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What mean these turtles, these coins of the muddy mint issued in early spring?...I have seen the signs of spring. I have seen a frog swiftly sinking in a pool, or where he dimpled the surface as he leapt in. I have seen the brilliant spotted tortoises stirring at the bottom of ditches. I have seen the clear sap trickling from the red maples.

—Henry David Thoreau, Journal, February 23, 1857






The First Eight Years

CONSECRATED to the God of my parents before my eyes were open, I lived my first eight years in a closed circle of family, relatives, church, and school. I lived in a totally human environment filled with human concerns and considerations. It was a world built by people for people. To the four directions, all horizons were human horizons. All constructs I knew were human constructs, from God on high to carpets and sidewalks underfoot. The physical, intellectual, and emotional aspects of my life had their dawning in a place where there seemed no purpose beyond the getting of the daily bread. 

In season I went out to play, but my life was essentially an indoor life. Curtained rooms, a velvety quiet; white lace on the credenza, carefully dusted knickknacks, glass doors closeting cups and saucers, parlor for Sundays. There were stairways and wallpaper, brooding harpy aunts and furtive alcoholic uncles, the clock and the evening paper. There were supper and love and, at times, exceptional wit for relief. My earliest field work lay in reading the faces around me, interpreting gestures, listening to intonations, analyzing turns of phrase. From behind, from a certain angle (I would position myself or wait for him to turn), I could read my father's cheekbones and tell if he'd been drinking. I had to have an idea of how things were going to go.

The difference between inside and outside was not profound. Beyond the door, the steps of furnitured porches descended to side-
walks. Narrow alleys between close, high houses, creepings of moss in crevices of stone or cement where the sun never reached. Backyards, fences, hedgerows of phlox, sweet peas climbing the backs of houses, some butterflies and occasional birds. Sun-blinding summer streets, tightly clipped hedges with spiders and ants; rows of houses ascending hills, homes facing each other in long columns. Porches with gliders, shades lowered against the sun, raised with its passing; people sitting, at almost any hour, overlooking the street. On my walks I crossed the street time and again, seeking passage by vacant porches. 

The central Pennsylvania summers were marked by heat and drought. Hot pavement, attic bedrooms hot even in the dead of night; after dark heat lightning always flickered, almost never bringing rain. When afternoon thunderstorms did come, they were torrential. Street floods surged against curbs. Quickly into swimsuits, we kids lay and splashed in gulleys, pavement-heated storm-water's ephemeral streams. There was no detaining this water. Streets and sidewalks steamed and dried in less than a quarter of an hour.

Not far beyond my home and my street were my church and school. Church and school were one, and I in uniform. High stone steeples, dizzyingly high. Cold imposing stone ornamented with stained glass and reaching to heaven. No sun inside; the light of God was a mixture of wavering candlelight and unreachable jeweled gleamings of glass; light enough for crucifixes and tortured saints with strangely serene faces, and for the faithful gathered to pray to them. The purpled, incensed hush sustained a bewildering blend of ecstasy and guilt that I seemed to have no choice but to embrace. Everything in my nature resisted this.

Any corner I turned led to another street. Beyond that lay another street, always lined with houses of other people, and seldom far away, temples to other manifestations of God. For my first eight years I was in a cocoon, awaiting that first swamp, that first turtle.




The First Turtle

At age eight, on June tenth, after supper, on my third day in a new town eight hundred miles from the circumscribed streets I had known all my life, I set out on a walk alone. My new street was called an avenue, and its houses were low units arranged in clusters, imaginatively termed courtyards, in a housing project. Here, in one direction at least, there were not other streets and rows of houses encircling my backyard. To the east, beyond a chain-link fence, parking lot, and ball field, I could see a horizon of trees. I headed there along the fence, passing the back ends of six courtyards. Even the people in my own court were still strangers to me. 

I turned a corner and followed the fence to where it ended at the deserted ball field. The woods to the left grew deeper and darker. Windows and rooflines fell away. I could hear no voices. Although I had never been in the woods with anyone, let alone by myself, I did not feel intimidated, but beckoned. Still, I kept to the lighted outer edge of the trees as they dropped to lower, wetter ground. Here I slipped through a dense screen of brush and grassy growth and emerged on the bank of a brook that sparkled out of a darkening swamp. Here was the first border I had ever crossed that did not have the same thing on the other side. The water's slight murmurs and movements among stones and plants were entrancing, and beckoned me even more than the woods.

Frog calls and the sound of intermittent splashings drew me to cross the brook on stepping stones that seemed to have been set out for my passage. A short push through tall, thick growth brought me to an opening at the edge of a pool, where the lowering sun cast an otherworldly light across dark water. It glimmered in dragonfly wings and sporadic silver-beaded sprays tossed up by leaping frogs. Sweet songs from unseen birds drifted on the still air. Everything here was new to me, every sight, sound, and smell a new experience. I doubt my eyes had ever opened wider or tried harder to take in my surroundings. I was in another world, a new world utterly distinct 
from any I had known. It was all the more miraculous for being real. 

For some time I stood still, absorbing, becoming absorbed. A shivering intensity came over me, all my senses became heightened; it was as though I had new senses. Stirrings in the reeds caught my eye. Not far from my watching-place, with slow deliberate movements that caused partings and closings in a bed of emergent grassy growth, something moved in the water. After a long pause, more stirrings. I had no picture to go by, no idea what to expect, as I waited for something to become visible. More jostlings. Afraid to move, lest I frighten away whatever was on the prowl, I continued to wait and watch. Even before I saw my first turtle, in watching and attempting to interpret these reedy shiftings, I began to develop one of the search-images that was to become a foundation of the rest of my life.

At length a small section of the outer fringe of reeds was pushed aside and a turtle appeared in the shallows, moving slowly, gracefully over the bottom, so at ease, at home underwater. I was transfixed. How could any living thing be marked like this? The turtle was as black as jet and adorned with radiant yellow and orange; head, legs, and tail aglow with scatterings of spots, intense blazings of orange at the sides of her head, markings all the more brilliant for being seen through clear water. I was spellbound by her patterns and the way she moved. With the living vision of this turtle at its center, the realm I had entered came all the more to life for me. Everything I was seeing and feeling suddenly became magnified. I was keenly fascinated by the frogs and dragonflies and all, but this turtle ... Her cautious black head turned slowly left and right. I could see her pale orange face, her black and amber-gold eyes.

Shaking all over, barely breathing, I watched her. I had to hold that turtle but was frozen by the feelings surging through me. Shifting her eyes toward the surface, the turtle saw me. She began to turn back into the reeds. I was afraid that I might never see her again. I could not let her get away. Suddenly I was in the water, shoes and all, my hand closing over the jeweled dome of her carapace.
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A spotted turtle hiding in sedge for the night.

Back up on the banking, I marveled at the feel of the turtle in my trembling hands. It was as if I had been allowed to clasp life itself in my hands. How could I begin to imagine all that was represented by a connection this tangible; the smooth, flat bottom shell resting on my left palm, the caressable contour of the perfect dome of her top shell lying beneath the fingertips of my right hand. Gradually, with great caution, the turtle came forth from her shell. I 
could see no more than the tip of her nose for some minutes, then her spectacular head (so close now) and gracefully extending neck. The deep eyes of the wild living thing I held in my hands appeared so calm. Holding that first turtle and looking into her eyes, I bonded inextricably with her kind and her world. She became the center of an endlessly expanding universe within the universe. 

Her wild eyes imparted patience. But her legs began to reach out of the protection of her shell, tentatively at first, then suddenly with resistance, struggling against my hands with spasmodic thrusts.

I couldn't let her go. I carried her home with me. I was only beginning to sort out, to learn. It would take a regrettably long time for me to understand that no turtle should be taken from its place.

With that first turtle I crossed a boundary of greater dimensions than I can ever fully comprehend. I changed lives within a life, worlds within a world. Metamorphosis ... I had wings now, and different eyes; the sun was not the same. I could not yet name a plant or animal around me, except in the most general terms: "grass," "bird," "frog," "turtle." I had no idea what kind of turtle I had found, and when I asked someone in my neighborhood the next day, I was told that it was a "sun turtle." It was certainly a turtle of the sun to me.

Turtle was the alphabet of a new language, and not only a passkey into a new world but a key to open the gate of a world I knew I had to leave. The entering was immediate, the opening I saw before me extended forever. I never turned back, though the leaving was gradual, much of it a struggle. The swamp, the marsh, looking for turtles, being there; every time I went out was a reaffirmation. It was too real for superstition and far exceeded magic. I needed no ritual, no priest or priestess, shaman, intercessor, or interpreter. I needed only my eyes, ears, hands and feet, awakening mind, and deepening intuition. I didn't even need a map. I was home.
 
***


The morning after I found the first turtle I was out again, back again; passing along the fence, turning the corner, leaving houses and yards behind with an almost unbearable eagerness. With gathering elation I slipped among the alders. It had not been a dream. The screen awaited, and on the other side of it the brook still sparkled on. The stepping stones awaited me; the sweet rank growth of summer along the stream was all the more fragrant in the morning. I watched the water sliding by. Where to go? What watery route to follow? I had never entered the heart of a day before. This was not just an evening run; the landscape and the whole day spread out before me, and hidden somewhere within them, there had to be another turtle. Here was a returning I could almost taste. From the first entering I knew I would have to come back at every chance. 

I crossed the brook on stones I would walk countless times over the next ten years and retraced the route that had led me to the first turtle. A lifelong quest whose dimensions I could not begin to grasp, had no need to grasp, had begun on a single turning in time. Spotted turtle was touchstone and magnet. In searching for the turtle, following the turtle, I was drawn into the turtle's world. I discovered what seemed to me a limitless landscape, with the turtle at its center. I had crossed to Turtle Island.

The spotted turtle's world was different from mine, yet it was a world I could enter, and come to be in. It was unknown but not alien, a world of endless revelation and abiding mystery. From my first solitary setting-out as an eight-year-old boy I was never afraid. Though uneasy at times, on the rare occasions when I became lost for a while, I was never afraid. I was where I belonged. I began to map the world I had entered by mapping the turtle's world. In a pattern that would persist throughout my life, water led me on to more turtles, turtles led me on to new waters. And so my landscape, laced with waterways, unfolded.

