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—Georgia Pellegrini, author of Girl Hunter and Food Heroes

“An unflinching account of one omnivore’s dilemma, drawn with psychological sensitivity and ecological sense. Cerulli treats compelling arguments on both the pro- and anti-hunting sides of the environmental divide with equanimity, while being just as equally impatient with both sides’ time-worn clichés and soundbite slogans. A nourishing read!”
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1

No More Blood

The lavish Earth heaps up her riches and her gentle foods, and offers you dainties without blood and without slaughter.

—Ovid, Metamorphoses

The trout, pinned to the cutting board, flared its gills for water that wasn’t there. The thin blade of my fillet knife hovered above. I had been thinking about kindness.

The week before—halfway through college and full of questions—I had attended a retreat led by Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hanh. He spoke of compassion. He encouraged vegetarianism and said how glad he was to see tofu becoming available in American supermarkets. Most of all, he encouraged mindfulness.

Awareness.

Aliveness.

Being awake.

I severed the trout’s head and felt a sharp twinge as the blade bit.

The killing hadn’t bothered me when I was a boy. I remember a snapshot from back then: My father’s friend Willie stands beside me on a low granite shelf at the water’s edge. We’re both bundled in winter jackets, his giant form dwarfing my small one, our attention fixed on the boundary between air and water and on the unseen presences moving below.

I remember how chilly it was that April day. I remember my father out on the water in the battered, oft-patched rowboat; he had his camera with him. I remember because that was the day of the salmon egg.

Willie had opened his tackle box, taken out a jar, unscrewed the lid, and extracted a small red orb, no more than a quarter-inch across. Deftly, his big hands pierced the salty-smelling egg with a tiny gold hook. It disappeared inside. The length of nearly invisible leader between hook and swivel seemed too delicate to withstand a fish of any size. Willie cast out a short distance and let the egg settle into the depths. Minutes later, the diminutive tackle struck its mark and he reeled in the biggest brook trout I’d ever seen, its sparkling bulk almost a foot and a half long.

Willie grinned, cheeks bunching up on either side of his broad face. I was thrilled. And mystified, too, that he had accomplished the feat with such finesse, with such improbably small implements.

I lost the photo years ago. But the image remains with me: the place where it was pinned up in my father’s house, the intent looks on Willie’s face and mine, the quarry wall behind us, the blueberry bushes and birch saplings clinging to crevices in the rock.

I had caught my first fish within twenty yards of that spot, a few years earlier, at the age of three or four. My mother had chaperoned me down to the water’s edge and I’d tossed in a hook baited with bread. Rewarded by a tug on the line, I had hauled up my first scaly prize. I suppose I should prevaricate here, in the venerable tradition of fish stories both exaggerated and fabricated, by waxing lyrical about the majesty of carp—which Izaak Walton called “the queen of rivers”—and about the daring exploits of carp fishermen around the globe. There is, however, no getting around it. The carp I caught was an orange-and-white goldfish. Some nine inches long, perhaps, but a goldfish nonetheless.

When the fishing bug bit me more seriously at five or six, Willie became my mentor in all things finned and gilled. A big man, quick to laugh, he had grown up in South Carolina and Harlem, and had met my father years later when they both lived in Boston. I didn’t know much of his story then. I knew he was a clever angler, knowledgeable about fish and water and tackle; I had no idea his innate brilliance had earned him a full scholarship at Boston University and, later, admission to Harvard Business School, which he attended on the GI Bill, both in an era when racial integration was far from the norm. I knew he was imperturbable; I had no idea that he’d done three tours of duty with the navy and another tour in the struggle for civil rights, sustained by a spirituality that had little to do with religion. I knew he always seemed genuinely happy—“in good humor and good spirits,” as he put it; I had no idea how deep he’d dug, completing his MBA at Harvard and then turning his back on the lucrative life he could have led to start a custom furniture business and return to the craft he had learned to love in the high school woodshop at Bronx Science.

