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continent. But not all lovers of nature required the kind of wildness that
attracted Muir. Unlike Muir, who spent much of his life in rugged and
hazardous mountains of California and Alaska, John Burroughs
(1837~1921) settled on a farm in Riverby on the Hudson River. He
took quiet rambles in a relatively tame environment, without wandering
far, and wrote descriptive essays of what he saw. A popular writer,
Burroughs influenced large numbers of people to observe nature carefully
and to appreciate their local environments through books such as Locusts
and Wild Honey (1879) and Bird and Bough (1906).

Early in the twentieth century the establishment of schools of forestry
and the growth of the biological and geological sciences created a new
kind of conservationist. Aldo Leopold (1887-1948), a graduate of the
Yale School of Forestry, worked within the federal government to acquire
and preserve wilderness. As a ranger with the new U.S. Forest Service,
founded in 1906, Leopold lobbied the government to set aside wild areas
for preservation. In 1924 the Gila Wilderness in New Mexico became the
first area designated for protection by the National Forest Service.

In recent decades, as the rate of destruction of wilderness has
accelerated, concern and activism on behalf of treasured resources has
intensified. Pioneers like John Muir and Aldo Leopold have been joined
by hundreds of thousands of Americans who speak out and cast votes to
bring about policies and practices that preserve wilderness before it is lost.

Most of us, however, share a certain ambivalence about the natural
world. We want wilderness to be preserved, but we also expect to enjoy

-the amenities of civilization, some of which in turn threaten the
wilderness. We want to live, for example, in air-conditioned comfort, even
though the same fossil fuels that cool and heat our homes contribute to
acid rain that in turn kills forests and sterilizes lakes. We plan wilderness
vacations that take us from jet plane to rental car to a wilderness
experience made comfortable by sophisticated outdoor gear made
primarily from petrochemicals. In short, we want it both ways.

The words ““‘wilderness™ and ““nature™ are sometimes used
interchangeably, but they often refer to very different kinds of places.
Relatively few people have experiences in the wilderness—remote,

unspoiled areas inaccessible by motorized vehicles. More people spend

waetng ¢ 41

considerable time and money to visit “natural wonders’-—canyons,
mountains, waterfalls, caves, deserts, and glaciers. Most people have
regular contact with Thoreau’s version of nature: a shady spot in the
backyard, a wooded lot in the neighborhood, a country lane, a pond, a
hawk soaring above, a snake in the grass. For suburb and city dwellers,
experiences of nature may be a squirrel in the neighbor’s tree or pigeons
in the park.

“Reading” nature, as the writers in this chapter do, is a first step in

understanding the complexity of the environmental crisis.

HENRY DAVID THOREAU

Thoreau's (1817-1862) writings include travel narrafives, natural
history, and social criticism, as well as his highly original masterpiece
Walden (1854). His other works include A Week on the Concord
and Merrimack Rivers (1849) and a collection of essays about his
travels in Maine published posthumously as The Maine Woods
(1864). To support his travels around New England and his experi-
ments in simple living, Thoreau gave lectures, mainly in small towns.
These lectures often developed into essays. “Walking,” considered
one of the great American essays, began as a lecture called “The
Wild,” which Thoreau gave several times before publishing it in the
Atlantic Monthly in 1862. The selection below is an excerpt from
""Walking.”

Walking

EvERY sUNSET which I witness inspires me with the desire to go to a
West as distant and as fair as that into which the sun goes down. He appears
to migrate westward daily, and tempt us to follow him. He is the Great
Western Pioneer whom the nations follow. We dream all night of those
mountain-ridges in the horizon, though they may be of vapor only, which
were last gilded by his rays. The island of Atlantis, and the islands and gardens
of the Hesperides, a sort of terrestrial paradise, appear to have been the Great
West of the ancients, enveloped in mystery and poetry. Who has not seen in
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imagination, when looking into the sunset sky, the gardens of the Hespe-
rides, and the foundation of all those fables?
* * *

The West of which I speak is but another name for the Wild; and what
I have been preparing to say is, that in Wildness is the preservation of the
world. Every tree sends its fibres forth in search of the Wild. The cities import
it at any price. Men plough and sail for it. From the forest and wilderness
come the tonics and barks which brace mankind. Our ancestors were savages.
The story of Romulus and Remus® being suckled by a wolf is not a meaning-
less fable. The founders of every State which has risen to eminence have
drawn their nourishment and vigor from a similar wild source. It was because
the children of the Empire were not suckled by the wolf that they were
conquered and displaced by the children of the Northern forests who were.

I believe in the forest, and in the meadow, and in the night in which the
corn grows. We require an infusion of hemlock-spruce or arbor-vitz in our
tea. There is a difference between eating and drinking for strength and from
mere gluttony. The Hottentots? eagerly devour the marrow of the koodoo
and other antelopes raw, as a matter of course. Some of our Northern Indians
eat raw the’ marrow of the Arctic reindeer, as well as various other parts,
including the summits of the antlers, as long as they are soft. And herein,
perchance, they have stolen a march on the cooks of Paris. They get what
usually goes to feed the fire. This is probably better than stall-fed beef and
slaughter-house pork to make a man of. Give me a wildness whose glance no
civilization can endure,—as if we lived on the marrow of koodoos devoured
raw.

