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The Thoreau-Alcott House, set back 20 feet fromMain Street, i ssituated facing
north ona 3/4acre plot. Itisinaresidential area buti sset of ffromthe
surroundi ng houses by large trees, andi sprotected fromthe street by a si x
foot hem ock hedge.

The ol dest part of t hehouse wasbuilt c. 1820 by Josiah Davis, a prom nent
Concord builder. This section consisted of athree bay by three bay, al nost
square two story clapboard structure, with two inside chimeys cind four roons
on each floor. Thecellar, which has not been altered, was unfinished with a
foundation of giant fieldstones. Thefront rooms were used as reception

rooms, and a kitchen, with a separate doorway, was located t ot herear on the
east side of t hehouse. Each of theeight rooms hada fireplace, five of which
are still i nworking condition.

The house was altered i n1849 when t he Thoreaus acquired the property. John Thoreau
and hi s son Henary David conpletely renovated and refurbished thestructure, adding
long side lights at theentrance and a pedi mented portico supported by Doric col ums
over thefront door; building anelegant mahogany railing forthe main staircase;

and constructing atwo story wing tothesouth, with anattached shed t o acconpdate
their pencil factory. A door onthenorth elevation of this wing | eddirectly
outside, and anoutside staircase ontheeast side | edupstairs. Thesouth wing

was built with afieldstone foundation and had a finished basenent.

Further alterations occurred when t hehouse was sold i n1877 t o Anna Al cott Pratt.
In order t oaccompdate Mrs. Pratt, her children, her father and nother (Bronson

Al cott and "Marnmee") and her sister Louisa May, anaddition wasbuilt t othe west
of theoriginal portion of thehouse. This two story addition contained a library
on thefirst floor, anda bedroom with anarched cathedral ceilingonthesecond
floor. Thewest wing i stheonly pcirt of t hehouse without afull cellar, but it
does have a crawl space t omake t hefoimdations accessible. A doorway | edfrom
the western end of thelibrary outside t oa balustraded porch which w apped around
to extend along t hesouth wall of theaddition. A colummed portico with a shed
roof covered t hedoorway, but t herest of t heporch was open. Theattic of the
original house was converted into four bedrooms and t hesecond floor of t he 1849 wi ng
into a bedroom and storage space at the sane time that thewest wing was built.

The house has been virtually unaltered since t he1880's. Thetwo w ngs |ook now

as they didwhen first built, except forthestaircase ontheoutside of thesouth
wi ng whi ch has been renoved. Theportico built by theThoreaus i sstill extant, as
is thelovely porch onthe west wing built by Louisa May Alcott. Themajor present
alteration i sthepaint color. Painted yellow when t heThoreaus owned i t, t he
house i snov; painted white, with black louvered shutters. Thew ndows areall 6/6
sash, except fortwo floor length 6/9 windows onthefirst floor of thenorth facade
of theoriginal house, and a 6/ 9window i nt heback. Mst of theglass i soriginal,
except for a fewpanes which have hadt o bereplaced over theyears.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Thoreau- Al cott House i sanextremely significant house i n Concord, a town which
abounds i nsignificant buildings, structures andsites. This house, which has been
very little altered since thelate nineteenthcentury, wasthehome of Henry David
Thoreau during his most productiveyears, and was closely associatedwith Louisa
May Alcott during the period i nher life when she had finally achieved recognition
and financial success.

John Thoreau noved his famly into t hehouse i n1849, when hi s pencil-making business
was successful enough for hi mtoafford a large house. This house gave t hefaitdly
four bedroons, a large kitchen, two parlours and a reception room and was certainly
the grandest they had lived in. Henry David Thoreau, 32years ol d when they nmoved,
took over theattic onthe third floor. He set uphis cotand sinple furnishings

on theeast side, built bookshelves along t hel owwalls andset aside areas for

his collections of arrowheads, birds eggs andwild flowers.

