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ACKNOWLEDGING THE SUCCESS OF HENRY DAVID THOREAU, SCHOOLMASTER 
AN UNPUBLISHED LETTER FROM RALPH WALDO EMERSON  

 
Autograph letter signed “R.W. Emerson” to David Greene Haskins “My dear Greene,” Concord, April 12, 
1841; 2 pp. on one folded 4to. sheet; address and stamp and remnant of wax seal on verso; excellent 
condition; slight tear from opening of seal; no harm to text; creased for mailing. 
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On April 1st, 1841, Henry David Thoreau formally closed the Concord Academy to look after his sick 
brother, John, who would be dead the following year. With Thoreau no longer serving as schoolmaster, 
Emerson recognized both Concord’s need for a replacement, and the challenge of anyone replacing 
Thoreau. In this letter to his cousin, David Greene Haskins, Emerson notes the success Thoreau had in 
attracting a large number of pupils (with more to come had he stayed), and outlines the basic structure 
of the Academy. Haskins, a classmate of Thoreau’s at Harvard, had also taken an interest in the search 
for Concord’s new schoolmaster.  
 

Concord, 12 April, 1841 
 
My dear Greene,  
 
Mr Russell declines to accept our proposition as he has just begun a new term at Plymouth. If 
you think Mr Jewett would like to try his fortune here, and will bear out the good name you gave 
him, I wish you would tell him that our people here have from twenty to thirty pupils ready for 
him, say at an average of $5.00 per quarter, (our custom being to charge 4.00 for the English 
branches 6.00 for Latin & Greek) with a power of gradual but indefinite increase in the number 
of pupils. Mr. Thoreau who left us now 3 weeks ago had 40 scholars & might have reopened his 
school with 45. The Academy House is usually let to the teacher at $60.00. I wish Mr Jewett if he 
inclines to come would come up hither say in the coach which leaves Earl Tavern Hanover Street 
every morning at 6 and arrives here at 8 ½ o’clock. He can make all inquiries and see the facts 
and persons for himself, perhaps make a better arrangement than to pay so high a rent. He shall 
give me the pleasure of his company to dine at 1, and then he can, if he wishes, take the PM 
coach at 4 ½ o’clock to Boston.  
 

Your affectionate cousin,  
R.W. Emerson.  

 
All this in the supposition that you will not come yourself. If you will it were more welcome to us. 
 
 
Days after writing this letter, Emerson would invite Thoreau to live with him. Thoreau accepted, and the 
two lived together from 1841 to 1844, an important period in both men’s lives. Emerson had just 
published Essays, First Series, which included “Self-Reliance”; in 1844, he would publish Essays, Second 
Series, which included “Experience” and “Nature.” While living with Emerson, Thoreau served as an 
editorial assistant, children’s tutor and friend, and, when Emerson traveled to Europe for several 
months, the “man” of the house. Following this time Thoreau would embark on his Walden years, which 
led to the development of such works as Resistance to Civil Government (Civil Disobedience). 
 
The “Mr Russell” of the letter refers most likely to Le Baron Russell, a Harvard graduate and Plymouth 
schoolteacher at the time. “Mr Jewett” would decline the position as well, though a new schoolmaster, 
James Oliver, would arrive a couple of weeks later. Mr. Oliver did not stay, however, and the Thoreau 
brothers’ progressive school was closed. 

 
 