There are some intervals which border the strain of the wood-thrush, to
which I would migrate,—wild lands where no settler has squatted; to which,
methinks, I am already acclimated.

The African hunter Cummings tells us that the skin of the eland, as well
as that of most other antelopes just killed, emits the most delicious perfume
of trees and grass. I would have every man so much like a wild antelope, so
much a part and parcel of Nature, that his very person should thus sweetly
advertise our senses of his presence, and remind us of those parts of Nature
which he most haunts. I feel no disposition to be satirical, when the trapper’s
coat emits the odor of musquash even; it is a sweeter scent to me than that
which commonly exhales from the merchant’s or the scholar’s garments.
When I go into their wardrobes and handle their vestments, I am reminded
of no grassy plains and flowery meads which they have frequented, but of
dusty merchants’ exchanges and libraries rather.

A tanned skin is something more than respectable, and perhaps olive is
a fitter color than white for a man,—a denizen of the woods. “The pale white

I egendary founders of Rome, suckled by a she-wolf and raised by a herdsman.
2Name used by whites to refer to the Khoi-Khoi people in South Africa.
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man!” I do not wonder that the African pitied him. Darwin? the naturalist
says, ‘A white man bathing by the side of a Tahitian was like a plant bleached
by the gardener’s art, compared with a fine, dark green one, growing vigor-
ously in the open fields.”

Ben Jonson* exclaims,—

“How near to good is what is fair!”
So I would say,—
How near to good is what is wild!

Life consists with wildness. The most alive is the wildest. Not vet subdued
to man, its presence refreshes him. One who pressed forward incessantly and
never rested from his labors, who grew fast and made infinite demands on
life, would always find himself in a new country or wilderness, and sur-
rounded by the raw material of life. He would be climbing over the prostrate
stems of primitive forest-trees.

Hope and the future for me are not in lawns and cultivated fields, not
in towns and cities, but in the impervious and quaking swamps. When,
formerly, I have analyzed my partiality for some farm which I had contem-
plated purchasing, I have frequently found that I was attracted solely by a few
square rods of impermeable and unfathomable bog,—a natural sink in one
corner of it. That was the jewel which dazzled me. I derive more of my
subsistence from the swamps which surround my native town than from the
cultivated gardens in the village. There are no richer parterres to my eyes than
the dense beds of dwarf andromeda (Cassandra calyculata) which cover
these tender places on the earth’s surface. Botany cannot go farther than tell
me the names of the shrubs which grow there,—the high blueberry, panicled
andromeda, lamb-kill, azalea, and rhodora,—all standing in the quaking
sphagnum. I often think that I should like to have my house front on this
mass of dull red bushes, omitting other flower plots and borders, trans-
planted spruce and trim box, even gravelled walks,—to have this fertile spot
under my windows, not a few imported barrow-fulls of soil only to cover the
sand which was thrown out in digging the cellar. Why not put my house, my
parlor, behind this plot, instead of behind that meagre assemblage of curiosi-
ties, that poor apology for a Nature and Art, which I call my front-yard? It
is an effort to clear up and make a decent appearance when the carpenter and
mason have departed, though done as much for the passer-by as the dweller
within. The most tasteful front-yard fence was never an agreeable object of
study to me; the most elaborate ornaments, acorn-tops, or what not, soon
wearied and disgusted me. Bring your sills up to the very edge of the swamp,
then, (though it may not be the best place for a dry cellar,) so that there be

3Charles Darwin (1809-1882), who had published On the Origin of Species three years

before (1859).
4(1572~1637), English poet and playwright.



no access on that side to citizens. Front-yards are not made to walk in, but,
at most, through, and you could go in the back way.

Yes, though you may think me perverse, if it were proposed to me to
dwell in the neighborhood of the most beautiful garden that ever human art
contrived, or else of a dismal swamp, I should certainly decide for the swamp.
How vain, then, have been all your labors, citizens, for me!

My spirits infallibly rise in proportion to the outward dreariness. Give me
the ocean, the desert, or the wilderness! In the desert, pure air and solitude
compensate for want of moisture and fertility. The traveller Burton® says of
it,—“Your morale improves; you become frank and cordial, hospitable and
single-minded. . . . In the desert, spirituous liquors excite only disgust. There
is a keen enjoyment in a mere animal existence.” They who have been
travelling long on the steppes of Tartary say,—*“On reentering cultivated
lands, the agitation, perplexity, and turmoil of civilization oppressed and
suffocated us; the air seemed to fail us, and we felt every moment as if about
to die of asphyxia.”” When I would recreate myself, I seck the darkest wood,
the thickest and most interminable, and, to the citizen, most dismal swamp.
I enter a swamp as a sacred place,—a sanctum sanctorum. There is the
strength, the marrow of Nature. The wildwood covers the virgin mould,—
and the same soil is good for men and for trees. A man’s health requires as
many acres of meadow to his prospect as his farm does loads of muck. There
are the strong meats on which he feeds. A town is saved, not more by the
righteous men in it than by the woods and swamps that surround it. A
township where one primitive forest waves above, while another primitive
forest rots below,—such a town s fitted to raise not only corn and potatoes,
but poets and philosophers for the coming ages. In such a soil grew Homer
and Confucius and the rest, and out of such a wilderness comes the Reformer
eating locusts and wild honey.

