library.  The Concord Free Public Library still owns its contents and has made these valuable documents available to the widest public by digitizing them and posting them online.

Harrison Gray Otis Blake (1818-1898) was the first person to publicize excerpts of Thoreau’s Journal.  When he read aloud portions of the Journal at sessions of Alcott’s School of Philosophy in 1879, the others in attendance proved to be an eager audience.  “Every passage read by Mr. Blake deserved to be written in Light,” remarked one participant.
  Perhaps such a positive reaction encouraged Blake to embark on a plan for formal publication.  Over the course of many years, he culled seasonal remarks from the set of notebooks and compiled them in four volumes:  Early Spring in Massachusetts (1881), Summer (1884), Winter (1888), and Autumn (1892).  Blake proved to be a careless editor, however, as well as a careless caretaker of the original material.  He made his own marks and labels on and in the notebooks.  He supplied wording and punctuation when he felt it was needed.  He misread his old friend’s handwriting at times.  He misplaced two Journal volumes.  But Blake did succeed in sharing Thoreau’s words with a greater audience.  He seems not to have touched the Minnesota notebook.  In hindsight, that may have been the best and nicest attention he could have given it.
From Blake the manuscripts passed on to Elias Harlow Russell (1836-1917), principal of the Worcester State Normal School (now Worcester State College).  Russell soon entered into negotiations with Houghton Mifflin to publish the entire run of Thoreau’s Journal.  But this plan stalled, for a variety of reasons.  Russell ended up selling all of the Thoreau manuscripts, unpublished, to New York dealer George S. Hellman (1878-1958)
 in 1904.  Hellman in turn divided the collection into sections and sold them separately to other individuals.  Under his direction, the bulk of Thoreau’s work, including most of the Journal, was released in a 20-volume set by Houghton Mifflin.  All of the “unconsigned manuscripts,” including the Minnesota notebook, were bought by St. Louis businessman and patron of the arts, William Keeney Bixby (1857-1931),
 in August 1905.  Bixby gave Frank Sanborn the opportunity to go through the material, since the Concordian was the leading Thoreau authority of the day and was one of the few individuals left on the planet who had known the man personally.  (Emerson and Alcott were long gone; Ellery Channing had died in 1901.)  After forty years of waiting, time was finally on Sanborn’s side.  His First and Last Journeys of Thoreau was quickly published.  More details on that publication will follow, below.
William Bixby spent his retirement years collecting rare books, autographs, and paintings.  In 1918, he sold his English and American autographs to fellow railroad executive and collector Henry E. Huntington,
 who founded his own private library the following year in San Marino, California.  Bixby’s heirs broke up his collection of Thoreau manuscripts after he died in 1931.  Portions were sold to the Morgan Library in New York City and to W.T.H. Howe, president of the American Book Company.  Thoreau’s Minnesota notebook went to the Huntington Library.  There it remains to this day.
Thoreau’s Minnesota Notebook

Even by scrutinizing a microfilm copy of the manuscript (purchased from the Huntington Library), it’s obvious to the viewer that the book is a hard-bound journal.  The original pages measure about eight inches vertically by five or six inches horizontally.  Most of the pages are still joined at the spine.  William Howarth noted that the 54 leaves were examples of “white laid” paper.
  Those sheets that are truly original to the notebook have a noticeable weave to them, similar to a contemporary crafter’s aida cloth, ready for holding a counted cross-stitch design.  Professor Howarth confirmed that they are indeed blank, not lightly lined or designed for accounting.  On the microfilm image, a faint grid of boxes appears on every one of those pages.  The darker the microfilm image, the more prominent the lines.  This brings to mind one of Henry Thoreau’s more famous laments:
The world is a place of business.  What an infinite bustle! … It is nothing but work, work, work.  I cannot easily buy a blankbook to write thoughts in; they are commonly ruled for dollars and cents.

In this case, the journal was not an account book.  But because of that distinctive weave and its appearance on the screen, the researcher can easily tell which sheets were original to the notebook when it was first purchased, and which sheets came from other sources and were added later.
Before we discuss those “extra” sheets, let’s first address something that is not contained in this notebook:  Emerson’s list of contacts.  Part of the folklore surrounding Thoreau’s trip to Minnesota is that, although Ralph Waldo Emerson did not approve of the trip, he gave Henry beforehand a list of individuals he might want to meet up with along the way.  
My dear Thoreau, 

     
     I give you a little list of names of good men whom you may chance 

to see on your road.  If you come into the neighborhood of any of them, 

I pray you to hand this note to them, by way of introduction, praying them, from me, not to let you pass by, without salutation, and any aid and comfort they can administer to an invalid traveler, one so dear and valued by me and all good Americans.  

Yours faithfully,

R.W. Emerson

Dated on the duo’s day of departure from Concord, the note must have been hand delivered to Henry’s home that morning, or perhaps presented in person by an Emerson family representative at the train station a bit later.  Unfortunately, the list itself has not survived the passage of time.  We’ll never know if Thoreau consulted it, left it behind, lost it, or deliberately discarded it.  Very few of the people that he and Horace met on the trip (and wrote about) would have been the kind to appear on that mentor’s list, anyway.
Emerson’s words made sense at the time.  After all, he himself had traveled throughout the Midwest on a number of lecture tours.  He had already been where Henry and Horace were headed, for the most part.  And being the great man and published author that he was, he certainly had professional friends and acquaintances located around the country that he could call on, if necessary.  Naturally, he should be willing to share their names with someone headed in their direction, especially someone who was traveling while ill.  It was a standard protocol for a pilgrim consumptive to make sure he had places to go and people to help him along his route, in case his condition called for it, in case of an emergency.  What if the worst happened on the road?  In this regard, Emerson was fulfilling a role in the culture of the day.  This simple act was really the only comfort he could reasonably offer his one-time protégé.
Thoreau filled the pages of his Minnesota notebook with random observations he made along his route.  This was no doubt a working field book for him, a memory jogger, and was not intended to be a definitive narrative of the adventure.  He placed page numbers on the outside top corners of the leaves. Perhaps he did so at the conclusion of the trip, for the numbers were made to fit above whatever handwriting appears on the pages.  But they do conform to his style of writing numbers, when compared to other figures that show up elsewhere in the book.  The notebook begins with page 3.  Where is the first leaf, marked 1 and 2?  Was it Emerson’s list, initially slipped into the volume and discarded later?  Or was it a sample title page to describe the book’s contents?  Did Thoreau rip it out, or did someone else do some deconstructive editing at another time?  No answer comes forth.
The notes do not proceed in exact chronological order.  The text at the top of page 3 begins in mid-sentence and is about being in Chicago on May 22.  The first days of the journey, May 11-14, are described on page 20.  Many of the sheets are mere species lists of the flora and fauna Thoreau saw, sometimes identified with the places where he saw them.  It seems as if the writer just opened up the book at random and wrote on the first blank sheet he came to, whenever he was inspired to jot down a thought.  Perhaps that haphazardness was a result of spending much of the journey on trains and steamboats, without the benefit of being able to sit at a desk or table to write in a more deliberate or organized manner.  Once Thoreau picked a page, however, he wrote as much on it as he could from that point on.  In that respect, his notes aren’t quite as random as they could have been.  And his handwriting is more legible whenever he obviously had a chance to sit at a flat surface to copy quoted passages from a published reference work.
In addition to the courtesy of numbering the pages, Thoreau also left evidence that shows he came back to study his notes.  In tiny print between previously written lines, he scribbled references to confirm or correct the species identifications or other observations he had made on the road.  He had specific resources he consulted to add these details later.  Did he do so sometime during the trip, or did he wait until his return to Concord?  Did he find those resources in libraries or collections along the way, or did he have access to those books only once he got home?  The answers may be Yes, Yes, Yes, and Yes.  He may have looked up information both on the road and back in town.  Indications are clear that this notebook represented only the first stage of an ongoing project and not a once-and-done experience.
Sometimes Thoreau had obvious trouble identifying particular plants that he found in the Midwest, even after he tried to look them up in books.  We need to remember that scientists were still busy documenting the natural resources of the United States, and they were generally moving over the continent from east to west.  Thoreau owned two botanical manuals compiled by Asa Gray; but neither one of those editions covered plants found west of the Mississippi River.  However, there were publications of the day that served to fill the void:  various government documents from crews sent out to survey the best routes for new railroad lines.  Those expeditions always included geologists and men who had knowledge of local flora and fauna.  They took copious notes and wrote detailed reports on their findings.  Just like the other guidebooks available at the time, these accounts used written taxonomic keys to describe each plant.  No illustrations were included.  The reader who wanted to confirm the identity of a specimen had to count its parts, examine leaf placements, confirm its color, and decide if it matched the listing, often based just on the briefest of wordings.  The effort could be a real challenge.
Thoreau regularly mentioned eight botanical references throughout his Minnesota notebook.  These are the books and reports he used in his quest to identify plants he found during the journey:
     Beck, Lewis Caleb.  Botany of the Northern and Middle States; or a description of the plants found in the United States, north of Virginia, arranged according to the natural system, with a synopsis of the genera according to the Linnaean system – a sketch of the rudiments of botany, and a glossary of terms.  Albany:  Webster and Skinners, 1833.

