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THIS IMPERMANENT EARTH



DOUGLAS CARLSON

Introduction



John Muir set the course for a century of writing about the environment in My First Summer in the Sierra (1911): “When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the Universe.” This awe over the complex and nuanced interconnection within the natural world would soon evolve into accepting the fact that humans are “hitched” as well and then into despairing that we are the species that poses the gravest threat to the more-than-human world and to ourselves.

A half-century after Muir, Rachel Carson also acknowledged the importance of what came to be called the Web of Life when she published the essay “Help Your Child to Wonder” in Woman’s Home Companion (July 1956). Concurrently, she was researching, writing, and subsequently defending Silent Spring, her indictment of indiscriminate pesticide use and the profit-based worldview that engendered such use. Thus environmental writing’s “human problem”: our presence in the environment as the species most likely to destroy it. Capping two centuries of poor environmental choices and one year after the 2015 Paris Agreement to reduce global heating, Americans elected a government that deliberately set out to eviscerate any regulations established to mitigate climate disaster, instead choosing to exacerbate it to gain wealth and power. Small wonder that the progress of environmental nonfiction in the United States is partly informed by a growing awareness of the damage the American Dream inevitably inflicts on the natural world. Such writing, however, was slow to enter mainstream American literature.

Traditional American nature writing has its sources in New England, where a genteel and quiet subspecies of nonfiction emerged from American Romanticism. Place-based essays by Sarah Fenimore Cooper and Henry David Thoreau, for example, celebrated the natural beauty and satisfying order the authors found in the wilder spaces near their homes while recognizing the growing harm of industrialization. Then, after being partially lost in the national acrimony of Reconstruction and deliberately buried by the makers of the country’s Gilded Age, environmental issues centering on diminished natural beauty gradually regained visibility near the start of the twentieth century through a public conflict that grew out of a recognition of the disastrous results of national greed. That conflict pitted utilitarian conservationists such as Theodore Roosevelt and Gifford Pinchot against preservationists like John Muir and Mary Austin. At the base of the disagreement was not whether endangered land should be rescued but rather to what use the protected land should be put. Generally speaking, Roosevelt’s stance—via Pinchot—was anthropocentric: land was to be managed for its best return. Muir wanted his land untouched. Problematic labels aside, however, the end result was a National Parks and Forest system that helped, for the moment, to save the American landscape.

During this time of American romanticism, an intellectual air at home and abroad, charged with new information and ideas, demanded a reappraisal of self-identification. While an innate distrust of the upper class reinforced a popular longing for the pastoral, intellectual forces were at work to disrupt the psychological equilibrium of not only millionaires but also ordinary people. For example, Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859) and Charles Lyell’s Geological Evidences of the Antiquity of Man (1863) brought mostly unwelcome clarity to a culture well pleased with its material gains and technological advances. Many Americans were discomfited by the idea that they were not made in their god’s image on the sixth day of an event a few thousand years prior. And then, as the new century advanced, the once-firm self-image identified with American industrial and business identity was eroded further by Einstein on time and Freud on personality. All knowledge seemed to be in doubt, and in their attempts to situate humans in the more-than-human world, environmental writers were able to draw on this newfound humility.

As with Darwin and Einstein, more recent groundbreakers’ impacts will be measured over time more by the general public’s understanding and perception of their work than by the work itself. Darwin threatened modern humans’ primacy; Freud made them question their own will. Likewise, the nature-writing vanguard had its interpreters. While such nature writers as Joseph Wood Krutch, Loren Eisely, and Aldo Leopold laid the intellectual framework for the environmental ethics to come and Eugene Odum framed the science of ecology, two writers closer to the popular taste—Roger Tory Peterson and Rachel Carson—built connections between natural history and the popular culture of the time.

Peterson, a naturalist by avocation and an artist out of the Art Students League and the National Academy of Design, wrote and painted A Field Guide to the Birds (1934), a book whose popularity has persisted across five editions. More important, however, was his concept of the practical field guide. Previously, formal study of the natural world embodied white privilege: academics and wealthy hobbyists. Peterson’s Guide and its dozens of progeny—his guides to butterflies, wildflowers, seashells, medicinal plants and herbs, venomous animals and poisonous plants—democratized information. In effect, Peterson and the other guide authors gave Americans a personal language to use when they considered the environment. The premise is simple: it is much easier to care about something enough to save it when you know its name.

Rachel Carson was working during the mid-twentieth century as a marine biologist for the Bureau of Fisheries, supplementing her income with writing projects that turned eventually into three highly successful books: Under the Sea Wind (1941); The Sea around Us (1951), which won the National Book Award in 1952; and The Edge of the Sea (1955). These are books of often lyrical prose celebrating the natural beauty of the ocean and praising the elegance of its ecological systems. But it was her awareness of the global accumulation of poisons that prompted her to write Silent Spring in 1961 and to defend it against well-organized and -financed attacks from both business and political sectors.

In 1954, the United States tested a hydrogen bomb over Bikini Atoll. The resulting fallout eventually killed more than a dozen fishermen outside the safety zone and sickened others. In 1959, a small sampling of cranberries that had caused tumors in rats accidentally entered the marketplace causing a national uproar. In the intervening five years, public health began to be measured against a larger-than-previous definition of environment, and people started to become concerned over the entirety of their physical living conditions: a causal relationship between smoking and cancer was established; the government entered into controversies over aerial pesticide poisoning; and in St. Louis the cancer-causing isotope strontium-90 was found in dangerous levels in a large sampling of children’s teeth, which prompted similar studies and results worldwide that initiated talks about a nuclear test ban treaty. Americans no longer trusted their food, their air, or their government; it was the perfect time for Carson’s campaign against the wanton use of pesticides and other chemicals. And on a broader cultural scale, knowledge joined necessity to spark an environmental activism supported by evidence from within ecological systems.

During this time of growing general environmental awareness, however, The Georgia Review’s pages, much like those of most literary journals at that time, revealed little reaction to these changes in how popular culture was beginning to perceive the environment. A pattern of American reading emerged at mid-century that favored such European writers as Kafka and Mann and Americans McCullers, Mailer, and Greene. Writing was introspective and character driven: anthropocentric. In Georgia, the Review’s editors and nonfiction authors saw the outdoor world primarily in the agrarian and regional way in which its readers saw it. Such titles as “Fishing in Georgia” (Spring 1948), “Pimientos in Georgia” (Spring 1949), “Georgia and the Grape” (Fall 1949), and “Pests of Georgia’s Fruits” (Summer 1951) typify the range of interest in the nonhuman world held by what became the best-known intellectual movement of the mid-twentieth-century South: the Southern Agrarians. The Georgia Review’s ties with the Agrarian movement were actual as well as elective; founding editor John Donald Wade contributed a piece to the Agrarian manifesto, Here I Stand. Agrarian conservationism was farm and leisure oriented: keep the soil productive if possible, hate urban expansion and urban greed, kill wildlife for sport and food. Humans maintained their “dominion over the fishes of the sea, the fowls of the air.” The magazine would remain, as Wade put it in 1947, “turning on subjects of special interest to Georgians, and all, as nearly as feasible, written by Georgians or people associated with Georgia.”

Gradually, however, the Review would pull away from strict regionalism under the four university-based editors who followed Wade. The last of this quartet, Edward Krickel, published The Georgia Review’s initial significant move toward environmental awareness with Jerome Bump’s “Hopkins, the Humanities, and the Environment” (Summer 1974), a forward-looking study of Gerard Manley Hopkins’s poem “Pied Beauty” and related works. Bump calls for literature and the humanities to do the job of contextualizing environmental issues beyond “a linear symbol system, much less simplistic dualisms.” Although Bump’s entire essay is outside the purview of this collection—it moves quickly beyond environmental issues to focus on Hopkins’s oeuvre—an excerpt, which follows this introduction, deserves inclusion for the clarifying work it does in establishing an intellectual basis for the selections that follow.

By the time The Georgia Review published its first work of environmental nonfiction, James Kilgo’s “Actual Field Conditions” (Summer 1987), popular thinking and trends had unfolded in other venues and on other platforms to enable a robust and growing tradition of essays that attempted to define the relationship between the human and the nonhuman worlds. In the United States, environmental activists borrowed from the energy of the larger antiwar and civil rights movements of the 1960s. Important books carried on Rachel Carson’s two-part approach to the natural world: a sense of wonder and beauty combined with an abhorrence of what public policy and private enterprise were doing to the landscape. Edward Abbey’s Desert Solitaire (1968) comes to mind, as does his teacher Wallace Stegner’s 1960 Wilderness Letter and The Quiet Crisis (1963). The first half of the next decade proved remarkable for its environmental advances: the first Earth Day in 1970 foreshadowed the establishment of the Environmental Protection Agency, the Clean Water Act, the Endangered Species Act, and the National Environmental Protection Act—a law enacted specifically to protect the rights of natural objects from the federal government. But as promising as the 1970s were, the 1980s were an environmental disaster. Ronald Reagan (“You know, a tree is a tree, how many do you have to look at?”) and his interior secretary James Watt (“My responsibility is to follow the Scriptures, which call upon us to occupy the land until Jesus returns. . . . We will mine more, drill more, cut more timber”) mounted an attempt to monetize the natural world that was unmatched until the Trump administration.