To preserve wild animals implies generally the creation of a forest for
them to dwell in or resort to. So is it with man.

* * *

*Sir Richard Francis Burton (1821-1890), English explorer and writer.

Understanding What You Read

1. What does the sunset inspire Thoreau to do? Would it inspire you to do
the same?

2. What do you think the statement ““In wildness is the preservation of the
world”’ means?

3. Do you agree that people need wildness?

4. What is the wildest place you know? What makes it wild2 How far from
human habitation does a place have to be for wildness?

5. Thoreau says that he prefers a wild place to a tame one, a swamp to a
garden. Can you identify with this?

Writing About What You Read

1. Write a paragraph describing the wildest place you_know.
2. If there is a wild place you like fo visit, describe how it affects you to be

there.

JOHN MUIR

Muir (1838—1914) was an an activist-adventurer first and a writer
second. Born in Scotland, he migrated with his family in 1849 to
Wisconsin, where he first began to explore the wonders of Norf‘h
America. Muir typically wrote letters and kept journals ObOl:lf his
adventures, creating the raw material for his books, s_ome'publnshed
after his death. Among them are The Mountains of California (1894),
Travels in Alaska {1915), and A Thousand Mile Wal!< to tf‘le Gulf
(1916), about his trip from Indiana to the Gulf of Mex‘lco. His great
love and the focus of much of his work was the Yosemite Volley”ond
the nearby Hetch Hetchy Valley, which he worked to save. ““The
Birds' is from his book The Yosemite (1912).

The Birds

THE s ONGSs ofthe Yosemite winds and waterfalls are delightfully enriched
with bird song, especially in the nesting time of spring an.d early summer. The
most familiar and best known of all is the common robin, wh.o may be seen
every day, hopping about briskly on the mcadows. and uttering his cheery,
enlivening call. The black-headed grosbeak, too, is hcr'c, with the Bullock
oriole, and western tanager, brown song-sparrow, hermit thrush, the purple
finch,—a fine singer, with head and throat of a rosy-red hue,—several
species of warblers and vireos, kinglets, flycatchers, etc. .
But the most wonderful singer of all the birds is the water-ouzel that dives
into foaming rapids and feeds at the bottom, holding on in a wonderful way,
living a charmed life. ‘
Several species of humming-birds are always to b§ seen, darting and
buzzing among the showy flowers. The little red-bellied nuthatches, the
chickadees, and little brown creepers, threading the furrows of the bark of the
pines, searching for food in the crevices. The large S.tcllar’s jay makes merry
in the pine-tops; flocks of beautiful green swallows skim over the streams, and
the noisy Clarke’s crow may oftentimes be seen on the highest points around
the Valley; and in the deep woods beyond the walls you may frequently hear




and see the dusky grouse and the pileated woodpecker, or woodcock almost
as large as a pigeon. The junco or snow-bird builds its nest on the floor of
the Valley among the ferns; several species of sparrow are common and the
beautiful lazuli bunting, a common bird in the underbrush, flitting about
among the azalea and ceanothus bushes and enlivening the groves with his
brilliant celor; and on gravelly bars the spotted sandpiper is sometimes seen.
Many woodpeckers dwell in the Valley; the familiar flicker, the Harris wood-
pecker and the species which so busily stores up acorns in the thick bark of
the yellow pines.

The short, cold days of winter are also sweetened with the music and
hopeful chatter of a considerable number of birds. No cheerer choir ever
sang in snow. First and best of all is the water-ouzel, a dainty, dusky little bird
about the size of a robin, that sings a sweet fluty song all winter and all
summer, in storms and calms, sunshine and shadow, haunting the rapids and
waterfalls with marvelous constancy, building his nest in the cleft of a rock
bar_!ncd in spray. He is not web-footed, yet he dives fearlessly into foaming
rapids, seeming to take the greater delight the more boisterous the stream
always as cheerful and calm as any linnet in a grove. All his gestures as he ﬂits,
about amid the loud uproar of the falls bespeak the utmost simplicity and
confidence—bird and stream one and inseparable. What a pair! yet théy are
V\tell related. A finer bloom than the foam bell in an eddying pool is this little
bird. We may miss the meaning of the loud-resounding torrent, but the
flute-like voice of the bird—only love is in it. ’

' A few robins, belated on their way down from the upper meadows, linger
in the Valley and make out to spend the winter in comparative comfort
feeding on the mistletoe berries that grow on the oaks. In the depths of thc,
great forests, on the high meadows, in the severest altitudes, they seem as
much at home as in the fields and orchards about the busy habitations of
man, ascending the Sierra as the snow melts, following the green footsteps
of Spring, until in July or August the highest glacier meadows are reached on
the summit of the Range. Then, after the short summer is over, and their
work in cheering and sweetening these lofty wilds is done, they gradually
make their way down again in accord with the weather, kcepiné below the
snow-storms, lingering here and there to feed on huckleberries and frost-
nipped wild cherries growing on the upper slopes. Thence down to the
vineyards and orchards of the lowlands to spend the winter; entering the
gardens of the great towns as well as parks and fields, where the blessed
wanderers are too often slaughtered for food—surely a bad use to put so fine
a musician to; better make stove wood of pianos to feed the kitchen fire.