     Gray, Asa.  “Catalogue of Plants Collected East of the Rocky Mountains.”  In Isaac Ingalls Stevens’ Narrative and final report of explorations for a route for a Pacific railroad, near the forty-seventh and forty-ninth parallels of north latitude, from St. Paul to Puget Sound, 1855, 2nd volume, pp. 40-49.  This two-volume set is just “volume 12” of a larger one, Reports of explorations and surveys, to ascertain the most practicable and economical route for a railroad from the Mississippi River to the Pacific Ocean , made under the direction of the secretary of war, in 1853-5. Washington, D.C.:  A.O.P. Nicholson, 1855-1869.

Gray, Asa.  Manual of the botany of the northern United States; revised edition; including Virginia, Kentucky, and all east of the Mississippi arranged according to the natural system.  New York: Ivison & Phinney, 1859.  [This is the edition that was used as a guide for this project.  Thoreau owned two earlier editions.]

Parry, Charles Christopher.  “Article V:  Systematic Catalog of Plants of Wisconsin and Minnesota, by C.C. Parry, M.D., Made in Connexion with the Geological Survey of the Northwest, During the Season of 1848.” An Appendix in David Dale Owen’s Report of a Geological Survey of Wisconsin, Iowa, and Minnesota, and incidentally of a portion of Nebraska territory, made under instructions from the United States Treasury Department.  Philadelphia:  Lippincott, Grambo & Co., 1852, pp, 606-621.

Pursh, Frederick, Flora Americae Septentrionalis; or, a systematic arrangement and description of the plants of North America. Containing, besides what have been described by preceding authors, many new and rare species, collected during twelve years travels and residence in that country.  London: White, Cochrane and Co., 1814, vol. 2,

Richardson, Sir John. Arctic Searching Expedition: A Journal of a Boat-Voyage through Rupert’s Land and the Arctic Sea, in search of the discovery ships under command of Sir John Franklin.  With an appendix on the physical geography of North America.  London: Longman, Green, Brown, and Longmans, 1851.  2 vols.
Stevens, Isaac Ingalls.  Narrative and final report of explorations for a route for a Pacific railroad, near the forty-seventh and forty-ninth parallels of north latitude, from St. Paul to Puget Sound, 1855.  But this two-volume set is just “volume 12” of a larger one, Reports of explorations and surveys, to ascertain the most practicable and economical route for a railroad from the Mississippi River to the Pacific Ocean , made under the direction of the secretary of war, in 1853-5.  Washington, D.C.:  A.O.P. Nicholson, 1855-1869.  [Emerson owned the set.  So did the Minneapolis Athenaeum.  Thoreau presumably copied passages from one or possibly both of those sources.]

Wood, Alphonso.  A Class-Book of Botany, Designed for Colleges, Academies, and other Seminaries. 17th edition, revised and enlarged. Claremont, N.H.: Manufacturing Company, 1851.
Most often, Thoreau referred to each one of these sources merely by the author’s surname.  For example, “Parry says” was the beginning of frequent clarifications, written in tiny letters above previous notes made in the field.  “Not in Gray” was a lament indicating missing or limited geographic coverage.  

Anomalies, Extras, and Mysteries of the Manuscript

In addition to page after page of observations about sights and sites and flora and fauna, Thoreau’s Minnesota notebook contains a number of anomalies, extras, and mysterious additions.  Let’s look at them in the order in which they appear in the original manuscript, as microfilmed by the Huntington Library.
Thoreau’s page 19 looks like a scratch sheet that a math student might use to do computations during a test.  It contains series of numbers, many of them written as monetary values.  Some are added, some are divided.  They do not match the amounts on the expense sheet, which comes much later in the book.  A few journal-like entries are dated May 4 and May 11, before the trip began, and are mostly about birds.  “May 11” is followed by “a salamander from Mason.”  A glance at those dates in Thoreau’s Journal lets us see that the quick lines on this sheet are indeed mere shorthand notes for what the man fleshed out in his more formal notebook.  Thoreau’s next page, numbered 20, is where the descriptions of the opening days of the journey appear.  Perhaps we can consider the scratch sheet with the numbers his actual starting point, in reality his Page One.
Turn that page over, and the notes of the journey begin.  Included amidst the text is an impromptu survey of an unidentified property.  Thoreau’s reactions to his ride around Lake Quinsigamond (then called Long Pond), between Worcester and Shrewsbury, are written to fit around the small survey.  The illustration does not resemble the outline of that body of water, nor does it match any of Thoreau’s official surveys that are on file at the Concord Free Public Library.  Is this a property that Thoreau surveyed before the trip?  Or did he see something specific in the city of Worcester he felt the need to draw out?  He chooses not to identify the location of this survey.
It isn’t until Thoreau’s page 30 that a name for this adventure appears.  At the bottom of an ongoing botanical list, beneath a section devoted to sedges and grasses, lie the words “Notes on the journey West.”  That’s the title often attached to this excursion, because that’s what Walter Harding had called it in the subtitle to his 1962 publication, Thoreau’s Minnesota Journey:  Two Documents.  That’s what everyone seems to call it.  But when a researcher takes the time to scrutinize each and every one of the handwritten pages of Thoreau’s Minnesota notebook, the conclusion upon reaching that page 30 is both clear and startling:  Henry David Thoreau did not write those words.  The script is a bit bigger than the rest of his handwriting, and the letters are not quite traced in his usual style.  This becomes at first a potentially disturbing development.  If Thoreau didn’t write that title, then who did?
The investigation is a true Thoreauvian whodunnit.  Who had written “Notes on the journey West” and had unduly titled the two-month adventure taken by Henry Thoreau and Horace Mann, Jr.?  Given the succession of ownership of the Minnesota notebook and the many sets of hands the volume had passed through, far too many people would have had an opportunity to open the book seemingly at random and write down those five words.  At the very least the possibilities included Sophia Thoreau, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Bronson Alcott, Frank Sanborn, H.G.O. Blake, and possibly Ellery Channing.  Then came owners E. Harlow Russell, George Hellman, and William Bixby.  Let’s not forget the heirs of Blake and Bixby and anyone they showed the manuscripts to, including the staff of the Huntington Library.  Even Horace Mann, Jr., may have borrowed the notebook during the trip and mischievously or deliberately come up with a title for the excursion.  How could the culprit ever be identified?
The William Munroe Special Collections department of the Concord Free Public Library has examples of Sophia Thoreau’s handwriting on file.  Henry’s sister had worked with him before his death, firming up essay and book manuscripts for posthumous publication.  Though the duo did not include the Minnesota trip in their final endeavors, perhaps the notebook was at least handled during that time.  A scene could be imagined with Henry resting and reclining on the sofa in the living room, while his sister went through the contents of his trunks on the floor.  “What’s this one?” she might have asked, holding this particular notebook out to him.  Henry may have reached out, taken the volume, and paged through it.  Or he could have recognized the book on sight.  “Those are my notes on the journey west,” he might have replied, handing it back to her.  Sophia could have immediately turned the pages until she found one that had a blank space at the bottom.  And there she might have written, “Notes on the journey West.”  Then she could have put the notebook back in the trunk, setting it aside for a time when they could both work on turning that text into a narrative.  And that day never came.  Of course, that scenario was complete conjecture.  Only the siblings themselves could have confirmed or denied it.