Meanwhile under Stanley Lindberg, who became the Review’s editor in 1977, the magazine began to seek cross-disciplinary nonfiction, which opened the way for the essays in this collection. Present during all these years until his retirement in 2019 and editor in chief for most of them, Stephen Corey didn’t intend the magazine to aspire to be Orion or Sierra but wanted to create another space and some new audiences for writing that had become vital. This collection, then, begins at the confluence of Lindberg and Corey’s new Georgia Review and the rapid expansion of nature writing. The forms range widely—from natural history to cultural critique, memoir to exposé, conservation ethic to social justice—as do the modes—from traditional assaying to lyric or narrative. And as this collection will show, the breadth of both topic and point of view found in environmental writing would broaden as the twenty-first century began. What began in Roosevelt’s day as a longing for a return to earlier, less materialistic times has gradually come to be an examination of elemental causes and conditions. The core of this writing, however, continues to be authors in conversation with an essential, existential task: interpreting the dynamic interdependence of human beings and the natural world, trying to find a way for people to coexist with the earth.

Three environmental-writing features helped to shape This Impermanent Earth. When I guest-edited the Spring 1993 issue, the authors we solicited responded with essays within the nature writing tradition—an admixture of culture, natural history, and examination of universal issues. In Spring 2009, Stephen and I edited “Culture and the Environment—A Conversation in Five Essays,” which featured invited responses to Scott Russell Sanders’s essay “Simplicity and Sanity.” The significant editorial undertaking of that issue placed The Georgia Review firmly among those journals with a commitment to environmental issues. Stephen and I, with Soham Patel, who joined the staff in 2018, collaborated on an environmental writing feature (Fall 2018) titled “I Am What Is Around Me: Opening Up the Environmental Dialogue.” The “opening up” enabled work that joined environmental writing in conversation with issues of social justice and human rights. Finally, with the support of new editor Gerald Maa, Soham and I have assembled a section of solicited works that represent the possibilities and potential for work that resists labels and frames questions in new and complex ways.

Soham and I have offered commentaries preceding each of the sections, but I take responsibility for any missteps or omissions in the book’s curation. Space restrictions demanded difficult choices within a literature whose edges continue to expand and shift, an evolution that, we hope, provides a cohesive narrative for the varied work we present here.


PART ONE
1987–2000

SOHAM PATEL

Environmental writing had a wide readership by the late twentieth century as popular culture began to read it more earnestly and as writers and storytellers began to see how their work required a rigorous attention to the factual terms of their backyards. Around the world, writers such as the Indian environmentalist Vandana Shiva were actively participating in the battle to protect the ecosystem. An important figure in ecofeminism, Shiva embodies the spirit of eco-writing in this period. Her writing often considers how ecological science and ancestral wisdom teaches humans about this planet. In 1993, the Right Livelihood Award Foundation awarded Shiva, the author of more than twenty-five books on the environment, the Alternative Nobel Peace Prize for her interdisciplinary research on science, technology, and environmental policy.

Meanwhile, environmental writers from U.S. mainstream majority culture, especially in the late 1980s and early 1990s, concerned themselves with stewardship, relinquishment, conquering, and conservation. The call to simplicity, however, so often the focus in early environmental writing, while admirable, undermines class struggle within the nation’s capitalist structure and too often takes for granted the fact that poor people and people of color in the United States are disproportionately affected by environmental destruction and bad environmental policy. Louise Erdrich’s brief piece in the 1993 issue of The Georgia Review offers a refreshing perspective from the homogeneous ethos of environmental writing in the magazine up until her inclusion. Erdrich’s inquiry into the agency of a being other than herself encourages observation and imitation of the nonhuman participators on the planet with us—in short, she pleads with us to be more like the skunk, to “putter, destinationless, in a serene belligerence—past hunters, past death overhead, past all the death all around.”

The essays in this section share restless curiosity as their core, though they come to their investigations from wildly different corners of the natural world. One such case, James Kilgo’s “Actual Field Conditions,” featured in The Georgia Review’s Summer 1987 issue, reflects on birdwatching as a community practice during sojourns Kilgo made studying and illustrating wading bird populations in South Georgia with ornithologists he had befriended. Kilgo urges readers to imagine the mythological view of birds in poetry (“Keats’s nightingale, Shelley’s skylark, Hopkins’ kestrel, and Yeats’s swans”) and to have the language and knowledge of avian ritual. The wading birds under study in the South Georgia rookery Kilgo frequents are “colonial nesters,” “intruders,” including one cattle egret “that had made its way across the Atlantic from Africa at the end of the nineteenth century and has since worked its way north to our continent.” The North American continent in question, according to Kilgo, is of course lived on by human societies who have, like the birds, taken over sites formerly lived on by others. Scientific ornithological studies after the act of record keeping, of course, then tend toward conservation, then protection, environmental control, and sometimes political policy. Not only do the birds need to not be neglected by the human societies who share their habitats but also the humans, situated in a position to help the birds survive in a dire environment, need to take an active role.

In contrast Kilgo’s focus on an aspect of the natural world around us, Robert Finch’s essay “Being at Two with Nature” critiques and documents the American canon of nature writing as a practice and way of life. This essay is a reminder that although scientists and poets are radically different in profession, their work requires a similar rigor. “Nature is the source from which our consciousness and identity have sprung,” he writes, “—and which still informs them, whether we recognize it or not.” Nature writers live outside a lot of conventional structures of critique, which also situate them uniquely to open the world to readers who aren’t paying attention to their immediacy. “Being at Two with Nature” questions the moral obligation placed on humans, as privileged species, to protect nonhumans while attempting to parse apart any real difference, if any, between nature writing and environmental writing.

In Spring 1993 The Georgia Review published a special issue, Focus on Nature Writing, which included essays by Douglas Carlson, Barry Lopez, Jane Brox, Louise Erdrich, Sydney Lea, and Brenden Galvin. As if in answer to Finch’s critique, the featured writers drew from many modes: storytelling (recollecting), historical and scientific research, analysis and criticism, and in Galvin’s case, building a case for making an ecopoetic paradigm shift within the discourse of nature writing through a careful study of poets like Robert Lowell. In “The Contemporary Poet and the Natural World” (not included in this book), Galvin claims to be “aware of how art serves its maker before it serves any idea or any other person,” but he also knows “poetry has to deal with what’s outside the mind and body”; thus “knowledge can’t be divorced from the natural world.” Galvin’s essay also aims to complicate binary thinking that would reduce any kind of nature writing simply to “green propaganda” through his methods of exploration.

As Louise Erdrich writes in her 1993 essay “Skunk Dreams,” “I may be a woman who has dreamed herself a skunk, or a skunk still dreaming that she is a woman.” In such a claim, Erdrich demonstrates how subjectivity is not distinct from place or source. The writers in this section immerse themselves in the natural world as a way of learning more about themselves as part of nature and as practitioners whose act of perception is informed by careful attention. They draw from the traditions of nature writing, memoir, scientific writing, and the lyric to remind us that we are not disinterested or distanced parties in relation to ecological disaster but rather participants and recipients.



JEROME BUMP

From “Hopkins, the Humanities, and the Environment”



The emergence of ecology, Gestalt psychology, and the theories of relativity and indeterminacy in modern physics and quantum theory has revealed that the primary cause of the accelerating destruction of our natural environment is our habitual confusion of certain mental models with reality. In our love affair with technology we forget that multi-dimensional reality cannot always be translated into a linear symbol system, much less simplistic dualisms. Preoccupied with specialization and minute analysis, we have often taken for granted such categorical oppositions as man vs. nature, cause vs. effect, matter vs. energy, organism vs. behavior, and so on. The trouble is that by looking only at the opposite poles of such dualisms we ignore everything in the middle, and fail to recognize the dependency of each pole on the other. Moreover, unable to conceive of opposites as aspects of the same thing, we have no word for the larger unit which contains both opposites. Take the man vs. nature dualism, for instance. The search for a word for the greater whole which includes both man and nature has been intensified by the sudden increase in our capacity to destroy our world since World War II, dramatized by nuclear explosions and the extinction of various species. The result has been the sudden popularity of the term “ecology.” Unfortunately, like “God” and other terms used to bridge the gap between the poles of dualisms, “ecology” is often a vague, catch-all concept, and has now been used by so many people to mean so many things that it has already joined our lexicon of polite, meaningless words.

Nevertheless, a conception of the unity of the whole is still badly needed; the idea of an “ecosystem” remains indispensable—a special equilibrium achieved not by the levelling of individual variety but by promoting it, a harmonious unity of contained conflicts, a special interlocking of the self-seeking actions of individual organisms and the communal well-being upon which they are dependent. And the goal of the ecological movement remains as challenging and revolutionary as ever: to replace the dissection of reality, the basic preoccupation of Western thought in the last few centuries, with an attempt to comprehend multifarious effects simultaneously, to cope intellectually with the complex unity of things, ultimately an attempt to make the ecological concepts of synthesis and homeostasis as dominant in the next century as analysis and progress have been in the last two centuries.

