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What People Are Saying About 
Chicken Soup for the Nature Lover’s Soul . . . 


“I was introduced to rock climbing at age sixteen, three years after I’d gone blind. Feeling the texture of the granite, the patterns of hot and cold across the surface, and when I got up high, hearing the massive sound of open space all around me, I knew the adventurous life I’d thought was lost had instead only begun. Ever since then, as I’ve traveled the world climbing tall mountains, I’ve tried to breathe in as much joy and beauty from nature as humanly possible. That is why I’m so excited about the release of Chicken Soup for the Nature Lover’s Soul. A book praising the life-giving powers of our open spaces is long overdue.”


Erik Weihenmayer 
world-class athlete and the first blind person
to reach the summit of Mt. Everest
author, Touch the Top of the World: A Blind Man’s Journey to 
Climb Farther than the Eye Can See 


“In this hectic, worry-filled world there are few places we can turn for peace, solitude and a soothing voice. Chicken Soup for the Nature Lover’s Soul offers just such a refuge—an invaluable reconnection to the natural world that so many of us have lost, yet need so deeply.”


Bill Thompson III 
editor, Bird Watcher’s Digest 


“This is the book that you’ll want to make room for in your backpack, or time for at the end of a hard day’s work. These inspiring stories help you escape into nature and all of its magic, while weaving together words that will restore your faith in humankind.”


Radha Marcum 
editor, Hooked On the Outdoors 


“I write about the outdoors for a living and, from time to time, I find myself so involved in the process of writing about nature that I forget why I’m writing. I started the book one night before I went to bed, thinking I could read a few stories each night and make the book last a couple of weeks. Instead, I stayed up until three in the morning and finished the entire book. The stories touched me deeply, and I found my mind wandering back to earlier days—fishing off the dock with my grandpa, backpacking on a grueling Colorado mountain trail with my daughter and nephews, eating my brother-in-law’s lousy cooking on any of a hundred fishing trips. Like me, you might devour Chicken Soup for the Nature Lover’s Soul in one sitting, or savor it at a slower pace. Either way, this powerful collection is sure to inspire you to cherish the great outdoors and all of its wisdom for a long time to come.”


Mark D. Williams 
outdoor writer and humble fishing expert 
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Every single story that nature tells is gorgeous.


Natalie Augier 
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Foreword


My family ran a small dairy farm in Minnesota’s prairie pothole country. The fields I knew as a child were dotted with isolated wetlands and bordered by wooded fence lines. Whenever I could, I roamed the countryside from pothole to fence line to woods in search of adventure. I built forts, trails and campfires, and discovered blackbirds, meadowlarks, ducks, foxes, snakes, gophers, bugs, deer, and yes, adventure.


One day when I was about eleven years old, I was working the cattle in the yard. Suddenly a long ribbon of big white birds appeared in the sky from the north, circling overhead then landing in a freshly plowed field behind the barn. Silhouetted against the stark landscape, they were the most spectacular creatures I had ever seen. And there were so many of them.


After a few minutes, something spooked them and they rose back up to the sky—eventually disappearing into the southern horizon and leaving me to wonder: What were they? Where did they come from? Where were they going? Why did they stop here? Why now?


I had seen a migration of snow geese—and a lifetime of curiosity about nature had begun. For the first time, I sensed that my own little piece of Earth was part of a much larger world; that, through the birds that graced us with their seasonal presence, all of us were connected as threads in a larger tapestry. Something changed in me, something that created a bond with nature that has lasted to this day. “Nature” was no longer just an intellectual concept: It had become personal.


Transforming experiences like this are common among people who love nature. I call them Wow! experiences; exhilarating moments that leave you speechless. There is one essential element common to all of the many Wow! experiences I’ve heard people talk about: They don’t take place in front of a television, video game or computer screen—or even in a classroom. They happen out of doors, face-to-face with the real world, in the presence of birds and wildlife, amid the glorious unpredictability and spontaneity of nature.


Each of us is made up of the same particles as the rest of this Earth. There is something inside of us that longs to be connected back to nature. As a conservationist, I believe that I am a better person if I spend time outdoors enjoying nature. It is an essential part of my spiritual diet. And like other human instincts we don’t fully understand, I believe this longing is connected to our survival.


That’s why, for many people, enjoying nature leads them to want to learn more about it, and then to do something to protect it. I frequently ask people who are involved in conservation what got them hooked—what motivated them to become involved. The answer I hear most often points to direct experiences outdoors that created a personal bond with nature. It might have been summer camping trips with the family, biking, fishing, or just growing up in a rural area and roaming. They are emotional experiences, not intellectual experiences. Providing the opportunity for such experiences in nature is critical to inspiring people to value the natural world—and to protect it.


