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Descriptions of nature, I would here repeat, may be sharply defined and scientifically correct, 

without being deprived thereby of the vivifying breath of imagination. The poetic elements must 
be derived from a recognition of the links which unite the sensuous with the intellectual. 

--Alexander von Humboldt, Cosmos 
 
Historian of cartography is a title that is not normally associated with the great 

American writer Henry David Thoreau, nor is mapmaking a field that he is 

generally known to have achieved any notoriety in. But during the last twelve 

years of his life, from 1850 to 1862, this icon of American letters and 

environmentalism spent a great deal of time, not only working as a land surveyor, 

but also reading the earliest exploration narratives of the New World, taking 

detailed notes on the names of places and the plants and animals mentioned in 

them, and making scaled copies and sketches of some of the earliest maps of 

North America that they contained. As an avid reader of Thoreau I have often 

wondered about his long passages concerning exploration and maps in his 

published works like Cape Cod and the Maine Woods.  As an historian of 

cartography, I have found myself pondering what it was that compelled Thoreau 

to make such extensive glosses on early maps and to question what it was that 

he took from all this detailed information on early American cartography. But it 

was my reading of Thoreau’s unpublished ‘Canadian Notebook’ that really 

sparked my interest in Thoreau the cartographer and made me question why I 

had never heard of him. In the Canadian notebook Thoreau wrote a list “of the 

maps that I have copied,” the entries of which are some of the most important 

early maps of the northeastern United States. The idea that Thoreau would have 

thought it important enough to make copies of maps was something new to me, 

something I had never read about in all of the scholarship and in all of the 
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biographies of Thoreau that I had read over the years, and this lack of notice 

sent me searching to see what, if anything, remained of the author of Walden’s 

cartographic explorations1. 

 

I am not sure when I initially heard about the Canadian notebook but I certainly 

remember when I first held it in my hands in the reading room of the Morgan 

Library, whose collections, along with nearly 2000 pages of other unpublished 

Thoreau manuscripts, it is a part of2. The Morgan Library, in New York City, is 

one of the great repositories of manuscripts from all periods of history, and it is a 

library much in the old school mode, requiring permission and reference letters, 

and holding their collections close. Examining anything there gives ones research 

a particular air of seriousness.  

 

Reading the Canadian Notebook was the first time that I had approached 

Thoreau in manuscript form, unmediated by the more polished and published 

Thoreau that I had come to know so well. For an historian, it is the manuscript 

that gives access to the past as something seen anew, as something previously 

unread, and a hopeful sense of discovery anticipates every encounter. When I 

opened Thoreau’s notebook it was not the words that I initially noticed but rather 

the manuscript’s form. A simple notebook, with marbled covers and pages of 

unremarkable off-white ledger paper, it was the ink and handwriting that 

dominated my first glance. The paleography was dark and sloppy, more difficult 

to make out than many of the Medieval and Renaissance manuscripts of my 

previous experience. The beginnings of research on any manuscript is always 

more sensory than intellectual and tends to fill me with a peculiar anxiety. This 

encounter was no different. Usually, when presented with a manuscript, it takes 

                                                 
1 Several recent studies discuss Thoreau’s surveying activities and use of maps but none talk about his 
copies of important early American cartography. See Kent C. Ryden, Landscape with Figures: Nature and 
Culture in New England, University of Iowa Press, 97-134 and Rick Van Noy, Literary Cartographers and 
the Sense of Place, University of Nevada Press, 39-72. 
2 Canadian Notebook, MA 595 and the eleven Indian Notebooks, MA 596-MA 606 are part of the 
manuscript collections of the Pierpont Morgan Library. 
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some time for my emotions to settle, for these pieces of paper were in Thoreau’s 

hands and are as close as one can get a century and a half later to his actual 

thoughts. I have had these same feelings many times in working on manuscripts 

from much earlier periods, but eventually, the feeling passes, and allows my 

mind to begin to make sense of the writing on the page. 

 

It was then that I first saw the list.  Written in the back of the Canadian 

Notebook in pencil (most of the notebook being in ink) was Thoreau’s list of the 

maps that he copied, maps that I had never seen mentioned, and that 

apparently no one had ever written about3. With this list in hand, I have, for the 

last few years, searched for the copies and sketches of the maps that Thoreau 

made and I have tried to determine whether they have survived, what they 

might have looked like, and how they fit into his larger literary endeavors. 

Thoreau’s copies of maps that have survived are well-drawn, showing that he 

was a talented draftsman, and in some cases they are drawn to scale. Thoreau 

takes extreme care in assembling his sketches, being sure to accurately depict 

boundaries and coastlines, to locate place names properly, and to draw any 

animals and plants in the same way as the early mapmakers. Such attention to 

detail, combined with the critical commentary he composed on each of these 

maps, suggests that Thoreau was one of the first writers who we might call an 

historian of cartography and that he was at work on some unfinished 

geographical project that captivated his imagination during these last years of his 

life. This is a chronicle of my search for this unknown cartographic 

Thoreau and for what his mapmaking might tell us about the shifting 

currents of his thought. 