The kingfisher winters in the Valley, and the flicker and, of course, the

carpenter woodpecker, that lays up large stores of acorns in the bark of trees;
wrens also, with a few brown and gray linnets, and flocks of the au'ctic3
bluebird, making lively pictures among the snow-laden mistletoe bushes.
Flocks of pigeons are often seen, and about six species of ducks, as the river

is never wholly frozen over. Among these are the mallard and the beautiful
woodduck, now less common on account of being so often shot at. Flocks
of wandering geese used to visit the Valley in March and April, and perhaps
do so still, driven down by hunger or stress of weather while on their way
across the Range. When pursued by the hunters I have frequently seen them
try to fly over the walls of the Valley until tired out and compelled to re-alight.
Yosemite magnitudes seem to be as deceptive to geese as to men, for after
circling to a considerable height and forming regular harrow-shaped ranks
they would suddenly find themselves in danger of being dashed against the
face of the cliff, much nearer the bottom than the top. Then turning in
confusion with loud screams they would try again and again until exhausted
and compelled to descend. I have occasionally observed large flocks on their
travels crossing the summits of the Range at a height of 12,000 to 13,000
feet above the level of the sea, and even in so rare an atmosphere as this they
seemed to be sustaining themselves without extra effort. Strong, however, as
they are of wind and wing, they cannot fly over Yosemite walls, starting from
the bottom.

A pair of golden eagles have lived in the Valley ever since I first visited
it, hunting all winter along the northern cliffs and down the river cailon.
Their nest is on a ledge of the cliff over which pours the Nevada Fall. Perched
on the top of a dead spar, they were always interested observers of the geese
when they were being shot at. I once noticed one of the geese compelled to
leave the flock on account of being sorely wounded, although it still seemed
to fly pretty well. Immediately the eagles pursued it and no doubt struck it
down, although I did not see the result of the hunt. Anyhow, it flew past me
up the Valley, closely pursued.

One wild, stormy winter morning after five feet of snow had fallen on the
floor of the Valley and the flying flakes driven by a strong wind still thickened
the air, making darkness like the approach of night, I sallied forth to see what
I might learn and enjoy. It was impossible to go very far without the aid of
snow-shoes, but I found no great difficulty in making my way to a part of
the river where one of my ouzels lived. I found him at home busy about his
breakfast, apparently unaware of anything uncomfortable in the weather.
Presently he flew out to a stone against which the icy current was beating,
and turning his back to the wind, sang as delightfully as a lark in springtime.

After spending an hour or two with my favorite, I made my way across
the Valley, boring and wallowing through the loose snow, to learn as much
as possible about the way the other birds were spending their time. In winter
one can always find them because they are then restricted to the north side
of the Valley, especially the Indian Caiion groves, which from their peculiar
exposure are the warmest.

1 found most of the robins cowering on the lee side of the larger branches
of the trees, where the snow could not fall on them, while two or three of
the more venturesome were making desperate efforts to get at the mistletoe



48 o JOHN MUIR

berries by clinging to the underside of the snow-crowned masses, back
downward, something like woodpeckers. Every now and then some of the
loose snow was dislodged and sifted down on the hungry birds, sending them
screaming back to their companions in the grove, shivering and muttering
like cold, hungry children.

Some of the sparrows were busy scratching and pecking at the feet of the
larger trees where the snow had been shed off, gleaning seeds and benumbed
insects, joined now and then by a robin weary of his unsuccessful efforts to
get at the snow-covered mistletoe berries. The brave woodpeckers were
clinging to the snowless sides of the larger boles and overarching branches
of the camp trees, making short flights from side to side of the grove, pecking
now and then at the acorns they had stored in the bark, and chattering
aimlessly as if unable to keep still, evidently putting in the time in a very dull
way. The hardy nuthatches were threading the open furrows of the barks in
their usual industrious manner and uttering their quaint notes, giving no
evidence of distress. The Steller’s jays were, of course, making more noise and
stir than all the other birds combined; ever coming and going with loud
bluster, screaming as if each had a lump of melting sludge in his throat, and
taking good care to improve every opportunity afforded by the darkness and
confusion of the storm to steal from the acorn stores of the woodpeckers.
One of the golden eagles made an impressive picture as he stood bolt upright
on the top of a tall pine-stump, braving the storm, with his back to the wind
and a tuft of snow piled on his broad shoulders, a monument of passive
endurance. Thus every storm-bound bird seemed more or less uncomfort-
able, if not in distress. The storm was reflected in every gesture, and not one
cheerful note, not to say song, came from a single bill. Their cowering, joyless
endurance offered striking contrasts to the spontaneous, irrepressible glad-
ness of the ouzel, who could no more help giving out sweet song than a rose
sweet fragrance. He must sing, though the heavens fall.

Understanding What You Read

1. Read an encyclopedia or magazine article about Yosemite. How do you
suppose it has changed since Muir observed and wrote about the birds?

2. What features of the landscape does Muir describe in addition to the
birds?

. Which of the many species he writes about do you know?

. What is special about the water-ouzel to Muir2

. How does Muir give order and shape to his description of the birds of
Yosemite? How many parts does it have and where do they begin and
end?