Conservationists tend to think big. We are drawn to great, expansive ecosystems. Places like the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge and the Everglades get our attention.


This is good, but there’s another scale of conservation that’s just as important to remember. Often, we need look no further than our homes, backyards and communities.


Whether you set up a feeder and watch birds, putter around the garden, or go for a walk in a local park, you’re connecting with nature. We participate in these activities in staggering numbers. Gardening is one of the most popular outdoor activities. More than 70 million of us are birdwatching, up from only 18 million nearly twenty years ago, making birding the single fastest-growing outdoor recreation.


We do it because it’s fun, but such things as gardening or feeding birds are simple ways each of us can start doing our part to save the planet, to give something back. There is much more we can all do, from participating in a local Christmas Bird Count to helping to protect local open space. You can begin right at home and in your yard, by planting less grass and more native species, using energy efficient appliances, buying certified wood, or even installing solar panels. Consider serving organic food or driving a hybrid car.


When you do these things, you’re not just enjoying nature: you’re also giving something back to it, helping protect it in a simple and direct way. Taken together, the actions by each of us in our own small, personal way means healthier habitats for people and animals.


The greatest untapped force for conservation is people like you and me, acting together, in the personal choices we make every day at home, at work and on vacation.


Most people want to do the right thing for the environment, if only they knew what to do. The answers need not be complicated, or even difficult. First, get out and enjoy nature. Experience it. Have fun. Then, learn more about it. Find a few simple ways you can do your part. Read books like this one. Check out the Audubon Web site, and the sites of many other organizations and agencies that make consumer information available. Then, act. Do your part.


It’s our planet. Only we can save it.


John Flicker 
President, National Audubon Society 






Introduction


Everybody needs beauty as well as bread, 
Places to play in and pray in, 
Where nature may heal and 
Give strength to body and soul alike.


John Muir 


Nature has always been my sanctuary. A couple of summers ago, I was desperate for a break and decided to head up to Canada where I grew up. I thought carefully about what I wanted to do and came up with the perfect three-pronged prescription.


First stop: Algonquin Park, three hours north of Toronto. It’s the quintessential Canadian experience—5,000 square kilometers of remote lakes, linked by often-grueling portages.


Rob and I picked up our gear at Algonquin Outfitters. Bill Swift started the business in the early ’70s, and the sign in his office said it all: “If you are grouchy, irritable or just plain mean, there will be a $10 charge for putting up with you.” It was actually an apt description of old Bill himself, who had recently passed away and whose son Rich was now running the shop along with his wife, his mom and a battalion of outdoor enthusiasts. They decked us out with everything we would need for our five-day trip: food, tents, sleeping bags and, of course, a lightweight Kevlar canoe.


While I had been paddling since I was a boy, it was Rob’s first canoe adventure. We put in at Canoe Lake and, with each stroke, forged a watery path into the wilderness, cutting our ties to the stresses of everyday life. At the far end of the lake, we carried the canoe and our packs on the first of many portages from one body of water to the next—ten lakes in all, plus myriad creeks and swamps with names like Otterslide Creek, Big Trout Lake and Grassy Bog. By day, we steered past blue heron, beaver dams and bullfrogs. At night, we slept under shooting stars and the Big Dipper. We endured rain, cold, mud and mosquitoes, but by the time we made it back to the shores of Canoe Lake, we were refreshed and revitalized. Nature does that.


Our next stop was Killarney Mountain Lodge on the uppermost tip of Georgian Bay in northern Ontario. Our hosts, Jennifer East and her parents, Maury and Annabelle, built this easygoing retreat in the 1960s and have managed to retain its rustic charm. We spent three days at Killarney, enjoying the surrounding natural beauty at a much more relaxed pace.


With Captain Bob and his wife Diane, we sailed on the forty-six-foot yacht, Stormy Night, taking in views of Killarney Ridge and the spectacular La Cloche Range of rugged, pink granite and shining, white quartzite. We were told that this is the only place on Earth where one can find striped maple trees.


We disembarked on Philip Edward Island in West Desjardins Bay where we hiked the Chickinishing Trail and painted watercolors of the windswept pine trees that grace the landscape. In the boat’s guest book, I read an entry from a woman named Susan: “Ran from civilization and found true beauty here.” Nature does that.


Our final stop was Toronto where we explored the city’s wide array of green space: ravines replete with raccoons, birds and squirrels, a fresh herb garden on the roof of the seventy-five-year-old Fairmont Royal York Hotel, and the forty-acre waterfront Music Garden opened by Yo-Yo Ma and inspired by undulating riverscapes, wildflower meadows and forest groves of wandering trails. Nature does that.