To the untrained eye, Sophia’s handwriting seemed to match “Notes on the journey West” very well.  But the assistance of someone much more knowledgeable was needed to confirm this identification.  William Howarth was contacted by e-mail, since he had done so much work with Thoreau’s manuscripts.  He was intrigued by the discovery and in turn forwarded the question and a copy of the notebook page to Thoreau scholars Joseph Moldenhauer, William Rossi, and Elizabeth Witherell.  After a few electronic volleys back and forth amongst the group, Beth Witherell sent a comprehensive study that included writing samples from the main suspects, the most likely authors of the title:  Ralph Waldo Emerson, H.G.O. Blake, Frank Sanborn, and Sophia Thoreau.  The bottom line was that Beth agreed with the initial theory.  She thought Sophia Thoreau wrote “Notes on the journey West.”  Beth said, “Based on the comparison I've done, I think Sophia probably wrote this line.  She could have labeled the notes in immediate response to something Thoreau said or as part of the process of organizing his papers after his death.”
  Make that one Thoreauvian mystery, solved.  And up until then, we didn’t even know it was a mystery.
The first “extra” sheets that appear in the notebook come after page 36a and page 37. Those pages really should have been marked 37 and 38, and it’s unclear why Thoreau miscounted them.  Perhaps he had some other plan at that point or was confused about how to count the next few.  In any case, the next page is definitely not in Henry’s hand.  It is an invitation to visit the Mann home on Sudbury Road.

     
Dear Mr. Thoreau,



Mrs. Josiah Quincy,
 a lady who reads & admires your books 

very much, is spending a few days with me.  Will you come in & dine 

with us to-day.  It will give her much pleasure to see you, & when you 

are tired of talking with ladies, Horace will be glad to have his promised 

visit & you shall release yourself when you please.

      

With much regard,



Mary Mann.


We dine at one.

Mrs. Mann’s invitation is written in a flowing slant and on distinctively lined paper, completely unlike the blank pages of the notebook.  The top right-hand corner of the page has been ripped off on a diagonal, exactly where a date might have appeared.  For that reason, the corner of the page behind it is visible; and that one is labeled as page 38.  Perhaps Thoreau gave the invitation itself no page number because there was no corner on which to write one.  And perhaps the addition of the invitation confused his numbering on the previous page.
But why would this invitation be included in the Minnesota notebook in the first place?  Therein lies one of the manuscript’s mysteries; and the puzzle continues with the pages that immediately follow Mrs. Mann’s note.
The verso of the invitation is blank.  The next sheet is Thoreau’s marked page 38, with page 39 being the verso.  Both sides contain passages that he carefully copied from a book that was part of a multi-volume set, Reports of Explorations and Surveys, to Ascertain the Most Practicable and Economical Route for a Railroad from the Mississippi River to the Pacific Ocean, made under the Direction of the Secretary of War, in 1853-5.  The set had been released by the U.S. War Department Corps of Engineers and was the comprehensive study on what might be the best route to lay a railroad line to the West Coast.  It included detailed accounts of the flora and fauna of that wide region and was one of the references Henry used for botanical identification in the notebook.  In the middle of Thoreau’s handwriting on page 39, the viewer can see Mrs. Mann’s script again, this time being a simple “Henry Thoreau, Esq.  Present.”  This page is lined in exactly the same manner as the sheet containing her invitation.  Her original correspondence must have been folded, with three sides virtually blank and the request written on the innermost side.  A writer’s natural inclination would be to fill the emptiness with one’s own notes, especially if it was the only paper source available when it was needed.
According to Robert Sattelmeyer’s invaluable resource, Thoreau’s Reading: A Study in Intellectual History with Bibliographical Catalogue (Princeton University Press, 1988), a complete set of these railroad survey books could be found in Ralph Waldo Emerson’s library.  Thoreau had already used the set there, some years before.  He copied some passages from it in at least three other places:  the tenth of his Indian books, his 1851-1857 fact book, and his commonplace book for 1856-1861.  
At the top of page 38 in his Minnesota notebook, Thoreau provided the briefest of bibliographic citations:



Pacific R.R. Report   (Stephens)

                        vol.12  part 2

He copied two excerpts on this page.  One was about making a cabin from cedar and crab apple wood.  The second was a description of the Oregon crab apple tree.  Above the first mention of the crab apple, he added its scientific name, on his own, later.  The number 25 is written at the far right edge of the page, at the beginning of the text.  On his next page, the copied text covers the Native American reaction to the condition of salmon after they made their journeys back upstream in the rivers of the Pacific Northwest.  Thoreau began the text with the number 317.  When the actual book is consulted to compare his quotes with the original passages, one discovers that the first excerpts appear on page 25 of the published work, and the second section is on page 317.  Thoreau knew he was citing the page numbers.  But today’s researchers don’t understand the correlation unless they compare the quotes with the source.
Did Henry go back to Emerson’s house to consult those volumes, with only the Mann invitation in his pocket, available for taking notes?  Or did he transfer those three pieces from previous notebooks to the back of the invitation and then tip it into the Minnesota book?  When would he have copied these notes:  before the Minnesota trip, or afterward?  Did he perhaps tear off the corner of the invitation and use it as a bookmark in the volume he was consulting, since the two selections were almost 300 pages apart?  If that triangular piece of paper was found, bearing the date of the luncheon, would some of these questions be answered?
Thoreau no doubt arrived at the Mann house on the designated luncheon date, before one o’clock.  Had young Horace borrowed a volume or two from Mr. Emerson’s library?