There were pressures, spoken and unspoken, that would keep me at home, have me stay in my neighborhood ... chores to do... 
wasn't my house good enough? To go off to the swamps and woods was to abandon—in some measure to reject—home, family, and community. Human social units have a tendency to feel threatened by one who moves apart, particularly by one who goes toward the nonhuman. In the face of many uncertainties people seek reassurance, the reinforcement that they find in having a family stick close together, always having others be near them, never out of contact—thinking like them, saluting the same flag, attending the same church. A psychological and spiritual, even a physical, confinement becomes established, a subtle, binding entrapment. One who strays afield can come to feel the communal critique for separating out and be in for a difficult time. 

I relished the days when I could feel free to walk out the door and leave the yard, to go back out to my new world and take the turtle day as my own. I meant no slight in setting out and could never understand why this could not be more freely given. But I could not wait for it to be granted. I knew that I had to take it for myself, no matter the risk, the eventual cost. At times I had to slip away, go out into the heart of that great glad day, not thinking ahead, letting what would come at the end of the day come. From the finding of the first turtle I became a time bandit, watching faces and the clock, the corner of my eye ever on the door.



Compañera

I was alone when I found the first spotted turtle, and over the years I would need to be alone to achieve my greatest awareness of the turtles and their places and find my deepest sense of being there. But in third grade, as my first full turtle season was beginning, I found one whom I wanted to bring into my outdoor world. She bonded with it at once. Although not always together, we were inseparable, and bound to swamp and stream, field and wood.

She could run faster than most boys, and certainly faster than I. 
Even in boyhood I walked far more often than I ran. "You have two speeds, David," my father told me. "Slow and all stop." I jogged when the goal was to get to a certain place, but once I entered the wilds, I mostly walked. Like a turtle, I had endurance, not speed. I walked and waded all day long. And always slowly, for the moment I slipped through one of those screens of brush I was where I wanted to be, and the more slowly I moved, the longer I kept still, the more I would see. My swift companion had that patience, too; her dark eyes searched with a similar focus. We would separate, fanning out to different shallows in a pool or working the opposite banks of a stream, calling out to each other when there was something that had to be looked at. 

We parted grasses and sedges, peered into the water, stirred mud and leaves, searched under rocks and logs. We looked at whatever we could not catch and shared brief holdings of anything we could get our hands on. From the beginning I had a way of pulling turtles out of nowhere. Once, at the edge of a small pond on her grandmother's property, among tree roots at an undercut bank, I saw a bit of a pattern of yellow spots in black water. I called out to her, and as she came near I reached in and caught the turtle. When I pulled my capture up to show her, I found that I had two turtles in hand. The dark-faced male whose shell I gripped was clasping an orange-faced female. Despite the dramatic intrusion, he would not let go of her. I set them back in place at once.

She lived in a cottage on her grandmother's lingering estate, in circumstances at least as economically stringent as mine, perhaps more stringent. She was the only girl, with five or six brothers. I never really knew her family. Our shared world existed away from both of our houses. Sometimes, though, especially if rain came on, we'd visit her grandmother. Her grandfather had died some time before. He had been in the China trade, and there were marvelous paintings, sculptures, furnishings, and carpets in every room. I always spent some time looking at a large Chinese screen painting, ink on silk, a landscape with high mountain peaks, twisted pines, 
clouds, and flying cranes. On some occasions her grandmother read stories to us from Ernest Thompson Seton's  Wild Animals I Have Known.

We were rather like wild animals ourselves, always quick to be out of doors, rarely even meeting indoors, but by some pond or stream. Off in the woods, following brooks, we made altars of moss and leaves, branches, stones, and wildflowers. We dug claylike silt from a spotted-turtle stream near my house and made pottery vessels, leaving them to dry on stones. We made sailboats from autumn leaves and set them adrift in breezes over the spotted-turtle pond by her house.
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Her pond drained into a salt marsh via a narrow stream that glimmered between mossy banks, fresh water's final run before entering the sound. We caught elvers in this brooklet, tiny eels impossibly journeyed from the Sargasso Sea and were en route to their six-to eight-year life in fresh water before returning to the great salt sea. We walked the salt marsh along tidal creeks alive with fiddler crabs. At times we rowed over the tidal flats and caught blueshell crabs. At low tide we could wade a shoal to a little island ringed with seaweed-covered rocks and forested with oak. A stranded brass-studded chest always portended treasure, but every time we opened it, the trunk held no more than the nest of a field mouse. 
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One summer she gave me a present: Reptiles and Amphibians, a Golden Nature Guide, with page after page of full-color illustrations of turtles, snakes, lizards, frogs, toads, salamanders, and newts. The accounts of their life histories were fascinating, although I supposed I never would go where most of them lived, and so had no expectation of seeing them in the wild. But some of the local ones I already knew well, and others I would try to find. The pages featuring those that I had spent so much time among electrified me—time and again I turned to [>], with its spotted turtle. Here was a part of myself, part of what I lived for, pictured and storied in a book.

I wanted to give my friend a gift for her eleventh birthday. Searching in a watery ditch that ran along the railroad tracks, I discovered, among obscuring shadows in a small opening in mats of
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fallen cattail, a single yellow spot, signaling the carapace of a baby spotted turtle. My eyes were keen, my search-images becoming ever sharper. I was not looking for a turtle for her, I was just looking for turtles, as I always did. I did not give turtles to people. But as I held this exquisite little one, I saw it as a living jewel she could keep for a time. 

While turtles slept through the winter, we were in school together. It was not the same as our wild-hearted hours in wild-hearted places. The end of our outdoor season was marked by end-of-day partings as darkness overtook us with surprising quickness, the air chilling down suddenly. The base of a railroad cut through high stone ledge, cliffs halfway between our houses, was our place of parting. A clasping and kissing of hands and turning away toward home, a mile or so for each of us.

She would start off on a run. I jogged, then slowed to a walk as I passed the red-maple swamp where some spotted turtles went for the winter, part of what I called the Old Swamp. I took deep breaths of its dank autumn scent and scanned its bits of silver, the last of the day's light on its silent water, a sky-tinted mirror leaded with sharp black lines of red maple and alder. I had come to know its every rock and log, every blueberry and red maple island, to know the Old Swamp in somewhat the way its spotted turtles knew it. Once past this place (no time for stopping in) I picked up my pace, the stream along the tracks providing a thread of light to follow.

***

It seemed there would always be another day. But in seventh grade I entered the public junior high school and she went away to private school. I did not follow her, and as we passed into our separate later lives, the landscape of our time together completely disappeared.


 

Another Spring

Weakened by thaw, the outer edge of a great ice sheet gradually gives way under my weight and eases me into two and a half feet of mud and water, floodwater filled with the new light of spring. On the twenty-second of March I begin the first day of my fiftieth year with the turtles. In a far different place I set out on the same search, with the intent and eagerness and much of the heart, if not the legs, of the original, even aboriginal, boy. My eyes are not as keen as they were; I now see more by way of experience and a long accrual and sharpening of search-images. As I peer into water pockets blacker than shadow and scan sedges burnished by winter and reflecting the near-blinding ascendant March sun, I am grateful that I still have a turtle place to come to and that I can find a way to be here. 

So much opens up before me at this annual returning. The midday quiet here—not even a whisper from the water gliding by—the stillness and apparent torpor of the snowy woods and ice-bound alder thickets I crossed in coming here belie the urgency of turtle season about to break. The need to be everywhere at once is never greater than during the first few days of the turtles' emergence from hibernation: there are so many beginnings, renewals, and first instants set in such simultaneity. Every place I am is a hundred I am not. I never have a harder time reining myself in, focusing, slowing into the day. There is such a rush within the tranquility and timelessness of thaw, the stunned, blinking coming forth in so many hidden places, all in the space of any hour, any moment; somewhere, everything.

I have been watching turtles in this great wetland mosaic for twenty-seven years; fifteen years ago a turtle led me to discover this corner within it, one of the most significant habitats of my turtle life, a place of water and sedge, shrub and fern mounds, spotted turtles, knowledge, and mystery. In my mind it is linked with seasons past, with turtles and turtle places that no longer exist. Memory and renewal ... I come back for another season. Who is still here? Who is 
no longer here? Who is here that I have yet to know, will never come to know? 

I look for many, but one in particular has become the touchstone of each year's searching, a spotted turtle I have followed, as best I can follow a turtle, for at least eighteen years. During my first years of coming here, after fleeing from a place where the wetlands had become unbearably diminished, I went out to be there, to observe, to become lost and found in what surrounded me, as I had done as a boy. I was naturalist as artist-poet, not yet having added the dimension of field biologist. This turtle was among the first I began to track in a new way.

At my presentations on turtles and wetlands, I am often asked, especially in elementary schools, "Do you have names for your turtles?"

"No," I always respond initially, "I don't think of them as 'my' turtles, or as pets or as people with shells. They are wild animals with a unique history on earth that dates back more than two hundred and fifty million years." Then I pause. "But I must confess that I do have names for several spotted turtles I have known in the wild for a long time." And I go on to tell them about Ariadne. When I first found her, she struck me as a particularly beautiful turtle, and I decided that rather than listing her as "female spotted turtle number 57," I would give her a beautiful name in my notebooks. Ariadne has provided me key insights into the life history of her kind and has become emblematic of every spotted turtle I have seen. For many springs now, a central theme of my searches for the first turtles up from hibernation has been "looking for Ariadne."

As I search for her in this shrub swamp today, I also have an eye out for another turtle, the one who led me to discover this overwintering sanctuary. For several years I had wondered where the spotted turtles I found in vernal pools and backwater fens went for the winter. Seeking them in shallow still-water red-maple swamps and sedgy marshes, the kinds of habitats in which I had seen them emerge from hibernation in milder coastal areas to the south, I was looking in the wrong places. Thinking that some deeper pocket in 
this great shrub swamp might serve as a hibernaculum, I made a dedicated mound-by-mound search here. Well into the afternoon I spotted two vertebral scutes of a turtle's carapace, dry, with a dull, shadowy luster and subdued spots, showing through the fern duff and dried-leaf covering of a hidden basking place on a mound of red maple and royal fern. The sighting gave me as much of a start as had that of the first spotted turtle. The instant I saw her, I knew I had found one of the niches where the spotted turtles wintered. Like Ariadne, this turtle was an adult female with a well-worn shell. This discovery occurred on the thirteenth of April; I decided to name a second turtle, and entered her in my notebook as "13 April." 