O bW
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Writing About What You Read

1. You may be familiar with a place where birds are found. If so, imagine
sitting there watching the birds. Describe what you see.
2. Read what you have written and note whether there is a way fo reorder

your observations to give them more shape and meaning.

ALDO LEOPOLD

A conservationist, forester, writer, and teacher, leopold (1876~
1944) devoted himself to wilderness preservation and wildlife man-
agement. He was responsible for establishing the first designated
wilderness area in the United States, which is located in the Gila
National Forest in New Mexico. Leopold helped found the Wilder-
ness Society in 1934, and led its efforts to preserve wilderness areas.
And while Leopold was the author of a major textbook in wildlife
management, it is for A Sand County Almanac (1949}, that he is best
known. A classic work of environmental writing, A Sand County
Almanac was published shorily before Leopold died while helping to
fight a forest fire on a neighbor’s land. “'Thinking Like a Mountain”
is an excerpt from that book.

Thinking Like a Mountain

A pEEP chesty bawl echoes from rimrock to rimrock, rolls down the moun-
tain, and fades into the far blackness of the night. It is an outburst of wild
defiant sorrow, and of contempt for all the adversities of the world.

Every living thing (and perhaps many a dead one as well) pays heed to
that call. To the deer it is a reminder of the way of all flesh, to the pine a
forecast of midnight scuffles and of blood upon the snow, to the coyote a
promise of gleanings to come, to the cowman a threat of red ink at the bank,
to the hunter a challenge of fang against bullet. Yet behind these obvious and
immediate hopes and fears there lies a deeper meaning, known only to the
mountain itself. Only the mountain has lived long enough to listen objec-
tively to the howl of a wolf.

Those unable to decipher the hidden meaning know nevertheless that it
is there, for it is felt in all wolf country, and distinguishes that country from
all other land. It tingles in the spine of all who hear wolves by night, or who
scan their tracks by day. Even without sight or sound of wolf, it is implicit
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in a hundred small events: the midnight whinny of a pack horse, the rattle
of rolling rocks, the bound of a fleeing deer, the way shadows lie under the
spruces. Only the ineducable tyro can fail to sense the presence or absence
of wolves, or the fact that mountains have a secret opinion about them.

My own conviction on this score dates from the day I saw a wolf die. We
were eating lunch on a high rimrock, at the foot of which a turbulent river
elbowed its way. We saw what we thought was a doe fording the torrent, her
breast awash in white water. When she climbed the bank toward us and shook
out her tail, we realized our error: it was a wolf. A half-dozen others,
evidently grown pups, sprang from the willows and all joined in a welcoming
mélée of wagging tails and playful maulings. What was literally a pile of wolves
writhed and tumbled in the center of an open flat at the foot of our rimrock.

In those days we had never heard of passing up a chance to kill a wolf,
In a second we were pumping lead into the pack, but with more excitement
than accuracy: how to aim a steep downbill shot is always confusing. When
our rifles were empty, the old wolf was down, and a pup was dragging a leg
into impassable slide-rocks.

We reached the old wolf in time to watch a fierce green fire dying in her
eyes. I realized then, and have known ever since, that there was something
new to me in those eyes—something known only to her and to the moun-
tain. I was young then, and full of trigger-itch; I thought that because fewer
wolves meant more deer, that no wolves would mean hunters’ paradise. But
after seeing the green fire die, I sensed that neither the wolf nor the mountain
agreed with such a view.

* * *

Since then I have lived to see state after state extirpate its wolves. 1 have
watched the face of many a newly wolfless mountain, and seen the south-
facing slopes wrinkle with a maze of new deer trails. I have seen every edible
bush and seedling browsed, first to anaemic desuctude, and then to death.
I have seen every edible tree defoliated to the height of a saddlehorn. Such
a mountain looks as if someone had given God a new pruning shears, and
forbidden Him all other exercise. In the end the starved bones of the
hoped-for deer herd, dead of its own too-much, bleach with the bones of the
dead sage, or molder under the high-lined junipers.

I now suspect that just as a deer herd lives in mortal fear of its wolves,
so does a mountain live in mortal fear of its deer. And perhaps with better
cause, for while a buck pulled down by wolves can be replaced in two or three
years, a range pulled down by too many deer may fail of replacement in as
many decades.

So also with cows. The cowman who cleans his range of wolves does not
realize that he is taking over the wolf’s job of trimming the herd to fit the
range. He has not learned to think like a mountain. Hence we have dust-
bowls, and rivers washing the future into the sea.

* * *

Thinking Like a Mountain ¢ 51

We all strive for safety, prosperity, comfort, long life, and dull[}css. The
deer strives with his supple legs, the cowman with trap and poison, thF
statesman with pen, the most of us with machines, votes, and dollars,‘but it
all comes to the same thing: peace in our time. A measure of success in this
is all well enough, and perhaps is a requisite to objective thinkm.g,‘ but too
much safety seems to yield only danger in the long run. Perhaps this is bcim.lnfi
Thoreau’s dictum: In wildness is the salvation of the world. Perhaps l‘_hl.S is
the hidden meaning in the howl of the wolf, long known among mountains,

but seldom perceived among men.

Understanding What You Read

1. When leopold says in paragraph 4 that I saw a wolf die” rcther'thcn
"I killed @ wolf,”” what aspect of the experience does he emphasize?