And after the two men had eaten and made as much polite conversation as was possible, did Horace excitedly show Mr. Thoreau the interesting passages he had come across, hoping they would impress his friend?  Did Thoreau agree in their value, and did he copy them on the only paper he had along with him, the back of the invitation?  Did he tear a corner off to mark page 317 while he copied from page 25?
Let’s assume for the sake of argument that the above fiction is fact.  Without the date of the invitation, we cannot be sure when this event might have taken place.  Was it before the Minnesota trip, or afterward?  If it happened before Thoreau’s planned departure date, was it the deciding factor for choosing his traveling companion?  Did Horace’s interest and exuberance so impress Henry that he determined at that moment to ask the young man to join him on his journey?  Had Horace learned of Thoreau’s upcoming trip, and had he deliberately picked passages that he thought applied to the route?  Had he hoped not only to gain Henry’s good favor, but also to be asked to accompany him?  If that’s the case, then his work paid off.  
Or:  was Mrs. Mann inviting a forty-three-year-old gentleman to lunch in order to get to know him better?   She had probably heard plenty about Mr. Thoreau, from reputation and from local friends and relatives.  Did she wait for the outcome of this meeting to decide whether or not she would let her 17-year-old son travel thousands of miles with him?  Did she do so when another estimable woman was present, in order to get that long-time friend’s valued opinion as well?  If so, then Thoreau passed their tests.

But what if the luncheon occurred after the trip, perhaps in August or September, a month or two after the men came back to Concord?  Horace might still have been pleased to see Thoreau, after the duo had spent some time apart.  Perhaps he borrowed the railroad survey volume from Mr. Emerson once he got home and found a few passages he knew would interest the man he’d gotten to know during the trip.  And perhaps Mrs. Mann’s luncheon was instead a thank-you payment to Mr. Thoreau for taking such good care of her eldest son on such a long excursion, during a trying time of war.

It seems likely that both the luncheon and the note-taking came after the trip.  Neither Henry nor Horace knew how important the crab apple tree would be on their journey until they actually saw the pink flowering trees in the Midwest.  Even though Thoreau had had an affinity for that particular species before the trip, his Minnesota field notes seem to express surprise at seeing the trees in person.

What if Thoreau used the railroad survey books in another library?  He had access to the resources of the Minneapolis Athenaeum during his month in Minnesota.  The Athenaeum owned that full series of books.  Might his bookmark still be found in volume 12, part 2, in the Athenaeum’s copy?  Alas, no.  A quick e-mail to the Minneapolis Public Library confirmed that the set had been rebound in recent years, and no stray paper slips were to be found in them.  That did not mean that Thoreau did not use them, however.


It would be a worthy task to track down the set of railroad survey books that Thoreau used in Emerson’s library.  Like the long-lost hound, bay horse, and turtle dove in Walden, the corner of this invitation eludes the researcher, who is as anxious to recover it as if it were her own.
  When found, that slip of paper will solve at least part of this particular Minnesota notebook mystery.

Somewhere along the journey, Thoreau came upon a chart of distances between towns along the Mississippi River.  The railway guides of the day often included such graphics.  He copied the names and mileage on his own “Dist. From La Crosse to St. Paul” table on page 61.  He put the information in two sets of columns and drew boxy lines to align the text.  But he miscalculated on the first column.  Every town name is one row away from its accompanying numbers.  Thoreau drew slanting lines to connect the corresponding parts.  It’s a tad difficult to read, but even casual browsers can understand his method.  And they might sympathize with an author who took such pains to correct his own mistake, instead of crossing out the whole shebang and starting over again.  Or without ripping out the page and beginning anew, for that matter.
Thoreau included a detailed accounting of his trip expenses on one and a half pages near the end of the notebook.  Here he listed all of the costs associated with the journey, including train fares, hotel charges, meals, and sundry purchases.  Unfortunately, the lower half of the first page is torn off.  It has thus been assumed that some of his items and costs are missing.  Upon closer inspection of the original, however, the researcher can see that the page was torn off just after items were written on the first side and well before the succeeding items were fully written on the second.  This interpretation can be made by the position of the handwriting to the point of the tear.  It leaves “Cars” without a price attached on that first side, and comes at the Chicago part of the excursion.  If some costs are missing, they must be connected to the days Henry and Horace spent in the Windy City.  The expenses that appear on the verso of the page run continuously to the next page without noticeable omission.
The last “extra” that Thoreau included in his Minnesota notebook was yet another letter in another hand.  It appears as the last page of the manuscript on the library microfilm.  Thoreau used the back of the letter to write down a list of the items he took along on the trip.  He filled the empty spaces above and below the letter’s text with other notes as well.  The letter reads:
Boston Jan 23rd 1860

Mr. Henry D. Thoreau
Dear Sir Enclosed
please find note of my brother L.L.

Smith for $100 payable in three months

with my endorsement and acknowl-

edge the receipt through to him.

Yours truly

Chauncey Smith

The text of the letter is written lengthwise across the page, over eight inches instead of five or six, and in an even grander and heavier flowing script than that of Mary Mann’s invitation.  Thoreau wrote his notes in tidy vertical columns on its front and back.
Chauncey Smith (1819-1895) was born in Vermont, studied at the University of Vermont, and apprenticed with a law office in Burlington.  By the mid-1850s, he was a partner in a law firm in Boston and lived with his wife and children in Cambridge, right next door to Henry Longfellow.  He edited major multi-volume sets of legal works and was an authority on railroad law.  During the Civil War, he worked as counsel for the War Department in Washington.  But he would come to be best known for successfully defending Alexander Graham Bell’s telephone patents and business interests in various litigations that took place from 1878 to 1896.

So why did Chauncey Smith write to Henry Thoreau in 1860?  Walter Harding and Carl Bode, editors of The Correspondence of Henry David Thoreau, surmised that Chauncey’s brother, Luther Leland Smith (1825-1888), might have bought some plumbago from Thoreau.
  Being a blue-collar worker instead of an attorney like his brother, L. L. Smith might have felt the need for a letter of reference.  That scenario may very well hold water.  Luther and his family can not be located in the 1860 census.  But 1870 found them in Brooklyn, where Luther was working as a nickel-plater.  By 1880, the family lived in Derby, Connecticut, and Luther’s occupation was listed as “electrician.”  Such a man could easily have been in the plumbago business decades earlier.  But since Luther did not gain as much fame as his brother Chauncey, he has left us fewer intact threads to follow.  Thus must we be satisfied for the time being with the supposition posed by Harding and Bode.
A History of Past Renderings of the Notebook’s Contents
     
As noted earlier, Thoreau never had a chance to publish his own account of the events that happened and the places he saw during his two-month Midwestern journey with Horace Mann, Jr.  But over the course of the twentieth century, three other people did.
The first published account of Thoreau’s 1861 trip to Minnesota was compiled by Franklin B. Sanborn (1831-1917) and was released in 1905.  That was the year The Bibliophile Society printed his two-volume First and Last Journeys of Thoreau, Lately Discovered Among His Unpublished  Journals and Manuscripts in a limited run of 489 copies.  The entirety of the second volume was devoted to what Sanborn termed “The Last Journey of Thoreau.”  Sanborn had gotten permission from owner William K. Bixby to go through the Minnesota notebook.  He must have been as excited as the proverbial kid in the candy store, after being shut out by Sophia Thoreau and waiting so long for this opportunity.  Sanborn concluded that while the traveling naturalist had had no chance to flesh out his field notes, “Yet even without his exact method and his humorous touches, they will be welcome to a fast-increasing circle of readers.”