In its seemingly magical way, the water in this compartment of the floodplain wetland has warmed to 42 degrees, even though it is ringed with ice shelves, and the neighboring still-water wetlands, where painted turtles hibernate, are frozen over. The heavy shrub and sedge growth here acts as a solar collector, radiating heat that melts the ice, and the steady drift of floodwater from the permanent stream 250 yards away further erodes the frozen mantle. This seasonal hydrology, along with the mucky substrate and exceedingly dense underwater weavings of roots and rhizomes in shrub, sedge, and fern mounds, accounts for the spotted turtles' coming here to avoid freezing and escape detection by predators over the winter. These characteristics serve as my revised model as I search for new places where spotted turtles might hibernate. In some of these habitats they are joined on occasion by snapping turtles, and some winters by young Blanding's turtles.

A deep and abiding uneasiness tempers the elation I once felt during my first wadings of the year. My long history with turtles has been marked time and again by loss of place, by the physical and spiritual annihilation of the landscape, compelling me to move on in search of wilder places. Over the past decade I have witnessed an inexorable encroachment on this landscape and its ecology. Every spring now I wonder how much longer I will be able to come here and where I can turn next.

Red-winged blackbirds call, gently drifting water glimmers by, 
heat waves dance from dry, sun-flooded sedge. Slowly retracing familiar channels, I wade into the birth of another spring. Wind out of the southeast soughs in the pines of the bordering upland rise, fairly roars through them at times, but in this low-lying wetland it barely stirs the sedges. At 2:32 in the afternoon I catch sight of the first turtle of my fiftieth turtle-following year. A young one, she appears stunned by the brilliance of these first hours out of hibernation, the cold of the past winter still lingering in her. I pick her up and see two notches on the marginal plates of her carapace, marks I make in recording individual turtles. I can't remember when I first encountered her, but the date is in one of my past notebooks. The annuli on her plastron show that she is twelve years old. If she survives for another eight years she will become a breeding adult. If she lives as long as Ariadne, she will probably outlive me. And if her habitat stays as it is, she is likely to live decades beyond her threshold breeding age. 

My concern deepens as I wade on. I feel uneasy that I haven't seen more than one turtle by now. There is an apprehensiveness in my first searches of the year that I can't shake until I begin to see numbers of turtles. The habitats themselves are my first concern: Have the upland margins been cleared for development? Have drainage ditches been dug, culverts put in, beaver dams torn out? I know others who study turtles who have had the populations they follow decimated by collectors. In this area, however, human disruptions have not occurred as far as I can tell. I begin to think that natural causes might account for the fact that I have found only one turtle. We have had a record three hundred days without snow, extending back into the previous winter. Without an insulating snow cover, this wetland might have frozen so deeply that turtles froze to death. Or predators such as otters could have gotten them. Or perhaps a change in hydrology or water chemistry or a transition in the plant composition caused the turtles to shift their overwintering grounds. For all that I have come to know of these turtles from my long association with them and from other field workers and scien
tists, I begin each season wondering if I really know anything at all. 

At 3:40 P.M. I find a second spotted turtle, another subadult perhaps only minutes up from her fourteenth hibernation. Eyes closed, she rests on a mound formed by sweet gale, alder, and royal fern. Stems of meadowsweet and steeplebush, some broken by winter's winds and the weight of ice, help to conceal her. She too has notches on her carapace, meaning I have recorded her in past notebooks. From what I know of this place and the turtles' seasonal timings, I feel I should have seen four to six of them by now. "It is early, it is still so early," I keep telling myself.

The sun hangs low over the distant western hills. Out along the margins of the permanent stream whose floodwaters sustain this winter stronghold, red-winged blackbirds take up the communal calling that marks afternoon's transition to evening from the time of the first openings in the ice until summer. I wade out of the densest zone of shrubs and ferns to a more open sedge meadow. At a narrow turning I am jolted by the startling black and orange markings of a spotted turtle's plastron; I never see a living turtle on its back.

When my son was very young, he asked as he held a wood turtle, "Does it hurt turtles to be on their backs?"

"It isn't good for them—they can't breathe properly," I answered.

"Then why do they make them so beautiful on the bottom?" he asked.

I wade to the plastron that glows softly in shallow water. On a sunken mat of sedge, the empty shell lies upside down. I retrieve it from the water and turn it over. On the tooth-scraped carapace there are notches on the twelfth left and eighth right marginals: male number fifteen. His low, broad shell and distinctive decorations are very familiar to me; I knew him for more than a decade. He was a brightly marked, prominent member of this colony, active in this wetland and the large, grassy vernal pool to which many of the turtles who overwinter here migrate for the peak of their feeding and breeding season. Except for some skin remaining between his 
carapace and plastron at front and back, his shell has been cleaned out—head, limbs, tail, interior bones all gone. The vibrant, living yellow of his markings has faded to pale bone white. He was probably taken by a predator last fall, perhaps during a final mate-seeking excursion before he went into hibernation. 

All that remains of the turtle's life is this final architectural structure, an enduring representation of the unique adaptation of the rib cage to enclose the shoulder and pelvic girdles and even allow the head to be withdrawn inside it. This skeletal arrangement, which distinguishes turtles from all other vertebrate groups that have appeared on earth, fits into my palm just as the shell of the first living turtle I held did. I close my eyes. The form of the shell describes the life it held for so long. How many times did I hold this shell while it held that life? Turtle shell becomes memory stone.

I run my fingers over his shell and look into the space between carapace and plastron, imagining the life this bony fortress encased until its defense was at last to no avail. This shell first appeared aboveground when, as a hatchling, the turtle dug out of a nest after an incubation of one hundred days or so. He at once took up his nest-to-water journey, his orientation to the wetland habitat required by his species. He may have spent his first winter within twenty yards of where his shell lies now, emerging from nearly half a year insensate to take up basking and finally feeding for the first time, at the outset of his first growing season, some ten months after his mother secreted in the earth the egg that cradled him. For ten years or so he probably kept close to the marsh-bordered shrub-swamp compartment where he first wintered. In his second decade he began to wander, mapping the world of his kind in the broader landscape, until around age twenty he took his place as one of the colony's breeding adults. It was in this phase of his life that I first found him.

He survived against the great odds and intense selective pressure that hatchling spotted turtles face in reaching adulthood, which takes twenty years or so in this part of his species' range. He 
had not yet taken on the appearance of an older turtle and it seems reasonable to think he could have lived for decades more. I wonder how it goes with these turtles, how for so many years they live unscathed among the agents that can, on the turning of a single moment, bring an end to that life, and the potential for longevity that is so unusual among wild animals. Tooth marks have cut through the black lamina of his carapace and left scorings and broader scrapes that reveal the white bone beneath. The teeth that inflicted these wounds were small, almost needlelike. His shell, beautiful even though its once-brilliant spots have faded in death, is not cracked or broken. I have seen far more severe gougings and chewings, inflicted by bigger teeth and stronger jaws, on the shells of living turtles. I cannot guess what predator overtook him in an unguarded moment, caught him too far from escape cover, and managed to overpower his court of last resort, his withdrawal into his shell. Probably it was a variety of scavengers that cleaned out his shell so thoroughly. 

Only rarely do I learn the fates of the turtles I follow. For most there is only one last record in a notebook, and beyond that I don't know whether the turtle has died, been taken into captivity, simply eluded me, or migrated beyond the rounds I make. My last note does not necessarily imply the end of a life, and many I have recorded will outlive me.

Leaving the water and climbing back up on the ice shelf, I nearly pass by a spotted turtle in tussock sedge on an alder mound, but my eyes sweep back to register her presence in a shadowy chamber arched by a swirled confusion of sedge. Nearly all of my turtle sightings begin with a detail detected by peripheral vision. Extremely well concealed, she basks as a shadow among shadows, barely revealed by a shaft of sunlight. The concern that has mounted in me over the course of the day is eased by this sighting of an adult who has safely emerged from winter's lengthy grip. She does not move. Like a wood turtle, she relies on a camouflaging blend of light and shade and mazes of vegetation to keep her from being detected; 
she  will not risk movement that would reveal her in a situation where it would be difficult to elude a predator. When I pick her up, I immediately recognize the shape and markings of 13 April, who provided the initial clue to this place fifteen years ago, basking then even more cryptically about fifty yards from where she hides and warms herself today. Among the turtles I have come to know here, she has struck me as being exceptionally dedicated to hiding, even when she is not sunning herself; I rarely encounter her during the active season. Is this an individual characteristic, possibly a trait she passes on to her progeny and thereby contributes to her species? 
Here is another spotted turtle's chapter, this not a final one, at the dawning of another spring. 
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13 April, basking cryptically.



Wild Boy

During my first full summer in the swamps, after finding more spotted turtles in the backwater pooling where I had seen the first, I began to roam farther. Every fifty or a hundred yards was a new territory. I passed through a narrow wood and came to a railroad track with watery ditches along both sides of its raised bed, slow and shallow streamings with pockets and pools, luxurious with marshy growth, low grassy sweeps, and intermittent cattail stands. Spotted turtles lived here too.

I ranged along the railroad bed, which was bounded by woods: high, dry oak forest on one side and low, wet red-maple swamp on the other. Once or twice a day slow-moving trains came by. Otherwise I was as good as alone in a wilderness. I crept through tall ferns and braved head-high blackberry canes, looking into the water, and waded the ditches barefoot. Up the tracks I came to an old dirt road and followed it, discovering a large, open, weedy pond ringed with velvet-mossed islands crowned with blueberry shrubs and red maples. It was alive with the twanging of green frogs, the resonant thrumming of bullfrogs, glitterings of insect wings, and calling of blackbirds. This wooded swamp was the Okefenokee in comparison with my first turtle pool. If I could so easily find so much in that first little backwater, what would I find here?

The promise that hung so heavily in the summer air did not fail me: during my first hour along the swamp's shallow margins I saw the pale orange face of a spotted turtle regarding me from dense mats of grassy growth. I rolled up my pants as high as I could and waded to where I saw her go down, but there was no finding this turtle. Catching one in the Old Swamp, with its broader and deeper 
waters, mucky bottom, deadfall trees, and Sargasso Sea—like vegetation, would be no easy matter. 