2. How does the absence of wolves lead to the destruction of the mounf?in?

3. Today there are projects underway to reintroduce wolves into ho.bncts
where they have been eliminated. What might be Iihe effect of fhls?” .

4. How do you understand Leopold’s statement that “too much safety” is
dangerous?

5. What is meant by “‘objective thinking’’¢

6. How does one think like a mountain?

Writing About What You Read

1. Write down everything you know or think about wolves. )
2. Compare the “‘green fire”’ of the dying wolf's eyes with the “’song of the
ouzel” in John Muir's piece on the birds of Yosemite.

EDWARD ABBEY

Abbey {1927-1989) was a park ranger, novelist, nalure writer,
storyteller, adventurer, and advocate of the wilderness and natural
wonders. As an adviser to activists, Abbey believed that responsible
individuals should defend endangered environments by whatever
means necessary, except violence against life. Among his many books
are The Monkey Wrench Gang {1976), a comic novel about four
outrageous saboteurs who undermine the construction ofldoms and
other projects that damage the environment, and The Fool’s Progress
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(1988). “The Serpents of Paradise” is an excerpt from Abbey’s highly
acclaimed book Desert Solitaire (1968), an account of his experi-
ences as a ranger in Arches National Monument, near Moab in
southeastern Utah.

The Serpcnts of Paradise

THE APRIL MORNINGS are bright, clear and calm. Not until the after-
noon does the wind begin to blow, raising dust and sand in funnel-shaped
twisters that spin across the desert briefly, like dancers, and then collapse—
whirlwinds from which issue no voice or word except the forlorn moan of the
elements under stress. After the reconnoitering dust-devils comes the real,
the serious wind, the voice of the desert rising to a demented howl and
blotting out sky and sun behind yellow clouds of dust, sand, confusion,
embattled birds, last year’s scrub-oak leaves, pollen, the husks of locusts, bark
of juniper. . . .

Time of the red eye, the sore and bloody nostril, the sand-pitted wind-
shield, if one is foolish enough to drive his car into such a storm. Time to
sit indoors and continue that letter which is never finished—while the fine
dust forms neat little windrows under the edge of the door and on the
windowsills. Yet the springtime winds are as much a part of the canyon
country as the silence and the glamorous distances; you learn, after a number
of years, to love them also.

The mornings therefore, as I started to say and meant to say, are all the
sweeter in the knowledge of what the afternoon is likely to bring. Before
beginning the morning chores I like to sit on the sill of my doorway, bare
feet planted on the bare ground and a mug of hot coffee in hand, facing the
sunrise. The air is gelid, not far above freezing, but the butane heater inside
the trailer keeps my back warm, the rising sun warms the front, and the coffee
warms the interior.

Perhaps this is the loveliest hour of the day, though it’s hard to choose.
Much depends on the season. In midsummer the sweetest hour begins at
sundown, after the awful heat of the afternoon. But now, in April, we’ll take
the opposite, that hour beginning with the sunrise. The birds, returning from
wherever they go in winter, seem inclined to agree. The pinyon jays are
whirling in garrulous, gregarious flocks from one stunted tree to the next and
back again, erratic exuberant games without any apparent practical function.
A few big ravens hang around and croak harsh clanking statements of smug
satisfaction from the rimrock, lifting their greasy wings now and then to
probe for lice. I can hear but seldom see the canyon wrens singing their
distinctive song from somewhere up on the cliffs: a flutelike descent—never
ascent—of the whole-tone scale. Staking out new nesting claims, I under-
stand. Also invisible but invariably present at some indefinable distance are
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the mourning doves whose plaintive call suggests irresistibly a kind of seek-
ing-out, the attempt by separated souls to restore a lost communion:

Hello . . . they seem to cry, who . . . are . . . you?

And the reply from a different quarter. Hello . . . (pause) where . . .
are . . . you?

No doubt this line of analogy must be rejected. It’s foolish and unfair to
impute to the doves, with serious concerns of their own, an interest in
questions more appropriate to their human kin. Yet their song, if not a
mating call or a warning, must be what it sounds like, a brooding meditation
on space, on solitude. The game.

Other birds, silent, which I have not yet learned to identify, are also
lurking in the vicinity, watching me. What the ornithologist terms 1.g.b.’s—
little gray birds—they flit about from point to point on noiseless wings, their
origins obscure.

As mentioned before, I share the housetrailer with a number of mice. 1
don’t know how many but apparently only a few, perhaps a single family.
They don’t disturb me and are welcome to my crumbs and leavings. Where
they came from, how they got into the trailer, how they survived before my
arrival (for the trailer had been locked up for six months), these are puzzling
matters ] am not prepared to resolve. My only reservation concerning the
mice is that they do attract rattlesnakes.

I’'m sitting on my doorstep early one morning, facing the sun as usual,
drinking coffee, when I happen to look down and see almost between my
bare feet, only a couple of inches to the rear of my heels, the very thing I had
in mind. No mistaking that wedgelike head, that tip of horny segmented tail
peeping out of the coils. He’s under the doorstep and in the shade where the
ground and air remain very cold. In his sluggish condition he’s not likely to
strike unless I rouse him by some careless move of my own.