What the editor failed to mention was how many liberties he himself had taken with Thoreau’s original text.  The Minnesota notebook was by then more than 40 years old.  Sanborn tried to present the travelogue generally in a chronological order, which meant he had to “cut and paste,” so to speak, from the initial arrangement.  (Thank goodness he did not do so, literally.)  He also tampered with the lines to make them more readable.  He spelled in full Thoreau’s abbreviations, filled in missing words, and omitted others.  He added his own observations and explanations as he felt necessary.  After all, Sanborn had known the man.  Thoreau had written him a long letter from Minnesota, on his way home.  Sanborn had gone west too, during his days of support for abolitionist John Brown and the campaign to settle Kansas as a free state.  He was familiar with the Midwest on a regional basis.  Sanborn knew the author and his subject matter and could easily expound on either or both.  So he did.
The trouble was that the actual notebook excerpts were separated from Sanborn’s commentary only by mere paragraph spacing.  It could be difficult to discern which sections of words came from Thoreau and which ones came from the editor.  The “circle of readers” targeted in the early 1900s were not able to see the original notebook and thus were not able to compare the two versions for themselves.  They relied on Frank Sanborn to be a truthful authority and to provide an accurate report of this “lately discovered” information.  And perhaps the popular audience of the day was not overly concerned with intimate details, ultimate veracity, and attribution.  Just getting the gist of this new story could have been enough.  Like the seasonal excerpt volumes that Blake had released from Thoreau’s Journal, the text made for easy reading.  But it was hardly a complete and truthful narrative.  Sophia Thoreau might well have been appalled, her worst fears confirmed at last.
Someone who questioned Sanborn’s product was Herbert W. Gleason (1855-1937).  In the last year of his life, the noted photographer and devoted Thoreauvian was in the process of gathering together all of his work that illustrated what we now refer to as “Thoreau Country.”  He had been asked by the trustees of the Concord Free Public Library to provide for their collection “a series of albums containing copies of all of my photographs relating to Thoreau,” he told a correspondent.  “Of course, I must not omit his sojourn in Minnesota.  Some years ago Frank Sanborn gave me a complete set of the revised proofs of The Last Journey of Thoreau, which he edited and which was published by the Bibliophile Society. I am trying to discover, if I can, who has the original MS, for I feel quite sure there must be entries in it which Sanborn has either summarized or passed over, and I would like to have a glimpse of it. It is a great pity that S. could not have quoted Thoreau exactly and in extenso.”

Gleason was writing to Thomas S. Roberts (1858-1946), a medical doctor and a naturalist who was serving as the director of the Museum of Natural History at the University of Minnesota.  The two men had met many years earlier when the photographer lived in Minneapolis.  They were friends who had exchanged letters for decades.  Gleason made a list of potential images that would well represent Thoreau’s Minnesota journey, and he asked Dr. Roberts for help in locating copies of some of them.  Gleason could not have used a better contact person.  Dr. Roberts had spent more than 20 years making the Museum “an active and respected institution of research and public education.”
  He himself was the author of Birds of Minnesota, a valuable guidebook that was in its second revision.  He was familiar with the natural history of his state.  And thanks to Gleason’s friendship, he was also aware of Thoreau’s 1861 visit.
When Gleason again wrote to Roberts two months later, he lamented the fact that he still had not learned who held Thoreau’s Minnesota notebook.  (The Huntington Library owned it by that time.)  He had heard, however, about the existence of letters that Horace Mann, Jr., sent to his mother during the trip.  The photographer was “on the track of them” and hoped to get a chance to read them.
  Unfortunately, Herbert W. Gleason died on October 4, 1937.  He did not find the Minnesota notebook or young Horace’s letters.  He did not finish the project of assembling images representing the landmarks found along Thoreau’s 1861 journey route.  Many of his other photographs are today housed in the William Munroe Special Collections department at the Concord Free Public Library.
But Gleason’s correspondence and inquiries must have inspired Dr. Roberts and stirred him to action.  An article in the June 1939 issue of Minnesota History announced that the Museum director had purchased from the Henry E. Huntington Library a “photostatic copy of the original manuscript” of Thoreau’s Minnesota notebook.  In addition, the Museum now had “a typewritten transcript prepared by Miss Mabel Densmore.”
  Miss Densmore (1875-1968) had worked on previous projects with Dr. Roberts, and she was meticulous in her efforts.  She would later serve for fifteen years as the curator of the Goodhue County Historical Society in her hometown of Red Wing, Minnesota.  

Unlike Sanborn’s narrative approach, this new transcript was a faithful page-by-page rendering of the text.  All of Thoreau’s notes were included.  His abbreviations were kept, as were all of his many question marks.  Words that had been written and later crossed out were duly typed with lines running through them.  Random numbers or notes scribbled in margins could be seen where they were first made.  References that had been added later were typed between the rows of original text, as close to Thoreau’s handwritten placement as was possible with a typewriter.  Scholars who used this copy were on their own as far as explanations went, because no stray commentary had been added.  But original jottings were now evident for pure analysis and interpretation.  If the pages of Thoreau’s actual notebook were unavailable, then this transcript was the next best document for any researcher to consult.  But the patrons of the library system at the University of Minnesota were probably the only ones to know of its existence.
The 1941 formation of The Thoreau Society brought together a variety of people interested in furthering Thoreau’s reputation and popular persona.  The ensuing connections also resulted in an increase in research and publications about Henry’s life and his writings.  In that regard, one of the key scholars of the 20th century was Walter Harding (1917-1996).  He spearheaded a number of Thoreau research projects, wrote and edited books, and served as the secretary of the Thoreau Society for 50 years.  In that latter role, he also edited the organizational newsletter, The Thoreau Society Bulletin.
The Winter 1959 issue of that periodical (TSB 66) included a notice that Harding was working on “an edition of Thoreau’s ‘Notes on a Journey West,’ the notebook he kept on his 1861 trip to Minnesota.  Included also will be unpublished letters by his companion on the trip, Horace Mann, Jr.”  It was hoped that 700 copies of the 60-page pamphlet, labeled “Thoreau Society Booklet #16,” would be available in time to celebrate the centennial of that 1861 journey.
   Apparently printing problems delayed its appearance until February 1962.