 

                                                 
3 Lawrence Wilson in his bibliographic study of the Canadian Notebook in 1959 mentions the list but does 
not pursue the identification of the maps it contains. See Lawrence Wilson (1959), “Thoreau’s Canadian 
Notebook” Huntington Library Quarterly: 179-200. 
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In April of 1858, Ralph Waldo Emerson, in a letter to the future biographer of 

Thomas Jefferson, H.S. Randall, wrote that, “Thoreau’s study seems at present 

to be equally shared between natural and civil history,” and that “he reads both 

with a keen and original eye.4” The civil history that Emerson refers to here is 

the history of the early exploration and discovery of the North American 

continent, especially the northeastern coast of New England and Canada. During 

the last 12 years of his life, Henry David Thoreau dedicated himself to historical 

and cartographic studies that have either been ignored by or have puzzled his 

commentators. In what was an extremely productive time for Thoreau, his 

interests seem to have turned sharply toward more empirical and less 

transcendental studies, being more influenced by the geographically oriented 

science of Humboldt and Darwin, than by the idealism of Emerson. It is in this 

geographical spirit that Thoreau’s writings such as the Maine Woods, Cape Cod, 

Walden, a Yankee in Canada, his natural history essays, and of course his 

journals have occasionally been probed by scholars and linked with the 

beginnings of modern geographical and environmental thought5. This linkage 

stems mostly from Thoreau’s intense concern with the concept of place (all his 

published writings are about a place) and his ability to see deep connections 

between historical process and environmental change. 

  

It is well-known that many of Thoreau’s published writings, such as the Maine 

Woods and Cape Cod, have continual references to cartography, but these works 

contain no maps and Thoreau’s comments on cartography are often thought of 

as mere digressions, and are sometimes ignored by readers 6 . To discover 

Thoreau the mapmaker we must turn to his unpublished manuscripts. It is only 

                                                 
4 Quoted from the ‘Historical Introduction’ to Cape Cod,edited by Joseph J. Moldenhauer, Princeton 
University Press (1988) 283. 
5 John S. Pipkin, “Hiding Places: Thoreau’s Geographies,” Annals of the Association of American 
Geographers  91: (2001) 527-545. 
6 One need only look at the beginning of the Provincetown chapter of Cape Cod for an example of 
Thoreau’s writing on the history of cartography. Pages 179-195 (all pages for Cape Cod are from the 
Princeton edition edited by Joseph J. Moldenhauer ,1988) are especially focused on early representations of 
New England.  
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in these jottings, written in those moments of close interaction with the original 

books and maps, that we see in stark detail how Thoreau’s cartographic 

explorations helped form in his mind the geographical link between natural and 

civil history that has been noted by scholars. The search for the roots of what I 

have called Thoreau’s ‘geographical turn’ and the reasons for his extensive 

interactions with early American cartography, have led me to investigate two 

separate, but interrelated, aspects of Thoreau’s unknown and certainly 

understudied cartographic manuscripts. 

 

 The first aspect, and the most significant one for his technical understanding of 

cartography and the process of mapmaking, was his work as a land surveyor in 

and around Concord, Massachusetts, during the 1850’s.  Surveying as a 

profession gave Thoreau the ability to look at maps critically and helped him to 

understand not only their mathematical limits but also their broader utility for the 

study of history and natural science. It also allowed him to wander the fields and 

woodlots of Concord and to observe nature closely in all seasons in a way that 

his fellow transcendentalist and mentor Ralph Waldo Emerson certainly never 

would have. 

 

The second aspect, and the driving reason for his engagement with early 

American cartography, was his interest in the history of the indigenous peoples 

of the northeast. Thoreau would take more than 2000 pages of notes on this 

subject, the vast majority of which has yet to be published, and all of which are 

mostly unknown even to Thoreau specialists. In the course of this note taking 

Thoreau would copy and comment on many of the early maps of the 

northeastern United States and Canada by such seminal figures as Samuel 

Champlain (1580-1635), Abraham Ortelius (1527-1598), John Smith (1580-1631), 

John de Verrazano (1485-1527), and Cornelius Wytfliet (d ca. 1597). 
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Thoreau set himself up as a surveyor in late 1849 and by the end of 1851 was 

recognized as one of best and most accurate operating in the region. He 

surveyed many places around Concord and the list of his clients reads like a 

library of early American literature, including places like Bronson Alcott’s farm 

and land owned by Nathaniel Hawthorne and Ralph Waldo Emerson.  

 

The question of exactly how Thoreau learned to survey is for the most part an 

open one but it appears that he was self-taught. A copy of the 1847 edition of 

Charles Davies, Elements of Surveying and Navigation7  survives in Thoreau’s 

library. Davies’ text was one of the most widely used books on surveying during 

the middle of the 19th century and with Galbraith’s Mathematical Tables8, a title 

that Thoreau also borrowed from Harvard, represents a solid introduction to the 

principles of land measurement as practiced at the time. Thoreau annotated his 

copy of Davies with notes from Galbraith on particular mathematical and 

trigonometric problems, such as the calculation of areas or the sine of angles.  

 

Thoreau took much more from his reading of Galbraith however, than mere 

mathematical instruction. In a journal entry, dated June 9th of 1850, Thoreau 

lists nine books recommended by Galbraith’s text several of which concern the 

esoteric subject of the magnetic variation of compass needles. Thoreau’s interest 

in magnetic variation was first indicated on the advertising broadside he 

prepared for his surveying services. The broadside begins, “Land surveying of all 

kinds, according to the best methods known; the necessary data supplied, in 

order that the boundaries of farms may be accurately described in deeds.” 