Nor did I know what it was like for him to visit us there in southern New Hampshire. The area was, like me, quite white. And Willie was black. I never stopped to think about it. To me, he was simply a marvelous fisherman and longtime friend.

By the time he and I started fishing together, I was living in Vermont with my mother and stepfather. Whenever Willie’s visits to New Hampshire coincided with mine, we made the most of the daylight. We stood for hours on low ledges around the quarry’s perimeter. Or we drifted around those two and a half acres of water in the old rowboat, flakes of pale-blue paint peeling from its interior. My father, who didn’t care to fish, left us to it.

Willie treated me like a full-fledged fishing partner. When I had questions, he listened closely and gave real answers. On the water, though, we talked little. Mostly we waited in silence, watching our spiraled lines dimple the water’s surface as they went out, praying for an acceleration or pause in their movement, any sign of a trout taking the bait. As the lines straightened, all attention went to our rod tips, to anticipating a slight twitch, a sudden increase in the tension of line against forefinger. When we pulled trout from twenty, forty, or sixty feet down, we delighted in their sparkling jewel-like colors, red spots haloed in blue. Then we ate them.

We did not catch and release. Why torture your food? We caught and killed, stopping when we had enough. And we had no qualms about it. Like Willie, I enjoyed the catching: the undeniable excitement of the first tug on the line, the uncertainty of whether I would land the fish and, if I did, of how large or small it would prove to be. Not that the size of the catch mattered much: We were fishing for lunch, not bragging rights.

An enthusiastic young omnivore, I also enjoyed the eating. The killing was merely a means to an end, to putting the trout on a plate. I took no pleasure in beheading my prey. I simply did it, without thought or apology. Willie and I didn’t talk about such things back then. We just fished, killed, and ate.

Willie’s passion for food had, over the years, enlarged his naturally big frame. I remember him standing near the water one time, telling my father how he had lost weight. He pointed to his leather belt, at eye level for me. Curved wear lines showed that he had taken it in several notches.

“The only exercise I’ve been doing is pushing myself away from the table,” said Willie. He demonstrated the motion with his big arms and laughed, his barrel chest heaving with a surprisingly high-pitched, nasal chuckle.

We cooked the brookies simply. Each was beheaded and gutted with my birch-handled fillet knife, then fried in a cast-iron skillet with butter. The finely scaled skin crisped to a golden brown. The delicate flesh separated easily from spine and ribs.

Between catching and cooking, each fish was measured, its length jotted in a little spiral-bound logbook that Willie had encouraged me to start: date, length of fish, lure or bait used, any special notes such as food found in the mouth or stomach. Though he had spent much of his life in cities and still lived in the Boston area, Willie observed the world with a naturalist’s eye. He knew that keeping track of details would help me understand the fish we hunted and the ecology of the place. It had been years since any trout were stocked in the quarry but they—like the goldfish someone had apparently dumped there—had taken well to their new home. The big trout suggested ample insects and minnows to feast on. The constant presence of little ones indicated successful spawning.

I couldn’t have found a better creature on which to focus my hungry curiosity about local life-forms. Though the old granite quarry in which they swam was hardly a natural feature of the landscape, the trout themselves were. Brook trout (Salvelinus fontinalis) are native to only one place on the planet: eastern North America, from the streams of the Appalachian Mountains, up through the Great Lakes basin and New England, and northward all the way to Hudson Bay and the northern Atlantic.

Though being of the genus Salvelinus technically makes them char, not trout, brookies are members of the broader trout and salmon family: Salmonidae. Like all salmonids, they’re thought to be descended from a common ancestor species that lived in the rivers and lakes of southwestern Canada fifty million years ago. That’s most of fifty million years before anyone resembling you or me showed up. We Homo sapiens are a very recent blip. Brookies and their ancestors were here a long, long time before we got around to noticing how gorgeous they were. And how tasty.