Day after day that first summer I traversed the alder thickets, the red-maple woods with its skunk-cabbage-and-fern-bordered brook and spotted-turtle backwaters, the ditches along the train tracks, and especially the Old Swamp. With an eye out for turtles, I kept closely to wet places, but I was also fascinated by toads, salamanders, and snakes, and I took to field and forest to find them at times. Every meadow or wood, and especially any stream or pool, all of these theaters of summer taken together, held no end of spellbinding forms, colors, and patterns, moving in a seasonal rhythm of life habits I was only beginning to decipher. And these places they lived in—places of water, stone, and plants; sunlight and shadow; water lilies, reeds, and ferns; mossy hummocks, grassy swirls, and blackberry tangles; woods and shrub thickets with drifts of leaves; 
grassy fields—all joined to create one great landscape. I entered, came to know, the design of this living landscape before I knew any of the specific definitions of that elusive word "design." And as I moved through it I felt myself part of the pattern, or at the very least a witness to it. 
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A turtle basking in a marsh.

The sheer joy of being there, of simply bearing witness, continued to be paramount. I went out neither to heal my heartbreaks nor to celebrate my happinesses, but to be in nature and outside of myself. Turtles, spotted turtles most significantly, were a living text moving upon an endless turning of the pages of the natural world. I read a natural history that breathed. The moment I went out to meet it, it would open up before me. Each time out I could enter anew. An ongoing learning experience, or experience-learning, it called for a lack of confusion, a focus and dedication I wanted to give.

Once I got away to the swamps the sun seemed to stay in the sky forever. I had no watch and lost track of the time as soon as I left my house. Turtle time was best unmeasured. The end of the day always took me by surprise, and I had to learn to keep an eye on the lengthening shadows of late afternoon, to leave enough time for my shoes and socks to dry. I took them off to go after turtles but invariably managed to get them soaked, and it went much better for me if I got home dry-shod and on time for supper.

***

As summer waned and autumn came on, I felt a sense of loss I had never experienced before. Over the course of my first full season I had become Turtle Boy. When summer vacation ended, that tremendous richness of time, in which hours could pass unnumbered and days go unnamed, was over.

Feeling far removed from turtles as I watched the leaves fall, I found solace in the school library. I had always loved books—their feel and smell, the pleasure of opening a new book and turning its pages, of being read to, reading, and looking at illustrations. My 
mother had read fairy tales and other stories to my brother and me, and she bought us a set of children's classics as we got older:  Robin Hood, King Arthur and His Knights of the Round Table, The Swiss Family Robinson, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, The Jungle Book, and others. Now I was attracted to books that might not have caught my eye before my summer in the swamps.

I found a beautifully written book about a frog with naturalistic drawings depicting his life and surroundings. Just the existence of such a book gave me the shivers. I was all the more entranced because the story included a turtle, even though he was relegated to a minor and fairly lamebrained role, and the drawing of him was the only one in the book that wasn't naturalistic. Again and again I signed out Wagtail, never tiring of reading the tale of the little frog and his compatriots in Blue Pool; though anthropomorphized, the account was true enough to nature that I could equate it with what I saw in real pools, with actual frogs and turtles. I looked long and hard at the illustrations, graphite renderings printed in green ink, which were even more evocative of the world I had bonded so strongly with than the captivating text.

The little library was rich in animal stories, and I went on to read them all, classics such as Carcajou the Wolverine, The Grizzly King, and Tarka the Otter. I also discovered a remarkable field guide, Ann Haven Morgan's Field Book of Ponds and Streams, which described and illustrated the lives I was getting to know. I revered the color plates of salamanders and frogs, and especially plate xxiii, with its "two common pond turtles" in vivid color: the spotted turtle and the painted turtle. The account of wood-turtle mating convinced me that those intriguing stories I was hearing about where babies come from were not without foundation.

Even more astonishing was Holling C. Holling's great saga of a turtle, Minn of the Mississippi, the life story of a snapping turtle interwoven with a history of the Mississippi River. The margins of the book's large pages were filled with extraordinary, lifelike drawings of snapping turtles, from hatchlings to full-grown ones. Nature draw
ings surrounded the text on every page, and full-page watercolors showed the most dramatic scenes from the life of Minn. 

I was granted permission to enter the gated special collection at the back of the library in the city next to my town, where I found more books on turtles: Raymond L. Ditmars's The Reptile Book, and Clifford H. Pope's Turtles of the United States and Canada, as well as the ultimate reference on the subject, the recently published Handbook of Turtles, by Archie Carr, which greatly expanded upon Pope's work of 1939–1 would check out Pope and Carr for two weeks, return them, wait a week, then go back to take them out again. The next year I asked for Carr's book for Christmas. When my mother saw the price, she was taken aback and said that if I got that gift there wouldn't be anything else. I assured her that if I got that book I wouldn't need another present. All I got for Christmas was Carr's Handbook of Turtles.

Despite all these books and my school friends, winter was interminable. When the water chilled down so much that I was unable to find turtles, I looked for snakes after school, making searches in a brushy field. Even after the trees were bare I could find them, curled up beneath boards and stones still warm from the day's sun: baby and adult garter, northern brown, redbelly, and smooth green snakes.

As autumn deepened, I took up a practice that became one of the banes of my mother's existence. I brought in cocoons, leaves, special rocks, clumps of earth, even chunks of frozen turf hacked from streambanks. The latter came to life under the indoor sun of the gooseneck lamp on my desk: sprouts came forth from roots and seeds; tendrils, stems, and shafts emerged from thawing mud. The veneer of my desk buckled and split from constant thaws, seeps, and the occasional inaccurate watering. A praying mantis egg case launched what seemed to be hundreds of perfect, pale, minute replicas of the menacing-looking adults. My desk became an omnium-gatherum of cherished bits of the wild outdoor world I had such a hard time relinquishing to winter. I sprouted a potato in a glass of 
water. I kept a little spotted turtle and bought two dime-store sliders, but not even these could substitute for the seasons and places I had had to surrender to school and the hard cold. 

At the earliest hint of spring, I began walking the brooks and ditches and visiting the Old Swamp. The red-winged blackbirds had come back, but it was still too early for turtles. I had started my life with turtles the previous June, well into their active season, and I didn't know exactly where to look or what to look for when I set out to find them coming out of hibernation. For all the life histories in reference books, there was so much more to be learned from being there, from observing the turtles in their habitats. I didn't find any in my early searches of the brook and its backwater or in the railroad ditches. And on a warm, sunny afternoon in mid-March, as I stole into the blackbird-singing Old Swamp, there was still no sign of a turtle. But, though I had never before witnessed the phenomenon, I sensed an imminent explosion of life. I cautiously circled the swamp's sodden borders, hopping from mossy stone to mossy log or tree root, waiting and watching the water from behind red maples. A dull sheen caught my eye as I scanned shrub-thicketed island mounds, their velvet-mossed carpetings more vibrantly green than ever. On a mound, reflected in the water, a carapace partly screened by a maze of twigs glowed softly in the sun that was bringing its bearer back to life. Then I made out two more turtles, together on an island, and a fourth on a sedge hummock nearby. After the long winter sleep, absolutely motionless and partially hidden, they were giving themselves up to the rays of the sun that would fire the long season before them.

I had found a secret corner of the Old Swamp where some of the turtles went to spend the winter. A dream of spring had become reality. The light on their shells ... I could hardly take in what I was looking at. I had kept an appointment with the turtles and, through them, with the year itself, an appointment I would devote the rest of my life to keeping. From that moment on, every spring would have the feeling of this first spring. This was my New Year's Day. All at 
once an endless summer opened before me. I was beginning to learn. Other than an almost instinctive, accruing knowledge there was nothing here that could be carried away; images and experiences faded as I left. There was nothing tangible that I could take back with me. Not even the turtles, if I were to take barefoot to ice-water and manage to catch one or two. I did take turtles out at times, too often, but nothing came with them, really. So much is left behind. One can only go back to it. It all moves as life and time move and can only be encountered along the way. The place must be there, the wild and sacred meeting ground. Once it is lost, the bond is broken, and all that was found there disappears. 
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A spotted turtle in the rain.

Over that second turtle summer, the ninth summer of my life, I continued to expand my network of turtle places, moving beyond the Old Swamp. I added painted, snapping, and musk turtles to my 
repertoire. But my first watery hollows and their brooks remained my center, and there I continued to spend most of my days. I became more familiar with plants, getting to know some well enough to eat them, browsing wintergreen-tasting bark and the buds of black birch twigs in spring, blueberry flowers in May, the berries themselves later on. Blackberries were abundant along the railroad beds, and huckleberries among boulders and ledges on some of the oak ridges. In autumn I dug duck potatoes, the tubers of broad-leaved arrowhead, and boiled them on fires made of dead branches circled with stones. 

In shallower waterholds I would slide, alligator-like, into the water and deep muck. Stretched out full length, with only my head above the water, I was far less conspicuous to turtles than when I waded. Occasionally I could slide along and slip close enough to a basking turtle to grab it before it tumbled into the water. I groped about for unseen turtles in murky, algae-filled water, dense mats of submergent vegetation, and mud.

When I set my hand down on a snapping turtle he would sometimes surge away, but more often he'd hold still as I gingerly ran my fingertips over the smooth or mossy carapace, seeking the saw-toothed rear margin by which I could catch him. When I did take hold, he would struggle mightily and with great strength to get away but would begin striking and snapping only if I lifted him out of the water. A snapper never attacked me in the water.

In search of musk turtles, I slid and groped through an even shallower, muckier pond, a warm, green soup of algae. The carapaces of these small, extremely cryptic turtles usually were covered with algae for added camouflage. They rarely put more than their pinpoint nostrils above the surface, and only at intervals of an hour or more. One day while groping for musk turtles, I felt a fiery sting that shot through my hand. All the joints on my right hand began to swell, and gradually my elbow did as well. For three days I couldn't close my hand and could barely bend my elbow. After I was taken to the doctor for shots, the swellings gradually subsided. I suspect that 
a giant water bug bit me when I inadvertently pinned it down with my hand. Because of this experience, and my increasing tendency to get itchy, swollen reactions to the leeches that became attached to me as I slid through the water, I abandoned this highly successful method of looking for turtles. 

Wandering farther along the railroad tracks, I found yet more streams and marshes bordering brackish creeks well beyond the Old Swamp. I walked through forests of giant reeds, and found spotted turtles in long, narrow ditches. Straight as an arrow and no doubt man-made, these channels of fresh water just above the saline margins of lower tidal creeks had probably been dug for drainage in an effort to control mosquitoes. Now they were water-filled and bordered by heavy cover, so spotted turtles had appropriated them.