The eventual result was Thoreau’s Minnesota Journey: Two Documents:  Thoreau’s Notes on the Journey West and The Letters of Horace Mann, Jr.  Harding first provided a transcription of the text of Thoreau’s notebook, then followed it with copies of the letters that young Horace Mann, Jr., had sent home.  This pairing would have no doubt pleased Herbert Gleason, for the slim volume brought together all the information he had been searching for, 25 years earlier.  Harding worked diligently to avoid Sanborn’s “high-handed editorial techniques” that had “added confusion to the already existent chaos” and gave “an entirely misleading picture of the manuscript.”
  But he still felt the need to fully edit the notes and even them out for public consumption.  He “silently regularized the pun[c]tuation, capitalization, and spacing” of Thoreau’s words.
   In some instances, he even restored text that Thoreau had originally crossed out.  But at least Harding warned the readers of his methods, and he usually made his additions, corrections, and explanations in brackets.  This time there would be little question about whose words they were.
A Comparison of Past Renderings of the Notebook’s Contents

     Contemporary researchers who refer to Thoreau’s Minnesota trip have usually consulted one of these three sources: Sanborn’s book, Harding’s book, or the Densmore transcript at the University of Minnesota.  How do these texts differ?  Let’s look at how each one recounts the entry for the day that Thoreau and Mann traveled by rail across the state of Illinois:  May 23, 1861.  It is obvious that Sanborn and Harding created narratives of the notes, while the Densmore transcript kept the original wording and format.
Sanborn’s pages 22-23:

     May 23.  From Chicago to Dunleith very level the first twenty miles; then considerably more undulating; the greatest rolling prairie without trees is just beyond Winnebago.  The last forty miles in the northwest of Illinois quite hilly.  The Mississippi causes backwater in the Galena River for eight miles back [from its mouth on the east bank of the Mississippi].  The water is high now; the thin woods flooded, with open water behind.  See the marsh pink and apples on a flowered, apple-like tree (thorn-like) through Illinois, which may be the Pyrus coronaria.  The distances on the prairie are deceptive; a stack of wheat-straw looks like a hill in the horizon, a quarter or half-mile off,—it stands out so bold and high.
     There is only one boat up daily from Dunleith (1) [now called East Dubuque] by this line,—in no case allowed to stop on the way.  Small houses, without barns, surrounded and overshadowed by great stacks of wheat-straw.  It is being thrashed on the ground.  Some wood always visible, but generally not large.  The inhabitants remind me of mice nesting in a wheat-stack, which is their wealth.  Women are working in the fields quite commonly.  The fences are of narrow boards; the towns are, as it were, stations on a railroad.  The Staphylea trifolia is out at Dunleith.

   (1)  Dunleith has long been known as East Dubuque, opposite the city of Dubuque in  

          Iowa.  Here was Thoreau’s first view of the Mississippi, on which he embarked for 
          the voyage up to St. Paul, occupying two days.

Harding’s pages 3-4:

     [May] 23

          Chicago to Dunleith [now East Dubuque, Illinois].  Very level 1st 20 miles – then considerably more undulating.  Greatest rolling prairie without trees just beyond Winnebago [Illinois].  Last 40 miles in n[orth] w[est] of Ill[inois] quite hilly.  Mississippi backwater in Galena River 8 miles back.  Water high now.  Flooded thin woods with more open water behind.

     Much pink, flowered, apple-like tree (thorn-like) thru Illinois, which may be the Pyrus coronaria [sweet-scented crabapple].

     Distances on prairie deceptive.  A stack of wheat straw looks like a hill in the horizon ¼ or ½ mile off.  It stands out so bold and high.

     Only one boat up daily from Dunleith by this line.  In no case allowed to stop on the way.

     Small houses without barns, surrounded & overshadowed by great stacks of wheat straw, it being thrashed on the ground.  Some wood always visible, but generally not large.  The inhabitants remind you of mice nesting in a wheatstack which [is] their wealth.  Women working in fields quite commonly.  Fences of narrow boards.  Towns are, as it were, stations on a r[ail]-r[oad].

     Staphylea trifolia [American bladder-nut] out at Dunleith.

Densmore’s pages 3-4
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With this passage as an example, the differences are small and subtle. But scholars in particular may be the most bothered whenever a transcript strays from the original text.  The basic information is nonetheless present in all three instances.  Now, how do these three transcribers/editors treat the anomalies, extras, and mysteries of the manuscript?
Thoreau’s scratch sheet of numbers on page 19


Frank Sanborn didn’t mention the scratch sheet and did not include any of the text from that page in his book.

Mabel Densmore typed both numbers and text as faithfully as a typist could.  Someone wrote in block letters at the top of the page: “This is 1st page 19 in unbound copy.”  The “other” page 19 is included at the beginning of the Densmore transcript.  On the library microfilm, that “other” 19 shows up just before the expense sheets.  I don’t see a page number on the original.

Walter Harding transcribes just the text on his own page 44, underneath the heading “XIII.  [The following notes are included with the Minnesota manuscript but hardly pertain to the trip.]”  He identifies the entries as being more fully developed in Thoreau’s Journal.  Then he includes a disclaimer: “[There are also several groups of numbers scattered through the manuscript.  But since there are no clues as to what the numbers pertain to, I have not included them here.]”  He refers not only to this scratch sheet, but also to the page numbers of the railroad survey books, as we’ll see below.
The small survey on page 20

The survey is not mentioned by Sanborn or Harding.  Densmore copied it as closely as she could.

“Notes on the journey West,” page 30

Sanborn did not refer to the excursion in this manner:  not as a title, not as a casual name in passing, not ever.  It is of course possible that Sanborn had seen the notebook before those words were written, given how many hands the notebook passed through.  His omission would explain why he never used the title.  But perhaps he instead recognized the handwriting.  Perhaps he understood that the line was added by Sophia Thoreau; and, knowing her animosity towards his editorship, Sanborn made a conscious choice to refuse that phrase as an official title.  

Densmore made a distinction in her typing.  She placed a space between each letter, and as a result, elongated the line and made it stand out.  The handwriting style must have seemed different enough (or perhaps important enough) to type it that way.

Harding puts the title at the bottom of page 42, after the botanical list and sedges and grasses section.  The line is typed in all capital letters.  Perhaps this is also a way of silently indicating that the original handwriting isn’t quite the same as that found in the rest of the manuscript.  Harding assumes the title is Thoreau’s own and even makes it his own, since the title of his transcript is Thoreau’s Minnesota Journey: Two Documents – Thoreau’s Notes on the Journey West and The Letters of Horace Mann, Jr.  In at least one piece of correspondence with a staff member of the Huntington Library, both Harding and the library staffer refer to the notebook as “Notes on the Journey West.”  No one heretofore has questioned the origin of the name.  And because Harding called it that, Thoreauvians ever since have known the Minnesota trip by that name, “The Journey West.”
Mary Mann’s letter and the copied quotes on the following
(and probably originally attached) page, marked 38/39 by Thoreau.

It should come as no surprise that Frank Sanborn was the most creative in conveying this information.  He prefaced Mrs. Mann’s invitation with a brief explanation of where the family was living at the time, “early in 1861, when she wrote the following note to Thoreau, on the back of which he wrote notes of authorities for his Minnesota journey.”  At the bottom of Mrs. Mann’s note, Sanborn included the “Henry Thoreau, Esq.  Present” that originally appeared on the outside of the invitation.  (In that effort, he was more accurate than the other two transcribers, who ignored it.)  But then the editor speculated.  “No date appears on this note-sheet, it having been carefully torn off; but it was probably in April, 1861.  Very likely at this ‘promised visit’ the proposition was made for young Mann to accompany Thoreau.”
  Thus did Sanborn use the note as a prompt for explaining Horace’s participation in the trip.