Thoreau continues his advertisement by explaining that the variation of the 

compass will be noted so that the survey can be repeated, “Areas warranted 

accurate within almost any degree of exactness, and the Variation of the 

                                                 
7 Charles Davies, Elements of Surveying and Navigation with descriptions of the instruments and the 
necessary tables (New York: A.S. Barnes and Company, 1847). 
8 William Galbraith, Mathematical and Astronomical Tables for the use of students of mathematics 
(Edinburgh: Simpson A. Marshall, J.W. Norie and Company, 1843). 
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Compass needle given, so that the lines can be run again. Apply to Henry D. 

Thoreau.9” 

 

Throughout the early 1850’s one finds references throughout his journals and 

field notebooks made to the volumes and articles he was reading on the subject 

of magnetic variation and to the observations of the compass needle that he 

made in and around Concord10.   

 

Magnetic variation is the difference that we see between magnetic north, this 

being the north that a compass needle points to, and true north, the direction of 

the pole. The variation in the compass needle is caused by the continual shifting 

of the earth’s magnetic field and was the subject of a great deal of scientific 

research in the mid-19th century. The exact direction towards which the needle 

points is not constant through time even for a specific location, and although few 

people noticed these small changes, Thoreau, recognized them quite explicitly. 

For example, in November of 1850, he made an entry in his journal that marks 

the beginning of what would become a short obsession with the subject. “When 

I am considering the way which I walk, my needle is slow to settle, my compass 

varies by a few degrees and does not always point due southwest; and there is 

good authority for these variations in the heavens.” Thoreau’s interest here is 

more than just passing and he delves into the science of magnetic declination in 

a way that would become representative of the way he approached cartography 

and that is symptomatic of his geographical turn.  

 

Of all of the notes that Thoreau left behind concerning the subject of mapmaking 

the most cryptic and difficult to contextualize are those found in the field 

notebook into which he scribbled measurements from his surveying activity11. 

                                                 
9 Surveying broadside part of the Berg Collection of the New York Public Library. 
10 For more on this see Albert F. Mclean, “Thoreau’s True Meridian: Natural Fact and Metaphor” American 
Quarterly 567-579. 
11 Field Notes of Surveys, manuscript volume in the collections of the Concord Free Public Library. 
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The field notebook, which can be found in the collections of the Concord Free 

Public Library, appears on the surface to be a jumble of uninteresting 

calculations and rough sketches, with numbers and the locations of places 

around Concord that Thoreau surveyed.  On closer examination however, this 

seemingly incoherent mass of numbers becomes a detailed record of how he 

approached the more technical aspects of cartography. Reading through the 

notebook, I was struck by his methodology and his scientific approach to 

problems such as the straying of his compass. In the field notebook Thoreau 

writes how he established the “true meridian” so he could continually check his 

surveys against the variation of his compass needle, “Found the direction of the 

pole star at its western elongation (1,58-1/2) at 9h 26m PM (Feb 7th 1851). N 

coincides with a line drawn from the SE course of the stone post on the E side of 

our western small front gate, to the S side of the first door on the W side of the 

depot.” 

 

Although it is at first difficult to interpret this passage, what Thoreau has actually 

done is measure a reference line for the direction of true north from the west 

gate of his home in Concord to a building across the street. By establishing a 

sight line for the true meridian from his family’s house, Thoreau could easily 

check the variation of his compass before or after surveying. Thoreau would 

begin to include this information on his surveys even though it made little 

difference to the purpose of the survey itself.  

 

Thoreau would also begin to take empirical measurements of magnetic variation 

around this time. In his field notes one finds several entries showing that he took 

time series measurements at intervals during the course of the day recording the 

variations he noticed on his compass. On July 3, 1851 he takes nine 

measurements and then another series of them nine days later. 
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In July of the same year, to further his already deep familiarity with the subject, 

Thoreau corresponded and visited with William Cranch Bond, the director of the 

Harvard Observatory. Bond was conducting experiments in magnetic variation in 

Cambridge, and took thousands of measurements in order to try to predict the 

changes that he and Thoreau saw in compass needles12. Thoreau soon found 

that Bond’s results, even though they were the best available for Cambridge, 

were not at all useful in Concord, just a few miles away. 

 

One of the more surprising things one finds in all of Thoreau’s notebook jottings 

on the technical aspects of cartography is how they highlight his turn away from 

the transcendentalist themes that drove his early works. Among the 

transcendentalists core beliefs, at least as it was imagined by Emerson, was an 

ideal spiritual state that 'transcends' the physical and empirical and is only 

realized through the individual's intuition. Emerson found little of higher worth in 

the empirical and downgraded most of science as “mere facts”. The foundations 

of the transcendentalist system of rationality and their core belief in the power of 

the mind as the locus of knowledge were developed as a reaction to the 

prevailing themes found in John Locke’s Essay on Human Understanding. Locke 

would make the human senses the primary gatherers of knowledge and stress 

the experiential nature of knowledge and existence. Emerson, reacting against 

the sensual, would say in his essay Nature, that, “Empirical science is apt to 

cloud the sight, and by the very knowledge of functions and processes to 

bereave the student of the manly contemplation of nature13.” Thoreau began by 

the early 1850’s to leave these idealist tendencies behind and turn toward more 

realist studies of nature and history, to the point that by late 1852 he could write 

in his journal, seemingly against Emerson, that  “Mere facts & names & dates 

communicate to us much more than we suspect.” 