Each summer, as soon as school was out and I had arrived from Vermont, I would begin scouting for that summer’s sweet spot, relying on my rough mental map of the underwater terrain. From constant exploring and swimming, sometimes with a diving mask, I knew every foot of the perimeter: where the cliff walls plunged straight down toward the bottom, where shelves jutted out, where the rock piles were, where branches and leaves collected, threatening to snag my hook if I cast in too close. The deeper reaches remained more mysterious. My father had been down there with scuba gear once and said there was a grocery cart on the bottom. We joked that in the movies it would have been something more sinister, probably a car.

My father had a pair of grainy, black-and-white photos from the quarrying days. The men looked tiny at the bottom of the ninety-foot granite cliffs. From those pictures, taken shortly before the quarrying stopped, I could see the shape of the basin: the shallow, low-walled section and the wider, deeper end. Where would the trout be in summer? During April vacation, with the ice just melted as it was the day Willie landed that huge one, we would often see—and catch—hungry fish near the surface, as they hunted every corner for minnows and insects. Though more adaptable than other species of char, brookies prefer chillier water than do their rainbow and brown trout cousins over in genera Oncorhynchus and Salmo. By July, as the upper waters warmed, they’d be deep, especially at midday.

But logic was only part of the equation. In selecting a sweet spot, I relied on intuition, too. After a bit of scouting, I would decide on a place without knowing exactly why. Perhaps the spot didn’t matter. Perhaps I would have done just as well somewhere else. It felt like it mattered, though, as if that was the exact place I needed to be if I wanted good luck.

One summer my spot was a deep corner under the tallest cliff. Another year, my father and I set out an old, dark-green glass buoy, anchored to the bottom about twenty feet down. I would tie the rowboat to the netted four-inch sphere and sit there over the rock pile that marked the transition from the quarry’s shallow section to the deeper eastern end. On a calm, bright day I could see the rocks below, illuminated by ribbons of sunlight streaming downward like the fanned tail of some great bird. If I was lucky, I might pick out the dark shape of a trout silhouetted against the granite and have the chance to get my hook out ahead of it. In dimmer light, I would watch for narrow, white fin edges ghosting by.

There, in my little corner of the world, I was fascinated by the drama of eaters and eaten, aware that I was only one predator among many.

Under the eaves of my father’s house, antlions lay in ambush, their conical pit traps pocking the dusty earth. When an ant fell in and began scrambling out—or when a curious boy trickled in a few grains of sand—the hidden lion would rear its flat, ferocious head from the bottom of the pit. If an ant was within reach, the lion would seize it in its massive jaws. If not, the lion would flick up showers of sand, destabilizing the loose sides of the pit and bringing its scrabbling prey back down. I passed no judgment on the antlion—the larval form of an insect resembling a damselfly—for killing ants. That was its nature.

Toward the end of those long summer days, as the light began to fade, I would watch trout surfacing for food. The best shows were the all-out minnow chases. A little shiner—sometimes two or three of them abreast—would leap clear of the water, a hungry trout inches behind. A few feet farther on, the minnows would break the surface again, seeking escape, the trout still nipping at their tails. A third or fourth time the chase would flash into view before vanishing toward an uncertain conclusion.

Watching these chases reminded me of more exotic creatures. I had learned about the cheetah from the box of National Geographic cards that lived on the top shelf of my bookcase, and my mother had made me a quilt with the face of that great cat at its center, striking black eye lines embroidered on yellow, running down around the muzzle like tears. I had met the peregrine falcon as Sam Gribley’s companion, Frightful, in My Side of the Mountain. I knew that both were endangered—the cheetah by hunting and habitat loss, the peregrine by decades-long use of the pesticide DDT. This concerned me. But what seized my imagination was their raw, predatory speed.

I had seen it on Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom: the cheetah’s slow, careful stalk, the explosive charge, a gazelle leaping away, the cat accelerating to seventy miles per hour in a matter of seconds. It made my heart race. And even that stunning velocity was eclipsed—three times over—by the deadly strike of the peregrine, hurtling down in my mind’s eye like an arrow from the sky.