Many in the avant-garde of this new intellectual movement have perceived the necessity of replacing the man-nature dualism with the idea of man as a participating member in the whole community of living species, the subject-object dualism with the idea of mutual interdependency of organism and environment, and the cause vs. effect dualism with the ideas of relativity and mutual implication. Some are also beginning to consider the possibility of rejecting altogether our basic concept of man as isolated brain, with all its corollary dualisms of mind vs. body, thought vs. feeling, adult vs. child, and civilized vs. primitive, and resurrecting the idea of the whole man that the humanities have cultivated for so long. Interdisciplinary thinkers in a variety of fields are re-evaluating the child’s vision of unity with nature, the tribal man’s sense of the unbroken solidarity of life and his ability to identify with other creatures, the personal sense of historical continuity and the necessity for conservation fostered by the Chinese family system, the Greek medical concept of the harmony of the body, and the possibility of a biological basis for intuition. In the humanities, now that we have begun to see what Albert Schweitzer meant when he said that the great fault of all Western ethics is that they have dealt only with the relations between man and man, we can begin to see some of the dangers inherent in the narcissistic preoccupation with the individual-in-isolation which has increasingly dominated Western art in the last two centuries.

Obviously, as ecology develops as a synthetic discipline, science’s counterpart to art, the inclusion of the humanities becomes more necessary. The humanities must also play a greater role in the conservation movement and the solution of immediate environmental crises. As two officers of the Smithsonian, S. Dillon Ripley and Helmut K. Buechener, put it, “the natural scientist will probably have less influence on the evolution of a conceptual environment relevant to today’s ecological crisis than the humanist. Man’s conceptual environment, not science, will determine, the future of humanity. The humanist has the responsibility of developing our understanding of values with relevance to the central ecological problem of our times.”

To meet this responsibility, whether in education, mass media, or environmental research, we must, first, develop a historical perspective. Though historical continuity is the basic philosophy of conservation, ecologists and environmental engineers as well as humanists often lack not only a sense of the genetics of basic ecological ideas but even a sense of the history of past attempts to solve particular problems. Notice, for instance, how the designers of urban freeways have only magnified the worst errors of the railroad builders of the nineteenth century. In general, few have realized that many of the basic ideas of ecology may be traced to Malthus, Lyell, and Darwin, and that the battle for legislation against industrial pollution was begun in England over a century ago. England, for instance, passed a national law against the pollution of rivers almost twenty years before river pollution ever became a serious problem in America.

Moreover, few conservationists realize that the conservation ethic derives from nineteenth-century Romanticism, or that there were many nineteenth-century defenders of the environment in the arts. Some writers on environmental issues mention Dickens’ Hard Times, of course, and sometimes Ruskin, but I have yet to find anybody who is even aware of the contributions of, say, Gerard Manley Hopkins. Obviously, if his attempt to develop our understanding of ecological values is to be successful, the humanist as well as the scientist must learn how to avoid the mistakes and build on the successes of his predecessors. There is much we can learn today from the efforts of nineteenth-century artists to create a sensitivity to their environment how their efforts assisted the struggles for pollution, conservation, and restoration legislation, to what extent their moral suasion was a replacement for it, where they succeeded, and why they failed.

Because our language controls so much of our response to the world around us, literature is particularly important. Creative literature can make us conscious of the arbitrary limits of language and stretch them to encompass more of experienced reality; it can expose our categorical dualisms as fictions which we have taken literally and replace them with new fictions more congruent with a larger reality. Because poetry, for instance, is such a rich source of relatively small models which represent unity in variety without oversimplifying complexity or levelling individuality, it can be useful in interdisciplinary environmental science. In Paul Ehrenfeld’s textbook, Biological Conservation, for example, on one page a titration curve for acetic acid is employed to demonstrate the buffer effect, and on the opposite page a thirteen-line poem from Vonnegut’s Cat’s Cradle is quoted to illustrate “Hidden Relationships and Unforeseen Ramifications.” This is but one recognition of the fact that in many ways poets have anticipated environmental scientists and have expressed their ideas in more concrete, enduring, and persuasive language. This is particularly true of those few poets who, motivated by what would now be known as “ecological awareness,” continually experimented with various literary structures to communicate it.



JAMES KILGO

Actual Field Conditions




As creatures of song and flight, birds suggest so powerfully the impulses of the mind and spirit that Adam himself must have made the connection. Even in ancient mythology and fairy tale, according to Marie Louise von Franz, birds stand for “a nearly bodiless entity, an inhabitant of the air, of the wind sphere, which has always been associated with the human psyche.” Poets have persisted in the mythological view. Keats’s nightingale, Shelley’s skylark, Hopkins’ kestrel, and Yeats’s swans all correspond to something in our nature that refuses to accept mortality and dreams of the freedom of flying. The major weakness in this way of seeing, as any ornithologist will quickly tell you, is its failure to recognize the behavior of birds under actual field conditions.



When I was a boy there were men in my hometown who were respected for their knowledge of birds. They were not bird lovers in the usual sense of that term but farmers and foresters who spoke without self-consciousness about such things as declines in the redheaded woodpecker population or the rare occurrence in our area of a painted bunting. I assumed that these were matters of general interest, and I never thought it unusual when my parents called to my attention some bird that caught their eye.

Once, when we were fishing on the creek below our house, my father suddenly gripped me by the shoulder and whispered, “Look!” He put his hand on the back of my head and aimed my gaze toward a ferny spot on the far bank. There, flitting about among the sun-splotched leaves, was a small yellow bird I had never seen before. “That’s a prothonotary warbler,” he said. The conjunction of that improbable name with the brilliant flame color of its breast seemed marvelous to me.

The first bird I remember identifying on my own was a black and white warbler. I was ten or eleven years old, sitting one morning on a log near the creek when I spied it in the low canopy overhead. Although I was familiar with the species from an illustration by Louis Agassiz Fuertes in a set of cards I had ordered from Arm and Hammer Soda, I was not prepared for the precision of zebra striping on a bird so tiny. I ran all the way home, excited by a wild conviction that something had been settled.

What had been settled, I understood much later, was my experience of that particular species. The sight of the bird required a response—I had to do something about it. A camera would have worked—even a gun, I’m afraid, because I wanted to have the bird—but the name alone was enough. Armed only with that, I applied it, ratified the act of seeing, and appropriated the black and white warbler.

Perhaps the obvious way of seizing and holding such moments of delight, especially for one who is able to draw, is by painting the bird. For some reason, that possibility did not occur to me until I was grown. By the time it did, I had devoted several years to avid birding, naming every new species I could find until my fascination with birds was reduced to a mere game of listing, in which the checking off of a species amounts almost to a cancellation of it. As if that weren’t bad enough, the game became for me a competition with other such binocular-visioned people.

Then one day on the beach of Sapelo, a barrier island off the coast of Georgia, something happened that changed my way of looking at birds. I was participating in a Christmas bird count with a small group of experienced birders and ornithologists. On Saturday night one of them reported having seen what he thought was a stilt sandpiper on the south end of the beach. Because that species occurs rarely on the South Atlantic coast, most of us needed it for our lists, so early the next morning the whole crowd piled into a couple of vehicles and headed down the strand.

We must have presented quite a spectacle as we climbed from the jeeps—a brigade of birders, wrapped in heavy coats and armed with binoculars, some even with a ’scope and tripod, tramping down an empty winter beach to “get” a sandpiper. According to Roger Tory Peterson’s description, the bird is almost indistinguishable at that time of year from dowitchers and lesser yellowlegs. Even the man who had reported seeing it had had trouble confirming identification because it was part of a mixed flock of small shorebirds.

The sun stood before us upon the water, its reflection blazing on the wet sand where the waves reached and retreated, and a cold salt wind was glowing off the ocean. I began to doubt that I would have the patience to sort out a stilt sandpiper from a large flock of sand-colored shorebirds, and I was bothered as well by the legitimacy of my recording it if someone else identified it first.

On the point at the end of the beach hundreds of birds were racing along the edge of the surf; hundreds more lay dozing in the dry sand, their feathers ruffled by the steady wind; and a few big, solitary willets stood here and there like unhappy schoolteachers watching children at recess. I took one look through my binoculars into the glare and realized that I didn’t care enough about a stilt sandpiper to bother.

Looking for something to pick up—driftwood, bottle, or shell—I left the crowd and climbed the high dunes. On the other side, between me and the marsh, lay a long, shallow lagoon. It appeared to be connected to the sound at high tide, but now with the ebb it was an isolated pool. A flock of large birds, all of a kind, was wading in it, stretching, preening, and feeding. They were a species I had seen before—marbled godwits—but I grabbed my binoculars anyway and focused on one bird. From that angle the light upon its mottled brown plumage was ideal; I could even detect the flesh-colored base of its recurved bill. Then I lowered the glasses in favor of the whole choreography. There must be fifty of them, I thought, and I marveled at their obedience to the common will that moved them all in one direction, comprehending a dozen little sideshows of casual interaction. I delighted in the repetition of muted color and graceful form, reflected fifty times in blue water.

