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Introduction 

 

The teaching module which follows, American Literature and Earth Literacy, contains two 

separate but closely-related sections which can be used independently or in conjunction with 

each other. 

 

The first section, which is intended for use in any composition class, contains fifteen literary 

selections—poems, essays, and a short story—which are exemplary both for their interest as 

literature and for the challenging issues and insights they articulate. While each of these 

selections stimulates self-reflective and Earth-reflective thought, none of the selections 

proselytizes: Students are not told what to think; rather, they are stimulated to engage in 

active critical thinking. 

 

Each of the literary selections is followed by a short biography of its writer as well as a 

number of discussion and essay questions to be employed by the teacher in whatever way(s) 

he or she wishes. 

 

In addition to the printed matter, this first section of the module also contains four audio 

tapes of contemporary American authors reading their work. Some of these audio selections 

match the printed selections. For example, Gary Snyder‟s poem “The Bath” is included in the 

printed selection and is read and discussed by Snyder in the audio selection. The same is true 

for the selections by Terry Tempest Williams and Sue Halpern. 

 

The second section of the module, which is intended for any American literature course, 

presents four supplemental bibliographies of American literature seen through an 

environmental/Earth literate perspective. These bibliographies, which range from 17
th

 

century to contemporary literature, present what is intended to be a subtle but provocative re-

structuring of the accepted canon of American literature, one that recognizes an “earth 

literate” tradition. In this bibliography, then, the 18
th

 century naturalist and writer William 

Bertram is elevated to a more nearly central position in the canon than he has previously 

occupied, not only for the excellence of his writing, but because he is clearly and early 

representative of a living (and uniquely American) tradition of naturalist-philosophers that 

includes Crevecoeur in the 18
th

 century; Thoreau, Emerson, and Audubon in the 19
th

 century; 

and the Nearings, Aldo Leopold, Gary Snyder, Annie Dillard, Terry Tempest Williams, and 

many others, in the 20
th

 century. 

 

As has been the case with some recent feminist and African-American literary criticism, it is 

hoped that this revaluation of the canon will reveal aspects and concerns of American literary 

tradition previously overlooked, among them the fact that American writers, throughout our 

entire literary history, have been deeply concerned with the relationship of men and women 

to the land. We see this in Native American poems and tales, and we see it in all the great 



periods of our literature, most obviously in the “American Renaissance” of the mid-

nineteenth century, when American literature defined itself through the commingled voices 

of Emerson, Thoreau, Hawthorne, Melville, Whitman, and later, Twain. In the Modernist 

period of the first third of the 20
th

 century—our second “American Renaissance”—these 

concerns were extended by such writers as Faulkner, Hemingway, Frost, Steinbeck, Jeffers, 

Williams, and even Eliot. 

 

Since 1950, American literature has become earth-literate. Writers such as Peter Matthiessen, 

Annie Dillard, Gary Snyder, Wendell Berry, Edward Abbey, Mary Oliver and other writers 

who take issues of environment and earth-literacy as their primary subject represent perhaps 

the most vital, “school” in contemporary American literature. Furthermore, in their thematic 

connection to writers of the Colonial, “American Renaissance” and Modernist periods, they 

represent the most recent developments in a uniquely American literary tradition, one that, 

more than any other, accurately defines the abiding concerns of our literature. 



PLEASE FEEL FREE TO PHOTOCOPY ANY OF THE LITERARY SELECTIONS AND 

BIBLIOGRAPHIES INCLUDED IN THIS MODULE, BUT PLEASE RETURN THE 

ORIGINALS. 

 

ALSO, IF POSSIBLE, PLEASE COLLECT XEROXED COPIES FROM YOUR 

STUDENTS AND PLACE THEM WITH THE MODULE, THIS WILL SAVE ENERGY 

AND TREES! THANK YOU. 



Section One: 

REFERENCE GUIDE TO THE AUDIO TAPES AND PHOTOCOPIED POEMS, ESSAYS 

AND SHORT STORIES FOR CLASS DISCUSSION INCLUDING BRIEF AUTHOR 

BIBLIOGRAPHIES AND QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION AND WRITING 

 

AUDIO TAPES INTENDED FOR CLASSROOM USE 

 

I. Naturalists‟ Panel: Miami Book Fair International (11/13/92): 

(two tapes) 

—Readings (and discussion) by: 

 

Sue Halpern (from Migrations to Solitude). A photocopy of this selection is included in 

this packet. 

 

Bill Kittridge (from Hold in the Sky). 

 

Bill McKibben (from The Age of Missing Information). 

 

Gary Snyder (from No Nature: Selected Poems). A photocopy of Snyder‟s “The Bath” is 

included in this packet, with discussion/essay questions. 

 

Terry Tempest Williams (from Refuge). A photocopy of part of this selection is included 

in this packet. 

 

II. Sister Miriam McGillis: “The Fate of the Earth.” 

—This tape is a valuable discussion/essay resource. It can be listened to and discussed 

fruitfully in any composition classes, and it raises a multitude of issues/essay questions. 

 

III. A Compilation of Readings by Gary Snyder, Randall Jarrell, and Charles Simic 

—Gary Snyder‟s “The Bath” is included in his reading here; a photocopy of the poem, 

with discussion/essay questions, is included in the packet. 

—The selections from Jarrell and Simic are provocative and moving. 

 

IV. A Reading By Terry Tempest William: “Coyote‟s Canyon” 

—The entire tape is beautifully written and read and raises a multitude of issues 

appropriate for class discussion. A selection from William‟s Refuge is included in this 

packet. 



POEMS, STORIES, AND ESAYS INCLUDED IN THIS PACKET 

 

These works are intended to be photocopied for classroom use. 

 

These selections are intended or use in any English composition class. They may also be 

used in American Literature or Contemporary American Literature Classes. 

 

Suggested discussion and essay questions follow the selections. 

 

Works Included: 

 

Berry, Wendell. “VIII” (a poem, from Sabbaths). 

 

Berry, Wendell. “Why I Am Not Going To Buy A Computer.” 

 

Gregg, Linda. “Of Absence” (poem). 

 

Haines, John. “Snow” (an essay drawn from his 20 years of homesteading and trapping in 

Alaska). 

 

Hall, Donald. “Names of Horses” (poem). 

 

Hall, Donald. “Ox Cart Man” (poem). 

 

Halpern, Sue. “The Place of the Solitaries” (essay). 

 

Hass, Robert. “A Story About the Body” (poem). 

 

Kunitz, Stanley. “The Tumbling of Worms” (prose). 

 

Kunitz, Stanley. “The Wellfleet Whale” (poem). 

 

LeGuin, Ursula K. “The Wife‟s Story” (fiction). 

 

Oliver, Mary. “Humpbacks” (poem). 

 

Snyder, Gary. “The Bath” (poem) 

 

Stafford, William. “Traveling Through the Dark” (poem). 

 

Williams, Terry Tempest. “Barn Swallows” (essay). 



VI 

Wendell Berry 

 

 

Life forgives its depredations; 

new-shaped by loss, goes on. 

Luther Penn, our neighbor 

still in our minds, will not 

come down to the creek mouth to fish 

in April anymore. The year 

ripens. Leaves fall. In openings 

where old trees were cut down, 

showing the ground to the sky, 

snakeroot blooms white, 

giving shine unto the world. 

Ant and beetle scuttle through 

heroic passages, go to dust; 

their armor tumbles in the mold. 

Broad wings enter the grove, fold 

and are still, open and go. 



WHY I AM NOT GOING  

TO BUY A COMPUTER 

Wendell Berry 

 

Like almost everybody else, I am hooked to the energy corporations, which I do not admire. I 

hope to become less hooked to them. In my work, I try to be as little hooked to them as 

possible. As a farmer, I do almost all of my work with horses. As a writer, I work with a 

pencil or pen and a piece of paper. 

 

My wife types my work on a Royal standard typewriter bought new in 1956 and as good now 

as it was then. As she types, she sees things that am wrong and marks them with small 

checks in the margins. She is my best critic because she is the one most familiar with by 

habitual errors and weaknesses. She also understands, sometimes better than I do, what ought 

to be said. We have, I think, a literary cottage industry that works well and pleasantly. I do 

not see anything wrong with it. 

 

A number of people, by now, have told me that I could greatly improve things by buying a 

computer. My answer is that I am not going to do it. I have several reasons, and they are 

good ones. 

 

The first is the one I mentioned at the beginning. I would hate to think that my work as a 

writer could not be done without a direct dependence on strip-minded coal. How could I 

write conscientiously against the rape of nature if I were, in the act of writing, implicated in 

the rape? For the same reason, it matters to me that my writing is done in the daytime, 

without electric light. 

 

I do not admire the computer manufacturers a great more than I admire the energy industries. 

I have seen their advertisements, attempting to seduce struggling or failing farmers into the 

belief that they can solve their problems by buying yet another piece of expensive equipment. 

I am familiar with their propaganda campaigns that have put computers into public schools in 

need of books. That computers are expected to become as common as TV set in “the future” 

does not impress me or matter to me. I do not own a TV set. I do not see that computers are 

bringing us one step nearer to anything that does matter to me: peace, economic justice, 

ecological health, political honesty, family and community stability, good work. 

 

What would a computer cost me? More money, for one thing, than I can afford, and more 

than I wish to pay to people whom I do not admire. But the cost would not be just monetary. 

It is well understood that technological innovation always requires the discarding of the “old 

model”—the “old model” in this case being not just our old Royal standard, but my wife, my 

critic, my closes reader, my fellow worker. Thus (and I think this is a typical of present-day 

innovation), what would be superseded would be not only something, but somebody. In order 

to be technologically up-to-date as a writer, I would have to sacrifice an association that I am 

dependent upon and that I treasure. 

 

My final and perhaps my best reason for not owning a computer is that I do not wish to fool 

myself. I disbelieve, and therefore strongly resent, the assertion that I or anybody else could 



write better or more easily with a computer than with a pencil. I do not see why I should not 

be as scientific about this as the next fellow: when somebody has used a computer to write 

work that is demonstrably better than Dante‟s, and hen this better is demonstrably 

attributable to the use of a computer, then I will speak of computers with a more respectful 

tone of voice, though I still will not buy one. 