Nature presents itself in a variety of forms, and we can connect with its many wonders in myriad ways. From the serene to the very extreme, each story in this book is about that essential connection. Whether you are scaling a summit, camping with friends, floating peacefully along the river’s edge or resting in a hammock in your own backyard, nature offers incomparable moments of exhilaration and adventure, beauty and awe, serenity and healing.


As you read each story in this book, we hope that you too will be inspired to get out there and savor all that Mother Nature presents.


Steve Zikman 






1

POWERFUL
PLACES


If we can somehow retain places where we can always sense the mystery of the unknown, our lives will be richer.


Sigurd F. Olson 






Manatee Meeting


Full to bursting, the sea accepts, widens our reception. We are overflowing and the sea contains us. And then when we are stretched, when we are broadened, opened up to a new life, the sea gives us back to ourselves.


Susan St. John Rheault 


Walking alone on a remote beach in southwest Florida, I was startled to hear splashes and a deep sigh coming from the water just offshore.


As I squinted in the direction of the sounds, the rounded gray back of a sea creature rose amid a red froth, rolled turbulently at the surface, then sank back into the Gulf. Moments later a broad nose emerged and exhaled in a great snuffling breath. It was a manatee, and by the looks of the reddish-colored water and the way it was thrashing, it was in trouble.


I had often watched manatees in these warm coastal waters, but I’d never seen one act like this before. Usually just their big nostrils appear for a gulp of air as they forage on sea grasses or swim slowly to greener underwater pastures. But I also knew how common it was for these lumbering giants to be gashed by boat propellers or entangled in crab traps.


I wanted to help, but what could I do? There was no one else on the beach, and the nearest phone to call the Marine Patrol was miles away.


Tossing my beach bag onto the sand, I began wading toward the animal, who continued to writhe as if in distress. I was still only waist deep when I came close enough to make out the bristly whiskers on the manatee’s muzzle as it thrust up out of the sea. Then, to my surprise, a second muzzle, much smaller, poked up beside it.


I pushed on through the shoal water, but now the manatees were also moving toward me. Before I knew what was happening, I was in chest-deep water encircled by not one or two, but at least three blimplike bodies. I felt elated and slightly dizzy like the kid who is “it” in a schoolyard game.


A bulbous snout emerged next to me. In the translucent water, I could clearly see the rest of the huge mammal, and there, nestled close behind her, a smaller version of her massive body.


Then, with incredible gentleness for such an enormous creature, the larger manatee nudged the little one with her paddle-shaped flipper and pushed it to the surface beside me. I wanted to reach out and touch the pudgy sea baby, but I hesitated, not knowing the rules of this interspecies encounter.


As the two slipped back underwater, two other manatees moved in from behind and slid by, one on either side, rubbing gently against my body as they swam past. They circled and repeated the action, this time followed by the mother and her calf. Emboldened by their overtures, I let my hand graze the side of the small manatee, now clinging to the mother’s back, as they made their pass. Its skin felt rubbery and firm like an old-fashioned hot-water bottle.


The group completed several more circuits. Since they obviously enjoyed touching me, I began stroking each of them as they sidled by. When one of them rolled over for a scratch, I knew I had made the right move.


Eventually, my new friends made their way off toward deeper water. I stood anchored to the spot, not wishing to break the spell, until finally the rising tide forced me back to shore.


I suppose I will never know exactly what took place that morning. I like to think that the manatees included me in their celebration of a birth; that I was welcomed to meet the newest member of their tribe. But over time I have come to cherish the experience without questions.


During that unexpected rendezvous, I felt more in tune with the rhythms of life on this vast planet than I ever have. The memory has become a song I sing to myself when I have the blues, a dance I do to celebrate joy.


And each year, during the last week of May, I pack a lunch and head for that isolated stretch of beach for a quiet little birthday picnic on the shore. After all, you never know who might show up for the party.


Linda Ballou 






Roaring River


If people concentrated on the really important thing in life, there’d be a shortage of fishing poles.


Doug Larson 


During the summer of 1977, my husband Bill and I, along with our two sons, eight-year-old Ryan and five-year-old Jon, headed off for a week-long tour of the state parks in southern Missouri.


Being from the flat lands of Illinois, we had heard much about the beauty of the Ozarks’ hills and valleys, and we were not disappointed.


The last park we visited was Roaring River State Park. The river was cold, clear and stocked with trout. It was here that my husband and sons discovered fly-fishing. As novices, they didn’t bring many trout home that trip, but I did manage to take quite a few pictures.


When we got home, we vowed to go back to Roaring River as soon as we could, and over the next six years, we visited many times. Every March first we trekked out for the opening day of trout season, and it was a given that we would also spend our summer vacations there. With each trip, Bill and the boys got more proficient at fly-fishing, and I continued to take photos of their progress.