Suddenly, by a shared impulse the godwits rose crying from the pool and wheeled in an arc above me, their cinnamon wings flashing in the sun. I watched them fly south toward St. Simons, hearing their cries after I could no longer distinguish the flock in the shimmering air.

With the dying away of their cries I sat down on the dune. The other bird watchers were scattered on the beach below me, still focused on the flock of sandpipers, but I was not ready yet to rejoin them. For I had seen godwits rising in the sun—a glory of godwits crying down upon the marshes—and I felt strangely abandoned. I wanted to grab hold of that moment with both hands, before it faded away with the birds, and keep it; and I wanted to tell my friends on the beach about it so they could see it too. If only I could paint it all, I thought—the strong winter light and the birds’ insistent cries. I could at least try, I decided, and I would, would paint it in watercolor, bathed in that light, and those who saw it would feel something of the loneliness I had felt.

Not long after the Christmas count on Sapelo I saw the illustrations by Robert Verity Clem for The Shorebirds of North America. They represented exactly the kind of thing I wanted to do. For the next year I studied them as well as the work of Fuertes and George Miksch Sutton, sketched hundreds of birds in the field, and often picked up road-kills to learn anatomy and plumage patterns. It was not mere illustration that I sought but a representation of the experience of seeing a particular bird in its habitat, as I had seen the black and white warbler that day on the creek or those godwits rising above me in the sun.

The ornithologist who introduced me to the behavior of birds under actual field conditions was a South Georgia farmer named Calvin Hardy, one of the group on the Christmas count. When I met him on the dock, waiting for the boat to Sapelo, I could see right away that he was different from the rest of us. Big and sturdy, as though cut to a larger pattern than most men, he gave the impression that if something broke he could fix it.

I was not surprised to hear that Calvin was a farmer and a forester. In fact, he reminded me of those men whose interest in birds I had noticed when growing up. Before the weekend was over I learned, partly by talking to him but mostly from a mutual friend, that he was also an airplane pilot and a carpenter of better-than-average skill; that he had published papers on herpetology, mammalogy, and ornithology; that he photographed wildflowers, and collected stamps, coins, antique turpentining equipment, and local folklore; and that he lived in an old railroad depot he had moved two miles from its original site after cutting it in half with a chainsaw.

Somehow Calvin and I discovered quickly that each of us had stories the other wanted to hear, so we spent the late night hours of that weekend drinking coffee and talking. By the time we left the island Sunday afternoon, I knew that he, like me, was one of those people who has to do something about birds. Painting, I had just realized, was the thing I would do; Calvin’s was science. At that time he was working on the nesting habits of herons and egrets. “Come on down to South Georgia in June,” he said, “and we’ll go into a rookery.”

Most wading birds are colonial nesters. The colony is called a rookery, or by some a heronry. In South Georgia the birds often select lime sink ponds as nesting sites. As long as a colony remains undisturbed the birds will return to it year after year until they eventually fill the capacity of the place; an established rookery may contain six different species of wading birds and as many as two thousand nests. Calvin had been going into the rookeries in his part of the state for several years, mainly for the purpose of determining and monitoring flucuations in the populations of the predominant species—the little blue heron and the cattle egret, the latter an exotic that had made its way across the Atlantic from Africa at the end of the nineteenth century and has since worked its way north to our continent. Though the intruder does not compete for food with native species, Calvin suspected that it was taking over sites formerly held by the little blues.

In May he called to remind me of the invitation. The nesting season would be at its peak in a few weeks, he said; we might find as many as five or six species. I needed no encouragement. The rookery would afford a rare opportunity to photograph and sketch the wading birds in their own bedroom. I could hardly wait.

The morning was already hot when we climbed from the truck and started across a brushy field. Ahead of us stood the woods, quietly shimmering through the heat waves as though nothing remarkable were happening within its shadow. But presently we began to detect a commotion, a murmur of flaps and squawks. As we drew nearer, the trees before us seemed to bloom with white birds. Herons were ascending, reluctantly it appeared, to hover above the canopy, legs a-dangle, and complain at our intrusion. Still nearer, we caught a vague whiff of organic effiuvium that grew stronger as we approached the trees.

Beneath the canopy we paused at the edge of what appeared to be not water but a pale-green floor; through it rose a thin forest of tupelo gum, red maple, pond cypress, and pine. The flapping activity of the adult birds receded before us to the far reaches of the rookery, and for a moment I could neither see nor hear young birds. After the clamor that had greeted us, the silence seemed unnatural. I thought of alligators, prehistoric submarines cruising noiselessly beneath the green floor, and I felt some reluctance to enter the rookery. Calvin had not mentioned gators to me, but since we were entering their habitat I thought I might ask.

“I wouldn’t worry about them,” he said. Then he smiled, “But if you do get tangled up with one, remember now that his belly is the soft part.”

His smile was no sure sign that he was kidding—he smiled most of the time—so I checked a bit furtively to see that my Randall skinning knife was still securely fastened on my hip. Then I followed him in.

A thick mat of vegetation, streaked and splashed with chalky excrement, lay upon the surface of the pond. Beneath this the water was a warm chowder. Ten yards out we were waist-deep in it, pushing the surface before us like a buckling rug and releasing smells that engulfed us as we moved.

Calvin was already busy recording data with a pad and a mechanical counter as he moved confidently through the trees. I was dropping behind, still a little conscious of my legs but mainly marveling at the nests—frail platforms, four or five to a tree sometimes, lying in the forks of branches six to eight feet above the water. Looking up from underneath I could see the sky through them, and many of them held clutches of three eggs. By climbing onto the roots of a tree and holding on to the trunk I was able to look into several nests. The eggs were of the palest blue-green, as large as golf balls and oval in form. What astonished me most was the capacity of such slight nests to support their weight.

Many of the nests contained newly hatched chicks, nestled in damp clumps (sometimes around an addled egg), and looking back at me with yellow reptilian eyes. From the number of fledglings standing about on the edges of nests and neighboring branches, I figured that these birds, in their ravenous determination to receive food before their siblings, quickly developed the strong legs that enabled them to climb out of their flimsy quarters. Once out, however, they remained in the immediate vicinity, jostling each other in clumsy sidestep as they awaited the return of their parents with food. Most of the birds we saw were in this stage of development: ineffectual sentinels protesting our presence by gaping and squawking and, in their excitement, sometimes regurgitating or defecating as we passed by or paused to take pictures of them.

Most birds in the fledgling stage are ungainly—hence the tale of the ugly duckling—but few species present a greater contrast between the immature stages and the adult than wading birds. Crowned with ludicrous patches of hairy down, these tailless white creatures seemed badly put together—too much neck, too much leg, and none of it under control. They looked to be in constant danger of toppling from the branches, and occasionally a bird would indeed lose its balance. We saw one hanging upside down, wings fallen open so that the light shone through the membranes, and clutching its perch with the toes of one desperate foot.

I wondered how long the bird could last in that position and how long a gator would take to find it once it had let go. Calvin said he doubted that alligator predation was a significant factor in the mortality of immature birds, though he was sure that the reptiles took an occasional victim as they scavenged the rookery. Just then he pointed out a young bird crawling from the thick gravy at the base of a tree and clambering laboriously up its trunk, using beak, claws, and even wings like some prehistoric creature moving from the amphibian stage through the reptilian to the avian in one heroic action. But I was not moved to admiration. In its mindless determination to survive, the creature seemed hideous to me—but I was hot and filthy, and I had already seen too many birds, too many eggs.

On our way out of the rookery Calvin spied a pair of anhinga chicks perched in their nest about ten feet up and had me stand on his shoulders to photograph them. Their buff down looked as thick as the nap on a baby harp seal, and I had to restrain an impulse to stroke them. After snapping several pictures I lowered the camera to Calvin and embraced the tree to shinny down the trunk. As I glanced over my shoulder at the green surface beneath me, I felt suddenly that I was suspended above the primal generative slime itself, composite of earth, air, fire, and water, secreted from the earth by what Annie Dillard has called “the pressure of fecundity.” I clung to the tree, appalled by the terrific energy that digested sticks, eggs, leaves, excrement, even baby birds, and bubbled up a scum of duckweed, releasing in the process a blast of heat and odor. God knows, I thought, what it might produce if it had the time.

“You need some help?” Calvin asked. The question restored my equilibrium. This was after all only a rookery. So I climbed down and followed in his wake toward dry land. As we approached the edge, the adult herons and egrets with a clapping and beating of wings began to reclaim the area we had deserted, young birds commenced to clamor again for food, and the rookery resumed its normal business. Give them a wooded lime-sink pond, I thought, and they will do the rest—these ethereal white creatures—by dropping sticks and laying eggs and regurgitating a mash of protein and defecating thousands of times a day. And the result? New egrets, hundreds of them emerging from the rank miasma to glide like angels upon fields of summer hay or to float upon their individual images in quiet ponds.

Near the edge of the rookery a white egret rose up from a low nest ahead of us and flapped off through the trees. Calvin sensed it was something different, but he resisted a conclusion. In the nest we found a wet, new chick and two eggs, one cracking even as we looked at it. “Snowy egret,” he guessed, but the scientist in him required confirmation so we hid and waited for the parent to return.