 

To make myself as plain as I can, I should give my standards for technological innovation in 

MY own work. They are as follows: 

1. The new tool should be cheaper than the one it replaces. 

2. It should be at least as small in scale as the one it replaces. 

3. It should do work that is clearly and demonstrably better than the one it 

replaces. 

4. It should use less energy than the one it replaces. 

5. If possible, it should use some form of solar energy, such as that of the body. 

6. It should be repairable by a person of ordinary intelligence, provided that he or 

she has the necessary tools. 

7. It should be purchasable and repairable as near to home as possible. 

8. It should come from a small, privately owned shop of store that will take it back 

for maintenance and repair. 

9. It should not replace or disrupt anything good that already exists, and this 

included family and community relationships. 

1987 

 

After the foregoing essay, first published in the New England Review and Bread Loaf 

Quarterly, was reprinted in Harper’s, and Harper’s editors published the following letters in 

response and permitted me a reply. 

Wendell Berry 



LETTERS 

 

Wendell Berry provides writers enslaved by the computer with a handy alternative: Wife—a 

low-tech energy-saving device. Drop a pile of handwritten notes on Wife and you get back a 

finished manuscript, edited while is was typed. What computer can do that? Wife meets all of 

Berry‟s uncompromising standards for technological innovation: she‟s cheap, repairable near 

home, and good for the family structure. Best of all, Wife is politically correct because she 

breaks a writer‟s “direct dependence on the strip-minded coal.” 

 

History teaches us that Wife can also be used to beat rugs and wash clothes by hand, thus 

eliminating the need for the vacuum cleaner and washing machine, two more nasty machine 

that threaten the act of writing. 

Gordon Inkeles 

Miranda, Calif. 

 

 

I have no quarrel with Berry because he prefers to write with the pencil and paper; that is his 

choice. But he implies that I and others are somehow impure because we choose to write on a 

computer. I do not admire the energy corporations, either. Their shortcoming is not that they 

produce electricity but how they go about it. They are poorly managed because they are blind 

to long-term consequences. To solve this problem, wouldn‟t it make more sense to correct 

the precise error they are making rather than simply ignore their product? I would be happy 

to join Berry in a protest against strip mining, but I intend to keep plugging this computer 

into the wall with a clear conscience. 

James Rhoads 

Battle Creek, Mich. 

 

 

I enjoyed reading Berry‟s declaration of intent never to buy a personal computer in the same 

way that I enjoy reading about the belief systems of unfamiliar tribal cultures. I tried to 

imagine a tool that would meet Berry‟s criteria for superiority to his old manual typewriter. 

The clear winner is the quill pen. It is cheaper, smaller, more energy-efficient, human-

powered, easily repaired, and non-disruptive of existing relationships. 

 

Berry also requires that this tool must be “clearly and demonstrably better” than the one it 

replaces. But surely we all recognize by now that “better” is in the mind of the beholder. To 

the quill pen aficionado, the benefits obtained from elegant calligraphy might well outweigh 

all others. I have no particular desire to see Berry use a word processor; if he doesn‟t like 

computers, that‟s fine with me. However, I do object to his portrayal of this reluctance as a 

moral virtue. Many of us have found that computers can be an invaluable tool in the fight to 

protect our environment. In addition to helping me write, my personal computer gives me 

access to up-to-the-minute reports on the workings of the EPA and the nuclear industry. I 

participate in electronic bulletin boards on which environmental activist discuss strategy and 

warm each other about urgent legislative issues. Perhaps Berry feels that the Sierra Club 

should eschew modern printing technology, which is highly wasteful of energy, in favor of 

having its members hand-copy the club‟s magazines and other mailings each month? 



Nathaniel S. Borenstein 

Pittsburgh, Pa. 

 

 

The value of a computer to a writer is that it is a tool not for generating ideas but for typing 

and editing words. It is cheaper than a secretary (or a wife!) and arguably more fuel-efficient. 

And it enables spouses who are not inclined to provide free labor more time to concentrate 

on their own work. 

 

We should support alternatives both to coal-generating electricity and to IBM-style 

technocracy. But I am reluctant to entertain alternatives that presuppose the traditional 

subservience of one class to another. Let the PCs come and the wives and servants go seek 

more meaningful work. 

Toby Koosman 

Knoxville, Tenn. 

 

 

Berry asks how he could write conscientiously against the rape of nature if in the act of 

writing on a computer he was implicated in the rape. I find it ironic that a writer who sees the 

underlying connectedness of things would allow his diatribe against computers to be 

published in a magazine that carries ads for the National Rural Electric Cooperative 

Association, Marlboro, Phillips Petroleum, McDonnell Douglas, and yes, even Smith-

Corona. If Berry rests comfortably at night, he must be using sleeping pills. 

Bradley C. Johnson 

Grand Forks, N.D. 



WENDELL BERRY REPLIES 

 

The foregoing letters surprised me with the intensity of the feelings they expressed. 

According to the writers‟ testimony, there is nothing wrong with their computers; they are 

utterly satisfied with them and all that they stand for. My correspondents are certain that I am 

wrong and that I am, moreover, on the losing side, relegating to the dust bin of history. And 

yet they grow huffy and condescending over my tiny dissent. What are they so anxious 

about? 

 

I can only conclude that I have scratched the skin of a technological fundamentalism that, 

like other fundamentalism, wishes to monopolize a whole society and, therefore, cannot 

tolerate the smallest difference of opinion. At the slightest hint of a threat to their 

complacency, they repeat, like a chorus of toads, the notes sounded by their leaders in 

industry. The past was gloomy, drudgery-ridden, servile, meaningless, and slow. The present, 

thanks only to purchasable products, is meaningful, bright, lively, centralized, and fast. The 

future, thanks only to more purchasable products, is going to be even better. Thus consumers 

become salesman, and the world is made safer for corporations. 

 

I am also surprised by the meanness with which two of these writers refer to my wife. In 

order to imply that I am a tyrant, they suggest by both direct statement and innuendo that she 

is subservient, characterless, and stupid—a mere “device” easily forced to provide 

meaningless “free labor.” I understand that it is impossible to make an adequate public 

defense of one‟s private life, and so I will only point out that there are a number of kinder 

possibilities that my critics have disdained to imagine: that my wife may do this work 

because she wants to and likes to; that she may find some use and some meaning in it; that 

she may not work for nothing. These gentlemen obviously thing themselves feminists of the 

most correct and principled sort, and yet they do not hesitate to stereotype and insult, on the 

basis of one fact, a women they do not know. They are audacious and irresponsible gossips. 

 

In his letter Bradley C. Johnson rushes past possibility of sense in what I said in my essay by 

implying that I am or ought to be a fanatic. That I am a person of this century and am 

implicated in many practices that I regret is fully acknowledged at the beginning of my 

essay. I did not say that I proposed to end forthwith all my involvement in harmful 

technology, for id o not know how to do that. I said merely that I want to limit such 

involvement, and to a certain extent I do know how to do that. If some technology does 

damage to the world—as two of the above letters seem to agree that it does—then why is it 

not reasonable, and indeed moral, to try to limit one‟s use of that technology? Of course, I 

think that I am right to do this. 

 

I would not thing so, obviously, if I agreed with Nathaniel S. Borenstein that “„better‟ is in 

the mind of the beholder.” But if he truly believes this, I do not see why he bothers with his 

personal computer‟s “up-to-minute reports on me workings of the EPA and the nuclear 

industry” or why he wished to be warned about “urgent legislative issues.” According to his 

system, the “better” in a bureaucratic, industrial, o legislative mind is as good as the “better” 

in his. His mind apparently is being subverted by an objective standard of some sort, and he 

had better look out. 



 

Borenstein does not say what he does after his computer has drummed him awake. I assume 

from his letter that he must send donations to conservation organizations and letters to 

officials. Like James Rhoads, at any rate, he has a clear conscience. But this is what is wrong 

with the conservation movement. It has a clear conscience. The guilty are always other 

people, and the wrong is always somewhere else. That is why Borenstein finds his 

“electronic bulletin board” so handy. To the conservation movement, it is only production 

that causes environmental degradation; the consumption that supports the production is rarely 

acknowledged to be at fault. The ideal of the fun-of-the-mill conservationist is to impose 

restraints upon production without limiting consumption or burdening the consciences of 

consumers. 

 

But virtually all of our consumption now is extravagant, and virtually all of it consumes the 

world. It is not beside the point that most electrical power comes from strip-minded coal. The 

history of the exploitation of the Appalachian coal fields is long, and it is available to 

readers. I do not see how anyone can read it and lug in any appliance with a clear conscience. 

If Rhoads can do so, that does not mean that his conscience is clear; it means that his 

conscience is not working. 

 

To the extent that we consume, in our present circumstances, we are guilty. To the extent that 

we guilty consumers are conservationists, we are absurd. But what can we do? Must we go 

on writing letters to politicians and donating to conservation organization until the majority 

of our fellow citizens agree with us? Or can we do something directly to solve our share of 

the problem? 

 

I am a conservationist. I believe wholeheartedly in putting pressure on the politicians and in 

maintaining the conservation organizations. But I wrote my little essay partly in distrust of 

centralization. I don‟t think that the government and the conservation organizations alone 

will ever make us a conserving society. Why do I need a centralized computer system to alert 

me to environmental crises? That I live every hour of every day in an environmental crisis I 

know from all my senses. Why then is not my first duty to reduce, so far as I can, my own 

consumption? 

 

Finally, it seems to me that none of my correspondents recognized the innovativeness of my 

essay. If the use of a computer is a new idea, then a newer idea is not to use one. 



BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION AND DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR 

WENDELL BERRY 

 

Wendell Berry is an organic farmer in Kentucky who disdains the use of farm machinery 

and instead works with farm horses and other draft animals. He has written many books of 

poetry, fiction, and essays, including A Part, The Wheel, The Collected Poems: 1957-1982, A 

Place on Earth, The Wild Birds, The Gift of Good Land, Recollected Essays: 1965-1980, 

Standing By Words and others. “Why I am Not Going to Buy a Computer” is reprinted from 

What are People For? (1990) and “VI” is reprinted from Sabbaths (1987). 