The text copied from the railroad survey book is reported more than 60 pages later.  Sanborn waxed poetic in his introduction of the material.  “Diverging a little from his direct line of travel, and looking forward to what he could not live to see, Thoreau, while having access to the Minneapolis and St. Paul libraries, copied a passage or two bearing on the future overland way to the Pacific Coast. … He copied on the back of Mrs. Mann’s note, already quoted in full, what follows.”
  His rendition of the quotes is fairly accurate, omitting the page number references.  But afterward, Sanborn reconsidered and corrected his previous assumption.  “This quotation seems to have little connection with the daily journal, and may have been made in Concord before starting, with the idea that Thoreau would go farther west on the Oregon Trail than he had either time or strength for, upon trying.”
  Part of the problem with that slant is that Thoreau and Mann never followed any part of the Oregon Trail.  And Sanborn himself later added an excerpt from Thoreau’s correspondence to Daniel Ricketson, in which he told how he “selected Minnesota” for his destination.
  So the man never had any intention of going all the way to Oregon.  And Sanborn had the proof of that fact and ignored it.

When Mabel Densmore typed Mrs. Mann’s letter, she double-spaced the text.  Perhaps this was her quiet way of saying that the handwriting was different and did not belong to Thoreau.  She – or someone else – even drew a line at the point of the tear and wrote “torn out” in the corner.  On page 38, she ignored the tiny “25” in the margin, which turned out to be the page number of the reference.  (But in a photocopy of her typed transcript, a little mark appears where she might have typed the “25.”  Someone later might have thought she misnumbered the real page number and used a white correction substance to cover it up.)  She evidently could not decipher two species names that Henry scribbled (one of which was his own addition), so she typed a series of periods in place of the words she could not read.  Her page 39 is a perfect rendering … except for one omission.  She either did not see or she ignored the “Henry Thoreau, Esq.  Present” that appears in the middle of the page, in Mary Mann’s flowing script.  She could have typed those lines between Thoreau’s scribbling, but she did not.

Walter Harding also separates the letter from the quotes.  The text of Mrs. Mann’s letter appears on his page 44, at the tail end of Thoreau’s notes.  It is placed with those other items that “are included with the Minnesota manuscript but hardly pertain to the trip.”  He does not mention that the invitation itself is torn.  The quotes from the railroad survey appear on his 13-14, following other passages which Thoreau copied from various references.  Harding provides some but not full bibliographical citation information for the source and spells out any words or names that Henry abbreviated.  He corrects the author’s name from “Stephens” to “Stevens.”  He ignores the “Henry Thoreau, Esq.   Present” that appears in the middle of page 39, in Mary Mann’s flowing script.  He also ignores the “25” and the “317” that indicate the reference page numbers.  Without a “p” or “page” next to them, he may not have known what they were.
“Dist. From La Crosse to St. Paul” table on page 61


Sanborn straightened out the graphic but kept it in a two-column double set format.
  “This table seems to have been carefully made from a river-chart, some days after his arrival at St. Paul,” wrote Sanborn.  “The names of some landings have changed since 1861.”  Maybe that’s why he felt the need to change Thoreau’s “Trempeleau” (for Trempealeau, Wisconsin) to “Trempe a L’Eau.”

Densmore typed Thoreau’s mis-columning to a tee and must have used a ruler to draw straight lines to match the entries.  Hers is, quite frankly, the most accurate and easiest figure to read.

Harding correctly matched the pieces of information, but he placed them in a single column format on his page 20.  He made no remarks about the table having appeared any differently in Thoreau’s original manuscript.
The torn expense sheet

Sanborn added the expense information on his pages 118-120.  He very thoughtfully included dates before each one, so that readers could understand when the costs were incurred.  He missed an unidentified expense of 8 cents that was made somewhere along the route between Albany and Niagara Falls.  And while he kept most of Thoreau’s indentations on the list—which at times made some sense of where the purchases took place—either Sanborn or his printer messed up the entries beneath “At Ogdensburg.”  “Paper,” “lunch,” and “supper” should all be under that heading, with slight variations in placement.  And by that time, Sanborn’s accompanying dates should not be entirely trusted, either.

Densmore’s version of the expense sheets appears near the beginning of her transcript.  She typed the figures almost exactly.  At the point of the tear on both sides of the sheet, the outline of the torn edge is mimicked, and someone has written “torn out” on both missing sections.  Densmore also missed the unidentified 8-cent expense in New York state.  Someone wrote it in by hand later.

Harding reproduces the list on pages 43-44, with this explanation:  “[The following expense account is included with the manuscript.]”  At both points of the tear, he writes “[The remainder of this sheet has been torn off]”.  Harding misses the 8-cent New York purchase as well.  Is this a case of a wrong being repeated?
The Chauncey Smith letter


Sanborn wrote on his page 107-108:  “On the scrap of a letter from Chauncey Smith, a Boston lawyer, enclosing an endorsed note of hand, payable April 23, 1860, for $100, which may have been a part of the fund from which Thoreau paid his traveling expenses on this journey, there appears a pencilled [sic] list of the clothing with which he provided himself for the expedition.”
  So Sanborn assumed that the Smith note was connected to the journey, even though it was dated more than a year earlier.  He did not mention Smith’s brother.  And because the letter said that payment was due in three months, Sanborn referred to that date, rather than the actual date that was written at the top of the note.  Thanks for doing the math, Frank.

Densmore’s version of the letter appears at the beginning of her transcript.  She had to put the paper lengthwise in the typewriter to position Mr. Smith’s note in its proper location.  To distinguish it from Thoreau’s handwriting, she put a space between each letter, just as she did for “Notes on the journey West.”  The lines are double spaced as well.  The reader can easily see how that text should not be confused with Thoreau’s own.

Once again, Harding drops this “extra” onto his page 44, along with Mrs. Mann’s letter and the scratch sheet notes.  He declares it as something that does not pertain to the trip, and he makes no speculations about its origins.  As mentioned previously, however:  in the Correspondence volume that Harding edited with Carl Bode four years earlier, the text of the Chauncey Smith letter appears with this explanation:  “Smith was a patent lawyer who practiced in Boston.  We can only conjecture that his brother was in business and bought plumbago from Thoreau.”


Walter Harding’s papers are housed at the Walden Woods Project’s Thoreau Institute in Lincoln, Massachusetts.  Among his files for “The Journey West” are copies of pages from his book, with handmade edits written on them.  It looks as if Harding returned to the project and might have been planning on releasing a second edition of Thoreau’s Minnesota Journey:  Two Documents.  Maybe that publication would have answered all questions and filled in the blanks.

The conclusion?  Each one of the existing transcripts is, in its own way, somewhat flawed.  Each does indeed vary from the text of Thoreau’s original Minnesota notebook.  Hence the need for a fresh look and perhaps a more comprehensive approach to the material.  
This Annotated Transcript


By the time I accepted the challenge of creating an annotated transcript of Thoreau’s Minnesota notebook, I had done years of research on the 1861 trip.  I was planning to write a book on the subject.  I had traveled much of the route on my own and had read much about each overnight stop.  In many instances, I understood what Thoreau’s notes referred to and had seen for myself contemporary similarities with his observations.  I am not by trade a textual scholar; nor am I a botanist.  I am a librarian with an additional degree in outdoor teacher education.  And I am fortunate that others had paved part of the way for me in this effort.

While this transcript was not part of my original plan, I have grown quite pleased with the result and am happy that I agreed to undertake the project.  Scrutinizing each one of Thoreau’s pages – looking at every word and line he wrote, every question mark he drew in order to find an answer later, every scientific name of every last plant he saw along the way – forced me to see all of his details, and not just the most interesting remarks or merely the ones that I wanted to see.  Whenever I publish my own book about the Minnesota journey, its text will be the richer for my participation in this academic exercise.