The trains that passed through were so slow-moving that I would occasionally hop one and jump off at the Old Swamp or a little farther down the line. From various points along the high railroad embankment I could look down and discover low-lying marshes and streams. As I followed one of the new brooks in a red-maple swamp one autumn day, I came upon a traveling spotted turtle slipping beneath brilliant floats of red and red-orange leaves.

One day I invited my brother John and a friend, Dicky, on an expedition to a more distant marsh, a place of giant reeds and meandering creeks on the outskirts of a saltwater cove farther down the tracks. Hearing a train approaching as we set out, we decided to save some time and energy. We jumped onto the last two boxcars. I had never taken the train very far past the Old Swamp and didn't know that it had different speeds for different runs of track. After crossing a narrow bridge and starting down a straightaway, it began to pick up speed. We looked at one another and clown at the crossties and crushed basalt passing faster and faster beneath our feet. With visions of ending up in Providence or Boston and setting an all-time record for being late for supper, I signaled my fellow passengers to jump before the train sped up any more. Leaping as far from the iron wheels and rails as we could, we hit the ground 
rolling, and we kept on rolling down the steep, gravelly embankment. Picking ourselves up, cut, scraped, and bleeding, we were relieved to find limbs, fingers, and heads intact. Dicky may have been the most relieved, having broken both ankles jumping out of a tree the previous summer. 

Though I found new turtle places every summer from age eight to age fourteen, my closest connection was always to my original core of discovery, with the Old Swamp at its heart. This turtle mosaic was complex and mysterious enough to fill long summer days year after year, always seeming to hold another hidden corner here and there. As I reached employable age I began to take on small jobs and paper routes, but if I had a choice between earning money and spending time in the swamps, I went to the swamps. Their hold on me was such that I simply could not stay away, whatever sacrifice I might have to make.

Still surrounded by the overwhelmingly human-centered world that was all I had known for my first eight years, I thought of myself as "Lucky Fox" each time I went off to the swamps. Looking at the lives around me, I told myself over and again, "It doesn't have to be this way ... there must be another way." I knew that in my turtle revelations I had some luck working for me, had come to insights not widely shared; but I also knew that I had to be ever watchful to dodge the trap, ready to elude the snare. I devoted myself to slipping the noose. I was always on the lookout for openings, as a bird heads for daylight, a salamander for darkness.



Loss

Throughout those first summers of exploring, my turtle world seemed inexhaustible. I thought of it as endless, perhaps because once I entered, my focus became so minutely immediate that I saw no end to my visible universe. But this universe was shrinking, not expanding. On one of the first days of March in my sixth season, I set out for a wet place well downstream from the Old Swamp, where 
a deeper cut of the brook ran through a seldom flooded, thick red-maple swamp, heavy with shrubs and vines, skunk cabbage and ferns. 

The streamside cover was so dense that ducks came here to molt in late summer. And late the previous spring, as I searched the riparian thickets, I had seen across the brook what was almost certainly the rear margin of a big wood turtles shell. Quickly out of shoes and socks, I waded across and verified my impression. Knowing these turtles only from books, I had dreamed of finding one myself. I did not find another wood turtle that season, and I wondered if the one I did see had been released or had escaped from captivity in the area, or if he was the last of a once thriving colony. New houses and roads had been built not far away, and industrial expansion near the lower run of the brook had eradicated any semblance of wood-turtle habitat.

That beautiful and mysterious sculpted-shelled turtle was on my mind one day the following year as I headed to a spring flood zone along the brook, where a shallow sheet of water drifted slowly through a great thicket of pussy willows—a silvery-catkinned shrub forest at thaw. I went there every March, sometimes as early as late February, to hear the first red-winged blackbirds and cut a few pussy willow branches for my mother. But this day I saw through the red maples not screens and tangles but the unsettling light of open space. I was stunned. There was a great hole in the landscape of the swamp—the landscape of redwings, swamp sparrows, ribbon snakes, pussy willows, and, I had hoped, wood turtles. Where just a year ago so much life had awakened and returned in spring and flourished through summer, bulldozers loomed at the edge of a great muddy plateau they had raised above its lowland surroundings. It would be paved soon enough. I would not be coming back to what was left of the brook. My world—worse, the turtles' world—was contracting. There was not even a place for pussy willows to flower. Numb and in tears at the same time, I learned a new lesson in loss.

About three months later I looked into the face of even more 
drastic change. On my approach to the Old Swamp I saw a bright yellow shape in the brush—another bulldozer resting, waiting, crouching in a crushed bed of brush. I thought of schemes I had heard about: putting sugar in a gas tank, sand in an engine. But I knew that whatever human design lay behind the sudden intrusion of this instrument of change, I could not stop it, not even with dynamite. 

"Things change," I had been hearing. "For the worse," I had been thinking. I had proof, simply by looking around me.

"People gotta have a job and a place to live." This mantra, seemingly unarguable, justified without question or extended thought, had been ringing in my ears. It seemed I could not escape this insistent refrain, nor the annihilation its voracious implementation would wreak on the natural world I had so come to love.

By autumn, trees had been cut down and the earth restructured; the project marched to the borders of the Old Swamp. The sadness of the season's departure that I felt every autumn reached an inconsolable depth. What renaissance could I hope for now in springs to come? The landscape was disappearing and the turtles were being driven into an unforgiving corner. What would become of them? Could they find another place? Could I? I made a visit to the Old Swamp late in leafless autumn. I wore a heavy coat, but still shivered in the chill eastern wind that riffled the gray water. Hard frosts had taken down the green, reedy growth of summer. I needed to go to the swamp even when turtles were sleeping, needed to be where they slept. I had to keep looking into the water even in winter and walk it when it froze. It was all part of the waiting. In previous years, even after frost had thinned the cover, the acres of densely twigged brush had always screened me; now the edge of the swamp was the end of the world; my own cover was being shorn away.

Looking out over the swamp in lowering sunlight, I was surprised to make out a small frog, all but his head covered by a mat of frost-burned bur reed that had slumped into the water. Staring into his unblinking eyes, I thought they must be the last eyes open in the 
Old Swamp. I imagined the frog felt a shared reluctance to say goodbye to the season. In the water and weeds nothing stirred but the November wind. I kept looking back at the unmoving frog, but he never blinked. 
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A song sparrow on a pussy willow branch.

On the verge of a winterlike night, the pale sunlight slipped away. I felt the need to move, to try to warm up a little, but I could not leave the frog. Then, with a sudden rippling, he was gone. I had the strongest feeling I had watched a frog go into hibernation. The reality of the encroachment upon the Old Swamp pressed heavily on my end-of-season emotions, and once again I could not keep back the tears. Not sure how I would honor it, I made a promise to the frog: someday, somehow, I would find a way—I wouldn't let this happen again.




Gordon

One day during the summer between fifth and sixth grade I heard a resounding knock at the screen door of our housing-project duplex, followed by a stentorian voice that announced to my mother: "Mrs. Carroll, my name is Gordon Ultsch. I just moved into town, and I heard that your son is interested in turtles. I study birds, and I think we should get to know one another." 

I went out onto the porch to greet a boy my age, a skinnier fellow than his voice had led me to expect, with sandy hair and glasses as thick as the bottom of a Coke bottle. There was an immediate insistence about him; I sensed that in merely stepping out of my house to meet him I had acquired a longtime friend, whether I wanted to or not.

Gordon told me he had been living with his grandparents on Long Island, where he had had some excellent experiences with the eastern box turtles still abundant there at the time. He also knew the famous bird painter Don Eckleberry. Soon after we met I showed him some of my swamps and introduced him to Carr and Pope. Not far into the season I could see that he had been converted from ornithology to herpetology. The next spring he took me to his old stomping grounds on Long Island and introduced me to the incomparably patterned box turtles, which did not occur in my southeastern Connecticut haunts.

He proved more intrepid than I in his interest in the study of amphibians and reptiles. A phone call summoned me to his house one morning. "I've got something to show you, D.C.," he said as he led me to a large aquarium in his backyard. The glass cage was covered with a heavy metal screen weighted down with big stones. It took me a while to make out a pattern in the thick layers of dried grass and leaves: red-brown coils with broad, dark brown spots and wide, black-edged bands that faded to a coppery sienna. He had captured a copperhead. I looked at the motionless snake for a long time, in awe and admiration. I was also awestruck by my friend's 
having caught a poisonous snake. Sadness entered my emotions later, when Gordon told me that a neighbor who had come to see the copperhead said it should be shot. I urged my friend to release the snake where he had found it, but I wasn't at all sure that my argument won out over the pressure to kill it. I wasn't told, and I never asked about the fate of that remarkably patterned snake. 

In junior high we pooled money from our paper routes to subscribe to one of the scientific journals cited in Carr's Handbook. We debated between Copeia and Herpetologica, eventually deciding on the latter because it featured more papers on turtles. We made up our minds that when it was time to go on to college we would somehow get to the University of Florida and study with Archie Carr.



Mr. Moxley and Mr. Malone

In sixth-grade English class, Mr. Moxley assigned us to write a story. I came up with a mystery about a beast with strange tracks, some killings by a large animal that vanished into the forest, which was thought to be some mutant form of wolf but at length proved to be a feral mastiff. After reading the first part of my unfinished tale to the class, he waived my other assigned work so I could keep writing. For a week or more, part of each day's English class was devoted to my reading aloud the latest installment of my ongoing saga, until I finally got to "The End." Mr. Moxley even offered to type my story for me. He was a very big man, and typing wasn't easy for him. As he loomed over the typewriter, which looked like some kind of toy in front of him, he kept hitting two keys at once with his enormous fingers, but he provided me with my first typewritten manuscript.

I did not make a good first impression on Mr. Malone, my seventh-grade science teacher. Although he was to become a great friend and would have a fundamental influence on my life, when he entered his classroom the first day of school he saw me standing on top of my desk, a chair in my hands, jousting with a similarly posi
tioned comrade across the aisle. I was no juvenile delinquent, but I was something of a behavioral work in progress. A tall, thin, older man with a gravelly voice and blazing eyes, Mr. Malone established order at once, without kicking me out of his class. 

That inauspicious introduction was put behind us as I quieted down to being an indoor schoolboy for most of the day and applied myself in his stimulating class.