The most elegant of American wading birds, the snowy is a predominantly coastal species, and we were over a hundred miles inland. Calvin suspected that this might be a nesting record for the interior of the state—he had never found snowies in a rookery before. I shared a little of his excitement, but my thoughts were of a different nature. As wading birds go, the stumpy little cattle egrets we had been observing occupy he lower end of the aesthetic yardstick. Somehow, it seemed to me, that fact had something to do with the evidence we had just seen of the birds’ appetite for breeding. I had no trouble envisioning a field of cattle egrets shamelessly engaged in the business of reproduction, but the image of snowy egrets copulating had never before occurred to me.

When the adult returned to the nest we spotted instantly the bright yellow toes on black feet that confirmed Calvin’s impression. Grasping a thin branch, the egret seemed to reverse the direction of its wing beats in a frantic effort to balance itself. I couldn’t tell which parent this was, but the bird’s white flurry in that shadowed place startled me into a vision of a gorgeous male, nuptial plumes a-quiver as he climbed the back of a crouching female and held her neck in his beak.

I didn’t give much thought to painting that night. As we sat in front of his house, watching purple martins in the heavy twilight, Calvin interpreted the statistics we had gathered, and his eyes sparkled as he recalled various details of our trip. But my skull was filled with a green stew that sloshed when I lay down to sleep, and my imagination struggled with wet wings to climb out of it. If I were praying to the same God who charged egrets with the procreative urge, I didn’t see how I could expect much of an audience.

The next morning Calvin took me up in his Taylorcraft, a flying machine of uncertain vintage that reminded me more of a kite than a airplane. He thought he had discovered the general location of a new rookery in the next county and wanted to see if he could verify it from the air. About ten miles west of town, at fifteen hundred feet, he pointed out a cool green spot on the ground that looked exactly like a mint, dropped down onto the patchwork of fields and woods. “Recognize that?” he asked. White specks, brilliant particles against the dark ground were converging upon the spot and radiating from it in slow, deliberate flights. I felt as though I were looking down through clear water at something going on in another world. The effects of the day before were already beginning to diminish; nothing about the mint-green spot prompted memory of the rookery’s reek and clamor. I began to understand the lofty point of view. It was easy up here to ignore rookeries, even to deny the fall of baby birds, and I saw that there might be some chance for the imagination in the clean, cold, blue air.

Then came the hawks. They appeared at first as a dark shape out in front of us. We didn’t recognize it immediately, the thing not in flight but falling, and hurtling not away but toward us. Then, for a single instant, we saw clearly two birds in clasped union; for that frozen moment they seemed suspended in the force of their own energy. Almost into the prop, they split apart, one blown past the windshield, the other peeling away below. If I had been standing up, my knees would have buckled.

“What was that?” I shouted above the engine.

“Red-tails, weren’t they?”

“I mean, what were they doing?”

“What did it look like?”

“You mean they really do it in the air like that?”

“What do you think?” he asked.

But I couldn’t answer. I was so exhilarated by that incredible intersection, thinking was out of the question.

On the ground again, I remembered Walt Whitman’s poem about the free fall of copulating eagles: “a swirling mass tight grappling, / In tumbling turning clustering loops, straight downward falling.” A single, graphic image of what he calls their dalliance, it risks no statement of meaning, evidently because Whitman thought the image was message enough. I agree with his judgment, but I had made closer contact with the birds I saw. Their attractive force clapped me to them. And though the roar of the plane had interrupted their long tumble and blasted them apart, I continued to fall with them, convinced that the whole green earth below was one damned rookery, its power as strong as gravity.



ROBERT FINCH

Being at Two with Nature



On Cape Cod, where I live, most people still enter their houses through the back door. This is a holdover from the old days when the front door, the formal entrance, was used only rarely—usually by the minister, the sheriff, or the undertaker. These figures were greeted with ceremony and good china, but they were kept in the front parlor and were not expected to stay long. The inhabitants, on the other hand, tended naturally to use the rear entrance, up a dirt path lined with dogs and chickens and the day’s wash.

In this respect, at least, the field of nature writing is something like the traditional Cape Cod house. Most of what I would call nature writing is done not by scientists or formally trained naturalists, or even by writers with substantial scientific backgrounds, but by writers who slip in through the back door of the humanities. There have been notable exceptions, of course—Aldo Leopold, Rachel Carson, Loren Eiseley, René Dubos, E.O. Wilson, for example—who had established credentials in the natural sciences before being recognized as literary figures. But most of us are novelists, poets, artists, journalists, actors, philosophers, theologians. We tend to get our grounding in natural history on our own or secondhand, leading somewhat parasitical lives by associating with, and appropriating material and ideas from, professional scientists and naturalists.

My own case is fairly typical. I grew up along the glass-littered, oil-sheened banks of the Passaic River in industrial New Jersey. Until I was twenty-five years old I could not tell a maple from an oak (or imagine why anyone would care to know). I did read Walden in high school, not as a “nature book” but, like most adolescents, as a blueprint for making my own life memorable and extraordinary.

In college I took only one elective science course: an introductory class in ecology (this in the days when only scientists used the word ecology) taught by the late George C. Clarke, a wonderful old-school marine biologist long associated with the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institute. From that course I remember only two facts, both about wind: that in parts of Texas on a windy day it is possible for a man to expectorate for half a mile; and that the highest wind velocity ever recorded was on Mt. Washington in New Hampshire during the hurricane of 1938, when the anemometer reached a wind velocity of 213 mph—and then was blown off the mountain.

In graduate school I took one other natural-history course, this time in ornithology. I had an instructor who was doing his doctoral dissertation on the feeding habits of vultures in the Caribbean. One day he passed out a reprint of an article he had written on his research methods. It described how he had trapped the birds, massaged their crops to force them to throw up, and then carefully analyzed the vomit—which showed a predominance of coconut, followed by the remains of rodents, insects, and some other vegetable matter. I remember thinking, as an English graduate student, that his methods and results were not all that different from those we were being taught to employ in our own discipline.

These minimal formal experiences with the biological sciences may have had something to do with my eventual gravitation into nature writing, but I doubt it. Instead I seem to have backed into the field through a general love of literature, a desire to be a writer, an early habit of keeping journals, and the gradual discovery that I possessed a strong feeling for place. Only several years after leaving the academic arena did I begin shaping my accumulated bulk of notes and sketches into a form that is generally known as “the nature essay.”

Such a hybridized history, like that of so many nature writers, is reflected in the awkward and unhelpful array of binomial name-tags that have been pinned on us. Nature writers are labeled variously as poet-naturalists, natural-history writers, literary naturalists, nature essayists, creative naturalists, and so on. The preponderance of double terms used to describe the genre’s practitioners suggests, I believe, some inner dichotomy in the minds of those who use them, some not-quite-comfortable amalgam of the humanities and science. This confusion reaches even to Walden, that supreme icon of American nature writing, which has remained something of a wandering orphan on the shelves of most libraries. One might think it could always be found under American Letters, but over the years I have found it shelved with general nature writing, New England regional literature, personal essays, travel, philosophy, economics, science and technology, limnology, even pets (well, Thoreau did keep some ants inside for a while . . .).

What is nature writing anyway? Like fall warblers, works of nature writing are not always easy to recognize. From a distance their characteristic outlines may seem distinct, but individual birds tend to be difficult to identify. I suspect that, in addition to Walden, most readers would agree to include under the general rubric of nature writing such works as Gilbert White’s The Natural History of Selborne, Charles Darwin’s Voyage of the Beagle, John Muir’s My First Summer in the Sierra, Mary Austin’s The Land of Little Rain, Aldo Leopold’s Sand County Almanac, Loren Eiseley’s The Immense Journey, Edward Abbey’s Desert Solitaire, and Barry Lopez’ Arctic Dreams. But what about Coleridge’s Anima Poetae, or Mark Twain’s Life on the Mississippi, or Gerard Manley Hopkins’ journals and diaries, or Isak Dinesen’s Out of Africa, or D.H. Lawrence’s Etruscan Places, or Norman Maclean’s A River Runs Through It? And should we mention Moby-Dick, Leaves of Grass, or the novels of Willa Cather and William Faulkner? Clearly nature writing is not simply a question of subject matter, but of the writer’s intent and treatment of that matter.

Consider for a moment those two “facts” about wind I cited at the start of this essay. What they have in common is not just the same environmental vector but a more significant characteristic. In each case scientific information is coupled with a peculiarly human element: wind force defined on one hand by human spit and on the other by man-made machines that are themselves overwhelmed by the very power they are designed to measure. These, I would suggest, are the kinds of “natural facts” that attract nature writers—data or experiences with human meaning attached to them, or on which they can bring some human meaning to bear.