                                                 
12 William Cranch Bond and Joseph Lovering, “An Account of the Magnetic Observations made at the  
Observatory of Harvard University, Cambridge,” Memoirs of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, 
2 (1846), 1-84. 
13 Ralph Waldo Emerson (1903) Nature: Addresses and Lectures, 66. 
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The empirical turn toward a more scientific world view that Thoreau expresses in 

his studies of subjects like the variation of compass needles would become a 

integral part all of his work from around 1852 onwards and has been recently 

noted by several scholars14. And although, we can never really call Thoreau a 

thinker who fully embraced the pure empiricism and mechanistic nature of late 

19th century science, there is a change in him that affects all of his future reading 

and observations, even his approach and interpretation of the early exploration 

narratives and the history of cartography.  

 

In order for me to uncover the foundations of Thoreau’s interest in the early 

exploration and cartography of North America it was necessary that I become 

familiar with a group of manuscripts that are for the most part unknown even to 

Thoreau specialists. The most significant of these manuscripts is the 

aforementioned, “Canadian Notebook”. Thoreau began to write in this copybook 

shortly after his return from a trip to Canada and those few scholars who have 

actually read it (it remains unpublished) differ in their opinions of why it was 

composed. The manuscript contains the notes of Thoreau’s reading of historical 

and geographic sources related to Canada and the northeastern United States. 

The manuscript can be divided into three parts15, with the first seventy-six pages 

related to works on the physical and cultural geography of the Northeast, and 

the second forty two pages, being a sustained commentary on the cartography 

of early American exploration.  These forty two pages are the most intense 

interaction with cartography and cartographic literature that one will find in the 

entire Thoreau corpus and they form the backdrop to the sketches of the maps 

Thoreau would make to accompany them. The third part of the notebook 

                                                 
14 See Laura Dassow Walls (2009) The Passage to Cosmos: Alexander Humboldt and the Shaping of 
America Chicago: University of Chicago Press and (1995) Seeing New Worlds: Henry David Thoreau and 
Nineteenth Century Natural Science Madison WI: University of Wisconsin Press. 
15 I use Lawrence Wilson’s division of the notebook into three sections, even though in the Canadian 
Notebook Thoreau makes no distinction. 
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consists of a group of unbound sheets of paper and fragments that also contain 

important cartographic references. 

 

When I started to look closely at the second part of the notebook I was surprised 

to find the amount of detail that Thoreau gleans from his reading of early 

exploration narratives.  His observations, both technical and bibliographic, on 

maps by such figures as Champlain, Lescarbot, John Smith, Ortelius and Wytfliet, 

are very critical, and show Thoreau as a well-informed and very modern historian 

of cartography. Thoreau concentrated on specific subjects like the changing of 

place names over time, the plants and animals that the explorers encountered, 

the size and flow of rivers, temperatures, snowfall, and the changing shape of 

the lakes and rivers shown on their maps.  His efforts reflect an intense concern 

with the changes that have occurred in the landscape since the days when these 

early maps were made and display a geographical sense that is unusual in an 

American 19th century writer16. John S. Pipkin in his study of the geographic 

influences on Thoreau makes the case that “During Thoreau’s lifetime, American 

geography, by that name at least, was indeed a weak and marginal endeavor17.” 

Pipkin goes on to explain that Thoreau typically used the word “geography” in 

the limited sense of topography, when he was speaking of such things as the 

length of rivers, the proportion of the globe covered by water, or the location of 

places. In his notes on cartographic themes however, Thoreau shows a broader 

definition of geography, one that is more universalizing and in the spirit of 

Alexander Humboldt and Arnold Guyot18 as it embraces both ethnographic and 

biogeographic themes. 

 

                                                 
16 P.Taylor, “The Value of a Geographic Perspective,” In The Future of Geography, ed. R. Johnston (New 
York: Methuen and Company, 1985) 92-110. 
17 Pipkin (2001), 532. 
18 Thoreau quotes from Arnold Henry Guyot’s, Earth and Man: Lectures in Comparative Physical 
Geography (1849) in several places in the Canadian Notebook. 
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Even as Thoreau was taking extensive notes on the maps and geographic details 

found in these early exploration narratives, he also expressed his frustration with 

the study of the history of pre-colonial America. He recognizes the difficulties of 

finding historical evidence and rebuilding past geographical knowledge and he 

contrasts this with his other interest at the time, natural history. In his journal, 

on October 19, 1860, he writes, “It is easier far to recover the history of the 

trees which stood here a century or more ago than it is to recover the history of 

the men who walked beneath them, How much do we know---how little more 

can we know—of these centuries?” It was to help him answer this inherently 

geographical question that Thoreau turned to early cartography and the texts 

that accompanied them. 

 

In the back of the Canadian notebook, written in Thoreau’s hand, and in the 

wrong direction if one is reading from the front, is the list that began my search 

for Thoreau’s maps (Thoreau wrote in the Canadian notebook starting from the 

front and then turned the notebook around in order to write from the back). He 

says, 

“I have copied-- 
 maps made ac[cording] to Verarzanus’ [sic] plot in Hacklyts Divers Voyages 
1582 
map made in forme [sic] of map sent from Seville in 1527 by Thorne 
map Nova Francia etc. in Ramusio 3rd volume (1556) ac[companying] a 
discourse of a great French sea captiane [sic] 
of America in Ortelius (1570 &c) who used Cabot and others 
of Norumbega and Virginia 1597, Wytfliet Lovanni 
Nouvelle France Champlain 1612,  
[Nouvelle France Champlain] 1632.” 
 