 

Questions for “VI” 

 

1. What is the understanding of death imparted in this poem? 

 

2. Interpret the first two lines of the poem. 

 

3. What does this poem say to you as an individual? 

 

4. Interpret the final two lines of the poem. 

 

5. Attempt to write a poem of your own on a similar theme. 

 

 

Questions for “Why I am Not Going to Buy a Computer”: 

 

1. Evaluate Berry‟s argument here. Is it a sound one? 

 

2. Write an essay in disagreement with Berry‟s position. 

 

3. Many readers have been bothered by the role of Berry‟s wife in the process of his 

writing. How do you feel about his wife‟s “place” in their working relationship? Does 

Berry make his case convincingly? 

 

4. Describe and evaluate Berry‟s tone here, his voice. 

 

5. Write a Position paper on an issue you care deeply about. 

 

6. Write a Satire of Berry‟s position. 

 

7. Evaluate Berry‟s “Standards for Technological Innovation.” Are they sound ones? 

 

8. Agree or disagree with the positions articulated in the letters written in response to 

Berry‟s essay. 



OF ABSENCE 

Linda Gregg 

 

I climb the mountain. 

Up steps the moon has already taken. 

Of absence. Of things broken 

To see if the moon is a mouth. 

To see if I am what it wants. 



BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION AND DISCUSSION/ESSAY QUESTIONS FOR 

LINDA GREGG 

 

Linda Gregg is one of the most highly-accomplished younger poets writing in America 

today. She was born in Marin Country, California, and has traveled extensively. She is author 

of three collections of poetry: Too Bright to See (1981), Alma (1985), and The Sacraments of 

Desire (1991), from which “Of Absence” is drawn. 

 

 

Questions for “Of Absence”: 

 

1. What is this poem about? 

 

2. This is a poem that repays “creative reading.” Interpret the poem freely, attempting to 

articulate all associations the poem suggests. 

 

3. Describe the style of this poem. What is the effect of the poem‟s particular style? 

 

4. Write your own poem on an abstract concept such as “absence.” Try to say something 

fresh. 



SNOW 

John Haines 

 

The one who lives in the snow and watches it day by day, it is a book to be read. The pages 

turn as the wind blows; the characters shift and the images formed by their combinations 

change in meaning, but the language remains the same. It is a shadow language, spoken by 

things that have gone by and will come again. The same text has been written there for 

thousands of years, though I was not here, and will not be here in winters to come, to read it. 

These seemingly random ways, these paths, these beds, these footprints, these hard, round 

pellets, in the snow: they all have meaning. Dark things may be written there, news of other 

lives, their sorties and excursions, their terrors and deaths. The tiny feet of a shrew or a vole 

make a brief, erratic pattern across the snow, and here is a hole down which the animal goes. 

And now the track of an ermine comes this way, swift and searching, and he too goes down 

that white shadow of a hole. 

 

A wolverine, and the loping, toed-in track I followed up-hill for two miles one spring 

morning, until it finally dropped away into another watershed and I gave up following it. I 

wanted to see where he would go and what he would do. But he just went on, certain where 

he was going, and nothing came of it for me to see but that sure and steady track in the 

snowcrust, and the sunlight strong in my eyes. 

 

Snow blows across the highway before me as I walk—little wavering trails of it swept along 

like a people dispersed. The snow people—where are they going? Some great danger must 

pursue them. They hurry and fall; the wind gives them a push they up and go on again. 

 

I was walking home from Redmond Creek one morning late in January. On a divide between 

two watersheds I came upon the scene of a battle between a moose and three wolves. The 

story was written plainly in the snow at my feet. The wolves had come in from the west, 

following an old trail from the Salcha River, and had found the moose feeding in an open 

stretch of the overgrown road I was walking. The sign was fresh, it must have happened the 

night before. The snow was torn up, with chunks of frozen moss and broken sticks scattered 

about; here and there, swatches of moose hair. A confusion of tracks in the trampled snow—

the splayed, stabbing feet of the moose, the big, furred pads and spread toenails of the 

wolves. 

 

I walked on, watching the snow. The moose was large and alone, almost certainly a bull. In 

one place he backed himself into a low, brush-hung bank to protect his rear. The wolves 

moved away from him—those moose feet are dangerous. The moose turned, ran on for fifty 

yards, and the fight began again. It became a running, broken fight what went on for nearly 

half a mile in the changing, rutted terrain the red morning light coming across the hills from 

the sun low in the south. A pattern shifting and uncertain; the wolves relenting, running out 

into the brush in a wide circle, and closing again: another patch of moose hair in the trodden 

snow. 

 

I felt that I knew those wolves. I had seen their tracks several times before during that winter, 

and once they had taken a marten from one of my traps. I believed them to be a female and 



two nearly grown pups. If I was right, she may have been teaching them how to hunt, and all 

that turmoil in the snow may have been the serious play of things that must kill to live. But I 

saw no blood sign that morning, and the moose seemed to have gotten the better of the fight. 

At the end of it he plunged away into thick alder brush. I saw his tracks, moving more slowly 

now, as he climbed through a low saddle, going north in the shallow, unbroken snow. The 

three wolves trotted east toward Banner Creek. 

 

What might have been silence, an unwritten page, an absence, spoke to me as clearly as if I 

had been there to see it. I have imagined a man who might live as the coldest scholar on 

earth, who followed each clue in the snow, writing a book as he went. It would be the history 

of snow, the book of winter. A thousand-year text to be read by a people hunting these hills 

in a distant time. Who was here, and who has gone? What were their names? What did they 

kill and eat? Whom did they leave behind? 



BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION ON JOHN HAINES 

WITH SUGGESTED DISCUSSION/ESSAY QUESTIONS 

 

John Haines was born in Virginia in 1924. Initially trained as a painter (he studied with 

Hans Hoffman), he began writing after he moved to Alaska, where he homesteaded in the 

wilderness for over twenty years. He is author of six major collections of poetry as well as a 

number of books of essays. “Snow” is drawn from The Stars, The Snow, The Fire (1989). 

 

 

Questions for “Snow”: 

 

1. Study the style of this essay. What do you notice? 

 

2. Attempt an essay in which you closely examine any natural element common in your 

environment: rain, sun, humidity, pollution, noise, etc. Examine this element, to get at 

its minute particulars, as Haines does in this essay. Bring the object of your 

description to life to as great an extent as possible. Use the Haines essay as a model. 



OX CART MAN 

Donald Hall 

 

In October of the year, 

he counts potatoes dug from the brown field, 

counting the seed, counting 

the cellar‟s portion out, 

and bags the rest on the cart‟s floor. 

 

He packs wool sheared in April, honey 

in combs, linen, leather 

tanned from deerhide 

and vinegar in a barrel 

hoped by hand at the forge‟s fire. 

 

He walks by ox‟s head, ten days 

to Portsmouth Market, and sells potatoes, 

and the bag that carried potatoes, 

flaxseed, birch brooms, maple sugar, goose 

feathers, yam. 

 

When the cart is empty he sells the cart. 

When the cart is sold he sells the ox, 

harnessed and yoke, and walks 

home, his pockets heavy 

with the year‟s coin for salt and taxes, 

 

and at home by fire‟s light in November cold 

stitches new harness 

for next year‟s ox in the barn, 

and carves the yoke, and saws planks 

building the cart again. 



NAMES FOR HORSES 

Donald Hall 

 

All winter your brute shoulders strained against collars, padding 

and steerhide over the ash hames, to haul 

sledges of cordwood for drying through spring and summer, 

for the Glenwood stove next winter, and for the simmering range. 

 

In April you pulled cartloads of manure to spread on the fields, 

dark manure of Holsteins, and knobs of your own clustered with oats. 

 

All summer you mowed the grass in meadow and hayfield, the mowing machine 

clacketing beside you, while the sun walked high in the morning; 

and after noon‟s heat, you pulled a clawed rake through the same acres, 

gathering stacks, and dragged the wagon from stack to stack, 

and the built hayrack back, uphill to the chatty barn, 

three loads of hay a day from standing grass in the morning. 

 

Sundays you trotted the two miles to church with the light load 

of a leather quartertop buggy, and grazed in the sound of hymns. 

Generation on generation, your neck rubbed the windowsill 

of the stall, smoothing the wood as the sea smooths glass. 

 

When you were old and lame, when your shoulders hurt bending to graze, 

one October the man, who fed you and kept you, and harnessed you every morning, 

led you through corn stubble to sandy ground above Eagle Pond, 

and dug a hole beside you where you stood shuddering in your skin, 

and lay the shotgun‟s muzzle in the boneless hollow behind your ear, 

and fired the slug into your brain, and felled you into your grave, 

shoveling sand to cover you, setting goldenrod upright above you, 

where by next summer a dent in the ground made your monument. 

 

For a hundred and fifty years, in the pasture of dead horses, 

roots of pine trees pushed through the pale curves of your ribs, 

yellow blossoms flourished above you in autumn, and in winter 

frost heaved your bones in the ground—old toilers, soil makers: 

 

O Roger, Mackerel, Riley, Ned, Nellie, Chester, Lady Ghost. 



BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION ON DONALD HALL 

WITH SUGGESTED DISCUSSION/ESSAY QUESTIONS 

 

Donald Hall is one of our country‟s leading contemporary poets. He has published more 

than twenty books of poetry, numerous memoirs, a book of short stories, and books on 

baseball. For many years he served as Poetry Editor for The Paris Review; in this capacity he 

conducted ground-breaking interviews with T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, Marianne Moore, Dylan 

Thomas and others. He has edited important anthologies of poetry and has authored 

textbooks. 

 

In 1975, in the middle of his life, Hall left Ann Arbor, where he had taught for many years at 

the University of Michigan, left teaching entirely, and moved to a New Hampshire farm to 

spend all his time writing. It was the place his great-grandfather farmed from 1865 to 1913, 

where his grandmother and his mother were born, the place where Hall spend his childhood 

summers haying and writing his first poems. The result, Kicking the Leaves, from which both 

“Names of Horses”, and “Ox Cart Man” are drawn, is one of the most deeply moving books 

of American poetry to have been published since WWII. 

 

Questions for “Names of Horses” and “Ox Cart Man”: 

 

1. Compare the worlds described in both “Names of Horses” and “Ox Cart Man” with 

your own. 

 

2. Describe the sense of time, place, and tradition articulated in these poems. 

 

3. Discuss the nature of the relationship described in “Names of Horses.” 

 

4. What in the world of these poems has been lost in our world? What, if anything, have 

we gained? 