There’s a revolver inside the trailer, a huge British Webley .45, loaded,
but it’s out of reach. Even if I had it in my hands I’d hesitate to blast a fellow
creature at such close range, shooting between my own legs at a living target
flat on solid rock thirty inches away. It would be like murder; and where
would I set my coffee? My cherrywood walking stick leans against the
trailerhouse wall only a few feet away but I'm afraid that in leaning over for
it I might stir up the rattler or spill some hot coffee on his scales.

Other considerations come to mind. Arches National Monument is
meant to be among other things a sanctuary for wildlife—for all forms of
wildlife. It is my duty as a park ranger to protect, preserve and defend all
living things within the park boundaries, making no exceptions. Even if this
were not the case I have personal convictions to uphold. Ideals, you might
say. I prefer not to kill animals. I’'m a humanist; I'd rather kill a man than
a snake.

What to do. I drink some more coffee and study the dormant reptile at
my heels. It is not after all the mighty diamondback, Crotalus atrox, m
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confronted with but a smaller species known locally as the horny rattler or
more precisely as the Faded Midget. An insulting name for a rattlesnake,
which may explain the Faded Midget’s alleged bad temper. But the name is
apt: he is small and dusty-looking, with a little knob above each eye—the
horns. His bite though temporarily disabling would not likely kill a full-grown
man in normal health. Even so I don’t really want him around. Am I to be
compelled to put on boots or shoes every time I wish to step outside? The
scorpions, tarantulas, centipedes, and black widows are nuisance enough.

I finish my coffee, lean back and swing my feet up and inside the doorway
of the trailer. At once there is a buzzing sound from below and the rattler
lifts his head from his coils, eyes brightening, and extends his narrow black
tongue to test the air.

After thawing out my boots over the gas flame I pull them on and come
back to the doorway. My visitor is still waiting beneath the doorstep, basking
in the sun, fully alert. The trailerhouse has two doors. I leave by the other
and get a long-handled spade out of the bed of the government pickup. With
this tool I scoop the snake into the open. He strikes; I can hear the click of
the fangs against steel, see the strain of venom. He wants to stand and fight,
but I am patient; I insist on herding him well away from the trailer. On guard,
head aloft—that evil slit-eyed weaving head shaped like the ace of spades—
tail whirring, the rattler slithers sideways, retreating slowly before me until he
reaches the shelter of a sandstone slab. He backs under it.

You better stay there, cousin, I warn him; if I catch you around the trailer
again I’ll chop your head off.

A week later he comes back. If not him, his twin brother. I spot him one
morning under the trailer near the kitchen drain, waiting for a mouse. I have
to keep my promise.

This won’t do. If there are midget rattlers in the area there may be
diamondbacks too—five, six or seven feet long, thick as a man’s wrist,
dangerous. I don’t want them camping under my home. It looks as though
I’ll have to trap the mice.

However, before being forced to take that step I am lucky enough to
capture a gopher snake. Burning garbage one morning at the park dump, I
see a long slender yellow-brown snake emerge from a mound of old tin cans
and plastic picnic plates and take off down the sandy bed of a gulch. There
is a burlap sack in the cab of the truck which I carry when plucking Kleenex
flowers from the brush and cactus along the road; I grab that and my stick,
run after the snake and corner it beneath the exposed roots of a bush. Making
sure it’s a gopher snake and not something less useful, I open the neck of
the sack and with a great deal of coaxing and prodding get the snake into it.
The gopher snake, Drymarchon corais couperi, or bull snake, has a reputation
as the enemy of rattlesnakes, destroying or driving them away whenever
encountered.

Hoping to domesticate this sleck, handsome and docile reptile, I release
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him inside the trailerhouse and keep him there for several days. Should I
attempt to feed him? I decide against it—Ilet him eat mice. What little water
he may need can also be extracted from the flesh of his prey.

The gopher snake and I get along nicely. During the day he curls up like
a cat in the warm corner behind the heater and at night he goes about his
business. The mice, singularly quiet for a change, make themselves scarce.
The snake is passive, apparently contented, and makes no resistance when I
pick him up with my hands and drape him over an arm or around my neck.
When I take him outside into the wind and sunshine his favorite place seems
to be inside my shirt, where he wraps himself around my waist and rests on
my belt. In this position he sometimes sticks his head out between shirt
buttons for a survey of the weather, astonishing and delighting any tourists
who may happen to be with me at the time. The scales of a snake are dry and
smooth, quite pleasant to the touch. Being a cold-blooded creature, of
course, he takes his temperature from that of the immediate environment—
in this case my body.

We are compatible. From my point of view, friends. After a week of close
association I turn him loose on the warm sandstone at my doorstep and leave
for patrol of the park. At noon when I return he is gone. I search everywhere
beneath, nearby and inside the trailerhouse, but my companion has disap-
peared. Has he left the area entirely or is he hiding somewhere close by? At
any rate I am troubled no more by rattlesnakes under the door.

The snake story is not yet ended.

In the middle of May, about a month after the gopher snake’s disappear-
ance, in the evening of a very hot day, with all the rosy desert cooling like
a griddle with the fire turned off, he reappears. This time with a mate.