To assemble each page of the transcript, I began with one of Thoreau’s original pages, courtesy of the Huntington Library microfilm.  I compared what I interpreted as his text – since his handwriting was sometimes difficult to decipher – with what Mabel Densmore and Walter Harding thought it was.  When they differed, I had to side with one over the other, find a happy amalgam, or come up with a new interpretation.  I decided early on not to have my work tainted with the Sanborn brush, since truth and fabrication were too tightly intertwined on his pages to be of much assistance.  I didn’t want him to put ideas in my head that would cause me to follow the wrong paths.  It was tricky enough to have three sources open at one time, balanced precariously on the desk next to my laptop, while I tapped out a new version.  I didn’t need Sanborn’s distractions.

Each individual page of this transcription represents one of Thoreau’s original pages.  I have numbered them as “leaves” in the order in which they appear on the microfilm.  At the top of each page, I reference the corresponding pages in the works by Mabel Densmore and Walter Harding.  I provide corresponding page numbers for Frank Sanborn’s volume as well, if I could find them.  Thoreau’s designated page numbers in the notebook are given as well.  Sometimes the length of the text or the annotated material forces one transcription page to continue onto a second.  I made every effort to position the text in the same manner that Thoreau did.  If he wrote a word and then crossed it out, I mimicked his effort with an appropriate “strikethrough.”

In many respects, the result looks most similar to Mabel Densmore’s typewritten pages.  But a computerized word-processing program is more versatile than a typewriter confined to evenly-spaced carriage returns.  I decided to use some special features to my advantage.  Any notes that Thoreau crammed between lines (often made at a later time, after he consulted printed references or authorities) are deliberately entered in a slightly smaller font size than the rest of his text.  That’s the way his handwriting appears, so this transcript follows his lead.


When Ms. Densmore couldn’t read Thoreau’s handwriting, she typed a series of periods in place of the illegible word(s) and used enough dots to fill up the required space.  I thought the reader might need a better indication that the original text is missing.  When I could not offer a reasonable suggestion for what a word might be, I highlighted the word “word” in gray, like so:

 [word]
If Thoreau had crossed out that word, and I could not discern what it had been, I typed

 [word]
Sometimes the grayed word was also annotated to explain the various interpretations given by Densmore, Harding, or Sanborn, or a combination of their efforts. 

I decided to place my annotations in footnotes on each page.  I wanted the descriptions to be close to the text but not to intrude too much upon it.  I also wanted to provide explanations for as much of Thoreau’s shorthand as possible, without being too unwieldy or too overwhelming.  I hope I attained that targeted middle ground.


This was Thoreau’s field notebook and was not intended to represent a complete narrative.  Therefore, the man often used abbreviations for common words.  This shorthand was by his own design; and since he may have assumed he would be the only one who would sift through this book, he probably felt no need to spell out the obvious.  When I began the transcription, I annotated and spelled out those words more completely.  Walter Harding employed the same tactic but used brackets to do so.  (Ex.:  L[ake], e[ast], etc.)  This technique quickly grew cumbersome.  I soon decided to provide users with a “Common Abbreviations” list, and let them do the rest of the work.  I recommend that you print it out for reference if you find you cannot decipher Thoreau’s shorthand for yourself.


Frank Sanborn and Walter Harding provided the best explanatory material they could, for the times they lived in.  They didn’t have access to the world of resources that online searching makes available to the current researcher.  If they wanted to find a reference book that Thoreau quoted from, they had to take the time to track it down through a library.  I could still do that, too; but from the comfort of my desk, I could call up Google Books.  While this online library has come under fire for its mistakes and inconsistencies, a savvy researcher can maneuver through its results pages with a certain level of success.

The site contains the full text of many older volumes that are in the public domain.  Better yet:  its entries are searchable.  That’s how I figured out that the “25” and “317” on the back of Mary Mann’s invitation were the page numbers of the set Thoreau was copying from.  I found the reference book online, popped in some of the quoted text as a keyword phrase for a search, and hit the Enter key.  Imagine the chills that flew up my spine and the goosebumps that were raised on my arms when my results showed that those two passages appeared on those two pages.  Thoreau had left the clues, what he knew as page numbers.  It merely took us 148 years to read them correctly.

I am fortunate to have a rather extensive home library containing dozens of books by and about Henry David Thoreau.  Among the most useful volumes for this project was Robert Sattelmeyer’s Thoreau’s Reading: A Study in Intellectual History with Bibliographical Catalogue, previously mentioned.  Professor Sattelmeyer included in his master list many of those references that Walter Harding identified as being quoted in Thoreau’s Minnesota notebook.  I am grateful to both men for providing such helpful information.  Once I had the proper citation, it was easy enough to find the text itself.  

I used two online resources for identifying people.  The first was FamilySearch.org, a free service provided by The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints.  The genealogical records that are indexed there provided invaluable starting points for tracking down individuals that Thoreau mentioned merely in passing.  That’s how I discovered that Chauncey Smith had a brother named Luther Leland Smith.  (Walter Harding and Carl Bode had just referred to him as “L.L.”)  I also used the Heritage Quest database via the Boston Public Library web site to conduct U.S. census searches.  Unfortunate budget cuts eliminated that resource from the library’s offerings, just as I was finishing this task.

Deciphering and identifying the many botanical references and lists in the notebook proved to be the most challenging part of this project.  A number of species names have changed over the years too, making the task even more daunting.  Between Google Books (http://books.google.com ) and The University of Wisconsin Digital Collections (http://digicoll.library.wisc.edu/EcoNatRes/), I could use the same texts that Thoreau did.  That was indeed a transcending experience.  Another online resource that helped me from time to time was The International Plant Name Index (http://www.ipni.org).  But most often, I hit the books:


    Angelo, Ray.  Botanical Index to the Journal of Henry David Thoreau.  Salt Lake City:  Peregrine Smith Books, 1984.

      Cruickshank, Helen, comp.  Thoreau on Birds.  New York:  McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1964.

     Magee, Dennis W. and Harry E. Ahles.  Flora of the Northeast:  A Manual of the Vascular Flora of New England and Adjacent New York.  2d ed.  Amherst, Mass.:  University of Massachusetts Press, 2007.
     Reader’s Digest North American Wildlife.  Pleasantville, N.Y.:  The Reader’s Digest Association, 1982.

     Swink, Floyd and Gerould Wilhelm.  Plants of the Chicago Region.  4th ed.  Lisle, Ill.:  The Morton Arboretum, 1994.

     Young, Dick.  Kane County Wild Plants & Natural Areas:  Kane County, Illinois.  2d ed.  Geneva, Ill.:  Kane County Forest Preserve District, 1994.

A variety of travel and nature guides shelved in my own home library supported my research as well.  I was gleefully able to consult them on a transcriptional whim and thus justify their acquisition.  It really does pay to pick up promotional pamphlets and brochures as you travel.

And thus did I create an annotated transcript of Thoreau’s Minnesota notebook.  Though I tried to be as accurate and complete as possible, I can admit that this is still not the definitive effort that could be made with the text.  I offer my work merely as the next starting point for future Thoreauvian scholars and researchers.  And I hope that when they find my mistakes, they will be kind to my memory when they point them out.
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