In 1983, Bill had a chance to transfer to the Ozarks region, and six months later, we relocated to Springfield, only sixty miles from Roaring River. Now every weekend could be spent doing what we all loved. Many times I would receive a call from the high school telling me that the boys had skipped school again, and I always knew where to find them. There they were, standing side by side on the banks of the river, oblivious to anything or anyone around them. Life was good.


Time went by, and the boys grew up. Ryan went into the service and was stationed in Louisiana, where he did some fly-fishing on Toledo Bend Lake. Jon got married, started college and had a beautiful baby girl named Kylee. Over the next years, he also held a full-time job and his marriage came to an end, but he still continued to go fishing with his dad and brother.


Then, one cold morning in December of 1994, Jon woke us, complaining of a deep and agonizing pain in his abdomen. We rushed him to the hospital. The doctors ran many tests and finally gave us the dreaded diagnosis: liver cancer. He was only twenty-two.


Jon quit work and school and was put on a routine of chemotherapy treatments. Between therapies, he set out to do things he had wanted to do for a long time. He took several trips out west and spent a short time in Montana, where he promised to return someday to fly-fish the blue-ribbon trout streams.


Then one evening in 1996, Bill and I attended a movie called A River Runs Through It, the story of a father and two sons living in Montana who fly-fish every chance they get. We walked out of the theater unable to control our emotions. We looked at each other and immediately decided that, somehow, we were going to get Jon to Montana that summer.


I did some research on the Internet and found the best places to fish. We scraped together the money we had and borrowed the rest. When we told Jon, he was thrilled. Ryan was expecting a baby at any time and regrettably was not able to join us.


We rented a cabin about fifty feet from the Madison River. Before we even had the car unloaded, Jon was at the river’s edge.


Bill and I walked down to watch him. He was totally at peace and in his element. It was just Jon, his pole and the rushing river. It was as if time stood still. There was no cancer, no sadness. There was just Jon and a river full of trout.


We spent two wonderful weeks together. Although we had little money, we hired a guide to take Jon and Bill up to the high mountain lakes to fish for wild trout.


A year later, after his last round of chemo, Jon was tested again, and all signs of cancer were absent. He was in remission.


The next months were filled with happiness and plans for the future. Jon had met a wonderful young woman, Brandy, who had a two-year-old son, Isaac. He, Brandy, Isaac and Kylee went everywhere together. Kylee loved to fish beside her dad, and Jon was teaching Isaac how to fly-fish. He and Brandy made plans to get married in June of 1999.


Suddenly, in the late fall of 1998, Jon’s cancer came back. He continued to lose weight, and in December we found out that the cancer had spread to his brain. He started radiation treatments, which caused him to have seizures. He was down to 120 pounds on his six-foot, one-inch frame.


Through all of this, he never lost his hope or his sense of humor. He was bald, and one of his friends sent him a clown wig. He sat up in his hospital bed, put the wig on and smiled from ear to ear for my camera.


He was able to leave the hospital for a brief period in the spring, and the wedding was moved up to May. Several days before the wedding, Jon rallied and seemed to be getting stronger. The wedding was held outdoors, in Brandy’s parents’ yard—a very simple ceremony with only family and close friends in attendance.


In June, we made our last trip with Jon to Roaring River. He couldn’t fish for very long, but fish he did. He stood stock-still while waiting for that elusive trout to bite. Weakness didn’t deter him from the rhythmic cast of his fly rod. A slight breeze rippled across the clear, deep stream as we watched him drink in the sights and sounds of this area that he loved so much. It was as if he knew this would be his last trip there.


On July 12, 1999, our son Jon passed away quietly with his family by his side. Services were held in an abandoned country church overlooking the Ozark hills, as he had wanted.


When you are raising children, you never know what you expose them to that may shape their entire lives. A chance trip to Roaring River introduced our boys to fly-fishing. It gave them a lifetime of camaraderie, brotherly love and communion with nature. As Jon once shared, “I never feel closer to God than when I’m in the middle of a trout stream.”


This past March first, Ryan took Isaac to Roaring River for opening day of trout season just as he, Jon and their father had done so many times in the past. Isaac caught three trout; his dad would have been so proud of him.


The torch has been passed.


Suzanne English-Walker 
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A Place Called Summer


My daughter is quiet beside me in the front seat, until at last she sighs and says, with a child’s poetic logic, “This reminds me of the place I always like to think about.”


Barbara Kingsolver 


While re-reading Ray Bradbury’s classic coming-of-age novel Dandelion Wine, I get to the part where the book’s main character, twelve-year-old Douglas Spalding, wakes up to “a sound which was far more important than birds or the rustle of new leaves . . . the sound which meant that summer had officially begun . . .” It was the sound of the lawnmowers starting up.