The list is a curious grouping, as these are all very detailed early maps, copies of 

which are rare and not easily obtainable. My initial reaction to Thoreau’s 

compilation was to question what it was that he meant by ‘copied’.  Many of 

these maps, such as Champlain’s map of New France from 1612 are quite large 

and if Thoreau’s copies of any of them had survived, surely I thought, they 
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would be well known. In my reading about Thoreau over the years however, I 

had not remembered seeing any references to maps drawn by Thoreau, except 

for the occasional mention of his land surveys, and certainly none that anyone 

had previously connected with the list in the Canadian Notebook19. It was with 

good reason therefore that I had my doubts as to the survival any of his maps. 

 

Astonishingly, once I started looking, two of the maps on the list turned out to 

be quite easy to locate, and are part of the Collection of Thoreau surveys and 

papers in the Concord Free Public Library. The first one, shown here as figure 1, 

was copied by Thoreau from Abraham Ortelius’ world atlas, the Theatrum Orbis 

Terrarum, first published in 1570. Ortelius was the royal geographer to King 

Phillip II of Spain and a prolific atlas maker. Consulting Thoreau’s book 

borrowing records from the Harvard Library, one sees that he borrowed the 1584 

edition of the book on November 18th, 185020. In his notes on all of the maps 

that he drew Thoreau shows an attention to bibliographic detail that allows the 

modern researcher to easily trace the exact editions of the books and maps that 

he used. For example, in the case of Ortelius, he begins his notes by writing, 

 
 “Preface dated 1570, date at end 1584. (then in pencil) Bancroft says there are 
at Cam[bridge] editions 1584 & 92 another edition…dated 1575 which I must see 
though Harris says that the maps I used are identical in both21” 
 

In his sketch of the Ortelius map Thoreau only copies a portion of the original, 

constraining his version to the eastern seaboard, but carefully reproducing 

Ortelius’ gridlines in pencil, so he might later be able to judge the maps accuracy. 

Thoreau is very interested in maps related to America and its early history, and 

for the most part limits his attention to northeast and the notes on Ortelius and 
                                                 
19 Later I noticed in the textual notes to Cape Cod Joseph Moldenhauer connects the first three mentioned 
maps with those in the miscellaneous Morgan Library fragments. See textual note 178.19-21 in the 
Princeton University edition, page 283. 
20 References to Thoreau’s library borrowing records are taken from Robert Sattelmeyer (1988) Thoreau’s 
Reading: A Study in Intellectual History with Bibliographic Catalogue, Princeton: Princeton University 
Press.  
21 Canadian Notebook, 78. 
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his partial sketch of the map from the Theatrum represent a good example of 

the other sketches and notes.  

 

At the start of the second section of the Canadian notebook where he begins his 

jottings on Ortelius Thoreau writes, 

 
“Prefixed to Ortelius’ Theatrum is a list of geographers whose charts he is 
acquainted with. Looking it over it hastily for those relative to America—I noticed 
Ptolemy, Gemma Frisius—universi orbis tabulam—Medebach Orbis terrarum—
Diego Gutierus, America…22” 
 

Not so coincidently of course, Thoreau’s notes on Ortelius in the Canadian 

Notebook are principally devoted to a commentary on a map entitled, “A new 

description of America”. Thoreau’s exegesis on this map is concerned with the 

antiquity of particular place names and how the form of specific geographic 

regions may have changed as new geographic information was acquired. 

Thoreau says, “In the Theatrum Orbis Terrarum after the celebrated geographer 

Ortelius will be found a map designated as America sive Novi Orbis descriptio; in 

which he describes with accuracy that cannot be attributed as ancient, the form 

of Hudson’s Bay, and a channel leading from its northern extremity towards the 

pole. The publication preceded Hudson and Ortelius tells us that he had Cabot’s 

map before him…on the map [of Ortelius] the north coast of America is studded 

with Portuguese names. 23 ” The recovering of ancient and indigenous place 

names and the evolution of cartographic forms of information are the two 

subjects that dominate much of Thoreau’s commentary in the Canadian 

Notebook on the particular maps he chose to copy. 

 

                                                 
22 Canadian Notebook, 77 
23 Canadian Notebook, 79. 
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Figure 1: Thoreau’s Drawing of Ortelius’ 1570 America sive Novi Orbis descriptio 

 

The second of Thoreau’s manuscript maps found in the Concord Free Library 

collections was made from an original by Cornelius Wytfliet. Wytfliet was a 

Flemish geographer who, in 1597, published an atlas called the Descriptionis 

Ptolemaicae Augmentum and from which Thoreau’s sketch is copied. Wytfliet 

attempted to bring up to date some of the cartography of the New World from 

information received from the explorations of the early sixteenth century and 

contrasts his own mapmaking with that of the 2nd century geographer Claudius 

Ptolemy. Thoreau looked at Wytfliet’s book, but did not borrow it from the 

Harvard Library, on the same day that he removed the Ortelius. His sketch, 

which is much cruder than the Ortelius drawing, shows the coast of the Eastern 

United States as far south as the Chesapeake Bay. 