I'm in the stifling heat of the trailer opening a can of beer, barefooted,
about to go outside and relax after a hard day watching cloud formations. I
happen to glance out the little window near the refrigerator and see two
gopher snakes on my verandah engaged in what seems to be a kind of ritual
dance. Like a living caduceus they wind and unwind about each other in
undulant, graceful, perpetual motion, moving slowly across a dome of sand-
stone. Invisible but tangible as music is the passion which joins them—
sexual? combative? both? A shameless voyenr, 1 stare at the lovers, and then
to get a closer view run outside and around the trailer to the back. There I
get down on hands and knees and creep toward the dancing snakes, not
wanting to frighten or disturb them. I crawl to within six feet of them and
stop, flat on my belly, watching from the snake’s-eye level. Obsessed with
their ballet, the serpents seem unaware of my presence.

The two gopher snakes are nearly identical in length and coloring; I
cannot be certain that either is actually my former household pet. I cannot
even be sure that they are male and female, though their performance
resembles so strongly a pas de deunx by formal lovers. They intertwine and
separate, glide side by side in perfect congruence, turn like mirror images of
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each other and glide back again, wind and unwind again. This is the basic
pattern but there is a variation: at regular intervals the snakes elevate their
heads, facing one another, as high as they can go, as if each is trying to
outreach or overawe the other. Their heads and bodies rise, higher and
higher, then topple together and the rite goes on.

I crawl after them, determined to see the whole thing. Suddenly and
simultaneously they discover me, prone on my belly a few feet away. The
dance stops. After a moment’s pause the two snakes come straight toward
me, still in flawless unison, straight toward my face, the forked tongues
flickering, their intense wild yellow eyes staring directly into my eyes. For an
instant I am paralyzed by wonder; then, stung by a fear too ancient and
powerful to overcome, I scramble back, rising to my knees. The snakes veer
and turn and race away from me in parallel motion, their lean elegant bodies
making a soft hissing noise as they slide over the sand and stone. I follow
them for a short distance, still plagued by curiosity, before remembering my
place and the requirements of common courtesy. For godsake let them go
in peace, I tell myself. Wish them luck and (if lovers) innumerable offspring,
a life of happily ever after. Not for their sake alone but for your own.

In the long hot days and cool evenings to come I will not see the gopher
snakes again. Nevertheless 1 will feel their presence watching over me like
totemic deities, keeping the rattlesnakes far back in the brush where I like
them best, cropping off the surplus mouse population, maintaining useful
connections with the primeval. Sympathy, mutual aid, symbiosis, continuity.

How can I descend to such anthropomorphism? Easily—but is it, in this
case, entirely false? Perhaps not. I am not attributing human motives to my
snake and bird acquaintances. I recognize that when and where they serve
purposes of mine they do so for beautifully selfish reasons of their own.
Which is exactly the way it should be. I suggest, however, that it’s a foolish,
simple-minded rationalism which denies any form of emotion to all animals
but man and his dog. This is no more justified than the Moslems are in
denying souls to women. It seems to me possible, even probable, that many
of the nonhuman undomesticated animals experience emotions unknown to
us. What do the coyotes mean when they yodel at the moon? What are the
dolphins trying so patiently to tell us? Precisely what did those two enrap-
tured gopher snakes have in mind when they came gliding toward my eyes
over the naked sandstone? If 1 had been as capable of trust as I am susceptible
to fear I might have learned something new or some truth so very old we have
all forgotten it.

They do not sweat and whine about their condition,

They do not lie awake in the dark and weep for their sins. . . .!

All men are brothers, we like to say, half-wishing sometimes in secret it were
not true. But perhaps it is true. And is the evolutionary line from protozoan

'Lines from part 32 of Walt Whitman’s Song of Myself (1881).
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to Spinoza? any less certain? That also may be true. We are obliged, therefore,
to spread the news, painful and bitter though it may be for some to hear, that
all living things on earth are kindred.

2Dutch philosopher (1632—-1677) who held that reality is beyond human perception.
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Understanding What You Read

1. What do you think Abbey intends to communicate when he says “I'd
rather kill @ man than a snake’'?

2. What reasons does he give for not killing the snake? Do you agree with
his decision?

3. Abbey’s encounters with the animals raise several questions and lead him
to speculate about their nature and about his own incomplete under-
standing of them. What questions does he raise? Does he reach definite
conclusions?

4. Mark those passages that use qualifying words or phrases to indicate
incomplete understanding.

5. What is the significance of the title?

Writing About What You Read

1. If you have encountered animals in the wild, write an account describing
the experience.

2. Observing domestic animals—cats, dogs, caged birds—sometimes
leads us to wonder how they experience the world. If this has happened
to you, write a short essay about it.

3. Certain animals inspire fear and awe in humans. If there is an animal,
domestic or wild, that inspires strong feelings in you, write @ paragraph
or short essay in which you explore your reactions to it. If other animals
come to mind, you may want to expand this essay to include one or more
others.

PAM HOUSTON

Houston (b. 1962) has worked as a wilderness guide, teacher, and
writer. A frequent contributor to such magazines as Mirabello and
Mademoiselle, Houston is currently finishing her Ph.D. at the University
of Utah and writing a novel. Her stories are funny and provocative,
sensuous and serious. A Blizzard under Blue Sky" is from her first
book, Cowboys Are My Weakness (1992), a collection of twelve
stories.





