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W

hen I was a
child growing
up in the San
Fernando
Valley in California, a trip
into Los Angeles was special.
The sensation of movement
from a rural area into an
urban one was sharp. On one
of these charged occasions,
walking down a sidewalk
with my mother, I stopped
suddenly, caught by a pattern
of sunlight trapped in a
spiraling imperfection in a
windowpane. A stranger, an
elderly woman in a cloth coat
and a dark hat, spoke out spontaneously, saying how remarkable it is that children notice
these things.
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I have never forgotten the texture of this
incident. Whenever I recall it I am moved
not so much by any sense of my young self
but by a sense of responsibility toward children, knowing how acutely I was affected
in that moment by that woman’s words. The
effect, for all I know, has lasted a lifetime.
Now, years later, I live in a rain forest in
western Oregon, on the banks of a mountain river in relatively undisturbed country,
surrounded by 150-foot-tall Douglas firs,
delicate deer-head orchids, and clearings
where wild berries grow. White-footed
mice and mule deer, mink and coyote move
through here. My wife and I do not have
children, but children we know or children
whose parents we are close to, are often
here. They always want to go into the woods.
And I wonder what to tell them.

In the beginning, years ago, I
think I said too much. I spoke with
an encyclopedic knowledge of the
names of plants or the names of birds
passing through in season. Gradually I came to say less. After a while
the only words I spoke, beyond
answering a question or calling
attention quickly to the slight difference between a sprig of red cedar
and a sprig of incense cedar, were to
elucidate single objects.
I remember once finding a fragment of a raccoon’s jaw in an alder
thicket. I sat down alongside the two
children with me and encouraged
them to find out who this was—with
only the three teeth still intact in a
piece of the animal’s maxilla to guide
them. The teeth told by their shape
and placement what this animal ate.
By a kind of visual extrapolation
its size became clear. There were
other clues, immediately present,
which told, with what I could add of
climate and terrain, how this animal
lived, how its broken jaw came to be
lying here. Raccoon, they surmised.
And tiny tooth marks along the
bone’s broken edge told of a mouse’s
hunger for calcium.
We set the jaw back and went on.
If I had known more about
raccoons, finer points of osteology, we
might have guessed more: say, whether
it was male or female. But what we
deduced was all we needed. Hours
later, the maxilla, lost behind us in the
detritus of the forest floor, continued to
effervesce. It was tied faintly to all else
we spoke of that afternoon.
In speaking with children who
might one day take a permanent
interest in natural history—as
writers, as scientists, as filmmakers,
as anthropologists—I have sensed
that an extrapolation from a single
fragment of the whole is the most

invigorating experience I can share
with them. I think children know
that nearly anyone can learn the
names of things; the impression
made on them at this level is fleeting.
What takes a lifetime to learn, they
comprehend, is the existence and
substance of myriad relationships: it
is these relationships, not the things
themselves, that ultimately hold the
human imagination.
The brightest children, it has
often struck me, are fascinated by
metaphor—with what is shown in
the set of relationships bearing on
the raccoon, for example, to lie quite

compassion, futility, final causes, they
are drawing on forty thousand years
of human meditation on this—as we
embrace Douglas firs, or stand by a
river across whose undulating back
we skip stones, or dig out a camas
bulb, biting down into a taste so much
wilder than last night’s potatoes.
The most moving look I ever saw
from a child in the woods was on a
mud bar by the footprints of a heron.
We were on our knees, making
handprints beside the footprints.
You could feel the creek vibrating in
the silt and sand. The sun beat down
heavily on our hair. Our shoes were

You are trying to make clear to them
that everything found at the edge of
one’s senses…all fits together.
beyond the raccoon. In the end, you
are trying to make clear to them that
everything found at the edge of one’s
senses—the high note of the winter
wren, the thick perfume of propolis
that drifts downwind from spring
willows, the brightness of wood
chips scattered by beaver—that all
this fits together. The indestructibility of these associations conveys
a sense of permanence that nurtures
the heart, that cripples one of the
most insidious of human anxieties,
the one that says, you do not belong
here, you are unnecessary.
Whenever I walk with a child, I
think how much I have seen disappear in my own life. What will there
be for this person when he is my age?
If he senses something ineffable in
the landscape, will I know enough
to encourage it?—to somehow show
him that, yes, when people talk about
violent death, spiritual exhilaration,

soaking wet. The look said: I did
not know until now that I needed
someone much older to confirm this,
the feeling I have of life here. I can
now grow older, knowing it need
never be lost.
The quickest door to open in the
woods for a child is the one that leads
to the smallest room, by knowing the
name each thing is called. The door
that leads to the cathedral is marked
by a hesitancy to speak at all, rather
to encourage by example a sharpness
of the senses. If one speaks it should
only be to say, as well as one can,
how wonderfully all this fits together,
to indicate what a long, fierce peace
can derive from this knowledge.
Essayist and nature writer Barry Lopez’s work has
often been compared to that of Henry David Thoreau.
Lopez is the plenary speaker at Rally 2013, and his book
Arctic Dreams, for which he won the National Book
Award, will be the topic of a special “book club” session.
Reprinted by permission of SLL/Sterling Lord Literistic,
Inc. Copyright by Barry Holstun Lopez
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