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Highway Tax vs· Poll Tax:
Some Thoreau Tax Trivia

By Carl Watner
In the August 1994 issue of THE VOLUNTARY-

IST, I wrote about Charles Lane, a friend and confi-
dant of Henry David Thoreau. After reviewing my
files about Lane and Thoreau, which have accumu-
lated over the years, I found some new material which
I thought would be interesting to the readers of this
newsletter.

The story of Thoreau's night in jail is told in his
essay "On the Duty of Civil Disobedience." This well-
known event took place on the evening of July 23 or
24th, 1846 at Concord, Massachusetts. Few people
realize that Thoreau's arrest and imprisonment were
unnecessary and illegal. Walter Harding was the first
that I know of to point this out in his article "Thoreau
In Jail," appearing in the August 1975 issue of
AMERICAN HERITAGE.

"The poll, or capitation, tax was a standard source
of revenue in colonial times," and even Thoreau's
"self-sufficiency" at Walden Pond would not allow him
to escape the tax. The poll tax was a tax on one's
person, and could only be avoided by living beyond
the pale of "civilized" government. John C. Broderick
described its legal basis in his article on "Thoreau,
Alcott, And The Poll Tax" [53 STUDIES IN PHILOL-
OGY (1956), pp. 612-626]. The Massachusetts Con-
stitution of 1780 re-affirmed the constitutionality of
such a tax and "provided that 'the public charges of
government' should be assessed" on each male citi-
zen sixteen years or older (except those "who by rea-
son of age, infirmity, and poverty, may in the judg-
ment of the assesors be unable to contribute toward
the public charges.") [Mass. Constitution, chap. I, sec.
I, art. IV]. The poll tax was to be assessed upon "each
taxable person in the town, where he shall be an in-
habitant on the first day of May in each year." Mi-
nors' poll taxes were to be assessed upon parents or
guardians. During the mid-1840s, the maximum
amount of any such tax was $1.50.

The Massachusetts Revised Statutes of 1836
(Title III, chap. 7, sees. 1, 5, 6,17, 27, 29; chap. 8 sec.
11) provided the authority by which the town of Con-
cord assessed and collected the poll tax. Town asses-
sors imposed the tax, which was then recorded in an
annual manuscript account book. The town govern-
ment itself did not directly collect the tax. Tax col-
lections for Concord were put out on bid. "For 1841
Orin Wilson had been appointed tax-collector on the

basis of his bid of one cent on the dollar. However,
Wilson declined to serve, and James P. Brown, the
collector of the preceding year, was appointed in his
place at the higher rate of one and three-fourths cents
on the dollar. In 1842 Samuel Staples was appointed
collector at the rate of one cent. Staples served for
four years, charging more each year, until 1845, when
he received one and one-half cents. For 1846 Addison
G. Fay was appointed at one and one-fourth cent."
When Staples retired in early 1846, the last year of
taxes that he would have been responsible for was
1845. Since "the tax collector was responsible to the
town for the amount authorized by the assessors," it
was natural that Staples would have made every ef-
fort to collect all taxes due him. He had to pay the
town its taxes, whether he collected them or not. Thus
his efforts to complete his tax-collections led to
Thoreau's imprisonment.

Thoreau's first legal encounter with the political
authorities in Massachusetts took place in 1838,
when he turned twenty-one. The State demanded
that he pay the one dollar ministerial tax, in sup-
port of a clergyman "whose preaching my father at-
tended but never I myself." The tax was paid by an-
other (much as his contested poll tax was paid), prob-
ably by one of his aunts. In order to avoid the minis-
terial tax in the future, Thoreau had to execute what
was known as a "certificate bow," an affidavit attest-
ing that he was not a member of the church. It is
interesting to note that Thoreau had to assert his
non-membership, rather than the church having to
prove his membership in the congregation.

Although it is presumed that Thoreau's poll taxes
as a minor were paid by his father, his name next
occurs "in the Concord tax books in 1839 when he is
charged one dollar and fifty cents for the town and
county poll tax. He is charged the same amount
throughout the 1840s except for 1843 when his name
fails to appear because of his seven-month residence
in New York." John C. Broderick presents evidence
that Thoreau paid his poll tax for 1839, 1840, and
1841, and began resisting the poll tax after it was
assessed for the year 1842. His friend, Bronson Alcott,
was arrested on January 17, 1843 for non-payment
of his own 1842 poll tax. The tax was paid by Samuel
Hoar, Concord's "leading citizen, who thought Alcott's
protest a blot on the town's" reputation. Slightly less
than a year later, in mid-December 1843, Charles
Lane was similarly detained and arrested until some-
one paid his 1842 poll tax.

The historical evidence suggests that non-pay-
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