Mr. Malone took me under his wing, and I spent considerable after-school time with him that winter, even spending some weekends at his house in the woods. Gordon came with me on one of those visits, and we searched nearby shallow shrub swamps and seeps for hibernating turtles. We probed into unfrozen pockets here and there with long, thin metal poles, feeling and listening for contact with turtle shells. I had read about this process, called "noodling," which was used by people hunting for snapping turtles for their winter soup pots. Our goal had nothing to do with soup—we just wanted to see if we could find turtles in the wintertime, but we had no luck.

My intimacy with turtles and the wilds was now widely known, and Mr. Malone and some of my other teachers came to my house to see my backyard vivariums, several large enclosures in which I combined ponds featuring sunning stones and mossy banks with dry-land areas of leaf litter, logs, and pieces of bark, making habitats as natural as I could. I filled the vivariums with turtles, snakes, frogs, toads, and salamanders I had found and was keeping for the summer, taking care to separate prey from predators. One time I lifted a pool out to clean it and discovered that a pair of musk turtles had mated, and the female had nested in the dirt right against the side of the pool. I moved the eggs, recreating her shallow nest in a coffee can, and placed it in a warm place next to the hot water tank in the house. When the dime-sized hatchlings appeared in early September, I put parents and little ones back in their native pond.

James Clifford Malone had come to Riverside Elementary from the famous nuclear research center at Oak Ridge, Tennessee. He 
shared the firm belief of many in that era that nuclear power would be the salvation of mankind, providing free fuel for the world and freeing people physically and creatively to become better beings. Though I was an idealistic youth, I could not quite envision such a future. For the opening of a children's science museum, he arranged for me to give a talk titled "Atomic Theory from Democritus to the Present." I donated my rock collection to this museum, some sixty different rocks identified and labeled. 

Early in our friendship Mr. Malone told me he was grooming me for a career in science—specifically, in medicine. To help me publicize my talents so I could get a scholarship to a top university, he encouraged me to undertake a major project for a science competition for New England junior high school students. I decided to research a fungus that infected the shells of tens of thousands of hapless hatchling turtles in the crowded, unclean tanks of dime stores and pet shops. He connected me with researchers at military and industrial installations so that I could use their powerful microscopes and laboratory materials. I took samples from turtle shells, grew the fungus in an agar-agar culture in petri dishes, then isolated and identified it. Experimenting with salt baths, I attempted to find some way to eradicate the fungus, but I was not able to effect a cure.

As the deadline for submission of the projects drew perilously close, my father drove me to a metropolitan post office that had agreed to let us in a back door so that my package could be postmarked a half-hour before midnight. My project won second prize, and a newspaper account, complete with a photo of me receiving the award and a twenty-five-dollar savings bond, reported that I had "discovered" a turtle disease.



The Beach

Our parents occasionally took my younger brother and me to the beach a few miles from our house, where I explored great rock 
pilings and briny tidal pools and caught little crabs on strings baited with bits of cracked-open mussels. I watched the tiny fish that became stranded in salty depressions scoured in stone by the sea, until it returned to reclaim them. I set up temporary saltwater aquaria with hermit crabs and seaweed in smaller bowls of seawater set in stone. At low tide I searched the sand flats exposed at the base of boulders, looking for sea glass and shells. The plaintive cries of gulls and the murmuring pulse of the tide, whispering on sand, clattering on beds of sea-worn cobble, all had a pull on me. But my fascination was limited. The saltwater shoreline and endless deeps beyond were an alien world. I had no hopes of finding turtles and frogs here. I found the vastness, the colors and forms, the plants and animals of the coastal and marine world, so captivating to many, to be unem-braceable; the deep space of the ocean and its unbroken sky only served to turn me inland. 

At the dawning of adolescence I spent hours by the sea, drawn back to the beach by its girls, but even then I returned again and again to the world of turtles. Girls, snack bars, and other delights notwithstanding, I would leave the public beach and walk down the road to a fenced-off private one. At the entrance to this seaside club was a long, narrow, brush-bordered water lily pond that abounded in painted turtles. I could crouch among the bushes and watch them paddle lazily about or dart quickly under lily pads if a gull's shadow passed too close. Even though I was at the far end of the pond from the busy entrance gate, I was afraid of being seen if I waded. I always felt extremely uncomfortable if I could be seen while looking for turtles; this feeling led me to seek the most untrodden ways and gave me an empathy for secretive species. Most of the pond was too deep and exposed to view for me to go wading, but, using popcorn as bait, which I tossed ever closer to my hiding place on shore, I lured some of the quick and wary turtles within reach, managing to catch some. Once, at the shallow end of the pond, I just caught sight of a turtle's head going down. Its size and shape, a hint of its color, and its manner of retraction did not signal a painted turtle or any of the other turtles I had come to know.


The lure of the mystery turtle drew me out into the open. I marked the precise site where the turtle's head went down, and did not take my eyes from the spot as I waded toward it. I had to be aware so I could hold still if the turtle resurfaced or track its movements if it took off. If I looked away even momentarily, it would be very difficult to relocate that precise point in the pond-covering flotillas of lily pads. I felt my way among sunken stones and pockets of mud with my feet so that I never had to look away from the spot I had targeted—basic skills I had begun to evolve in my earliest turtle stalkings. 

The water was only knee-deep where I had seen the mystery turtle, so getting to the site was easier than I had expected. As I groped beneath the lily pads, my fingertips touched down on the broad dome of her shell. I could tell at once that this turtle was bigger than any painted turtle, and I knew from the glimpse of her head that she was not a snapping turtle. I gripped her with both hands and lifted her from the water. Her carapace was deep green and gray-green, barred with yellow, all these colors edged with black. She was a female red-eared slider, the ubiquitous species of pet shops and dime stores.

Was she a hatchling pet who had been released and had survived to adulthood in the mild climate of coastal Connecticut, hundreds of miles north of her natural range? Or was she one of those few of the tens of thousands of pet turtles who did not die within a year or two in captivity but lived so long and grew so large that her owner decided to release her? Unable to resist the temptation to keep this unusual turtle, I carried her home to become a spectacular, unfortunately outsized denizen of one of my outdoor vivaria for a time.

***

Down the road from the lily pond was another large pond. It had no water lilies, but the rock-studded open water at the center was ringed with marshes and backwaters. Looking through the chain-link fence surrounding it, I could see painted turtles basking on the 
rocks. The fence was hung with forbidding signs denoting the interior of a military post and warning against entry. But the pond, with its swaths of emergent grasses and dense colonies of tussock sedge, portended spotted turtles as well. 
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A painted turtle among lily pads.

One day Gordon and I decided to try to get into the pond. We followed the imposing fence to where it ran through dense woods that hid us from the road. Trees pressing close against the fence aided us in scaling it. Once inside we waded into the warm shallow water, keeping to weedy borders where spotted turtles would be likely to hide.

The bottom was soft and muddy, the water murky. I was feeling for turtles with my feet when a shot rang out and a spray of pellets hit the water not far from us. No one appeared; no one yelled at us. No one had to—we splashed out of the pond, grabbed our shoes, and raced through the trees. As we scaled the fence, a second shot 
rang out and pellets shredded the leaves of nearby trees. I was always the worst at climbing fences, but with this motivation I kept up with Gordon pretty well in going over the top. I was only shot at one other time in my life, in the autumn of the same year, while doing some nocturnal fruit-picking with friends in an apple and pear orchard. 



Bill and DeDe

The first day of my freshman year in high school, Mr. Miller, the art teacher, said, "Art is the only thing that lasts. Civilizations come and go, governments do not really matter. All that endures is the art that people do."

This heretical pronouncement, which ran counter to much of what I had been hearing for fourteen years, struck a deep chord in me. I ran it by my mother when I got home from school. I sensed from her guarded look and lack of spoken response that she saw a new potential for trouble ahead.

Mr. Miller seemed to teach without teaching, imparting only the necessary instructions with consummate minimalism. He was a painter and a sculptor, but I rarely saw any of his own artwork. His teaching was his art; his students, his medium. He recognized genius in many forms and sometimes saw it in students other teachers would not take a second look at. He didn't follow a lesson plan. He simply found and fostered talent, letting it evolve. In his classroom that year I began to understand what it meant to be an artist and to adopt the life of an artist. My talent for drawing and painting had been recognized when I was very young—from first grade on I was one of those who got to decorate school bulletin boards for various holidays, and my work was a regular feature of display cabinets—but I had never really had art before I met Mr. Miller. I had had art classes, but I had never had art. From the day I entered his art room, art and life, my life in and out of the swamps, became intermingled, inseparable.


Even by art studio standards his room was legendary for its lack of order. But its profound disarray was a fertile clutter, as rich in possibilities for expansion as the Devonian sea. He was not entirely without standards and would say to an incoming class, "Please don't hang your coats on the floor." His art room, the antithesis of my father's dictum "A place for everything and everything in its place" quickly became a home to me. 

"Even God had to have chaos before he could create," I heard Mr. Miller say to a teacher who was looking in from the doorway, her face the picture of astonishment.

Our first project in art class was to make a handbound book. We were to choose the paper, sew the folded sheets into signatures, and bind them into a cloth-covered volume of blank pages. We could illustrate our pages however we wanted.

I did a painting of a swamp on my first page, in black watercolor and India ink, with highlights of opaque white gouache. It showed black trees and vines with gray boulders, gray sky, black water, with wan washes and sharper glimmerings of white. This outwardly lugubrious scene might have prompted some teachers to schedule a session for me with the school counselor, or at least to suggest that I find a watercolor set with something besides black in it. But to me the painting was an intimation not of gloom and despair but of hope and rebirth. Rising from gray and white slicks of water on black mud at the base of a great twisted grapevine was a spear of spring green blushed with crimson, a skunk cabbage thrusting forth at winter's end. I knew that when this hardy plant appeared, spotted turtles would not be far behind. On a foldout from the watercolor page I lettered a prose poem on the coming of spring and some rhymed couplets in praise of skunk cabbage.

All through high school I continued to work on my book. I painted watercolors of sunsets over waterways and pastures; a sentinel stand of grass by the edge of the sea; woods. I did a pen-and-ink landscape with the distant silhouette of a lone figure on a hill, accompanied by a poem devoted to lost love. There was also a pen-
 and-ink study of the Old Swamp, drawn from memory. I painted a watercolor of a small northern brown snake, arabesquely poised in leaves and twigs, bits of his native habitat I had collected to keep with my subject in a glass bowl while I did my study from life. Beside the painting I wrote a poem about a snake just emerging from hibernation. 
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The swamp at thaw, from my first handbound book.
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A northern brown snake, from my first handbound book.