I put the book down and let my mind meander through my own preteen summers long, long ago . . .


Summer days, when I was a boy, meant baseball. I’d get up early, work a few drops of Neat’s Foot Oil into the smooth, black pocket of my Rawlings Duke Snider glove, load my bat into a hollow metal cylinder that I had jury-rigged to my bike frame, then pedal off to some sun-washed, freshly mowed grass field to punch out singles, steal bases and run down fly balls until the sky turned indigo.


The warmest mornings found me on the downtown pier, my wormed hook tempting jacksmelt and walleye as I sat, feet dangling over the side, reading Tarzan and the complete Hardy Boys series.


But the best part of my boyhood summers was the two weeks each August that I spent in the mountains with my sister, mother and new stepfather in a cabin he had built himself. In this summer world, the sun rose out of a ravine, passed languidly over the shaded cottage and slid down behind a forested ridge, leaving stars in full command of the ink-dark mountain sky.


Behind the cabin was a creek that I never found the end of. Wearing my P. F. Flyers, I walked on water by jumping along on partly submerged rocks. My favorite spot was a half-mile upstream where the water branched off into three deep, black, boulder-enclosed pools.


That’s where the frogs lived—some green like leaves, others almost black, and all of them slippery and slick. I would catch them and giggle when they’d squirm and croak and pop their eyes out like they were plugged into something. Sometimes, I made faces back at them and moved them through the water while making speedboat sounds. Eventually, I’d toss them back in and set off again on my streamside odyssey, brushing aside images of looming September.


Summer was special then, as much a place as it was a season.


It was a place where you could do endless cannonballs and can-openers off the high board and slosh about aimlessly in the big “plunge” without obsessing about SPF factors. A place where your eyes could track that girl who sat next to you in class all year—and who now looked so different in a swimsuit—knifing through the big pool’s opals and turquoises, her long hair streaming behind her. A place where you could grin at your mom through a watermelon mustache, sleep out in the backyard (in the days before air-conditioning made every season the same), and set off sparklers and night crawlers on the Fourth.


In summers past, almost everything of delight occurred outdoors.


One evening, as I lay outside in the cool mountain air looking up at the shooting stars that passed every night like fiery line drives, my mom would say, “Make a wish, honey.”


I would try, of course, but it was tough to come up with one.


Everything I could think of to wish for was already there— all around me.


Doug Rennie 






Alaska Time


My prayer is that Alaska will not lose the heart-nourishing friendliness of her youth—that her people will always care for one another . . . and that her great wild places will remain great and wild and free.


Margaret Murie 


My husband Greg worked the Bristol Bay salmon season every summer. For years Greg had urged me to join him with the kids, and when our youngest turned three, I said, “Yes.” 


I imagined six weeks in a cozy cabin with a lush landscape outside our door, the perfect escape from the tedious deadlines, duties and responsibilities that had become our life. The kids and I watched the movie The Wilderness Family and saw a happy clan sawing logs and saving a baby cougar. Adventure beckoned! With anticipation we flew to King Salmon, Alaska.


Greg arrived at the airport in a battered truck. Wedged together in the cab, we bounced down a highway of potholes. The tundra stretched before us, flat and peculiar, the sky a vault of scattered clouds. There were no discernible features to orient ourselves. No rise of peaks or spine of hills to navigate with. My eyes slid uninterrupted to the wide horizon. I drew a breath and looked away.


We pulled into a rutted drive and lurched to a stop before a structure that vaguely resembled a trailer.


“Here it is!” Greg said. “Home! I have to get back to the boat. I’ll see you in the morning.”


He gave big hugs of encouragement and left us standing in the dust with our bags as we watched him drive off.


Home was a truck container. Someone had cut windows from the sides, called it a trailer and set it upon a scraped-off patch of tundra. We stepped gingerly on the plastic fish box that comprised the threshold to the door.


“This can’t be it!” our nine-year-old daughter cried. “I could never, ever live here!”


It smelled like a swamp on a warm day. Greasy towels hung on a rack. The faded sofa was missing a leg. The water ran tea-colored from the faucet, and to our horror we discovered a strange trumpet-shaped lichen growing from the carpet of the bedroom. Home sweet home!


I rolled up my sleeves and went to work while the kids fled outdoors to dig rivers and channels in the dirt that was our yard.


The days unfolded endlessly; there was no darkness at this latitude. The light did strange things to our appetites, to our sleeping habits. Bedtime became a battle when the sun called my children out to play at midnight. Squalls blew in and, to the kids’ delight, filled their river world with currents of water joining mud, skin, clothing and children in a happy marriage of mess. The mosquitoes drove us like cattle from tundra to trailer to car. In the evenings bears nosed around the margins of the trailer searching for garbage. We had twenty hours of available light to see what had become of my Wilderness Family.