As a young bipedal predator, I had neither great stealth nor great speed. What I had was stubbornness, augmented by luck. I also had innate cleverness and a few rudimentary skills that—like Willie’s far greater and long-practiced skills—were unimpeded by allegiance to any notion of aesthetic purism.

I fished with whatever worked: lures, salmon eggs, live bait. Grasshoppers were a favorite, caught by hand among the tall grasses of a nearby field and stowed in a plastic bread bag. Minnows were a close second. A wire-mesh trap, baited with crumbs and set overnight in a shallow, sheltered corner of the quarry, would yield a dozen or more by morning.

In a pinch, if I wanted a minnow but hadn’t set out the trap, I would catch them singly, on a tiny hook. One afternoon I impaled a small black ant on such a hook and, rod in hand, threaded my way down to another corner of the quarry where thick alders overhung the water. Minnows congregated there in the shade. They scattered as I lowered the hook. I thought I had startled them, but then saw a trout just cruising into the shallows. I jiggled the hooked ant. To my delight, the hunter struck and I had an eight-inch fish in hand.

Another summer, I watched one drama unfold evening after evening: a single trout hunting whirligig beetles. Each time I saw the fish, it surfaced in the same area. Each time, it appeared to be the same size. I decided I was seeing the same trout again and again. Most of its leaps missed the beetles as they zigzagged their way across the surface. The ripples would subside and the whirligig would emerge, still paddling away in its evasive pattern. But the trout was persistent. Eventually there would be a leap, the ripples would vanish, and the beetle would be gone.

The trout’s tenacity gave me an idea. Though I knew little about fly-fishing, I had a rod, and I’d taken a short series of classes in fly-tying, taught by an old Vermonter who knew his stuff. The flies I had tied under his direction included a compact, dark-gray bundle of deer hair with an encouraging name: Irresistible. It floated and was about the same size as a whirligig beetle.

One evening when that trout was jumping again, I tied on the Irresistible, hopped into the rowboat, and started paying out line. For fly-fishing purists, masters of the double-haul cast, I’m sure that trolling a dry fly is an especially grievous act of sacrilege. But it worked. The trout started striking. And missing. Either its aim was poor or it was aiming to the side, anticipating that this whirligig beetle would, like all others, whirl off one way or the other just as the strike was made. A few misses later the trout connected and, looking for a meal, became one.

To me, killing fish wasn’t so different from picking wild blueberries. Both were edible parts of my world, free for the catching or gathering. Early on a summer morning, I would head to the pine and oak woods above the cliffs on the quarry’s high southern side. The berries were thick in there. I’d fill a quart container with a mix of them, some small and dusty blue, others big, shiny, and nearly black. Back at the house, my father would stir them into pancake batter and drop spoonfuls onto a sizzling griddle. On our plates, their purple juices mingled with syrup from the few maples we tapped each spring. In early evening of the same day, a pair of trout might sizzle on the same stovetop and be served up on the same plates. The sweetness of gifts straight from the land.

Hunting bullfrogs was more troubling. On summer nights—lying in a bunk bed Willie had made, the clean lines and joinery crafted with the same precise, no-nonsense style he brought to fishing—I listened to the rhythmic chorus of the frogs’ foghorn voices. By day, I caught them bare-handed.

The lucky ones got away or were released after I had marveled at their glittering gold-and-black eyes, their uncannily familiar hands and forearms. The unlucky I put into a long blue cottonmesh bag. Back at the house, I killed them one by one with a quick plunge of my fillet knife down through the spine. Three frogs and I had lunch: six hefty hind legs, each measuring five inches or so after the feet were removed. Skinned, then sautéed with butter and garlic powder, they were mild as chicken. I took their bodies, along with trout heads and entrails, out to the woods for raccoons and other animals to feast on.

Catching bullfrogs by hand took time and skill. Any approach by land was nearly hopeless. The best strategy was to swim along the shore and look for the telltale yellow throat of a full-grown male. Then, slowly, I went straight in toward his nose, keeping my hands below the surface. A swift grab and I had him—sometimes.