  

Here commenting on Wytfliet, Thoreau’s depth of knowledge of early 

cartography is extraordinary, and is on full display in his notes, especially when 

one considers the state of cartographic history in the mid-nineteenth century. 
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Thoreau takes extensive notes on the maps contained in Wytfliet’s book 

regarding place names and the evolution of geographic knowledge. He writes a 

detailed commentary on several maps from Wytfliet and his comparative 

methodology strikes one as quite modern, for example he says,  

 
 I believe that this is older than Metallus Sequamis America Cologue 1600. At any 
rate the maps I looked at were identical. A map named ‘Conibus Regio cum 
vicinis gentibus’ contains Sagueuai R and Hochelaga—but is for the most part a 
fancy sketch. Another called ‘Nova Francia et Canada’ has St. Law. called 
‘Hochlega flu’. It is more particular and on a larger scale than Ortelius and would 
do to read Cartier by.24”  
 

Reading one map through the information found on another earlier or later map 

is the central hallmark of Thoreau’s critical approach to cartography. 

 

 
Figure 2: Thoreau’s sketch from Wytfliet 

 

The other five maps on Thoreau’s list were much more difficult to find and to 

identify. Remarkably, I found three of them several years after I first read the 

Canadian Notebook, folded up in the miscellaneous papers that make up the 

                                                 
24 Canadian Notebook,  80. 
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fragments from that manuscript25.  Each of the folded maps is accompanied by a 

page or two of notes and critical glosses on their geographic representation and 

references to all three maps find their way into Cape Cod.  All of the maps are 

glued to the pages of notes that Thoreau wrote to accompany them and they are 

more crudely executed than his other map sketches. They are all dated in 

Thoreau’s hand, December 10th, 1855. 

 

Thoreau’s three map sketches found in the Morgan fragments come from two 

sources. The first, is found in the work of Giovanni Battista Ramusio (1485-1557), 

an Italian geographer, who’s Navigationi et Viaggi was extremely influential after 

its publication was completed in 1556. The book is one of the earliest collections 

of maps and first hand accounts of the travels of many explorers of the New 

World and was quoted extensively by later histories of the subject. The second 

two sketches find there source in another compilation of exploration narratives 

written by Richard Hakluyt (1552-1616). The book, entitled, Divers Voyages 

Touching on the discoveries of America, was composed in 1582 and Thoreau 

wrote six pages of detailed notes on the maps it contains.  

 

As is typical, Thoreau’s interest in these maps develops around specific ancient 

place names and all three are particularly important to the construction of the 

geographical information found in Cape Cod. Thoreau spends some time in the 

early chapters of the book lingering over the origins of place names of certain 

areas, some that are still the subject of research among historians of 

cartography. Using his knowledge of the three maps found in the Morgan 

fragments, Thoreau formulates his own theory about an area named Norumbega, 

found on many maps that date from the sixteenth century.  

 

                                                 
25 It was not until later that I found that Joseph J. Moldenhauer, in the textual notes to his edition of Cape 
Cod, identifies these three maps. Although Moldenhauer points out the existence of the list of maps that 
Thoreau copied found in the Canadian Notebook, he does not pursue the identity of the other maps beyond 
those found in the fragments that accompany the notebook in the Morgan Library. 
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Figure 3: Maps from the Morgan Fragments 
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Thoreau writes,  

 
“We hear rumors of this country of Norumbega and its great city from many 
quarters. In a discourse by a great sea captain in Ramusio’s third volume this is 
said to be the name of the land given to it by its inhabitants, and Verazzani is 
called the discoverer of it; another in 1607 makes the natives call it this 
[Norumbega]…these maps…may have been the origin of the notion, common 
among early settlers, that New England was an island.26” 
 

Having found five of the maps on Thoreau’s list and reconnecting them with the 

notes was certainly gratifying, but the last two maps by Samuel Champlain, were 

to me the most important of all. Of all of the notes in the Canadian notebook 

about cartography, by far the most extensive are those associated with the 

narrative of Champlain’s voyages, Voyages de la Nouvelle France. The two maps 

of Champlain’s that Thoreau said he drew appear in the inventories of no 

libraries, are not mentioned in any scholarly articles and after many years of 

looking, seemed to me to have been lost.  

 

Champlain made several voyages to the New World and explored the St. 

Lawrence River, along with most of the New England coast, at least as far south 

as Cape Cod. Time and time again Thoreau would return to the various editions 

of the Voyages and re-visit Champlain’s maps and the descriptions of his travels. 

Thoreau takes down detailed bibliographic information about the various editions 

in the Canadian Notebook, “I have seen three volumes of Champlain one dated 

1613—chez Jean Berjon—very rare—containing fullest account of his New 

England voyages and also the account of his Canadian voyages to 1612 with 

many maps.27” Champlain’s narrative of his travels is filled reflections on his 

expeditions and is accompanied by both large and small-scale cartography. 

Thoreau’s notes in the Canadian Notebook on Champlain’s texts contain many 

details on plants, animals, place names and especially the differences in the 

                                                 
26 Cape Cod, 193. 
27 Canadian Notebook, section 2 
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various editions of the maps Champlain made. Thoreau writes praising 

Champlain’s accuracy as a geographer and he quotes in detail Champlain’s own 

commentary on the methods of his mapmaking. 