One sun-filled night I hung clothes on a line strung between scrub alders, then sat down to watch the kids play baseball with neighboring children. They moved the bases around in the dirt at will. The three-year-old was allowed ten strikes. One girl declared that older boys could hit only within the base lines or they were out. She glanced over at me.


“You wanna play?” she asked.


I shrugged, thinking there was something else I should do.


“She’s a good player!” my son cried.


I smiled. I hadn’t played since high school, but I rose to the plate.


“Batter up!” the girls shouted.


I hefted the bat . . . pitch . . . and swung. A home run deep into the tundra.


I was in league with the big boys now. We played for hours under that midnight sun, laughing and shrieking, changing rules, shaking the dust from our bodies. Suddenly, I was a girl again, unfettered and breathless with the crazy fun of it all.


The next morning, I changed the rules. Our days would be governed by the urges and appetites of our bodies, not the clock. We began to rise at whatever time we woke, eat when we were hungry and sleep when we were tired, even if that meant dinner at ten and bedtime at two. Problems that seemed overwhelming a few days earlier suddenly fell away, and the weeks stretched long, empty of duties. We called it Alaska Time.


With Alaska Time I became a willing ear for listening to worries and dreams. My arms were idle for holding, for pouring plaster in bear tracks, for throwing a baseball. Once again, my newly opened eyes could see the treasures available to children: Mud. Boundless light. Midnight drives to watch caribou graze and eagles wheel in the sky.


Alaska Time is watching a radiant sunset at home and naming the stars that bloom in the heavens. Alaska Time is when the rules change, the dishes wait, the phone goes unanswered.


Alaska Time is in the words, “Yes, I want to play!”


Nancy Blakey 






Goose Island


My children call it Goose Island, although “island” is an obvious exaggeration. A little rock pile with a half-dozen scraggly shrubs, it doesn’t even appear on most charts. At high water it measures less than six feet by twenty.


The goose part is accurate, though. Every spring, for the past fifteen years, a pair of Canada geese has chosen the rock pile for its nesting site. But not just any spot on Goose Island will do. Each year they form their nest in exactly the same location, a little indentation between a couple of flat rocks on the highest point above the water line.


Mother Goose gathers small twigs and vegetation to frame the nest, then plucks down from her breast to create a soft lining. Two flowering dogwoods provide a little camouflage, and by maintaining her perfectly immobile stance, she is able to escape detection. Fishermen regularly pass within yards of her hiding place, unaware that she is there.


One spring, I decided to visit Mother Goose regularly, while she incubated her eggs. My early-morning, five-minute paddle to the island was a great way to start the day. I always brought a few crusts of bread on these visits, which the nest-bound mama would hungrily devour. While she was busy filling up on the bread, she would allow me to examine her nest and its contents—six large white eggs.


By the second Saturday in May, she had been sitting on the eggs for twenty-four days. She greeted me with less civility than usual and was especially protective of her nest area. As she reached for a piece of bread, I discovered the source of her newfound surliness—a number of grayish-yellow fluffballs peeked out from beneath their mother’s breast.


Five adorable baby geese filled the nest, but it was the egg that caught my attention.


Normally, all the eggs in a clutch hatch within hours of each other. While Mama gave me suspicious glances, I slowly lifted the remaining egg from the nest and held it to my ear. No sounds came from within, so I gave the egg a gentle shake, expecting it to be empty. To my surprise, I could feel something inside. I realized that the gosling had not been strong enough to break from its shell and had probably exhausted itself in the effort.


Carefully, I cracked the egg on a rock, not knowing what to expect. Inside was a wet mess of down, with a bill at one end and two gangly grey feet at the other. There was no sign of life.


Using my shirt, I lightly patted the pathetic creature dry. The head hung limply. There was no response to my coaxings, so I placed the unfortunate bird in amongst its brothers and sisters and resigned to let nature take its course.


The next morning, I awoke early. It was Mother’s Day.


As my daughters and I prepared a special breakfast for my wife, I couldn’t help but think about the gosling that hadn’t been strong enough to escape its shell. I decided to paddle over to the islet after breakfast and bring a Mother’s Day breakfast for Mother Goose to help her celebrate the birth of her quints.


As I headed toward the canoe, bread in hand, I was greeted by a marvelous sight—Mama Goose and all six of her goslings lined up behind her.


She had come to show off her brood and, just maybe, to let me know my efforts had not been in vain.


Tom Lusk 






Catfishing with Mama


And in the end, it’s not the years in your life that count. It’s the life in your years.