After my father gave me a BB gun, the killing got easier. I could take the rowboat along the shore, spot a frog a few yards away, get in position so I had a side view of his head between the cattails, and then—if he hadn’t skipped off already—aim for his big, concentrically patterned eardrum and squeeze the trigger.

I no longer needed to match guile against instinct, hand against leap. I no longer had to feel the fine, slippery texture of the frog’s skin where my hand encircled his waist, nor the forceful push of his hands against my fingers. I no longer saw the details of great webbed toes attached to living, meaty legs. I no longer had to look at his face up close before deciding whether to kill him.

In hindsight, I realize that the gun changed my frog hunting for the worse. The killing became too efficient, too coldly distant. And there was the chance of injury. Hand-caught frogs suffered no harm in the catching; I could release them unscathed. If I decided to put them to the knife, death was instantaneous. A frog hit by a BB, on the other hand, might get away wounded, suffering needlessly before succumbing to the injury or to another predator.

I don’t recall any ever escaping: I was a decent shot and made my kills at close range. What I do recall is a letter my father sent me. I was about nine. A few weeks earlier I had been at the quarry and had gone fishing and frogging. The letter reached me at my mother’s in Vermont. To say I recall it is, I suppose, an exaggeration. I recall only one or two lines. My father had found a dead frog. By the time he discovered it somewhere along the shoreline, it was gray and foul. Since a BB would only make a tiny hole, he couldn’t tell how it had died, but he wondered: Had I shot and failed to recover it? Even at that young age, the possibility made me sick—the frog in pain, its death pointless.

Still, hunting enticed me. I had a big-game knife of sorts. I don’t know where it came from or whether it would have been useful in the field. But the sweep of the blade, the stubby guard, the antler handle, and the sheath embossed with wolf and trees all excited something primal within me.

That same atavistic spirit had been kindled the moment I stepped into my uncle Mark’s room for the first time. He was living with his sister and her husband on Cape Cod’s south shore. My mother, stepfather, sisters, and I had driven down from Vermont for Thanksgiving. Walking into that room was like traveling back in time. On the walls were bows and arrows, a powder horn he had made and scrimshawed, antlers from bucks he had taken, pelts from traplines he had set. Mark, whom I saw only once every year or two, was the only hunter I really knew. He made a belt for me: smooth, wide leather embellished with arrows, diamond shapes pressed in as broadheads, fanned scallop-shell marks suggesting fletching. Snapped to it was a large brass buckle, a symmetrical cross in a near circle. I wore it every day.

I had a pair of plastic recurve bows and spent hours launching a hodgepodge of wooden shafts at straw bales or blocks of old foam. My father, though he had no interest in hunting, recognized mine. I was thirteen or so when he handed me a small Christmas package. Unwrapping and opening the box, I found a double-edged steel broadhead. My little recurves were no match for this deadly looking thing. The message was clear. He was giving me a real bow. That Jennings compound, its lacquered wooden grip richly grained in reddish orange, was a huge leap from my plastic toys. It suggested real hunting.

Yet I never took to the woods in pursuit of game. I knew no local hunter who might have offered to teach me how to hunt and, besides, I enjoyed shooting for its own sake. With my bow, I shot at targets. With my BB gun—and later with my father’s .22 revolver, a six-shot Smith & Wesson on a big .38 frame, and my first rifle, a Remington bolt-action .22—I mostly plinked cans.

Once or twice, at my father’s utilitarian request, I did pick off woodchucks that had been tunneling around the foundations of the house.

And, once, I took aim at a chickadee perched on a low tree branch. My sights had been drawn to the bird by the challenge of making the kill. When the .22 went off, the creature dropped to the earth and I felt a burst of exhilaration, of accomplishment. I approached and picked up the bloody bundle of feathers. There wasn’t much left. The meaninglessness of it turned my stomach.