The south wing, added when the Thoreaus noved in, wasbhuilt t ohouse thefamly
pencil business. Both Henry David and his sister Sophia worked i nthe 'factory’
and were t heonly business enployees who were allowed t ocoit*lete t he manufacturing
process and package t hepencils. Thepencils, which were coir*leted with asecret
process i n the privacy of t hesecond floor of the wing, were t hebest ont he narket,
and sold for 25 cents each i nBoston. Artists and draftsmen consi dered these pen-
cils tobethefinest available, and paid the exorbitant price, sot he dermandwas
great enough t okeep t heThoreau family very comfortably. Over theyears, however,
ot her manufacturers started making inroads ont heThoreau nonopoly and business
declined. This left Henry David with more time onhis hands, which allowed himto
pursue theactivities which really interested him He was a man of many talents.
He had an abiding love for and curiosity about nature, andspent a great deal of
time traniping i nt hewoods around Concord, gathering specimens for his collections.
He had a garden at t heback of t hehouse, filled with flowers and vegetables, and
gave festive nelon parties, popular with friends and nei ghbors during t he summers.
He was a surveyor of note, and nany of the property lines i n Concord were drawn by
Thoreau. He was al so a carpenter, a nason, a teacher, anaturalist, aphilosopher
and an author. He wrote nany works while living i nthis house, including Wal den
and Cape Cod, and published nunerous articles i n theleading mgazi nes and news-
papers of t heday, including the Atlantic Monthly, Putnam s Magazine and t he
Liberator. He lectured widely, i nnearby comunities aswell as i n Philadelphia,
Provi dence and Nantucket, and while his subject matter aroused controversy, his
behavior andlife style were viewed with tolerancebyall those who knewhi m
Thoreau, anardent abolitionist, wote articles andlectured ontheevils of sla-
very, and wel comed prom nent abolitionists, including John Brown, i nt heThoreau

(continued)
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hone. Soon after Brown's nenorable .visit i n1857 Thoreau wrote hi swell known
tributes tothis activist,

In 1861 Thoreau acconpani ed Horace Mann t o M nnesota on a lecture tour, but the
exertion of thetrip served t oaccelerate Thoreau's ttiberculin condition and he
had t oreturn hone, t o spend t helast twoyears of hislife aninvalid. Thoreau's
room was noved downstairs tothefront parlor, and hi s couch was setclose to the
wi ndow so he could see t hechanging seasons. Hi s friends and neighbors kept him
conpany and continued t hephilosophical discussions which had been such an inportant
part of hislife. Shortly before Thoreau died a visitor asked i f Thoreau could
visualize hi s approaching death and hi s now famus reply was "oneworld at atime."
Thoreau died on My 6, 1862, i nthe front parlor of this house, two nonths before
his 45th birthday.

The house was kept by Henry David's mother and sister until 1877 when i t was sold
to theAlcott famly for $4,500. Louisa My Alcott, who by this time had achieved
financial success through her writing, paid nost of thecost of t hehouse, but she
mai ntai ned her official residence i n Boston, and only cane out t ot hehousef or
visits. Bronson Alcott, "Marmee" who was seriously i | latthetime, the w dowed
Ann Al cott Pratt (Meginlittle Vnen> and her two sons al | moved into t he spacious
and confortable house. This was thefirst time that theAlcott fam |y had been
financially secure, largely through Louisa May's substantial literary fame, so

the house has especially significant associationswith thefamly. Louisa My,

in addition t omaking nost of theoriginal house payments, paid fortheaddition

of thetwo story west wing. The library onthefirst floor of this wing, withits
separate door t ot heoutside, was used by t hemenbers of t he School of Philosophy
when they nmet with it sfounder Bronson Alcott i nthevery beginnings of its organ-
izations.

The house was inherited by Anna Pratt's sons, passed t otheir sons, and finallyto
Louisa Al cott Pratt Kussin i ntheearly years of this century. | tthen passed

out of theAicott-Pratt famly, and was owned by Donal d Porte and Judge Herbert

W lkins before the present owners acquired t heproperty. The house had been wel |

mai ntai ned through t heyears and has retained a strong sense of t he associ ations
that nmake t he building sosignificant.
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