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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The Thoreau-Alcott House, set back 20 feet from Main Street, i s situated facing 
north on a 3/4 acre p l o t . I t i s i n a r e s i d e n t i a l area but i s set o f f from the 
surrounding houses by large trees, and i s protected from the street by a six 
foot hemlock hedge. 

The oldest part of the house was b u i l t c. 1820 by Josiah Davis, a prominent 
Concord builder. This section consisted of a three bay by three bay, almost 
square two story clapboard structure, with two inside chimneys cind four rooms 
on each f l o o r . The c e l l a r , which has not been altered, was unfinished with a 
foundation of giant fieldstones. The f r o n t rooms were used as reception 
rooms, and a kitchen, with a separate doorway, was located t o the rear on the 
east side of the house. Each of the eight rooms had a fi r e p l a c e , f i v e of which 
are s t i l l i n working condition. 

The house was altered i n 1849 when the Thoreaus acquired the property. John Thoreau 
and his son Henary David completely renovated and refurbished the structure, adding 
long side l i g h t s at the entrance and a pedimented portico supported by Doric columns 
over the f r o n t door; buil d i n g an elegant mahogany r a i l i n g f o r the main staircase; 
and constructing a two story wing to the south, with an attached shed to accomodate 
t h e i r pencil factory. A door on the north elevation of t h i s wing led d i r e c t l y 
outside, and an outside staircase on the east side led upstairs. The south wing 
was b u i l t with a fieldstone foundation and had a finished basement. 

Further alterations occurred when the house was sold i n 1877 to Anna Alc o t t P r a t t . 
In order to accomodate Mrs. P r a t t , her children, her father and mother (Bronson 
A l c o t t and "Marmee") and her s i s t e r Louisa May, an addition was b u i l t t o the west 
of the o r i g i n a l portion of the house. This two story addition contained a l i b r a r y 
on the f i r s t f l o o r , and a bedroom with an arched cathedral c e i l i n g on the second 
f l o o r . The west wing i s the only pcirt of the house without a f u l l c e l l a r , but i t 
does have a crawl space to make the foimdations a c c e s s i b l e . A doorway led from 
the western end of the l i b r a r y outside t o a balustraded porch which wrapped around 
to extend along the south w a l l of the addition. A columned portico with a shed 
roof covered the doorway, but the res t of the porch was open. The a t t i c of the 
o r i g i n a l house was converted i n t o four bedrooms and the second f l o o r of the 1849 wing 
into a bedroom and storage space at the same time that the west wing was b u i l t . 

The house has been v i r t u a l l y unaltered since the 1880's. The two wings look now 
as they did when f i r s t b u i l t , except f o r the staircase on the outside of the south 
wing which has been removed. The portico b u i l t by the Thoreaus i s s t i l l extant, as 
i s the lovely porch on the west wing b u i l t by Louisa May A l c o t t . The major present 
a l t e r a t i o n i s the paint color. Painted yellow when the Thoreaus owned i t , the 
house i s nov; painted white, with black louvered shutters. The windows are a l l 6/6 
sash, except f o r two f l o o r length 6/9 windows on the f i r s t f l o o r of the north facade 
of the o r i g i n a l house, and a 6/9 window i n the back. Most of the glass i s o r i g i n a l , 
except f o r a few panes which have had to be replaced over the years. 
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I 

The Thoreau-Alcott House i s an extremely s i g n i f i c a n t house i n Concord, a town which 
abounds i n s i g n i f i c a n t buildings, structures and s i t e s . This house, which has been 
very l i t t l e altered since the l a t e nineteenth century, was the home of Henry David 
Thoreau during his most productive years, and was closely associated with Louisa 
May A l c o t t during the period i n her l i f e when she had f i n a l l y achieved recognition 
and f i n a n c i a l success. 

John Thoreau moved his family i n t o the house i n 1849, when his pencil-making business 
was successful enough f o r him to af f o r d a large house. This house gave the faitdly 
four bedrooms, a large kitchen, two parlours and a reception room, and was certainly 
the grandest they had l i v e d i n . Henry David Thoreau, 32 years old when they moved, 
took over the a t t i c on the t h i r d f l o o r . He set up his cot and simple furnishings 
on the east side, b u i l t bookshelves along the low walls and set aside areas f o r 
his collections of arrowheads, birds eggs and w i l d flowers. 

