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~ ATHOL — Corinne H.
Smith of Athol has always |

loved to travel, but it was a
1981 National Geographic
magazine article that would
send her ona mostunexpect-
ed journey.

the launch of her new book,
Westward1 Go Free: Tracing
Thoreau’s Last Journey,
about a rarely documented
time in the life of 19th centu-
rynaturalist, lecturer and au-
thor, Henry David Thoreau.
Bruce’s Browserin Atholwill

Author Page§

Athol author traces the
last journey of Thoreau
Book launch Tuesday in Athol ;

Smith will be celebrating |88

on_e I_L_Sml ]i

behostingthelaunch on Tues-
day, July 17th at 6:30 p.m.
Smith will read excerpts from
her book and answer ques-
tions. Signed copies will be
available for purchase.

A Pennsylvania native and
former Athollibrarian, Smith
became “hooked on Henry,”

 afterreading his Civil Disobe-
dience in tenth grade. As a
senior, she read Thoreau’s
best known work, Walden,
aboutthe twoyearshe livedin
Walden Woods in a small,
sparsely furnished cabin one
‘mile from the center of Con-
cord, Massachusetts. Surviv-
ingand earningalivingoffthe

- land, Thoreau’s separation

from civilization deepened
his appreciation of nature.
In 1997 while living .in

northern Illinois, a friend ata

book discussion group
showed Smith an old Nation-
al Geographic magazine arti-
cle about a two month trip
that Thoreau and a compan-
ion took in 1861. A two-page
mapped route traced their
journey by train and steam-
boat from Massachusetts to
_Minnesota and back.

It was the first time Smith
had ever heard of this part of
Thoreau’snormallywell-doc-
umented travels and endeav-
ors. (Five years earlier,
Thoreau traveled by train to
Brattleboro passing through
Athol, Orange, and Erving,
observing bits of nature in the
Connecticut River Valleythat
he didn’t see in Concord.)

It was also to be Thoreau’s
final excursion before his
deathnine months later.

Smith, “mesmerized” by
this new information, real-
ized that the map’s path cir-
cling the Midwest passed
right through where she and
the book group were sitting.
Thiswasoneofseveral coinci-
dences that occurred during

this book project. While
preparing for this very meet-
ing, Smith had read Thore-
au’s essay “Walking” for the
first time and it left a strong
impact on her. She takes her
book’s title from part ofit:

“In short, all good things
arewildandfree...EastwardI
goonlybyforce;butwestward
Frojftec® B Riiroes o




Thoreau was referring to
his rural Concord home west
ofthecityof Bostor ——

Prior to this trip, Thoreau
had been diagnosed with con-
sumption, the most rampant
killer of the day. He’d already
lost family members to the ill-
ness. It wasn’t known then to
be contagious. Doctors
thought it to be a syndrome

. caused by being indoors too
- much and prescribed a bland

diet, vigorousexercise and for
men only, travel to other cli-

- mates. By the time Thoreau’s
- doctor told him of these op-
- tioms, Ft. Sumter had been

fired upon - the Civil War had

- begun. Smith surmises thatin
> spite of being an abolitionist,
¢ Thoreauwould nothave trav-
: eled to the South had he not

beensick. He chose Minneso-

. ta because New Englanders
+ sent “glowing” reports to the

~nothelpful.

newspapers back home of
how the brisk air there helped
clear themup. - :

A travel companion was al-
so required. Friend Ralph
Waldo Emerson provided
Thoreauwith alistofcontacts
and it was Horace Mann, Jr.,
thesonofeducationreformer
and politician Horace Mann
who joined Thoreau on his
journey. Thoreau knew
Mann Jr. already because, ac-
cording to Smith, “he was
constantly bringing dead ani-
mals to Henry toidentify.”

Smith believes he also used
the doctor’s advice as his
chance to observe Native
American culture and the re-

“gion’s native plants and ani-
mals.

Smith began to research
where in Illinois Thoreau and
Mann would have passed
through. She also wanted to
find out if the train tracks still
existed. General biographies
and a transcription from a
Thoreau field notebook were

The husband of a naturalist
friend of Smith’s recalled an

| article he’d read years before

about Thoreaw’strip outwest.
He located the piece-by Ed-
mund A. Schofield called
“John Muir’s Yankee Friends
and Mentors: The New Eng-
land Connection.” Schofield
had traced the entire journey,
including the pair’sdeparture
from Chicago and the name
of the railroad company.
Smithlocatedthe same tracks
vsing old atlases and new
maps. She alsoresearched old
train schedules at Harvard
University’s Baker Library

and was able to confirm that
the train tables mentioned in
Mann’slettersmatched the li-
brary’s records.

Smith was surprised to dis-
cover that she had crossed
over those very tracks four
times a day during her com-
mute to work. Portions of the
tracks have since become au-
tomobile freight lines while
otherswere abandoned.

Smith moved to Massachu-
setts and in 2003 at a librari-
an’s workshop she was dis-
cussing Thoreauwith a fellow
librarian when he mentioned
the name Ed Schofield, the
writer of the John Muir arti-
cle. Schofield was working at
the Tower Hill Botanic Gar-
den in Boylston, MA. Smith
was surprised again when she
learned that he was living
nearby in Worcester. It was
Schofield who had provided
the clues to Thoreau’s last
journey. After gathering
nearly a year’s worth of
courage, she contacted the
Thoreau scholar and they
spent many hours talking by
phone and in person.’

Smith, at Schofield’s sug-
gestion, decided tofollowand

- write about Thoreau’s entire
journeywestbecauseithadn’t
been done before. She also
needed to fill in the gaps that
Thoreau and Mann left out of
their journals and letters
home. The trip would take
her through ten states and
Ontario.

‘how excruciating the process

Smith obtained a micro-
filmed copy of Thoreau’s
travel journal, a 100-page
notebook filled with brief but
precise details of the trip and
inventories of plants he’d col-
lected along the way. Accord-
ing to Smith, he botanized
mostly from train windows as
they rode by and treated the

rip as a scientific excursion.
A list of items he brought
along included a spy glass,
plant press for flattening
specimens, atleast one botan-
ic manual, insect boxes, a
compass, and a microscope.
Twice he wrote down his pur-
chase of cough syrup and
throatlozenges.

Armed with a lifetime of
“Thoreauvian” knowledge
andabackgroundinresearch,
Smith wrote her book from
the viewpoint of both histori-
an and participant. Included™
Is a travelogue of “when you
go” directions and descrip-
tions. Smith recruited local
readers to go through her
manuscript and dedicates the
book to Ed Schofield who
died in 2010. :

Smith found a publisher in
Green Frigate Books and was
apartofthe proofing process.
“Justmakinga couple of deci-
sions on my part have been
beneficial and almostmagical
attimes.”

The road to publication, as
Smith discovered and as most

writers experience, is not a
short one: “Being a librarian
for more than thirty years, it
was interesting for me to see

is for every published writer,
Every one of those books out
there has a story that goes be-
yond its pages.” ;

Westward I Go Free: Trac-
ing Thoreau’s Last Journey
will be available for purchase
locally, through amazon.com
and in Kindle and Nook for-
mat, .
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