John Steinbeck illustrates this idea in his introduction to The Log from the Sea of Cortez (1951), an account of an expedition with his friend, the biologist Ed Ricketts, to study the marine life of the Gulf of California. He also points toward a definition of nature writing by focusing on the crucial distinction between scientific and literary natural history:

We wanted to see everything our eyes would accommodate, to think what we could, and, out of our seeing and thinking, to build some kind of structure in modeled imitation of the observed reality. We knew that what we would see and record and construct would be warped, as all knowledge patterns are warped, first, by the collective pressure and stream of our time and race, second, by the thrust of our individual personalities. But knowing this, we might not fall into too many holes—we might maintain some balance between our warp and the separate thing, the external reality. The oneness of these two might take its contribution from both. For example: the Mexican sierra has “XVII-15-IX” spines in the dorsal fin. These can easily be counted. But if the sierra strikes hard on the line so that our hands are burned, if the fish sounds and nearly escapes and finally comes in over the rail, his colors pulsing and his tail beating the air, a whole new relational externality has come into being—an entity which is more than the sum of the fish plus the fisherman.

In other words, both scientists and nature writers impose patterns upon their subjects. But it is the nature writer’s deliberate intent to include that “relational externality” between self and nature, to filter natural experience through an individual sensibility, that makes the undertaking a literary one.

Yet despite the high literary caliber of such contemporary practitioners as Wallace Stegner, Annie Dillard, Barry Lopez, Peter Matthiessen, John Hay, John Fowles, Edward Hoagland, and John McPhee, many critics still seem uneasy evaluating nature writing as literature. Rather, its authors tend to be judged on such things as their perception and sensitive recording of natural fact (“Her book contains a wealth of observation on the little-understood ecosystems of southern Minnesota”), their defense of endangered species (“An eloquent effort to understand a despised, feared and heavily mythologized beast”), their philosophical and moral stands on current environmental crises (“An important warning towards an uncertain future”)—even for their ability to chop wood or survive alone in the desert or build a birch-bark canoe, things most of them are not especially good at. Though token acknowledgment is frequently given to an author’s style (“Fleshy, quite often rapt”), nature writers are too seldom recognized for being—as much as any lyric poet or short-story writer—conscious literary craftsmen, shapers of experience.

What sets off nature writing from all other kinds of writing about nature, I think, is that it tries to suggest a relationship with the natural environment that is more than strictly intellectual, biological, cultural, or even ethical—though it pays due attention to these aspects. This is not to denigrate other forms of natural history, especially the basic field research that provides much of the grist for the contemporary nature writers’ mills. But nature writers tend to see nature as more than a subject for scientific research or a life-support system for human society which must be managed wisely, more than a source of aesthetic and recreational pleasure or a topic for philosophical speculation, more even than something which has basic “rights” and “values” and which we have a moral obligation to protect and pass on to posterity. Rather, they sense that nature is, at its very heart, an enduring mystery—a mystery, as Henry Beston put it, for which “poetry is as necessary to comprehension as science.” They sense a fundamental connection in the physical and biological world not just with human existence but with human identity. They suspect that, despite the urban lives most of us live today, we must look to the sounds and images of unedited natural experience for the true sources of our emotions, our impulses, our longings—even for the very language of imagination itself. In other words, what the nature writer seeks is as whole and immediate and integrated a response to nature as most other writers seek with other human beings, real or fictional.

This is why nature writers, as opposed to environmental writers, tend to have no agenda—no theory to test, no point to prove, no program or plan for salvation to push. Or if they do, as in a book like Farley Mowat’s Never Cry Wolf, the agenda tends to be subordinated to or eventually overwhelmed by the larger human experience related. This is why, in my mind at least, Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring is important as a work of environmental writing, but The Edge of the Sea stands as one of the finest books of twentieth-century nature writing.

This is not to say that the propagandist or the moralist does not often exist within the same set of covers with the nature writer. Thoreau himself was no slouch at lecturing the reader, and part of the pleasure of reading a writer like Edward Abbey is being hit full in the face with his unbridled and outrageous Old Testament fury. But at its core, nature writing does not so much seek to express didactic certainty, or even unambiguous meaning, as to find imaginative connection with what D.H. Lawrence called the “circumambient universe”—the plants, animals, and natural forces with which we share existence.

This desire to restore nature to its central place in individual, personal experience can be seen as part of a broader attempt by writers from many fields to bridge the notorious “science/humanities gap,” first popularized three decades ago in C.P. Snow’s The Two Cultures (although the discussion actually goes back at least to the lectures of Thomas Huxley and Matthew Arnold over a century ago). Nature writing in a sense serves as a melting-pot genre where scientists and humanists can meet on congenial terms. Of course, during the golden age of natural-history writing—the later eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries—there was no such gap to be bridged. Pick up a volume from any of the leading naturalists of that era—John or William Bartram, Mark Catesby, Alexander Wilson, John James Audubon, Philip Gosse, Louis Agassiz, Charles Darwin, Thomas Nuttall—and you will find a human sensibility, a full and engaging personality, behind it. Here, for example, is the final paragraph from Darwin’s The Descent of Man (1859):

Man may be excused from feeling some pride at having risen, though not through his own exertions, to the very summit of the organic scale; and the fact of his having thus risen, instead of having been aboriginally placed there, may give him hopes for a still higher destiny in the distant future. But we are not here concerned with hopes or fears, only with the truth as far as our reason allows us to discover it. I have given the evidence to the best of my ability; and we must acknowledge, as it seems to me, that man with all his noble qualities, with sympathy which feels for the most debased, with benevolence which extends not only to other men but to the humblest living creatures, with his godlike intellect which has penetrated into the movements and constitution of the solar system—with all these exalted powers—Man still bears in his bodily frame the indelible stamp of his lowly origin.

What unabashed humanity there is in a passage like this!—so full of personal humility, racial hubris, deliberate rhetorical flourishes, compassion, and a sense of the enormity of his subject. One can easily forgive what now seem its faults—such as its ingrained Victorian sense of progress—because of Darwin’s fullness of response to the philosophical as well as the scientific implications of man’s evolutionary nature. It is ironic that the man who was responsible for the transformation of the study of modern biological science employed language in his landmark works that today would be “unacceptable” in most scientific papers.

Earlier I suggested that the awkward hybrid terminology that has evolved to describe nature writing implied a more profound and disturbing dichotomy in our contemporary concept of nature. If the underlying intent of the genre is, as I have said, to reintegrate the human personality in its response to nature, then one reason why nature writing has been so difficult to categorize (and why there has been such resistance to its acceptance as genuine literature) may be precisely because it threatens to break down traditional Western categories that we have come to hold dear: the divisions between literature and science, between fiction and nonfiction, and above all, between human culture and nature.

There is now almost universal intellectual acceptance of the premise that humanity is a part of nature. Yet every day, as global ecological crises worsen, we wonder why we have paid little more than lip service to that idea in our individual and communal actions. It is easy enough to point the finger at the vast structure of vested economic and political interests, or at the apathy and sense of helplessness of the individual in the face of overwhelming environmental problems. But I think there is a more fundamental problem in our refusal to internalize what we know to be true. There seems to remain, on a deep emotional level, something in us that does not want the barriers broken down, that resists the notion that we are, in the most literal sense, not only a part but a product of physical creation. Nature writing poses problems beyond those of classification or evaluation by touching something extremely basic in the human psyche. The nature writer is not merely exploring the natural world and offering an individual response; he is asserting his, and our, undeniable connection to that world—which is nonhuman, which is otherness, which is not us.

We resist this connection in large part because we recognize in the natural a world where human moral structures and value systems do not apply, at least as we usually apply them. It is this sense of an unbridgeable gap—between ourselves and a natural order which seems to fly in the face of human sensibilities—that leads most of us to attempt to view nature with scientific detachment, to imbue it with human values, or simply to avoid it. Yet it is this same simultaneous gap/connection between the human and natural world that nature writers both delight in and recoil from. The best are honest enough to record and explore both responses. At one place in Pilgrim at Tinker Creek Annie Dillard can say, “The great hurrah about wild animals is that they exist at all.” In another, after watching a praying mantis devour its mate during the act of copulation, she can protest that “The universe that suckled us is a monster that does not care if we live or die . . . we can only try to outwit it at every turn to save our skins.”

The naturalist imagination always makes the basic assumption, first deliberately tested by Thoreau, that nature (or the nonhuman environment) has something fundamentally important to teach us about ourselves as human beings—not because of its scientific or poetic potential, not as anything that we can directly use, but precisely because we have fundamental connections to it. Nature is the source from which our consciousness and identity have sprung—and which still informs them, whether we recognize it or not.

John Hay, one of our finest contemporary nature writers, put the intent of much nature writing in a nutshell when he wrote, “One ought to be able to say, Here is a life not mine, I am enriched.” This, I think, expresses the essential task of nature writers. Nature is a continual challenge to our very image of ourselves, to all we have created and set apart from it. Our instinct is to hide from nature by covering it up with our works or our words, to control it with our simplistic technology or our narrow ideas, to cut it down to our size—which, as Hay says elsewhere, may be making too little of too much. The nature writer’s job is not to limit or encompass nature, not even necessarily to explain or interpret it, but to show it to us in all its scope: its beauty and repulsiveness, its sociability and its utter alienness, its nurturing and its destructive elements, its immeasurable providence and (more terrifying than any malice) its indifference to human aspirations—and in so doing to extend our own humanity.