The south wing, added when the Thoreaus moved i n , was b u i l t to house the family 
pencil business. Both Henry David and his s i s t e r Sophia worked i n the 'factory' 
and were the only business employees who were allowed to coit^lete the manufacturing 
process and package the pencils. The pencils, which were coir^leted with a secret 
process i n the privacy of the second f l o o r of the wing, were the best on the market, 
and sold f o r 25 cents each i n Boston. A r t i s t s and draftsmen considered these pen­
c i l s to be the f i n e s t available, and paid the exorbitant p r i c e , so the demand was 
great enough to keep the Thoreau family very comfortably. Over the years, however, 
other manufacturers started making inroads on the Thoreau monopoly and business 
declined. This l e f t Henry David with more time on his hands, which allowed him to 
pursue the a c t i v i t i e s which r e a l l y interested him. He was a man of many talen t s . 
He had an abiding love f o r and c u r i o s i t y about nature, and spent a great deal of 
time traniping i n the woods around Concord, gathering specimens f o r his collections. 
He had a garden at the back of the house, f i l l e d w ith flowers and vegetables, and 
gave fe s t i v e melon pa r t i e s , popular with friends and neighbors during the summers. 
He was a surveyor of note, and many of the property lines i n Concord were drawn by 
Thoreau. He was also a carpenter, a mason, a teacher, a n a t u r a l i s t , a philosopher 
and an author. He wrote many works while l i v i n g i n t h i s house, including Walden 
and Cape Cod, and published numerous a r t i c l e s i n the leading magazines and news­
papers of the day, including the A t l a n t i c Monthly, Putnam's Magazine and the 
Liberator. He lectured widely, i n nearby communities as wel l as i n Philadelphia, 
Providence and Nantucket, and while his subject matter aroused controversy, his 
behavior and l i f e s t y l e were viewed w i t h tolerance by a l l those who knew him. 
Thoreau, an ardent a b o l i t i o n i s t , wrote a r t i c l e s and lectured on the e v i l s of sla­
very, and welcomed prominent a b o l i t i o n i s t s , including John Brown, i n the Thoreau 

(continued) 
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home. Soon a f t e r Brown's memorable . v i s i t i n 1857 Thoreau wrote his w e l l known 
tr i b u t e s t o t h i s a c t i v i s t . 

I n 1861 Thoreau accompanied Horace Mann to Minnesota on a lecture tour, but the 
exertion of the t r i p served to accelerate Thoreau's ttiberculin condition and he 
had to return home, to spend the l a s t two years of his l i f e an i n v a l i d . Thoreau's 
room was moved downstairs to the f r o n t p a r l o r , and his couch was set close to the 
window so he could see the changing seasons. His friends and neighbors kept him 
company and continued the philosophical discussions which had been such an important 
part of his l i f e . Shortly before Thoreau died a v i s i t o r asked i f Thoreau could 
visualize his approaching death and his now famous reply was "one world at a time." 
Thoreau died on May 6, 1862, i n the f r o n t parlor of t h i s house, two months before 
his 45th birthday. 

The house was kept by Henry David's mother and s i s t e r u n t i l 1877 when i t was sold 
to the A l c o t t family f o r $4,500. Louisa May A l c o t t , who by t h i s time had achieved 
f i n a n c i a l success through her w r i t i n g , paid most of the cost of the house, but she 
maintained her o f f i c i a l residence i n Boston, and only came out to the house f o r 
v i s i t s . Bronson A l c o t t , "Marmee" who was seriously i l l at the time, the widowed 
Ann Alcott Pratt (Meg i n L i t t l e Women> and her two sons a l l moved int o the spacious 
and comfortable house. This was the f i r s t time that the A l c o t t family had been 
f i n a n c i a l l y secure, largely through Louisa May's substantial l i t e r a r y fame, so 
the house has especially s i g n i f i c a n t associations with the family. Louisa May, 
i n addition to making most of the o r i g i n a l house payments, paid f o r the addition 
of the two story west wing. The l i b r a r y on the f i r s t f l o o r of t h i s wing, with i t s 
separate door to the outside, was used by the members of the School of Philosophy 
when they met with i t s founder Bronson A l c o t t i n the very beginnings of i t s organ­
izations. 

The house was inherited by Anna Pratt's sons, passed to t h e i r sons, and f i n a l l y to 
Louisa A l c o t t Pratt Kussin i n the early years of t h i s century. I t then passed 
out of the Ai c o t t - P r a t t family, and was owned by Donald Porte and Judge Herbert 
Wilkins before the present owners acquired the property. The house had been well 
maintained through the years and has retained a strong sense of the associations 
that make the buil d i n g so s i g n i f i c a n t . 
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