   

Thoreau’s familiarity with Champlain’s maps comes out most clearly in Cape Cod 

where he quotes from him many times, “In Champlain’s admirable map of New 

France, including the oldest recognizable map of what is now the New England 

coast with which I am acquainted, Cape Cod is called C. Blan, from the color of 

its sands…28” In retracing the history of New England Thoreau often relies on 

Champlain’s maps and finds them superior to all of the others made by the 

earliest explorers, “there is map of it [New England] when it was called New 

France called Carte Geographiqiue…1612, from his observations between 1604 

and 1607…crowded with information. He even gives the variation of the compass 

as observed by himself at that date on many parts of the coast.29” 

 

Like Thoreau in his land surveys, Champlain, is extremely attentive to the 

technical aspects of mapmaking. Particulars, like magnetic variation and the 

errors of compasses, which is a subject that would have obviously endeared 

Champlain to Thoreau at this time, are singled out by him for commentary.  

 

After years of wondering and having nearly given up on finding Thoreau’s copies 

of the Champlain maps, it was pointed out to me by colleagues that the Library 

of Congress, were I am the Senior Cartographic Librarian, had obtained, in the 

early 1970s, several manuscript maps that were thought to possibly have been 

drawn by Thoreau but that no one had accomplished any research on30. Not 

expecting much (we have 5.5 million maps in thousands of drawers), I went to 

                                                 
28 Cape Cod, 178 
29 Cape Cod, 180 
30 I thank Ronald Grim, Curator of the Leventhal Collection at the Boston Public Library, and James 
Flatness, former Curator of Rare Materials in the Geography and Map Division of the Library of Congress, 
for pointing these maps and the accompanying manuscripts out to me almost ten years ago. 
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the case that contained this group of manuscripts and to my surprise it contained 

four pages of notes that appeared to be in Thoreau’s hand. After just a few 

moments of anxious anticipation, I could not believe what I was seeing. The 

briefest examination of Thoreau’s contorted paleography allowed me to conclude 

that the notes were describing two maps made by Samuel Champlain (figure 4). 

Accompanying the notes were two large sketches of maps that at first sight 

resembled the 1612 and 1632 maps that Thoreau listed on the flyleaf of the  

 
Figure 4: Page 1 of Thoreau’s manuscript notes of Champlain’s 1612 and 1632 maps 

 

Canadian notebook! Was it really possible that after all this time the two missing 

maps had been in the Library of Congress for many decades and had gone 

unnoticed and without anyone connecting them to the Canadian notebook? 

 

The copy of 1632 map (figure 5) found in the Library of Congress, known as the 

Carte de la Nouvelle France, was easy to identify as Thoreau’s because it was so 
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obviously in his hand and, although much larger than the copies of the other 

maps that he had made, fit the general form of his map sketches31. The other 

 

 
Figure 5: Thoreau’s Sketch of Champlain’s 1632 Map 

 

map, copied from Champlain’s version of 1612, titled the Carte geographiqve de 

la nouvelle France, was more difficult to attribute to Thoreau (detail shown in 

figure 6). This map was the largest of all the sketches by far, was a tracing on 

surveyor’s cloth and not a drawing, and appeared to contain almost nothing that 

would directly link it with Thoreau. Because it was a tracing, there was no way to 

identify the lettering on the map as in Thoreau’s hand, he having repeated the 

style of the fonts of all of the titles and place names that are found on the 

original. In this way, Thoreau’s copy of the 1612 map was unlike all of the other 

sketches that I had located up to this point. The tracing was also incomplete 

(detail figure 7), with some of the areas on the original map that show plants 

and animals around the border, only outlined in pencil and not inked like the rest 

of Thoreau’s tracing. Those portions of the tracing that Thoreau did complete 
                                                 
31 Both manuscripts of the Champlain maps that Thoreau copied are larger and more expertly rendered than 
his other five map drawings. 
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were colored in both red and brown inks (detail figure 8), with the information 

contained in the red part of the tracing, not coming from the original 1612 map 

as it appears in Champlain’s book.  

 

Not knowing how to make sense of the additional geographical information 

contained in the red annotations I settled down to transcribe the four pages of 

manuscripts. Thankfully, the pages of Thoreau’s notes that were located along 

with the two maps, described some specifics on how Thoreau copied and 

annotated his Champlain copies and provided the key to the origin of the 

different colors of ink. 

 
Figure 5: Portion of Thoreau’s tracing of Champlain’s 1612 Map 
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Figure 6: Incomplete section of Thoreau’s 1612 Sketch 

 

Thoreau’s notations regarding how he copied the 1612 map were not 

immediately decipherable and it took some time for me to understand what it 

was that Thoreau was trying to say.  After several days of work it occurred to me 

that what Thoreau had done was to update Champlain’s 1612 map in red with 

new place names and other information taken from Champlain’s 1632 map and 

 

Figure 7: Detail showing red and brown inks on the 1612 map 

other later maps of the region. This is clear from what Thoreau says on one of 

the four manuscript pages, “I have [traced about (crossed out)] a little more 

than a quarter of this…and have written on the French map most of the 
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[different (crossed out)] new versions which are current in red ink—excepting 

the western part which is quite different (figure 7).”  

 
Figure 8: Thoreau’s methodology of annotation from page 3 of the notes on Champlain 

 

The 1612 tracing was, therefore, a composite of several maps and Thoreau’s 

version, in graphic form, of the history of the increasing geographical knowledge 

of the region. Comparing what Thoreau said in the four pages of manuscripts 

about his method of annotation, with the red additions on the 1612 tracing 

allowed final confirmation that this rendering of the 1612 Champlain map was 

drawn by Thoreau. 