Abraham Lincoln 


My mother was a fishing fanatic, despite her Charleston, South Carolina, blue-blood upbringing. When she was twenty she graduated magna cum laude from the College of Charleston and left that city of history and suffocating social rules forever. With the twenty-dollar gold piece she got for the Math Prize, she bought a railroad ticket for as far west as it would get her. Austin, Texas, was $19.02 away.


There she met my father and proceeded to have seven children— all girls. She also took up fishing, and by the time I was born, she had enough tackle, lawn chairs and fishing hats to fill a steamer trunk. To my father’s horror, her favorite lure was blood bait. Bass and catfish were her prey.


Every summer it was my mother’s custom to pack the seven of us girls into the DeSoto and drive from Austin to Charleston to visit our grandparents. We camped and fished the whole way.


Mama’s preparations for the fifteen-hundred-mile trip consisted of packing the car with seven army cots, a basket of Stonewall peaches and sixteen gallons of live bait, with her tackle box and assorted rods and reels thrown in. Her idea of successful traveling was to get us all in the car without one of us sitting on the blood bait or being left at a gas station. Once she’d done a head count and ascertained the security of the bait, she’d drive like A. J. Foyt until it was too dark to go any farther. This meant we were usually tired, hungry and lost on some back road in the middle of Louisiana or Mississippi when we stopped to camp.


“Stopping to camp” in our case meant suddenly swerving off the road when my mother spied a river or lake that stirred her sporting blood. She never once planned our stops like normal people do, timing themselves to arrive at a campsite or park around dusk. But this was the 1950s, when people still slept with the screen door unlocked and left the keys in the car. We felt perfectly safe at any roadside area, and we were.


The trip that brought us face to face with history was the one we took in the summer of 1958 when I was ten.


Three days into the journey found us somewhere in the mountains of Kentucky. I was never quite sure where we were at any given point on these trips, since I knew only one landmark—the tree-lined road to my grandparents’ house— the finish line. But again, we had driven for hours into the night futilely looking for water. When we finally pulled off the road, the hills around us were black as midnight under a skillet. Then a slice of a quarter moon slid out from behind a cloud and delicately illuminated a rock gate in front of us.


“Oh, look,” Mama cried, “a national park!”


There was an audible sigh of relief from the back seat. “Let’s camp here, Mama!” we clamored urgently.


Since she had been slapping her cheeks for the last hour to stay awake, she agreed.


We cruised down a black dirt road into the parking area. Nestled nearby was the outline of a log cabin. Beyond that, the glint of water.


“See that!” Mama said excitedly. “A sleeping cabin. By some kind of lake. This is paradise.”


We parked and unloaded the car, dragging our stuff into the log cabin.


It was open and empty. We could see it was very old and rudimentary, but it had a bathroom with running water. For us it was luxury quarters. We bathed and ate our dinner of kipper snacks and soda crackers, with Moon Pies for dessert. Then we snuggled into the cots that we’d fixed up in the one bare room.


Mama set off with long strides toward the water, gear in hand. The faint murmur of her voice as she conversed with her tackle box drifted through the open windows. With that and a cozy roof overhead, my sisters curled up and fell to sleep like a litter of puppies.


I picked up my rod and reel and, still in my pajamas, slipped quietly out the door. Across the damp grass I could see my mother’s silhouette making casting motions. For a moment I felt the thrill of anticipation inherent in fishing: There was a fat catfish with my name on it waiting out there, I just knew it.


I joined my mother, and we fished together, just us—the water and the quarter moon. It was one of those moments that form a permanent part in the book of parent-child memories, although it was destined to be brief.


Mama could practically conjure up fish to her, and sure enough, within half an hour she got a strike and brought in a fourteen-pound cat.


Probably my Fat-Cat, I thought irritably.


“Look,” she said, bending around me, her hands grasping mine as I held my rod. “Let me show you . . .”


She made a deft flicking motion, and suddenly my line shot across the water. The light of the moon made it look like the trail of a shooting star. It fell silently on the dark water and disappeared.


“Right there,” she said lowly. “Hold tight to it.”


She turned away and began cleaning her fish. I gripped the rod until my knuckles were white. I had a feeling for what was coming. Suddenly, the line lurched tight, and my arms shot forward. I almost flew into the black water of the lake.


“It’s a big one, Mama!” I yelled. “I don’t think I can hold it.” My feet were slipping down the bank, and the mud had oozed up to my ankles. “Mama, quick!”


She grasped me around the waist and yanked me back up the bank. The pull on the line lessened.


“Now! Bring it in now!” she shouted.


I reeled in as hard as I could. Suddenly, the fish was right there below me, lying in shallow water. It was a big one, all right. Almost as big as Mama’s.