THE PLACE OF THE SOLITARIES 

Sue Halpern 

 

To get there you drive past the village of Severance and trough the town of Paradox, names 

that make sense when you are going to visit hermits. Then you go five miles one way and 

nine and a quarter another, look for a stump between the two blue spruces, walk half a mile 

through and open pine forest, turn at the forked birch, cross a stream on a slatted bridge, walk 

uphill another quarter mile, and listen for her ax or his shovel. Actually, this is not how you 

get there at all. They asked me not to tell. “Otherwise we wouldn‟t be hermits, would we?” 

the one I call Ned says. The other one, Mae, nods in agreement. She is just over five feet, and 

tough, like beef jerky. She wears blue jeans and a striped man-tailored shirt. Her hair is 

clipped short and shaped like a helmet. It is white. She is sixty-eight. She has been a hermit 

for forty years. 

 

The same with Ned. He has merry blue eyes and a gap-toothed grin, and he‟s tall and as thing 

as a split rail. He is so thin, in fact, that his green cotton pants, which are held up by 

suspenders, look like waders. He‟s got on a plaid flannel shirt and work boots. He is seventy 

years old. He wears his clothes sincerely. 

 

“… [W]e readily attribute some extra virtue to those persons who voluntarily embrace 

solitude, who live alone in the country or in the woods or in the mountains and find life 

sweet,” the aspiring recluse John Burroughs wrote in a volume called Indoor Studies. “We 

know they cannot live without converse, without society of some sort, and we credit them 

with the power of invoking it from themselves, or else of finding more companionship with 

dumb things than ordinary mortals.” But with Ned and Mae it is not this way, for they have 

each other. They are solitaries together, but solitaries nonetheless. They live deep in the 

forest in a house of their own construction. They are self-sufficient. They would prefer not to 

know. 

 

Ned and Mae were not born to this life. They had conventional upbringings—as conventional 

as upbringings were during the Depression. After high school in Herkimer, New York, where 

they were sweethearts, Mae worked as a clerk in a five-and-ten-cent store and Ned strung 

lines for the telephone company. His health was bad, and he had kidney disease, and a doctor 

suggested that a month or two in the woods would be restorative. If two months might help, 

the newlyweds reasoned, what about two years, or twenty-two? They quit their jobs and 

moved to the southwestern end of the Adirondack Park, where Ned‟s father, a lawyer, had 

been given a parcel of lakefront in exchange for legal work. There was a summer camp on 

the lake, and the two of them found work there as carpenters and caretakers. They started an 

egg and chicken route. Ned tied flies and sold them through the mail. But after a while the 

lake got “too busy,” Ned says, and they decided to move. 

 

We took a map of the Adirondacks and circled the places that interested us,” he recalls. In 

their spare time they visited each one, camping out or sleeping in their car in order to see it 

through varied grades of light. It took three years before they found the land they wanted. 

“B‟gosh, we liked it over here,” Ned says. They sold their house on the water and bought 175 

acres of ridge and hill. 



 

“He shouldn‟t be here,” Mae says of Ned. “The doctor told his father he wouldn‟t see forty. 

That was fifty years ago. See what the Adirondack woods can do for you.” 

 

But it‟s not just Ned. The Adirondack woods have long been hospitable to hermits. In Tales 

of Hamilton County, local historians Ted Aber and Stella King devote page after page to the 

likes of Noah John Rondeaut, Ezra Bowen, Laramie Harney, and Adirondack French 

Louie—men who lived in the interior by their wits and the good graces of the land, 

eighteenth century men born a century too late, men who would have been a century late no 

matter when they were born. Once, according to Aber and Kind, and consumptive city 

dweller came to spend the winter in French Louie‟s cabin in the hope of regaining his 

strength. As soon as he arrived he tacked a calendar to the wall near his bed. “It was the first 

thing that met the hermit‟s eye when he reached the door. Instantly he snatched the offensive 

decoration from the wall and shoved it into the stove. „If you stay with me, tomorrow will be 

just like today, and today just like yesterday—no different,‟ he pronounced.” 

 

It is time, as much as distance, that distinguishes the hermit‟s life. It is Thoreau sitting in his 

doorway from sunrise till noon. It is Rousseau, self-exiled on the island of Saint-Pierre, 

trading philosophy for flowers. (“Botany is the ideal study for the idle, unoccupied solitary,” 

he writes; “a blade and a magnifying glass are all the equipment he needs for his 

observations. 

 

… This ideal occupation has a charm which can only be felt when the passions are entirely at 

rest…”) It is Ned and Mae spending two years laying nine hundred feet of pipe by hand from 

a stream to their house. It is Ned and Mae spending an entire winter peeling the bark of the 

balsams, oaks, maples, and pines they felled in the warm seasons before. They brought these 

logs down without benefit of a chain saw or a skidder or horses. And they raised them up 

again to build their house without using a crane. Six years—that‟s how long it took them. 

 

It is a playful corduroy house on a rise, with windows that open to every point of the 

compass, to tree and bird and sky and hill. Inside there is a root cellar, and mud room, a 

bathroom, a bunk room, and kitchen and hearth on the first floor, and a bedroom, study, and 

sitting room on the second. The house has running water—hence the nine-hundred-foot 

pipe—some of which is left to bake in a holding tank off the kitchen, and an indoor toilet, a 

concession, they say, to their advancing ages, though Mae still prefers the outhouse. They 

built this hermitage when they were in their sixties. 

 

Before this they lived in a similar two-story homemade dwelling, but without plumbing. It is 

downwind from this one, overlooking a pond. They built the pond, too, clearing the half acre 

with picks and shovels, digging down six feet, prising the stones with their hands, using the 

stones to make a dam and a retaining wall and a walkway. They have built other things as 

well: a log garage, a summer kitchen, three garden plots, two wood-fired hothouses, a storage 

shed, a carpentry workshop, a composter, and three pavilions filled with enough split wood 

to keep them going for a year if need be. 

 

Ned and Mae are off the power grid. They don‟t have electric lights, telephones, a toaster, or 



a washing machine. If they did, they wouldn‟t have anything to plug them into. “I guess most 

people would go crazy,” Mae says. For them it is the other way around. The absence of 

electricity doesn‟t simplify things; it keeps them simple. Day begins at sunrise and ends with 

darkness. What do they do then? “We make popcorn every night in the winter,” Ned says. 

“Well, that takes a lot of the evening. I guess it‟s what you‟d call kind of a slow lifestyle.” 

 

When Emerson writes in “Self-Reliance,” “The civilized man has built a coach but has lost 

the use of his feet,” he suggests that people like Ned and Mae, who are fleet, are uncivilized, 

and this is true. Before everything else, civilized man (and woman) is a consumer. He lives in 

a market economy, he feels bound to do his part. Not Ned and Mae. They have taken a lien 

on nature‟s capital. They have a three-season refrigerator a few yards from their door—a 

galvanized tub sunk in a swift, cold stream-and a winter refrigerator indoors, which captures 

the frigid air of outdoors. They can‟t afford a “real” refrigerator; their income is three or four 

thousand dollars a year, about half the amount the state welfare office pays to individuals on 

home relief. In conventional, civilized terms they are dirt-poor. But poverty is a matter of 

desires as well as of means. Ned and Mae would be poor if they wanted a 16-cubic-foot 

white enamel frost-free refrigerator or a ten-cycle washing machine. What they want instead 

is to spend the afternoon in the sun, kneading their dirty clothes in a metal basin. What they 

want is to have a few clothes to wash as possible. And so they are not poor. Wood that you 

chop for fuel is said to warm you twice, first in the splitting, then in the burning. In the same 

way, Ned and Mae say that they are enriched by their wants. 

 

* * * 

 

 

A few years ago, on December 25, a neighbor hiked in on snowshoes to wish the hermits 

Merry Christmas and was treated to a sermon denouncing the holiday. Every day is a 

celebration, they grumbled. No day is a holiday if you have to work so hard at it, and so on. 

Chastened, the neighbor retreated. A few days later, walking in the woods, Ned and Mae 

found a small package, a gift, hanging from a tree. “I guess she was too scared to hand it to 

us,” Ned says, laughing. 

 

He can laugh. He takes himself seriously, but not grimly. He doesn‟t confuse their way of life 

with a religion and make it an orthodoxy or a mission. (He doesn‟t tell you their way is the 

true way because he probably doesn‟t think you are up to many of its truths.) nor does he 

confuse religion with God. Religion is the creation of people—to Ned it is as artificial as 

electric light. God is the creator of the world he holds dear and is the light. In the poems Ned 

writes, this theme plays like a fugue. “High up in the mountains a fir tree stands / By a lakelet 

beneath a bright star—/ The icy wind shivers its snow-laden hands, / Sparkling and glittering 

in light from afar…/ Other fir trees glory in tinsel and gold / For „tis Christmastime all over 

the land, / But none are more loved in heaven above / Than this wildling cared for by God‟s 

own hand.” The title of the poem is “God‟s Christmas Tree.” 

 

Most of Ned‟s poems and essays exalting the natural world and lamenting its destructions, as 

well as his gardening tips, and Mae‟s too, can be found in a little index-card-sized magazine 

they put out on the hand-cranked mimeograph machine in the sixties and seventies called 



Backwoods Journal. (“We thought other people might be interested in doing what we were 

doing,” Ned says. Or at least daydreaming about it.) It cost two dollars a year for six issues, 

and at its peak there were a few hundred readers across the country whose letters found their 

way to the hermits‟ post-office box to request a subscription. A typical issue had thirty-five 

articles spread over sixty pages, most of which were written by Ned and Mae, using six or 

seven pseudonyms. (Their real names never appeared in the publication.) Rhubarb, the 

dangers of lead shot, winter camping, and migrating geese were popular winter subjects. 

There were no ads, but there was a Personals column, (From a man in Greeley, Pennsylvania: 

“I‟m looking for a Birthday Twin to correspond with and compare notes on our trail through 

life, a person who was born October 10, 1911, the same day as I. I was an only child as my 

Mother passed on shortly after my birth. I‟m married to a wonderful wife.”) Ned did all the 

artwork in the magazine—pen-and-ink portraits of pine martens and coyotes, sketches of 

waterfalls and mountains—and though he was not trained as an artist, it is clear that he has a 

gift for this, too. In another life he might have been able to parley into a career and consider 

himself blessed to be able to work at what he loved. 