 

The two Champlain maps that Thoreau copies and wrote the four pages of notes 

about, he also commented on in the Canadian notebook. These two maps are 

very different types of cartographic representations and they vary in their 

accuracy, their content and their purpose of composition. The 1612 map was 

made by Champlain for the use of navigators who specifically used French 

compasses, while in contrast the 1632 map is meant as summary of his 

explorations and to show the extent of New France. 

 

In Thoreau’s notes he uses a truncated title for the 1612 map, calling it the Carte 

geographique de la sou vray meridian. The title reflects the fact that Champlain 
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corrected the meridians on the map to account for error associated with the use 

of the French compass in North American waters. Geographic north on the 1612 

map points toward north-northeast on the compass rose. The oblique meridian 

shown on the map has the latitudinal scale on it, which Thoreau is careful to 

draw precisely, and is aligned in the north-northeast direction. The fleur-de-lie, 

which Thoreau also precisely renders, indicates the amount of correction the 

users of the French compass would have to make in order to use the map.  

 

Thoreau’s interpretation of Champlain’s 1612 map is very detailed and insightful 

and one example will serve to show the depth of his knowledge of the 

cartography of early American exploration. Of all of the regions shown on 

Champlain’s maps the most difficult to understand is that found in the western 

portions of the St. Lawrence River and what are now the Great Lakes. The 

information found on the 1612 map for this region west of the Lachin Rapids was 

obtained by Champlain during his early 1603 explorations. On that trip 

Champlain made contact with the Algongquian tribe and had three of their 

members draw illustrations of the region that he calls sketch maps. It has been 

difficult for modern scholars to understand how Champlain incorporated this 

information into the 1612 map because all three of the accounts differ. The first 

sketch obtained by Champlain was the most complete and outlines an area from 

the Lachin rapids to Lake Huron. In his notes Thoreau mentions difficulties he is 

having with the various sizes of Lake St. Louis and Lake Ontario on the various 

forms of Champlain’s maps. Champlain also had problems with this particular 

region as none of the three versions of the sketches that he obtained from the 

Native-American ‘cartographers’ agree in the size of Lake Ontario. Thoreau is 

quite correct in questioning this feature and puzzles over it in the notes saying 

that one version “is quite different” and obviously wondering how Champlain 

decided the issue on his maps. 
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Of all of the complications that Thoreau notes regarding the 1612 map perhaps 

the most interesting concerns his problems in interpreting a group of place 

names north of Lake Ontario.  Champlain writes the size of the lake as “15 

journees de canaux des sauuages” and above it shows the location and names of 

several Native American tribes. After his puzzling over Champlain’s depiction of 

the size of Ontario, Thoreau, once again in the notes he made to accompany the 

map, lists a group of names that he cannot interpret properly. In recognizing the 

linguistic problem associated with the names above Lake Ontario, Thoreau has 

pointed out, perhaps for the first time, a difficulty that still confronts modern 

scholarship regarding Champlain’s 1612 map. The names of almost all of the 

tribes given by Champlain above Lake Ontario on the 1612 map remain 

unidentified by scholars today and still present one of the great open unsolved 

historical problems regarding Champlain’s contact with Native Americans. That 

Thoreau also realized this in the mid-1850s is a credit to the amount of early 

geographic knowledge that he had absorbed from his examinations of early 

cartography.  

 

While the finding of the two Champlain maps completed my search for those that 

he listed in the Canadian notebook, it opened up the question of how to 

understand Thoreau’s cartographic explorations in relation to some of his larger 

projects and more popular works. For Thoreau’s relationship to cartography is a 

complicated one and, as should be obvious by now, has suffered from a lack of 

scholarly attention. In his published works Thoreau seems skeptical of maps 

even as he made constant use of them as sources. In his journals he would write, 

“How little there is on an ordinary map! ...How little I mean that concerns the 

walker and lover of nature. Between those lines indicating roads is a plain blank 

space in the form of a square or triangle or polygon or segment of a circle, and 

there is naught to distinguish this from another area.”  And in the Maine Woods, 

he contrasts the ability of Native American guides to find their way in the 
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wilderness without the use of maps, exclaiming that the inaccurate maps of 

Maine that he had with him on the trip contained a “labyrinth of error.”  

 

While skeptical and metaphorical references to cartography are scattered 

throughout his well read books, Thoreau’s attitude toward mapmaking is easier 

to assess if one to reads through his notes and manuscripts on the subject 

closely. Unfortunately, Thoreau did not live long enough to complete the great 

work on geography and the indigenous peoples of North America that his 

extensive notes and map sketches would lead us to believe he was working on.  

What we see in his cartographic explorations, as fragmentary as they are, is that 

Thoreau, unlike many of his contemporaries, did not think of historic maps from 

the past as obsolete, but rather as graphic and ideological documents that could 

help him understand what had been in a particular place before. His readings 

and his study of cartography allowed him gain a better understanding of pre-

colonial American history and deeply enriched the unique sense of place that 

have made him an iconic American author. But by looking at his studies of maps, 

and the geographical turn in his thought that they reflect we see a new side of 

Thoreau, one that is less mythic, more pragmatic and has gone unnoticed. For in 

the notes of a surveyor, a mapmaker and perhaps the first truly modern historian 

of American cartography we find the geographical link that joins the sensuous 

with the intellectual and natural with civil history.  

 