But this, after all, has always been the job of artists everywhere: to make us see in new ways, to make us comfortable with the uncomfortable and uncomfortable with the comfortable, familiar with the unfamiliar and unfamiliar with the familiar, responsive to what we have ignored and skeptical—or at least questioning—of what we have loved without examination. This is at once the challenge, the risk, and at times the great reward of the nature writer. For he is always putting his human values on the line, always placing himself and his viewpoint at the center of the universe (though aware of the immense folly of doing so), and then waiting with glad suspense, open-eyed, with pencil or word processor in hand, to see which universal force—an earthquake or an ant—will be the next one to knock him right back on his assumptions.



GARY PAUL NABHAN

Hummingbirds and Human Aggressions

A View from the High Tanks



I

This is not exactly what I’d call a resort, nor have I come here for sport. Instead, I’ve pulled into a pit stop on the devil’s highway, in February 1991, for a reckoning of sorts. I’ve come to see if anything grows in the tank tracks scarring the desert floor, to watch creatures battling for riches in patches along dry washes, and to reflect upon human aggression.

My camp in Arizona’s Stinking Hot Desert is more than twenty-five miles away from the nearest permanent human habitation, but less than four from a stretch of international border. That stretch, among the hottest on earth, has pulled me into its camps six winters over the last sixteen. This year differs in a subtle manner; I feel a tension carried in the atmosphere which I have failed to observe before. I sense this weight in the air is somehow balanced by the war in Kuwait. I am not sure, however, whether I am the one bringing this tension along, or whether it is endemic to this land of little rain but remained hidden from me in the past.

The origins of this tension have become my consuming passion. Like a lab scientist peering through a microscope to identify some debilitating disease, I’ve fixed on a global issue through concentrating my attention on this desert microcosm. I hope to discover a morality that is not an abstraction, one that emerges out of the local ecology, and that I can adhere to in this place. This morality must address a fundamental issue, “Are human societies fatally stuck in a genetic script of aggression against one another, whether or not such behavior is now adaptive?”

With every step I take around camp, I seek clues. I find myself kicking up bones, grave markers, ammunition shells, historic warheads, and missile debris. At night, I glimpse vapor trails of various nomadic tribes, coming in for a little water; the cliffs echo with the calls of owls, these hooting souls reminding me of their presence.

Maybe I can echo-locate myself for you. I’m below an ancient watering spot along the Camino del Diablo, where over four hundred deaths have been recorded during the last century and a half. Some of these wayfarers died of thirst, some from broken dreams, some from ambush. Here, it is not hard to imagine hunters in pursuit, and the hunted in hiding or in flight. Over millennia, various tribes have converged here as their migration routes intersected. They bartered, haggled, or battled over scarce resources, and they shifted the boundary lines of their territories. My camp below High Tanks is loaded with the dispirited bodies of these past encounters, for the historic cemetery and much of the prehistoric archaeology once evident here have been bulldozed and tank-trampled by more recent military maneuvers.

I should explain, by the way, that I speak of two sorts of tanks. The latter are those of the U.S. Marines, armed and armored all-terrain vehicles. The former, the High Tanks, are usually called Tinajas Altas, as they were named in Spanish prior to the battle of the Alamo, when they were still part of Mexico. The High Tanks form a series of nine plunge pools, waterholes no bigger than bathtubs, naturally carved into the bedrock of a shady drainage that cascades five hundred feet down an abrupt granitic ridge.

Such cascades are seldom covered by waterfalls here in southwestern Arizona, where precipitation is so variable from year to year that all averages and ranges have lost their currency. Rain may fail twenty-six months at a time, but bombs fall out of the sky quite frequently, because the tanks lie in a bombing range jointly administered by the Marine Corps Air Station in Yuma and a Bureau of Land Management office in more distant Phoenix. The area is often closed to “public access” during periods of bombing exercises, tank maneuvers, and mock battles. Here, in the late 1970’s, the U.S. military reputedly prepared for the ill-fated helicopter raid into Iran’s arid turf to free American hostages, and more recently it prepped for Operation Desert Storm.

I ponder that operation and my own genetic history as an Arab-American. A week before missiles were exchanged across the Saudi Arabia-Kuwait border, a Middle Eastern geographer sent me a few pages from Sir Arnold Wilson’s 1928 history, The Persian Gulf. I was simultaneously intrigued and appalled to read how, eleven centuries ago, a state of anarchy prevailed from Oman to Basra. Taking advantage of the general chaos, Muhammad bin Nur wrested control of the region: “He cut off the hands and ears, and scooped out the eyes of the nobles, inflicted unheard-of outrages upon the inhabitants, destroyed the watercourses, burnt the books, and utterly destroyed the country.” Nur’s tyranny was met with “the vengeance of an infuriated people,” who disposed of his deputies but then went through seven Imams of their own in less than thirty years. The area continued to be fraught with “intestine quarrels,” Wilson tells us; then, “about the middle of the twelfth century, the Nabhan tribe acquired the ascendancy and ruled over the greater part of the interior of the country until the reestablishment of the Imamate in A.D. 1429; this tribe, however, continued to exercise considerable influence for quite two centuries longer . . . until . . . finally suppressed.”1

Stunned, I learned how my own Nabhan kinsmen fought off Persian invaders, skirmished with a petty sheik from Hormuz, and then dealt with the dread Mongols who, at one time, held nearly all of Asia Minor. During this epoch, a few lasting monuments were introduced: underground qanat waterwork technologies, stone dams, arid-adapted crops, and Persian-influenced temples. To be sure, the long chronicle of bloodletting, upheaval, and desert destruction dwarfs these material accomplishments. My paternal ancestors had no doubt been as absorbed in the warring, the warding of territory, and the hoarding of resources as any of them. Do genes for pugnaciousness lie latent within me? How much of the same bellicosity can be found in the history of Everyman?

I ask these questions to the desert, not rhetorically but literally: to the desert that is an open book waiting to be read, the desert that so casually pulls up its shirt, like Lyndon Johnson, to show us its scars. And I ask these questions to the Sonoran Desert in particular—but because the Sonoran is hitched to every other desert in some essential way, the answer I hear has bearing on the Persian Gulf.

II

The sound of divebombing jars me from my slumber. Some hummingbirds call this place home, others migrate through it, but they all fight tenaciously for its resources. I hear metallic shrieks and zings—the latter not unlike the sound of glancing bullets—as they dive or chase one another. I try to roll over and cover my ears, but the high-pitched chittering has penetrated the tent walls. I must get up, go out, and face the music.

The morning sun has not yet come over the Cabeza Prieta range across the valley from us, but the fighting began well before daylight. I am camped in a wash that is a haven for hummingbirds, but to arrive here they crossed a veritable hell, virtually devoid of the nectar and insect foods which their hyperactive metabolisms require. For miles in any direction, the surrounding desert flats and rocky slopes have little to offer the migrants of late winter. However, along a couple hundred yards of superficially dry watercourse leading down from the tinajas into the desert valley, the shrubbery is unusually dense. The native bushes form nearly impenetrable hedges of foliage along the banks of the wash, and some of these verdant walls look, at first glance, to be splattered with blood. But the color in fact is supplied by thousands of crimson, floral tubes of chuparosa for which the shining warriors battle.

Chuparosa simply means “rose-sucker” or “hummingbird” in Spanish. I am speaking of flowers so custom-fit for pollination by hummingbirds that they bear the bird’s name wherever they grow. The chuparosa flower is elongate for hummingbird bills and tongues, a chalice filled to the brim with nectar each dawn. The bushes bloom through late winter in frost-free zones, tiding the birds over until the coming of spring stimulates other plants to blossom. Their bright color can attract hummingbirds from some distance away. In turn, the winged creatures transport the “sperm of floral sex” from one bush to the next, ensuring crosspollination. The birds’ iridescent heads become discolored by the thousands of pollen grains plastered onto them as they probe the flowers, hovering at their entranceways.

As I marvel over the perfect fit between hummer and blossom, another hummer comes along—and a high-speed chase begins. The Rufous Hummingbird and Costa’s Hummingbird dogfight over the flower that is seemingly suited to fit both their needs, while I wonder how their belligerence is viewed by the Bambi Bunch, those who see all animals as cute, cuddly, or constantly in balance and at peace. In the blazing sun of a Tinajas Altas morning, I take a hard look at the desert, its creatures and flowers, trying to keep my own rose-colored glasses from tainting the picture, from stereotyping as nature films and glossy magazine features so often do. I concede that Nature behaves unlike model members of either the Tooth-and-Claw Hunting Club or the Benevolent Sorority of Nurturing Networkers. Nature, to my knowledge, has not recognized that adherence to any anthropomorphic construct is a requisite for existence. I try to put such filters aside, wanting to read the desert’s own patterning without superimposing others upon it.