 

* * * 

 

 

After they turned over Backwoods Journal to a couple of homesteaders who had been regular 

contributors, and the homesteaders found it harder to put out a magazine than to live in a tent 

in the mountains in winter and gave it up, Ned and Mae began to sing. Putting their poems to 

music, they recorded “Songs of the Wildwood” on a battery-operated, dual-head boom box, 

from which they then made a bunch of copes, one at a time. The album is dedicated to 

“…those folks everywhere who find inspiration in unspoiled wild lands.” On it, Ned sings 

melody in a wobbly baritone and Mae joins in with a thin soprano, and the overall effect, 

which is to make you want to turn off the tape player and go for a strenuous hike, is probably 

what they wanted to accomplish anyway. 

 

But why wouldn‟t they sing, and even sing badly, especially when they have something to 

say? 



 

But why shouldn‟t they sing, and even sing badly, especially when they have something to 

say? (“When life becomes a weary thing, and each new day is hard to bear, take your burdens 

to the hills, and you will find them lighter there…” begins one song.) And why shouldn‟t 

they write poems? It is symptomatic of how civilized we have become that poetry must now 

be written by poets. But if poetry if left to the poets, it means that something else, picking 

apples, say, is left to the apple pickers, and not only don‟t we get good poems about 

harvesting apples, we get a society that believes that apple pickers can‟t write poetry—which 

is what we have. But not Ned and Mae. They have the society of each other, and they have 

poems, and they have fresh apples, and no one to tell them they can‟t. 

 

* * * 

 

 

When Thoreau went to Walden Pond to live for two years, it was a young man‟s experiment. 

When the time was up, he quit his cabin and moved back to Concord and got on with his life. 

Ned and Mae were about thirty when they settled on their land, and it was no more an 

experiment than tilling the soil is an experiment for a farmer. It‟s like the difference between 

dating and marriage, Thoreau‟s retreat and Ned and Mae‟s. The hermits are wedded to their 

life in the woods. It‟s a marriage that‟s not about what they don‟t have (central heat, 

newspapers, ice cream) but what they do (buffleheads on their pond, a pond), and it‟s not 

about what they have given up (children, light bulbs), but how to use what they have to make 

what they need. 

 

Ned shows off his tomato plants, which are still bearing fruit in the late fall, and his 

cucumbers and lettuce. He mentions the filtration system he rigged up to collect leaves from 

the pond and points out a ground-floor skylight he built to illuminate trips to the root cellar. 

He seems genuinely surprised that the things he knows are not common knowledge. Maybe 

five or six people visit a year, mostly family. “My sister comes and wants to go shopping,” 

Mae says. It‟s as if she had heard of the practice but can‟t quite picture it. They don‟t get out 

of the woods much. When they do, encounters with their own kind send them back to seek 

the fellowship of the wind and the whippoorwill. They are happy there. Not gleeful, get-out-

the-noisemakers happy, but happy as larks, or buntings. 

 

“We felt kind of funny at first, living this way,” Mae says “but not anymore.” Forty years in 

the woods earning a life, not a living. “A lot of people, I think, wished they would have done 

it.” 



BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION ON SUE HALPERN 

WITH SEGGESTED DISCUSSION/ESSAY QUESTIONS 

 

Sue Halpern is author of Migrations to Solitude (1992), from which “The Place of the 

Solitaires” is drawn. She lives in the Adirondack Mountains of New York with her husband, 

the environmental writer Bill McKibben. 

 

Halpern‟s reading of this essay is included in the tile audio tape entitled Naturalists‟ Panel. 

 

Questions for “The Place of the Solitaries”: 

 

1. Describe Ned and Mae in your own words. 

 

2. Write an essay describing someone you know whose manner of living (“lifestyle”) is 

in some way (or ways) substantially different from the “norm” in our society at this 

time. 

 

3. Describe the style and structure of this essay. 

 

4. What would be the benefits and drawbacks of living Ned and Mae‟s life? 



STORY ABOUT THE BODY 

Robert Hass 

 

 

The young composer, working that summer at an artist‟s colony, had watched her for a week. 

She was Japanese, a painter, almost sixty, and he thought he was in love with her. He loved 

her work, and her work was like the way she moved her body, used her hands, looked at him 

directly when she made amused and considered answers to his questions. One night, walking 

back from a concert, they came to her door and she turned to him and said, “I think you 

would like to have me. I would like that too, but I must tell you that I have a double 

mastectomy,” and when he didn‟t understand, “I‟ve lost both my breasts.” The radiance that 

he had carried around in his belly and chest cavity—like music—withered very quickly, and 

he made himself look at her when he said, “I‟m sorry. I don‟t think I could.” He walked back 

to his own cabin through the pines, and in the morning he found a small blue bowl on the 

porch outside his door. It looked to be full of rose petals, but he found when he picked it up 

that the rose petals were on top; the rest of the bowl—she must have swept them from the 

corners of her studio—was full of dead bees. 



BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION ON ROBERT HASS  

WITH SUGGESTED DISCUSSION/ESSAY QUESTIONS 

 

Robert Hass is author of Field Guide, Praise, and Human Wishes (1989), from which “A 

Story About the Body” is drawn, He is also author of a book of essays, Twentieth Century 

Pleasures. He has also worked closely with Czeslaw Milosz on the translation of his poems, 

most recently The Collected Poems. 

 

Questions for “A Story About the Body”: 

 

1. “A Story About the Body” is what is called a “Prose Poem.” What makes it a poem 

and not simply a very short story. 

 

2. What is the essential nature of human relationships related in this poem? 

 

3. What is the Japanese woman “saying” to the young composer at the end of the poem? 

 

4. Apply the concepts of “innocence” and “experience” to this poem. 

 

5. Does this poem in any way parallel man‟s use/misuse of the earth? Why/Why not? 

 

6. Write a prose poem on any subject. 



THE TUMBLING OF WORMS 

Stanley Kunitz 

 

 

Back in the thirties, in the midst of the Depression, I fled the city and moved to a Connecticut 

farm. It was the period of my first marriage. We lived in an old gambrel house, built about 

1740, on top of a ridge called Wormwood Hill. I had bought the house, together with more 

than 100 acres of woodland and pasture, for $500 down. It had no electricity, no heat, no 

running water, and it was in bad repair, but it was a great, beautiful house. I spent most of 

three years, working with my hands, making it habitable. At that time early American art and 

furniture were practically being given away. Poor as they were, we managed to fill the house 

with priceless stuff. We were so far from the city and from all signs of progress that we 

might as well have been living in another age. 

 

One spring there appeared on the road, climbing up the hill, a man in a patchwork suit, with a 

battered silk hat on his head. His trousers and swallow-tail coat had been mended so many 

times, with varicolored swatches, that when he approached us, over the brow of the hill, he 

looked like a crazy-quilt on stilts. 

 

He was an itinerant tinker, dried-out and old, thin as a scarecrow, with a high, cracked voice. 

He asked for pots and pans to repair, scissors and knives to sharpen. In the shade of the sugar 

maples, that a colonel in Washington‟s army was said to have planted, he set up his shop and 

silently went to work on the articles I handed to him. 

 

When he was done, I offered him lunch in the kitchen. He would not sit down to eat, but 

accepted some food in a bag. “I have been here before,” he said to me quietly. On our way 

out, while we were standing in the front hall at the foot of the staircase, he suddenly cried, “I 

hear worms tumbling in this house.” “What do you mean?” I asked. He did not answer, but 

cupped his hands over his eyes. I took it as a bad omen, a fateful prophecy, about my house, 

my marriage. And so it turned out to be. Some time later I learned that my visitor was a 

legendary figure, known throughout the countryside as the Old Darned Man. He had been a 

brilliant divinity student at Yale, engaged to a childhood sweetheart, with the wedding set for 

the day after graduation. But on that very day, while he waited at the church, the news was 

brought to him that she had run off with his dearest friend. Ever since then he had been 

wandering distractedly from village to village in his wedding clothes. 

 

As for the worms, they belonged to a forgotten page in local history. Late in the nineteenth 

century the housewives of the region, dreaming of a fortune to be made, had started a cottage 

industry in silkworm culture, importing the worms from China. The parlors of every 

farmhouse were lined with stacks of silkworm trays, in which the worms munched on 

mulberry leaves, making clicking and whispering noises. That was the sound heard in my 

hall. 

 

It‟s a story without a happy ending. The worms died; the dreams of riches faded; abandoned 

plows rusted in the farmyards; one breathless summer day a black-funne‟ed twister wheeled 

up Wormwood Hill from the stricken valley, dismantling my house, my barn, my grove of 



sugar maples; the face of my bride darkened and broke into a wild laughter; I never saw the 

Old Darned Man again. 



THE WELLFLEET WHALE 

Stanley Kunitz 

 

A few summers ago, on Cape Cod, a whale foundered on the beach, a sixty-three-foot finback 

whale. When the tide went out, I approached him. He was lying there, in monstrous 

desolation, making the most terrifying noises—rumbling—groaning. I put my hands on his 

flanks and I could feel the life inside him. And while I was standing there, suddenly he 

opened his eye. It was a big, red, cold eye, and it was staring directly at me. A shudder of 

recognition passed between us. Then the eye closed forever. I’ve been thinking about whales 

ever since. 

—Journal entry 

 

 

1 

You have your language too, 

an eerie medley of clicks 

and hoots and trills, 

location-notes and love calls, 

whistles and grunts. Occasionally, 

it‟s like furniture being smashed, 

or the creaking of a mossy door, 

sounds that all melt into a liquid 

song with endless variations, 

as if to compensate 

for the vast loneliness of the sea. 

Sometimes a disembodied voice 

breaks in, as if from distant reefs, 

and it‟s as much as one can bear 

to listen to its long mournful cry. 

a sorrow without name, both more 

and less than human. It drags 

across the ear like a record 

running down. 

 

 

2 

No wind. No waves. No clouds 

Only the whisper of the tide. 

As it withdrew, stroking the shore, 

a lazy drift of gulls overhead. 

any tiny points of light 

bubbling in the channel. 

it was the tag-end of summer. 