Mr. Miller and I became close friends. In the spring of that first year he took me to his house to meet his wife, DeDe, and their six-month-old daughter. His house mirrored the agreeable chaos of his art room. Only after a lengthy and conscientious relocation of layers of papers, books, prints, records, and art supplies was there an empty chair to sit in. If my teacher's classroom was the setting of an 
awakening, his house was an arena of enlightenment. DeDe quickly became a friend as well, a mentor in her own way. Together the Millers became integral to my life and work. Students were frequent visitors at their house, but over the course of my high school years I was nearly a resident. 

Mr. Miller was the first person I met who moved more slowly than I did. Though a dedicated gardener, he had no particular affinity with the outdoor natural world; but to me there seemed to be something of the turtle in him. He possessed what I thought of as an Indian or Mexican sense of time ... there was always time. He had in fact lived in Mexico and still owned a house there. Though nowhere near as fluent as he, I spoke Spanish with him and often thought of going to Mexico or elsewhere in Latin America. Inspired by William Henry Hudson's romantic Green Mansions, The Purple Land, and other writings, I imagined that I might be driven to find my last wild places there, my "Uruguayan option."

Process was more important than completion to my teacher, and his house epitomized this, ever being extended in all four directions. He told me he never wanted to finish building it, and in fact he never did. The summer after my freshman year he hired me to help him pour a concrete footing for a fieldstone fireplace and a studio at the back of the house, which was actually a relocated unit from a housing project like the one I lived in. I was not known for my zeal in seeking jobs, but I was eager to work with Bill and had my father drop me off there early the first day. The Millers were still asleep.

I walked in the woods for a while and found them stirring when I returned.

"DeDe thinks we should have some breakfast before we go to work," Bill said. "She's going to make blueberry pancakes ... Would you like to come help me pick the blueberries?"

He took up one container and handed me another, and we set off into the woods that surrounded their house.




Cedar Pastures

During the first spring I knew them, the Millers told me about a pond across the road from their house. Crossing the road, I climbed over a stone wall and slipped into a brushy thicket studded with oak and hickory trees. As I crept up to the pond, I felt at once the intimations of wildness that stirred within me whenever I found a new wild place. Thick and black, three great water snakes lay closely coiled on a rock near the shore. Through a screen of shrubs they looked like an old tire. I circled away so as not to disturb them, then emerged at the water's edge and stood up. Another large water snake dropped heavily into the water from an overhanging branch, and several painted turtles scrambled from their basking place at a far corner of the pond. 

The pond was man-made, with a dam and a standpipe. But the land around it, once pasture, had gone back to forest. Beavers had long ago disappeared from coastal Connecticut, but plants and animals had colonized the abandoned human-dug pond as readily as they would have a beaver impoundment. I colonized it myself to an extent; it became my new place to swim with turtles, and with water snakes as well. In warm weather I took off my clothes and became a part of the pond life. As I swam in the cool bottom water one hot summer day I saw a painted turtle speeding away from me. I overtook the turtle, caught him, and brought him to the surface for a moment, the only time I ever sighted, pursued, and captured a turtle underwater without the aid of swim fins or diving mask.

The pond did not appear to be likely habitat for spotted turtles. The emergent sedges and shrubs were restricted to a very narrow fringe, with a sudden drop to relatively deep, open water. It was a fine environment for water snakes, frogs, and painted turtles, but spotted turtles nearly always keep to broader, shallower depths with heavy vegetative cover.

The Millers had also mentioned an abandoned farm property down a wooded lane with a few houses along it. After my initiation 
in the pond, I set off for the old farm, with a great sense of expectation. At the end of the lane, the woods dropped off to an open expanse of saltmarsh bordering a narrow cove. A stream entered the tidal marsh from the woods, fresh water returning to the sea. Heavy clumps of tall grass lined the upland edge, a screen of giant reeds stood off in one marshy backwater. The low saltmarsh grasses were golden in early spring, and beyond were black mud flats exposed by low tide and the sharp blue water of the inlet. Long oak ridges rose to the east of the estuary; to the west, on low, rolling knolls, stood red cedars in large fields marked off by stone walls. These unmown pastures were grown in with tufted grasses, a ground of palest straw gold scattered with the dark cedars. 

I followed a dirt road inland toward the low hills. I passed a great barn with wide doors fallen away and massive timbers beginning to sag, yielding to the workings of the seasons and the insistence of gravity. The great smooth-cut blocks of the granite foundation did not yet show any sign of surrendering to these inexorable forces. I walked along high ground a short distance to a parting of the ways. The main fork, with its well-worn wheel ruts, led on to a higher hill that had outcrops of ledge and occasional open lots of former pasture framed by stone walls. The lesser fork was a darker trail, more animal path than wagon road. It sloped to wetter ground and uncut woods, red maple swamp and dense shrub thicket. If there were turtles here, this trail would take me to them.

A chorus of spring peepers came drifting up from the swamp, a song to heighten my hopes that I was on the track of spotted turtles. The footing became wetter, the trail narrowed. The damp path was bordered by highbush blueberry shrubs of surprising stature. Ancient-looking monuments of their kind, they were twisted and contorted, with the serpentine grace of the most picturesque mountain pines of Chinese scrolls and Japanese screen paintings. I ran my fingers along their rough-barked writhings. Although the saturated soil they stood on held no standing water, their presence heightened my expectations. Skunk cabbage had already spread broad swaths 
in the muddier places. Its wide, spring-green leaves held thousands of little crimson flowers that had fallen from the upper swamp canopy of red maples. The time of the red maples' flowering, from bud break to setting of seed, is a signal time for the spotted turtle and my favorite season within the seasons. 

Moving to low ground, feeling the earth, reading the vegetation, using my senses of sight and smell, and calling upon some vague guiding intuition, I was seeking a way to water that might hold spotted turtles. I still didn't know the names of all the plants of swamp and marsh, but I knew them as plants of turtle places, and the ones around me I knew as the vegetation of spotted turtle neighborhoods. My knowledge of nature was still largely aboriginal, very much learned in the field.

I made my way toward a screen of alders and red maples rising above a haze of bud-breaking brush and glimpsed a silvery reflection through dark stems of alder and a smoke of twigs, April light on April water. I stalked up to a long, narrow pool of clear spring rain collected over a dark floor of leaves, open water so clear it looked as if it had just dropped from the sky. The channel curled out of sight in the surrounding thicket.

The northern fringe of the pool was lined with boulders, the southern margin ridged with tipped-up root mounds of wind-thrown maples. Or had these trees been pushed over by some other means? The troughlike pool, a little over a foot deep at full flood, appeared man-made, perhaps bulldozer-made. Whatever the ditch's original purpose, it had become a seasonal pond filled by autumn and winter rains and recolonized by swamp vegetation. If there were spotted turtles in the area, they would surely track their way to the pool much as I had, but with knowledge and senses far keener than mine. They would colonize it just as water snakes and painted turtles had the dug pond I had discovered about an hour and a half before. With all the surrounding habitat, this would be as good as a glacier-gouged pool to spotted turtles. I came upon a garter snake coiled in dry leaves not far from the water's edge, taking the late slants of sun exactly as I had seen spotted turtles do.
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A brilliant spotted turtle.

The spotted-turtle search-image I carried as I scanned the leaf-littered shore did not become reality, but another picture I held in my mind, of one resplendent in clear water, was fulfilled almost too soon to believe. As I slipped around a boulder, in a strikingly precise fit to anticipation, I saw a spotted turtle, perfectly still, looking up at me from sunken leaf litter in perfectly still water. Landscape with turtle ... Once again a turtle at its center brought the landscape all the more to life to me. The way he held still, with his eyes trained in my direction led me to think that the turtle had anticipated me, though I did not know how he could have sensed me as I circled behind the big stone.

"They are here," I found myself whispering to the stones, the trees, the pool. Not only was the season here, with singing frogs, flowering red maples, unfurling skunk cabbage, and budding alders, but spotted turtles were here. For a long time I looked at the unmoving turtle. A wind shivered across the pool, a few more red maple flowers fell to its surface. A robin's evensong lilted out of the bordering wooded swamp, and the chorusing of spring peep frogs came up anew. I felt that I had come home again.


As I concluded my search of the pool I glimpsed ahead the reflection of another ponding in a low skunk-cabbage hollow under red maples. Like the first one, this seasonal waterhold had an aggregation of spotted salamander eggs and several complements of wood-frog eggs. No turtle. Next I came to a pool barely twelve feet in diameter, set among stones, some sixteen inches deep, with a thick layer of sunken leaves and underwater branches heavily hung with egg clutches of spotted salamanders. No turtle here either; but each of these ponds held the promise that a spotted turtle, bearing its orange head blazings and signature constellation of spots, might appear at any time. 

I had found a new turtle world. I had already established a pattern in my life, adopted from my early days in the Old Swamp, when I would keep to a hummock until just before it went under, then leap to another until it began to sink, of trusting that I could always make my way to another place. I entered this new world with an open heart and bonded with it as wholly as I had that first turtle backwater. The possibility that this place, too, might disappear never entered my mind. Perhaps, in order to be here the way I needed to be, I had to come into it from pure belief.

As I walked back out, I turned up the trail to higher ground. Coming around again to make my descent, I saw tall willows off in the lowland. In the light of a spring afternoon fading to evening, I wrestled my way to them through the toughest tangle I had yet encountered. A shadowy cottontail lolloped just out of reach and settled down in a thorny grove, chewing, watching. As I had hoped, the willows led me to another pool, bouldered at one end and thicketed round about, with a small stand of giant reeds and a corner of emergent pussy willows. I kept still long enough for the peepers to resume their calling. A small, stealthy flock of red-winged blackbirds and grackles appeared in brush close by and took up a musically raucous serenade, a talking in tongues I let myself think I could understand in part. I surrendered my ears to the frogs and birds but kept my eyes on the water. A spotted turtle emerged from sunken 
reeds, perfectly visible for a moment, sliding along the bottom, then turned out of sight into one of the black caves among the stones. 