So I walk up and down the wash looking for hummingbirds, soon catching a flurry of avian activity in a dense patch of chuparosa bushes. I go and sit upslope between two battlefields, and not far away from a third chuparosa. At one, a male Costa’s is perching on a mesquite branch overlooking a mound of flowers. He darts out to hover in front of a blossom or two and sucks up their nectar. Then, he suddenly turns to chase away another small bird. I watch as he whips away after another Costa’s male or possibly a Black-chinned. Minutes later, he chases an Anna’s that ventures too close to his treasure. Although Costa’s adults are somewhat smaller than these other species, they are roughriders, well adapted to such desert conditions. It is not surprising that they are the most abundant warriors in this wash.

I guess they must already be nesting and mating here. Down the wash a little way, I spot the purple throat (characteristic of Costa’s) on a bizarre dancer; he is flying a huge U-shape, an arc perhaps sixty to eighty feet from tip to tip. He hovers at the end of the arc, high up, then swoops down to the ground with a high-pitched buzz; soon, he begins again, tracing the same arching pathway. From my vantage point, I can’t see a female at the base of his courtship loop, but suspect that this aerial ballet is not being done to flatter me.

In the next patch over, I’m having trouble telling who has been holding the territory most of the time. Whenever I can identify the actors in a Painted Desert drama, a Rufous male has the upper hand over a Costa’s.

Rufous Hummingbirds do not nest here; they migrate up through California when the ocotillo blooming begins, and some continue as far as Alaska. The wandlike ocotillos are spread widely over the rocky ridges and flats of the Sonoran and Mojave deserts. Their populations burst from bud sequentially—south to north—providing migrants with a bridge extending northward. Sometimes, when cold winter weather has postponed ocotillo flowering several weeks, the hummers try to migrate anyway—in advance of peak flowering. Ocotillo fruit in these years are left with low reproductive success when their pollinators miss their date.

The ocotillo-flowering fest is an event that will begin here in another week or so. In most years, I recall, migrants such as Rufous arrive in late February just prior to the opening. They pack into the chuparosa patches already occupied by Costa’s and Anna’s, adding to the territorial tension. Physiologist William Calder, who discovered a remarkable lifelong fidelity of hummingbirds to their nesting sites, has also observed Rufous individuals allegiant to particular stops along their normal migration route. Even though Rufous do not nest at Tinajas Altas as do Costa’s and Anna’s, their stake in this place is more than a one-shot deal. Unlike certain birds that become territorial only around courtship, breeding, and nesting, Rufous Hummingbirds even lay claim to sets of resources en route to their breeding ground. Accordingly, they fight tenaciously to keep other hummers out in the cold.2

This fact struck me as curious, for I had supposed that birds become territorial only when needing to exclude other males of their own species from access to potential mates, or to guard enough food to raise a brood. Melees between migrants didn’t make sense at first. I wove my way down the wash, wondering about this seeming incongruity. I then recalled that a mentor of mine, avian biologist David Lyon—who had introduced me to the subversive science of ecology two decades before—probed this very problem three hundred miles to the east of Tinajas Altas, in the Chiricahuas3

When I contacted Lyon later on, he responded to my questions on hummingbird behavior with the fine particularism that characterizes the best of ecologists: “Where were you?” he asked. “There are great differences in territoriality in the winter depending upon the area. But all of these little rascals are opportunistic and will set up territories any time of the year if rewards are sufficient.”

If rewards are sufficient. Lyon views the driving force of hummingbird territoriality as the defense of dense caches of food during times of the year when there are few alternative energy resources. Because hummers must consume close to half their weight in sugar each day to maintain normal activities, finding a concentrated source of food for their fifty to sixty meals per day is a palpable problem. Territories at the Tinajas, then, should be most pronounced when chuparosa nectar production is sufficiently high to make the exclusion of other birds worth the price of the energy expended in defense. Imagine a chuparosa patch oil field thick with wells, in a country with few other energy resources developed. That’s where the troops will hover.

I had a chance to explore Lyon’s notion a month later when I returned to my camp, not long after the peak of ocotillo flowering on the surrounding flats. The wash so aggressively and noisily guarded in early March was quiet as a reading room in April. There were still hummers around, but no frenzy of flowering attracted them as before. Most of the resident birds had dispersed after nesting to draw upon the widely scattered ocotillo blossoms that remained. The migrants had moved on, so the number of competitors for any single patch of flowers was low. Territorial shows, for the most part, were canceled.

Lyon himself had tied the story down another way. He verified that territoriality among different species of hummers was truly adaptive, and not simply a misdirected means of venting innate aggression on other species that a male has mistakenly identified as competing for his potential partners. For his test, Lyon enticed a Blue-throated Hummingbird to establish a territory in an area circumscribed by ten sugar-filled feeders, two placed in the center of the area and eight in a circle on the periphery. Over the following period, he held constant the amount of sucrose available to the bird, but once a day he moved the eight on the periphery farther out from the midpoint, enlarging the area over which the sugar sources were distributed.

Lyon was not surprised when the Blue-throated male took to chasing other hummers out of the artificial territory, regardless of the area it covered. In fact, this male at first spent twice as much time in dogfights around the hummingbird feeders as males typically spend defending natural patches of flowers. The trouble came as the feeders were spread over a larger area. The Blue-throated initially attempted to defend the expanded arena, but the number of competitors entering it increased to two-and-a-half times what they were in the original small territory. In the smaller arena, the territorial male chased after the majority of all hummers trespassing into his turf, irrespective of their species identity. When the sugar was set out over the largest area, he was forced to become more selective in his combat; he needed more time to pursue competitors across the longer distances between feeders, and more time flying to reach the various feeders to refuel himself.

The Blue-throated male shifted his strategy. Rather than wearing himself out with incessant jousting, he opted for adaptability. He had tolerated the presence of females of his kind all along, but now he also permitted Black-chinneds to forage on the periphery. Although they outnumbered the other hummers at this time, Black-chinneds were small and therefore the easiest competitor to expel when resources became scarce. Magnificent Hummingbirds, another species slightly larger than Blue-throateds, posed more of a threat. And yet, by afternoon, most of the Magnificents in the oversized territory were tolerated as well.

At last, defense against all comers became tenuous. A few competing Blue-throated males were allowed to feed without being ejected. Still, whenever other Blue-throated males were chased, they were pursued a greater distance than that flown to repel other species. If another bird was seen as a competitor for both food and sex, the aggressive tendency of territorial males toward him remained in place.

Place per se is not what the birds are defending. They are after a finite amount of nectar, pollen, and bugs required to stay alive and to pass on their genes. If they can glean those foods without much territorial pyrotechnics, they will do so, whether from a small area or a large one.

Their lives cost something, as do ours. On a late winter day, an Anna’s Hummingbird must spend one minute out of every nine feeding in order to fuel its metabolism. Its hovering and flying demand ten times the calories per ounce of flesh that people need when running at full clip. If you give a hummer a feeder full of “junk food,” it will reduce its foraging effort to a tenth of what it would be otherwise. Nonetheless, a male does not fill up all this newly found “leisure time” with warfare. Even when you give him a territory literally dripping with sticky-sweet sucrose water, his foraging efficiency increases tenfold while his time pestering intruders only doubles.

Put in terms of an ecological maxim, a male hummer will defend a patch of riches only to the extent that it is truly “adaptive” to do so. When battling becomes too costly relative to the food security it brings, he will relax what many observers have assumed to be unrelenting, genetically determined hostility. Here is where the genetic determinists (and fatalists) have led us astray: they claim it is our “animal nature” to be aggressive, yet even animals stereotyped as interminably warlike can suspend their territorial behavior. They opt for peace whenever their essential needs are met, or when the cost of territorial behavior becomes too high. And as ornithologist Amadeo Rea has pointed out to me, “hummingbird fighting, warfare, etc., are not really homologous to human activities of the same name. How many dead hummers do you find in the chuparosa patch? How many bloodied, maimed victims? Their fighting . . . is probably only to exclude, not destroy, a rival male.”4

The Aztecs called the hummingbird huitzitzil, “shining one with (a weapon like) a cactus spine.” Yet for all its feistiness, the hummingbird does not embody the incessant irascibility attributed to it by certain historic and modern observers. Do such ascriptions actually tell us more about the Aztecs—or the sociobiologists—than they do about the bird itself? If human warfare is not homologous to that found in other animal species, what is its derivation? Is it somehow peculiar to the genes of Homo sapiens, or is it false to claim fatalistically that human aggression is genetically determined? I go back into the desert to answer these questions, a colorblind botanist seeking clues that those with normal vision may not be able to detect. And I turn my vision from the hummingbirds—most of which have taken flight by this time—to the human being, whose tracks are still evident all around me.

III

Now it is April. I’m up above the desert floor on the ridge overlooking the High Tanks. Last night, I tucked my sleeping bag into a rock shelter, a cave-of-sorts shared with an old friend and a few packrats. We had hoped to see desert bighorn come in for water. This niche in the granite formerly kept O’odham hunters out of sight until they were ready to jump the wild rams and ewes trapped in the canyon. I dream of seeing sheep approach, and I imagine myself a primitive hunter from centuries past, hot in the pursuit of big game.

Suddenly, I am jogged from my reverie by the realization that we are being pursued. My friend Susan has noticed that an armored vehicle has lumbered up out of a wash, heading straight toward our parked pickup truck on the desert floor below us.
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