From the harbor‟s mouth 

you coasted into sight, 

flashing news of your advent, 



the crescent of your dorsal fin 

clipping the diamoned surface. 

We cheered at the sign of your greatness 

when the black barrel of your head 

erupted, ramming the water, 

and you flowered for us 

in the jet of your spouting. 

 

 

3 

All afternoon you swarm 

tirelessly round the bay. 

with such an easy motion. 

the slightest downbeat of your tail, 

an almost imperceptible 

undulation of your flippers. 

you seemed like something poured, 

not driven; you seemed 

to marry grade with power. 

And when you bounded into air, 

slapping your flukes, 

we thrilled to look upon 

pure energy incarnate 

as nobility of form. 

You seemed to ask of us 

not sympathy, or love, 

or understanding, 

but awe and wonder. 

 

That night we watched you 

swimming in the moon. 

Your back was molten silver. 

We guessed your silent passage 

by the phosphorescence in your wake. 

At dawn we found you stranded on the rocks. 

 

 

4 

There came a boy a man 

and yet other men running, and two 

schoolgirls in yellow halters 

and a housewife bedecked 

with curlers, and whole families in beach 

buggies with assorted yelping dogs. 

The tide was almost out. 



We could walk around you, 

as you heaved deeper into the shoal, 

crushed by your own weight, 

collapsing into yourself, 

your flippers and your flukes 

quivering, your blowhole 

spasmodically bubbling, roaring. 

In the pit of your gaping mouth 

You bared your fringework of baleen, 

a thicket of horned bristles. 

When the Curator of Mammals 

arrived from Boston 

to take samples of your blood 

you were aircady oozing from below. 

Somebody had carved his initials 

in your flank. Hunters of souvenirs 

had peeled off strips of your skin, 

a membrane thin as paper. 

You were blistered and cracked by the sun. 

The gulls had been pecking at you. 

The sound you made was a hoarse and fitful bleating. 

 

What drew us, like a magnet, to your dying? 

You made a bond between us, 

the keepers of the nightfall watch, 

who gathered in a ring around you. 

boozing in the bonfire light. 

Toward dawn we shared with you 

your hour of desolation, 

the huge lingering passion 

of your unearthly outcry, 

as you swung your blind head 

toward us and laboriously opened 

a bloodshot, glistening eye, 

in which we swam with terror and recognition. 

 

 

5 

Voyager, chief of the pelagic world, 

you brought with you the myth 

of another country, dimly remembered, 

where flying reptiles lumbered over the steaming marshes 

and trumpeting thunder lizards 

wallowed in the reeds. 

While empires rose and fell on land, 

your nation breasted the open main, 



rocked in the consoling rhythm 

of the tides. Which ancestor first plunged 

head-down through zones of colored twilight 

to scour the bottom of the dark? 

You ranged the North Atlantic track 

from Port-of-Spain to Baffin Bay, 

edging between the ice-floes 

through the fat summer. 

lob-tailing, breaching, sounding. 

grazing in the pastures of the sea 

or krill-rich orange plankton 

crackling with life. 

You prowled down the continental shelf, 

guided by the and starts 

and the taste of alluvial silt 

on your way southward 

To the warm lagoons, 

the tropic of desire, 

where the lovers lie belly to belly 

in the rub and nuzzle of their sporting;  

and you turned, like a god in exile, 

out of your wide primeval clement, 

delivered to the mercy of time. 

Master of the whale-roads, 

let the white wings of the gulls 

spread out their cover. 

You have become like us, 

disgraced and mortal. 



BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION ON STANLEY KUNITZ 

WITH SUGGESTED DISCUSSION/ESSAY QUESTIONS 

 

Stanley Kunitz is one of the leading poets of his generation which included John Berryman, 

Theodore Roethke, Elizabeth Bishop, and Robert Lowell. He was born in Massachusetts in 

1905 and worked as an editor, a horticulturist and a teacher. He has published more than 

fifteen books of poetry, criticism, and translations, including Next To Last Things, from 

which “The Tumbling of Worms” “The Wellfleet Whale” are drawn. 

 

Questions for “The Tumbling of Worms” and “The Wellfleet Whale”: 

 

1. Compare “The Tumbling of Worms” to Donald Hall‟s “The Ox Cart Man.” 

 

2. Compare “Wellfleet Whale” with Mary Oliver‟s “Humpbacks.” 

 

3. What is the central theme of “The Wellfleet Whale”? 

 

4. Write a prose poem about a particular incident or period in your life (as in “The 

Tumbling of Worms”). 

 

5. Write a poem about any natural creature you respond to emotionally (as “The Wellfleet 

Whale”). 



THE WIFE’S STORY 

Ursula K. LeGuin 

 

 

He was a good husband, a good father. I don‟t understand it. I don‟t believe in it. I don‟t 

believe that it happened. I saw it happen but it isn‟t true. It can‟t be. He was always gentle. If 

you‟d have seen him playing with the children, anybody who saw him with the children 

would have known that there wasn‟t any bad in him, not one mean bone. When I first met 

him he was still living with his mother, over near spring Lake, and I used to see them 

together, the mother and the sons, and think that any young fellow that was that nice with his 

family must be one worth knowing. Then one time when I was walking in the woods I met 

him by himself coming back from a hunting trip. He hadn‟t got any game at all, not so much 

as a field mouse, but he wasn‟t cast down about it. He was just larking along enjoying the 

morning air. That‟s one of the things I first loved about him. He didn‟t take things hard, he 

didn‟t grouch and whine when things didn‟t go his way. So we got to talking that day. And I 

guess things moved right along after that, because pretty soon he was over here pretty near 

all the time. And my sister said—see, my parents had moved out the year before and gone 

south, leaving us the place—my sister said, kind of teasing but serious, “Well! If he‟s going 

to be here every day and half the night, I guess there isn‟t room for me!” And she moved 

out—just down the way. We‟ve always been real close, her and me. That‟s the sort of thing 

doesn‟t ever change. I couldn‟t ever have got through this bad time without my sis. 

 

Well, so he come to live here. And all I can say is, it was the happy year of my life. He was 

just purely good to me. A hard worker and never lazy, and so big and fine-looking. 

Everybody looked up to him, you know, young as he was. Lodge Meeting nights, more and 

more often they had him to lead the singing. He had such a beautiful voice, and he‟d lead off 

strong, and the others following and joining in, high voices and low. It brings the shivers on 

me now to think of it, hearing it, nights when I‟d stayed home from meeting when the 

children was babies—the singing coming up through the trees there, and the moonlight, 

summer nights, the full moon shining. I‟ll never hear anything so beautiful. I‟ll never know a 

joy like that again. 

 

It was the moon, that‟s what they say. It‟s the moon‟s fault, and the blood. It was in his 

father‟s blood. I never knew his father, and now I wonder what become of him. He was from 

up Whitewater way, and had no kind around here. I always thought he went back there, but 

now I don‟t know. There was some talk about him, tales, that come out after what happened 

to my husband. It‟s something runs in the blood, they say, and it may never come out, but if 

it does, it‟s the change of the moon that does it. Always it happens in the dark of the moon. 

When everybody‟s home and asleep. Something comes over the one that‟s got the curse in 

his blood, they say, and he gets up because he can‟t sleep, and goes out into the glaring sun, 

and goes off all alone—drawn to find those like him. 

 

And it may be so, because my husband would do that. I‟d half rouse and say, “where you 

going to?” and he‟d say, “Oh, hunting, be back this evening,” and it wasn‟t like him, even his 

voice was different. But I‟d be so sleepy, and not wanting to wake the kids, and he was so 



good and responsible, it was no call of mine to go asking “Why?” and “Where?” and all like 

that. 

 

So it happened that way maybe three times or four. He‟d come back late, and worn out, and 

pretty near cross for one so sweet-tempered—not wanting to talk about it. I figured 

everybody got to bust out now and then, and nagging never helped anything. But it did begin 

to worry me. Not so much that he went, but that he come back so tired and strange. Even, he 

smelled strange. It made my hair stand up on end. I could not endure it and I said, “What is 

that—those smells on you? All over you!” And he said, “I don‟t know,” real short, and made 

like he was sleeping. But he went down when he though I wasn‟t noticing, and washed and 

washed himself. But those smells stayed in his hair, and in our bed, for days. And then the 

awful thing. I don‟t find it was to tell about this. I want to cry when I have to bring it to my 

mind. Our youngest, the little one, my baby, she turned from her father. Just begun to cry and 

try to hide behind me. She didn‟t yet talk plain but she was saying over and over, “Made it go 

away! Make it go away!” 

 

The look in his eyes, just for one moment, when he heard that. That‟s what I don‟t want ever 

to remember. That‟s what I can‟t forget. The look in his eyes looking at his own child. 

 

I said to the child, “Shame on you, what‟s got into you!”—scolding, but keeping her right up 

close to me at the same time, because I was frightened too. Frightened to shaking. 

 

He looked away then and said something like, “Guess she just waked up dreaming,” and 

passed it off that way. Or tried to. And so did I. And I got real mad with my baby when she 

kept on acting crazy scared of her own dad. But she couldn‟t help it and I couldn‟t change it. 

 

He kept away that whole day. Because he knew, I guess. It was just beginning dark of the 

noon. 

 

It was hot and close inside, and dark, and we‟d all been asleep some while, when something 

woke me up. He wasn‟t there beside me. I heard a little stir in the passage, when I listened. 

So I got up, because I could bear it no longer. I went out into the passage, and it was light 

there, hard sunlight coming in from the door. And I saw him standing just outside, in the tall 

grass by the entrance. His head was hanging. Presently he sat down, like he felt weary, and 

looked down at his feet. I held still inside and watched—I didn‟t know what for. 

 

And I saw what he saw. I saw the changing. In his feet, it was, first. They got long, each foot 

got longer, stretching out, the toes stretching out and the foot getting long and fleshy, and 

white. And no hair on them. 

 

The hair begun to come away all over his body. It was like his hair fried away in the sunlight 

and was gone. He was white all over then, like a worm‟s skin. And he turned his face. It was 

changing while I looked. It got flatter and flatter, the mouth flat and wide, and the teeth 

grinning flat and dull, and the nose just a knob of flesh with nostril holes, and the ears gone, 

and the eyes gone blue—blue, with white rims around the blue—staring at me out of that flat, 

soft, white face. 