“Good work,” she said, leaning over and carefully pulling the catfish onto the bank. It slapped the wet grass angrily. I was exhausted. We took our fish back to the cabin and fell into a deep sleep.


It seemed only minutes later that our sleep was penetrated by voices. Lots of voices. Suddenly, the door of the cabin burst open, and sunlight and a large group of people led by a woman in a uniform flowed into the room. The uniformed person was in the middle of a speech.


“And here we have the boyhood home of President Abraham Lincoln—aagghhhhh!”


We all screamed at once. My mother, protective in her own quixotic way, leapt off the cot, her chenille bathrobe flapping, and shouted at the intruders, “Who do you think you are, bursting in on a sleeping family like this?”


The guide was struck speechless. She gathered herself with visible effort. “Ma’am, I don’t know who you are, but this is Abraham Lincoln’s Birthplace National Historic Park,” she reported tersely.


Her eyes quickly shifted sideways to take in two huge catfish lying on the floor. Although she tried to conceal it, her lips pursed with disgust. I knew right off she wasn’t a fisherman.


“And his lost cabin,” she continued, “is not an overnight stopover for fishing expeditions. This is a restricted area with guided tours beginning at 7:00 A.M. and . . .”


“Oh my God, we overslept!” Mama shouted. “Pack the car, girls. We’ve got to get on the road!”


We lurched into a flurry of experienced cot-folding and were out the door in seconds.


“But ma’am,” the guide called at my mother’s disappearing back, “you weren’t supposed to sleep in here. This is Lincoln’s Log Cabin. It’s a National Treasure!”


“We treasure our night here,” my mother shouted back, as she gunned the car around. “Abe wouldn’t have minded.”


With that we roared off in the direction of South Carolina. I saw a sign as we left: “Leaving Hodgenville, Kentucky, Abraham Lincoln’s Birthplace. Y’all Come Back.”


“Not likely,” my mother laughed. “A good fishing spot, but I hate to do anything twice, don’t you?”


And that’s how it happened that, during the summer I was ten, the course of history was changed. Unofficially, to be sure, but if there had been a historical marker by that lake, it would now have to read: “Abe Lincoln Fished Here . . . and So Did I.”


Lin Sutherland 






Burroville


It is not down on any map; true places never are.


Herman Melville 


Back in 1974, when I was in my early twenties, I befriended a group of hikers who were mapping a desert trail from the Mexican to the Canadian border. Offering to try a few routes for them through Death Valley, I made the drive to a base camp near Ulida Flat, where I camped for the night. 


At first light, I started my trek up an alluvial fan into an unnamed canyon in the Cottonwood Mountains. After about an hour of hiking through the rock-strewn wash, I made my way deeper into the shadows, and the bray of a burro told me I wasn’t alone. With slow, careful steps, I rounded a bend and found myself in Burroville—population: 100. I looked around and saw that the majority stood in little groups along the slopes, while several others were perched atop the perpendicular cliff walls.


I continued walking and was soon met by an imposing welcoming committee—a dozen big Jacks with massive heads, standing shoulder to shoulder and daring me to approach. Although they stood a good thirty feet away, their resolute stance and effective blockade of the canyon ahead made me pause a while to consider my next move. I’d never heard of anyone being killed by a burro, but it was clear they had no plans to let me pass.


Several moments went by until one of the big Jacks pawed at the ground with his hooves and another looked behind him, as if to check the rear for a surprise attack. That’s when I saw what the burro was actually looking at . . . a Jenny and nursing foal standing close beside the canyon wall about twenty feet back. Our eyes met, and the female’s flanks shuddered as she watched me with a wariness that only a true wild thing can display.


When I lifted my gaze to scan the slopes behind her, I was surprised to see other females and their young, planted in groups of two and three all around me. Suddenly, I realized it was the time of year for foals to drop, and the big males were merely protecting their mates and babies. I must have let out a big sigh, because one of them pricked up his ears and raised his head as if waiting for me to speak.


“Don’t worry, guys. I’m just passing through,” I called gently.


No response, just a flutter of flanks and a few ear twitches. Clearly, the subtle approach wasn’t working, so I picked up a rock and lobbed it near the biggest Jack. It fell at his feet, and he lowered his head to sniff it.


Clearly, the burro had no intention of moving, so I reluctantly turned and began to make my way back down the wash in defeat. That was when a loud bray made me about-face once more.


To my surprise, the big Jacks were lumbering out of the wash and making their way toward the northern walls of the canyon. Now, only the biggest of them remained at the edge of the bank, staring at me. Suddenly, the way was clear; I’d won the standoff. I started up the canyon, but was stopped by the look in the burro’s great brown eyes. As we stood there staring at each other, a shudder passed through me.
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