Upon leaving, I cut some pussy willows, which were full-blown, well beyond the favored compact, silvery stage. But wound with a few wisps of dried sedge they made a fine bouquet, the first of many I would bring to DeDe at the conclusion of a sojourn in this new realm of the turtles.

For four years I kept a steady round of the seasons here. In spring and summer, I came at every chance, especially when heavy rains had refilled the pools, making it likely that I would find spotted turtles. My route followed a circuit I had mapped out in my mind as I discovered the pools. There were small, marshy depressions, little more than shin-deep even in the wettest seasons; pockets of seasonal shrub swamp; and a more extensive deep-muck, heavily thicketed fen that bordered one large permanent pond. Each pool had its own distinctive arrangement of water and plants, but all had in common the sun-speckled turtles that moved among them. These waterholds constituted only a fraction of the upland landscape in which they were hidden, and within them were hidden occasional painted and snapping turtles but, far more often, spotted turtles. I found hatchlings, young ones, adults; I found them at the edge of thin ice in the first meltwater, in little cattail pockets when redwings sang, in shallow, watery depressions with rose pogonia orchids not long after summer solstice, in hurricane-flooded lacings of cranberry in late summer and autumn. Once again the spotted turtle had led me to a landscape that I was compelled to be in even during summer's drought and winter's cold, the turtles' time of hiding and hibernation. Through these children of the sun's dialogue with the earth I could continue to pass out of human time and place and enter the soul of the seasons.

I found this place, which I called Cedar Pastures, alone, and I kept to it alone. Solitude and silence intensified my seeing; they were integral to my experience of the place. Though I went more frequently from mid-March into July, when the spotted turtles were 
most active, I roamed this landscape throughout the seasons. Even in high summer, when most of the pools dried up and the spotted turtles dug out of sight, I went again and again. I moved along to catbird calls, when the stones of the walls were still warm to the touch even hours after sunset. I heard the sharp, clear whistles of bobwhite by day, whip-poor-will calls by night. Taking trails of the deer and the fox, I loped down from high pastures, sometimes following a fox who was just beginning his nocturnal rounds. Well aware of me, he would trot just ahead in the waning light, not forsaking his path, keeping a constant distance between us that evidently freed him of fear of me, until he turned off into rabbit-hiding tangles at an appointed place along his route. Below the uplands, veeries sang at dusk, their spiraling calls blurred in their own echoing as light blurred in the imprecise landscape of the darkening hollows. In May and June the wet lowlands were sweet with swamp azaleas. Their final perfumed flowering mingled with the first spicy blooming of sweet pepperbush, which lay heavy on the humid air long into summer. The scents of the swamp thickets deepened in evening air as night came on to replace the intoxication of twilight, and pale wraiths of mist rose up and drifted among them. 

Sometimes, after the time of foxes setting forth and the first moths fluttering, I would stay on in the dark and await the moon, then walk the moon-bright open fields and feel my way through ink-shadowed stands of oak. I kept still in fringes of dark moon shadow and watched as fox and skunk hunted in their different ways, almost within my reach. When I walked along the crest of a high ledge I often saw deer move silent and shadowlike through an orchard of aged apple trees below. I took to animal trails that wound through the descending chain of pastures bright with lunar light, in which Druid trees were gathered, red cedars black in the pale glow, standing in silent gatherings and processions stopped in their tracks. I almost expected to hear their voices in the night, see them move in the moonlight. Unhinged by time, moon-bleached gates opened invitingly at breaks in the glowing gray walls of stone. So 
different, the twilight time of bat and fox, of shadow-deer and flitting moths, and the later dark, with its sky full of stars all suns too far away, from the time of turtles, bright day with its one star burning, the other half of time in the same summer world. 
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The highland trail, Cedar Pastures.

By day I walked higher pastures of low silky grass that went lavender in autumn. I roved fields of bronzy grass set with deep orange clusters of butterflyweed and followed stone walls edged with blueberry and sumac, tree lines of black cherry and an occasional black gum. I dodged greenbrier and brushed through sweetfern and bayberry until my hair and clothing smelled of them. In the company of standing cedars, I sat at stone tables in all four seasons.




Walden

In eleventh-grade English, we were handed a book that I had never heard of: Henry David Thoreau's Walden. From the opening paragraph, I was transfixed. The very idea of this book—its reason for being, its empathy with nature and view of human society—electrified me. 

Reading some paragraphs was like finding fragments of my own turtle world come to life between the covers of a book. I could taste his descriptions of the pondside, the marshes and swamps, fields and woods, light and seasons, his world just enough apart from the world of man to be the realm of nature.

By the time I read "How many a man has dated a new era in his life from the reading of a book!" I knew I could date a new era in my life from my reading of Thoreau. It was new not in the sense of a departure in a previously unknown direction but in affirmation, broadened revelation, deepened resolve. I found myself, as one of my favorite quotes from Robert Frost went, "only more sure of all I thought was true."

Also, Thoreau's critiques of his Yankee neighbors and their society backed up my arguments with the physical, economic, and spiritual human constructs pressing in on me from all sides. To me the issues he raised were current and unresolved, only intensified by the passage of time and proliferation of people.


I have traveled a good deal in Concord; and everywhere, in shops, and offices, and fields, the inhabitants have appeared to me to be doing penance in a thousand remarkable ways ... The twelve labors of Hercules were trifling in comparison with those which my neighbors have undertaken; for they were only twelve, and had an end...

Our manners have been corrupted by communication with the saints. Our hymn-books resound with a melodious cursing



Avenues of sunlight along watery ditches.


 

[image: [Image]]



of God and enduring Him forever. One would say that even the prophets and redeemers had rather consoled the fears than confirmed the hopes of man... 



I embraced this radical treatise, this manifesto grounded in wildness. Quotes from Walden began to pepper my speech, prompting my mother to exclaim one day, "That damn Thoreau and Bill Miller!"

But in my own devotion to becoming lost in and absorbed by my wild-as-possible surroundings, I was not prone to Thoreauvian philosophical musings. It seemed that he went looking for lofty thoughts where I went looking for turtles. I felt at home in his book in a way that was curiously akin to how I felt at home with the turtles.

In walking the long days' avenues of sunlight along watery ditches by the railroad tracks, wading among the blueberry mounds and shrub thickets of the red-maple swamp, crouching in giant reeds beside spotted-turtle channels just upstream from the pulse of the tides, I felt that I was living the kind of time that permeates Walden. To paraphrase its author, time was but the stream I went a-turtling in.


My days were not the days of the week, bearing the stamp of any heathen deity, nor were they minced into hours and fretted by the ticking of a clock; for I lived like the Puri Indians, of whom it is said that "for yesterday, to-day and to-morrow they have only one word, and they express the variety of meaning by pointing backward for yesterday, forward for to-morrow, and overhead for the passing day."



I would cleave to that sense of time in a world running counter to the direction of my dreams.




Art, Biology, Writing

In senior English class I ventured away from poetry, prose poems, and essays into forms as diverse as satire and the short story. As a reader I have never had much liking for short stories, but my one attempt at writing one, "The Fox," won honorable mention in the Scholastic Writing Awards contest. I had expected a better chance of recognition in the Scholastic Ail Awards, but this did not happen. I thrived in the humanities aura in my school at that time, an intermingling of art, science, literature, foreign language, and other disciplines, in a most stimulating and encouraging setting. I was re-leased from art classes to rehearse for plays and to work on stage sets. Telling me I was well ahead in my classwork, my English teacher often let me skip his class and go to the art room. Mr. Miller would open the side door and let me drift out into the surrounding fields and woods. Sometimes I would write rather than draw or paint. One day I returned at the end of class to show Mr. Miller a poem I had just written, entitled "Thinking, Just Thinking." 

"What!" he exclaimed in mock horror, "You spent my whole art class 'thinking, just thinking'?"

My biology teacher commissioned me to paint a mural, in oils, depicting the history of medicine on a panel three feet high by fifteen feet long. My opening scene was an eye-catching, if not Sistine ceiling-quality, depiction of Stone Age trepanning. One had to assume this procedure was preserved for only the most severe headaches. The patient was held on the ground while a doctor wielding a sharpened split of bone and a pounding stone drilled beneficial holes in his skull. Medicine had a long way to go in fifteen feet.

I had not worked much in oil paints up to that point, and to my eye the mural had an on-the-job-training look to it. Mr. Miller thought it a wonderful demonstration of my rapid progress as an oil painter. At first I found the demonstration a bit painfully public, and I didn't see my progress as being all that rapid. But by the time 
I got to the Bubonic Plague I had mastered my medium well enough to portray a pretty gripping scene: well-rendered rats loomed large in the foreground, cartloads of bodies were being dumped into a common grave in the middle ground, and a medieval city towered in the distance. I chipped away at this epic from the latter part of Biology One through Advanced Biology and the end of high school. I don't recall that I got much past Louis Pasteur. 

I continued to sense a disparity between biology as taught in school and nature as I had come to know it through the seasons of the turtles. The book-and-lab class had no real connection with my outdoor world. I had a keen enough interest in the school subject, particularly the classification of organisms and the concept of evolution, but as I worked on dissecting a sheep's head with my lab mate Alma, taking it from its vat of formaldehyde day after day, I found I preferred living heads, with eyes that could look back at me from the swamps and marshes.

At final exam time, lingering thoughts of an academic career in biology were put to rest. Advanced Bio was the last period of the day. As the teacher passed out what we all knew would be the mother of all finals, he announced with his trademark chuckle that of course his exam could not be completed within the time allotted for a single class, and he advised us to disregard the day-ending bell and figure on catching the late bus.

I raised my hand and delivered a brief statement to the effect that final exams were supposed to be completed within regular class time. I didn't express the corollary that during turtle season my afterschool hours were especially critical.

"I didn't say anyone had to stay after school, I simply said that no one could expect to complete this test within the class period and get a passing grade."

When the bell rang I alone gathered up my books, went to the front of the room, and placed my test paper on the teacher's desk. He looked up in silence, then went back to his writing. The class took several seconds from their sweat-inducing mental labors to 
watch me as I walked out. I received an F on the final, bringing what had been an A down to a D. 

A little over a month before, I had traveled to Boston to submit a portfolio of my artwork as application for admission to the School of the Museum of Fine Arts. It was my sole college application. A prominent feature of my portfolio, one that I hoped would lead to acceptance, was my first handbound book.






End of sample
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