 

He stood up then on two legs. 

 

I saw him, I had to see him, my own dear love, turned into the hateful one. 

 

I couldn‟t move, but as I crouched there in the passage staring out into the day I was 

trembling and shaking with a growl that burst out into a crazy, awful howling. A grief howl 

and a terror howl and a calling howl. And the others heard it, even sleeping and woke up. 

 

It stared and peered, that thing my husband had turned into, and shoved its face up to the 

entrance of our house. I was still bound by mortal fear, but behind me the children had waked 

up, and the baby was whimpering. The mother anger come into me then, and I snarled and 

crept forward. 

 

The man thing looked around. It had no gun, like the ones from the man places do. But it 

picked up a heavy fallen tree branch in its long white foot, and shoved the end of that down 

into our house, at me. I snapped the end of it in my teeth and started to force my way out, 

because I knew the man would kill our children if it could. But my sister was already 

coming. I saw her running at the man with her head low and her mane high and her eyes 

yellow as the winter sun. It turned on her and raised up that branch to hit her. But I come out 

of the doorway, mad with the mother anger, and the others all were coming answering my 

call, the whole pack gathering, there in that blind glare and heat of the sun at noon. 

 

The man looked round at us and yelled out loud, and brandished the branch it held. Then it 

broke and ran, heading for the cleared fields and plowlands, down the mountainside. It ran, 

on two legs, leaping and weaving, and we followed it. 

 

I was last, because love still bound the anger and the fear in me. I was running when I saw 

them pull it down. My sister‟s teeth were in its throat. I got there and it was dead. The others 

were drawing back from the kill, because of the taste of the blood, and the smell. The 

younger ones were cowering and some crying and my sister rubbed her mouth against her 

forelegs over and over to get rid of the taste. I went up close because I thought if the thing 

was dead the spell, the curse must be done, and my husband could come back—alive, or even 

dead, if I could only see him, my true love, in his true form, beautiful. But only the dead man 

lay there white and bloody. We drew back and back from it, and turned and ran, back up into 

the hills, bac to th woods of the shadows and the twilight and the blessed dark. 



BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION ON URSULA K. LEGUIN 

WITH SUGGESTED DISCUSSION/ESSAY QUESTIONS 

 

Ursula K. LeGuin is widely known for her probing, literary science fiction novels and short 

stories. She is author of the philosophical/spiritual book, Always Coming Home. 

 

Questions for “The Wife‟s Story‟: 

 

1. The werewolf story is one of the oldest stories in human culture. Recount the story in as 

much detail as possible, thinking of it not merely as a scary story but as one containing 

important information and meaning. 

 

2. As you read “The Wife‟s Story,” at what point did you “know” what was “really” going 

on? 

 

3. What details and speech patterns cause us to “trust” the speaker here? 

 

4. In what ways does this story show us ourselves? What does humanity look like here? 

Look for details. 

 

5. Is there a central theme here. If so, what is it? 



HUMPBACKS 

Mary Oliver 

 

There is, all around us, 

this country 

of original fire. 

 

You know what I mean. 

 

The sky, after all, stops at nothing, so something 

 has to be holding 

our bodies 

in its rich and timeless stables or else 

We would fly away. 

 

Off Stellwagen 

off the Cape, 

the humpbacks rise. Carrying their tonnage 

 of barnacles and joy 

they leap through the water, they nuzzle back under it 

like children 

at play. 

 

They sing, too. 

And not for any reason 

you can‟t imagine. 

 

Three of them 

rise to the surface near the bow of the boat, 

then dive 

deeply, their huge flukes 

tossed to the air. 

 

We wait. Suddenly 

they smash through the surface, rising 

shining ton after shining ton, lifting 

their bodies swiftly and with a trumpeting sound 

into the air, rising 

like nothing you‟ve eve seen before— 

like the dawn 

of the fifth morning—rising 

with the sea boiling around them, rising 

free of the water 

 

then crashing back, tumbling and trumpeting, 

and we all fall back 



together into that wet fire, you 

know what I mean. 

 

I know a captain who has seen them 

playing with seaweed, tossing 

the slippery lengths of it into the air. 

 

I know a whale that wil come to the boat whenever 

she can, and nudge it gently along the bow 

with her long flipper. 

 

I know several lives worth living. 

 

Listen, whatever it is you try 

to do with you life, nothing will ever dazzle you 

like the dreams of your body, 

 

its spirit 

longing to fly while the dead-weight bones 

 

toss their dark mane and hurry 

back into the fields of glittering fire 

 

where everything, 

even the great whale, 

throbs with song. 



BIOGRPAHICAL INFORMATION ON MARY OLIVER 

WITH SUGGESTED DISCUSSION/ESSAY QUESTIONS 

 

Mary Oliver is among our most widely-respected poets. She is a romantic/visionary/ 

naturalist poet in the tradition of the transcendentalists. She is author of Twelve Moons, The 

River Styx and Other Poems, No Voyage, American Primitive, Dream Work and Selected 

Poems, which won the Pulitzer Prize. “Humpbacks” is drawn from American Primitive. 

 

Questions on “Humpbacks”: 

 

1. Compare “Humpbacks” with Kunitz‟s “The Wellfleet Whale.” 

 

2. Analyze the first section (the first nine lines) of the poem. 

 

3. What is the theme or essential insight here. 

 

4. Research the transcendentalists, particularly Emerson and Thoreau. Analyze Oliver‟s 

Poem in the light of these ideas. 

 

5. What does the poet mean by “I know several lives worth living”? 



THE BATH 

Gary Snyder 

 

Washing Kai in the sauna, 

The Kerosene lantern se ton a box 

outside the ground-level window, 

lights up the edge of the iron stove and the  

washtub down on the slab 

Steaming air and crackle of waterdrops 

brushed by on te pile of rocks on top 

He stands in the warm water 

Soap all over the smooth of his thigh and stomach 

“Gary don‟t soap my hair!” 

—his eye-sting fear— 

the soapy hand feeling 

Through and around the globes and curves of his body 

up in the crotch, 

And washing-tickling out the scrotum, little anus 

his penis curving up and getting hard 

as I pull back skin and try to wash it 

Laughing and jumping, flinging arms around, 

I squat all naked too, 

  is this our body? 

 

Sweating and panting in the stove-steam hot-stone 

cedar-planking wooden bucket water-splashing 

kerosene lantern flicker wind-in-the-pines-out 

sierra forest ridges night— 

Masa comes in, letting fresh cool air 

sweep down from the door 

a deep sweet breath 

And she tips him over gripping neatly, one knee down 

her hair falling—hiding one whole side of 

shoulder, breast and belly, 

Washes deftly Kai‟s head-hair 

as he gets mad and yells— 

The body of my lady, the winding valley spine, 

the space between the thighs I reach through, 

cup her curving vulva arch and hold it from behind, 

a soapy tickle a hand of grail 

The gates of Awe 

That open back a turning double-mirror world of  

wombs in wombs, in rings, 

that start in music, 

   is this our body? 

The hidden place of seed 



The veins net flow across the ribs, that gathers 

milk and peaks up in a nipple—fits 

our mouth— 

The sucking milk from this our body sends through 

jolts of light; the son, the father, 

sharing mother‟s joy 

That bring a softness to the flower of the awesome 

open curling lotus gate I cup and kiss 

As Kai laughs at his mother‟s breast he now is weaned 

from, We 

wash each other, 

   this is our body 

 

Kai‟s little scrotum up close to his groin, 

the seed still tucked away, that moved from us to him 

In flows that lifted with the same joy forces 

as his nursing Masa later, 

playing with her breast, 

Or me within her, 

Or him emerging. 

   this is our body: 

 

Clean, and rinsed, and sweating more, we stretch 

out on the redwood benches hearts all beating 

Quiet to the simmer of the stove. 

the scent of cedar 

And then turn over, 

murmuring gossip of the grasses, 

talking firewood 

Wondering how Gen‟s napping, how to bring him in 

soon wash him too— 

These boys who love their mother 

who loves men, who passes on 

her sons to other women; 

 

The cloud across the sky. The windy pines. 

the trickle gurgle int eh swampy meadow 

this is our body. 

 

Fire inside and boiling water on the stove 

We sigh and slide ourselves down from the benches 

wrap the babies, step outside, 

 

black night & all the stars. 

 

Pour cold water on the back and thighs 



Go in the house—stand steaming by the center fire 

Kai scampers on the sheepskin 

Gen standing hanging on and shouting, 

 

“Bao! bao! bao! bao! bao!” 

 

This is our body. Drawn up crosslegged by the flames 

drinking icy water 

hugging babies, kissing bellies, 

 

Laughing on the Great Earth 

 

Come out from the bath. 



BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION ON GARY SNYDER 

WITH SUGGESTED DISCUSSION/ESSAY QUESTIONS 

 

Gary Snyder has been a major force in the American environmental movement, as well as in 

American literature, since the 1950s. His many books of poetry and essays have all taken 

environmental consciousness in its largest sense as their central theme. Many 

environmentalists and environmental writers have taken the example of Snyder‟s writing and 

manner of living as inspiration. 

 

Snyder‟s deeply spiritual and yet practical approach to life and wilderness living have 

connected him with some of the most important American writers of the past: Bertram, 

Emerson, Thoreau, Muir, Jeffers and others. In addition, his interest in Eastern philosophy 

and literature have connected him to Pound and Kenneth Rexroth. His training as an 

anthropologist has given him a deep knowledge of cultures and cultural traditions that few 

writers of poetry possess. The result has been a broadening of the central traditions of 

American literature. 

 

Snyder is often connected to Allen Ginsberg and earlier “Beat” writers and he can indeed be 

considered a West Coast Beat, concerned with wilderness and man‟s relationship to it rather 

than the desolate urban landscape of the Eastern Beats. 

 

Snyder is a central character in Jack Kerouac‟s The Dharma Bums. 

 

—A moving reading, by Snyder, of “The Bath” is included on the Snyder/Jarrell/Simic audio 

tape. 

 

—A reading by Snyder is included in the Naturalists’ Panel audio tape. 

 

—To understand “The Bath” fully, students must understand that the bath he is referring to is 

a large sauna, modeled after sweat baths of the North American Indians. He explains in his 

reading of the poem that he and his family bathe this way to conserve water—and to be 

together, as the poem shows. 

 

Snyder‟s many books include: Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems, Myths and Texts, Earth 

House Hold, The Real Work (Essays and Interviews), Turtle Island, Regarding Wave, Axe 

Handles, Left Out In The Rain, The Practice of the Wild (Essays), No Nature: Selected 

Poems, and others. 

 

Questions on “The Bath”: 

 

1. Read the poem and then listen to Snyder‟s reading of it. What insights do you gain from 

hearing it read aloud? 

 

2. How does the meaning of “is this our body/this is our body” change through the course of 

the poem? 

 



3. What are some themes of this poem? 

 

4. List some the connections—human/natural, etc.—articulated here. 

 

5. Discuss the concept of communion in relation to this poem. 

 

6. This is a poem of great joy. In your opinion, why are there so few poems of joy? 



TRAVELING THROUGH THE DARK 

William Stafford (b. 1914) 

 

 

 

 

Traveling through the dark I found a deer 

dead on the edge of the Wilson River road. 

It is usually best to roll them into the canyon: 

that road is narrow; to swerve might make more dead. 

 

By glow of the tail-light I stumbled back of the car 

and stood by the heap, a doe, a recent killing 

she had stiffened already, almost cold. 

I dragged her off; she was large in the belly. 

 

My fingers touching her side brought me the reason— 

her side was warm; her fawn lay there waiting, 

alive, still, never to be born. 

Beside that mountain road I hesitated. 

 

The car aimed ahead its lowered parking lights; 

under the hood purred the steady engine. 

I stood in the glare of the warm exhaust turning read; 

around our group I could hear the wilderness listen. 

 

I though hard for us all—my only swerving— 

then pushed her over the edge into the river. 



BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION ON WILLIAM STAFFORD 

WITH SUGGESTED DISCUSSION/ESSAY QUESTIONS 

 

William Stafford is one of the most prolific contemporary American poets. He has written 

scores of books of poetry and essays, including West of Your City, Traveling Through The 

Dark, Writing The Australian Crawl, and Smokes Way. A Conscientious objector during 

WWII, he has written a moving memoir of his time in the pacifist camps. 

 

Questions on “Traveling Through the Dark”: 

 

1. What is the speaker‟s moral dilemma here? Did he do the right thing? Why/Why not? 

 

2. Why is the poem entitled  “Traveling Through the Dark?” rather than “Traveling at 

Night” or some other perhaps equally “accurate” title? 

 

3. Examine the two uses of “swerve.” What is Stafford driving at? 

 

4. Interpret “I thought hard for us all.” 

 

5. Why does the poet throw the deer over the edge? 

 

6. In what ways are we all like that fawn: “alive, still, never to be born”? 



BARN SWALLOWS 

Terry Tempest Williams 

 

 

 

 

lake level: 4204.75‟ 

 

What is it about the relationships of a mother that can heal or hurt us? Her womb is the first 

landscape we inhabit. It is here we learn to respond—to move, to listen to be nourished and 

grow. In her body we grow to be human as our tails disappear and our gills turn into lungs. 

Our maternal environment is perfectly safe—dark, warm and wet. It is a residency inside the 

Feminine. 

 

When we outgrow our mother‟s body, our cramps become her own. We move. She labors. 

Our body turns upside down in hers as we journey through the birth canal. She pushes in 

pain. We emerge, a head. She pushes one more time, and we slide out like a fish. Slapped on 

the back by the doctor, we breathe. The umbilical cord is cut—not at our request. Separation 

is immediate. A mother reclaims her body, for her own life. Not ours. Minutes old, our first 

death is our own birth. 

 

Mother and I are in Wyoming. The quaking aspens are ablaze like the bright light of a 

burning match. We walk along the Gros Ventre River with the Tetons behind us. She gave 

me m birth story: what she experienced during her pregnancy, what the birthing was like, and 

how she felt when she held me for the first time. 

 

“I don‟t ever remember being so happy, Terry. Having a child completely something for me. 

I can‟t explain it. It‟s something you feel as a woman connected to other women.” 

 

She paused. 

 

I asked her if she thought my life was selfish without children. 

 

“Yes,” she said. “But I‟m not saying that‟s bad. By being selfish a woman ultimately has 

more to give in the long run, because she has a self to give away.” 

 

“Do you think I should have a child?” I asked. 

 

“I can‟t answer that for you,” she said. “All I can tell you is that it was the right choice for 

me.” 

 

Across the river, Mother and I watched two elk. Bulls in the midst of their harems. She says 

they are eating. I say their antlers are locked and they are sparing. 

 

“You have the most vivid imagination,” she says. “Let me see your binoculars.” She pulls 

them up to her eyes. “Okay, I‟ll give you this one.” 



 

Walking back to our family‟s place, we are seized by the alpenglow, a cradle of pink light. 

The willows are rust and maroon, the mountains purple. Trumpeter swans float above their 

reflections on the river. A Pair of bald eagles fly across the face of the Tetons. Their heads 

seemed brighter than the promise of snow. 

 

The next day, we awake at dawn and travel once again down to the river bottoms. We watch 

a herd of pronghorn antelope grazing on the moraine. A buck flares his fanny at us. “Am I 

imagining this one?” I turn to Mother and hand her the binoculars. 

 

“Do you blame him?” Mother replies. “We are beautiful women.” 

 

This afternoon, I have found quiet hours alone picking tomatoes. As my fingers find ripe 

tomatoes, red and firm, through the labyrinth of leaves, I am absorbed into the present. My 

garden asks nothing more of me than I am able to give. I pull tomatoes, gently plcing them in 

the copper colander. Pulling tomatoes. Some come easily. 

 

Tonight I watched the sun sink behind the lake. The clouds looked like rainbow trout 

swimming in a lapis sky. I can honor its beauty or resent the smog in this valley which makes 

it possible. Either way, I am deceiving myself. 

 

Mother has completed her sixth month of chemotherapy. In some ways, it is easy to become 

complacent, to take life for granted all over a gain. I welcome this luxury. I have the feeling 

Mother is living in the heart of each day. I am not. 

 

Buddha says there are two kinds of suffering: the kind that leads to more suffering and the 

kind that brings an end to suffering. 

 

I recall a barn swallow who had somehow wrapped his tiny leg around the top run of a 

barbed-wire fence. I was walking the dikes at Bear River. When I saw the bird, my first 

instinct was to stop and help. But then, I thought, no, there is nothing I can do, the swallow is 

going to die. But I could not leave the bird. I finally took it in my hands and unwrapped it 

from the wire. Its heart was racing against my fingers. The swallow had exhausted itself. I 

placed it among the blades of grass and sat a few feet away. With each breath, it threw back 

its head, until the breaths grew fainter. The tiny chest became still. Its eyes were half closed. 

The barn swallow was dead. 

 

Suffering shows us what we are attached to—perhaps the umbilical cord between Mother and 

me has never been cut. Dying doesn‟t case suitering. Resistance to dying does. 



BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION ON TERRY TEMPEST WILLIAMS 

WITH SUGGESTED DISCUSSION/ESSAY QUESTIONS 

 

Terry Tempest Williams, a native of Utah, has published many essays in Sierra and other 

environmental publications. In addition, she has published two books: Coyote’s Canyon and 

Refuge: An Unnatural History of Family and Place, which recounts simultaneous tragedies: 

Her mother‟s cancer, brought on (William believes) by the nuclear testing in Utah in the 

1950s, and the unnatural rise in depth of the Great Salt Lake, which threatened Williams‟ 

most-valued natural refuge. The book is a spiritual record of that year, told with a naturalist‟s 

unflinching attention and attentiveness. 

 

—Moving readings by Terry Tempest Williams are included in this packet. She reads 

Coyote’s Canyon and is included in the tape entitled Naturalists’ Panel. 

 

Questions on Barn Swallows: 

 

1. Discuss Williams‟ writing style here; discuss the structure of her essay. 

 

2. Write a personal essay modeled on Williams‟ essay. Attempt to fuse or juxtapose the 

world of nature and the world of human connections/relationships/emotions as she does 

here. 

 

3. Listen to Williams read her work. What insights do you gain? 



SECTION TWO: 

 

AMERICAN LITERATURE AND EARTH LITERACY: 

SUPPLEMENTAL BIBLIOGRAPHIES 

 

 

SUPPLEMENTAL BIBIOGRAPHY OF AMERICAN LITERATURE 

WITH AN ENVIRONMENTAL/EARTH LITERACY PERSPECTIVE 

 

 

17
th

 & 18
th

 Centuries: 

 

Bartram, William. Travels of William Bartram (1791). 

 

Bierhorst, John. Four Masterworks of American Indian Literature. NY: Farrar, Straus (1974). 

 

Bradford, William. All selections in The Norton Anthology of American Literature, vol. 1. 

 

Bradford, William. History of Plymouth Plantation (1620). 

 

Bradstreet, Anne. All selections in The Norton Anthology. 

 

Brown, Charles Brockden. Weiland (1798). 

 

Brown, Charles Brockden. Edgar Huntly (1801). 

 

Byrd, William. History of the Dividing Line (1728). 

 

Byrd, William. The Secret Diary. 

 

Crevecoeur. Letters from an American Farmer (1782). 

 

Day, A. Grove. The Sky Clears: Poetry of the American Indians. Lincoln: U. of Nebraska 

Press, 1951. 
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Hawthorne, Nathaniel. The Scarlet Letter. 
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Rich, Adrienne. Atlas of the Difficult World. 
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MODULE EVALUATION 

 

Please answer the following questions as extensively as you would like.  

 

1. Are the goals clear? 

 

2. Are the instructions clear? 

 

3. Are the literary selections appropriate for your composition classes? 

 

4. Are the questions following the literary selections and sufficiently probing? 

 

5. For American Literature, are the bibliographies helpful? 

 

6. Would you make any additions or deletions to the bibliographies? 

 

7. Were the students interested? 

 

8. Were you interested? 

 

9. Would you recommend this module to colleagues? 

 

10. What changes do you suggest? 

 

Please send the completed form to: 

Michael Hettich 

Department of Literature and Media 

Miami Dade College 

Wolfson Campus 

300 N.E. Second Avenue 

Miami, Fl 33132-2297 

 

For information on the audio tapes mentioned in this module, contact Dr. Hettich at the 

address above. 