One evening in early fall, we had dinner guests coming. I was in middle school and had moved back to my father’s full-time. That night, there would be four of us. Fresh trout topped the menu. As soon as I got home from school, I dropped my books, hopped into the boat, and rowed, oarlocks squeaking, out to that summer’s sweet spot, a short distance off the jutting granite corner we called Paul Winter Point. The musician had, I was told, sat there once, playing his sax, plaintive notes echoing off the quarry walls opposite. Half an hour before dinner, I hooked the fourth fish.

But such meals were rare. Most flesh came from the grocery store, and I gave no thought to its provenance: the chunks of beef my father sliced up for his favorite slow-simmered stew full of parsnips and carrots, the pork chops my mother broiled. They came neatly wrapped in plastic. No muss, no fuss.

Right through high school, I ate whatever was in front of me. When I had dinner with my girlfriend’s family, I enjoyed their vegetarian stir-fries and salads. When I visited my best friends—a pair of brothers—I savored their mother’s meaty German-style cooking just as much. If I was out with friends and we stopped at McDonald’s, I would order a Quarter Pounder with cheese, never pausing for a moment to consider where the beef patty came from.

By the time I was twenty—holding that trout to the cutting board and considering Thich Nhat Hanh’s words on kindness—my days of carefree carnivory were over.

I started cutting back on meat in my late teens. I had learned that excess beef and pork weren’t good for my health. I had learned, too, that supermarket meat was far from pure. Looking at ground chuck in the local IGA cooler, I wondered what chemical mysteries lay accumulated inside those plastic and foam packages. How much pesticide had been on the corn those cattle had eaten? What antibiotics had been pumped into the animals, keeping them alive for slaughter day?

A year or two later, I learned that more than ten pounds of corn were used to produce every pound of U.S. grain-fed beef and that broad swaths of South American rainforest were being denuded to raise cattle for North American markets. Why should my diet harm the earth? Why should it make such wasteful use of the fruits of the land, perpetuating this pattern of First World gluttony when people around the globe were starving?

My appetite for supermarket flesh had been further dulled by what I knew about factory farming: pigs crammed into crates barely larger than their bodies, chickens stuck in tiny cages for the entirety of their brief lives. What right did humans have to treat animals so cruelly? And must not that cruelty harm humans in turn? Must not the common practice of “thumping” runt piglets—grabbing them by the hind legs and smashing their heads against concrete floors—harden people’s hearts and distort their notions of morality?

The change had been gradual: these questions growing, my meals including less and less meat. Now, at twenty, the final recognition hit hard. I had killed this fish out of nothing more than habit.

Picking up my little spinning rod, I had tied a lure to the stiff, tightly spiraled line and cast out into the quarry. Soon enough the trout had struck and had come in flashing, struggling against the hook. A minute later, I had it on the cutting board, its head severed, my heart filled with sudden disquiet.

Because I had killed the fish, I ate it. But I cooked and swallowed its tender flesh with regret. Unlike a factory chicken, it had lived well, yet its death had been gratuitous. There were so many other things I could have eaten, things like rice and vegetables, things that would not have felt the hook or even the briefest slice of steel. It was, I vowed, the last time I would ever consume a fellow creature.

During my last two years of college, I lived in Brooklyn and attended classes in lower Manhattan. Practically all of my friends were vegetarians. We could see no conscionable reason to eat the flesh of other animals. No rationale could justify it. No apology could set it right. Before long, I became a purist: a vegan. I forswore eggs, milk, yogurt, and cheese. I objected to specific practices like the partial clipping off of laying hens’ sensitive beaks to prevent them from pecking at each other in overcrowded conditions. And I objected more generally to the confinement of fellow animals, the bending of other creatures’ lives to serve human ends.

I could walk into any New York City grocery store and find shelves and display cases brimming with bread and beans, fruit and greens. Or I could walk over to the farmers’ market in Union Square, at the intersection of Broadway and Fourteenth Street, to buy produce directly from the folks who had grown it.

I still knew plenty of meat eaters, of course, including my family. Fortunately, they accepted my diet. When we sat down to Thanksgiving dinner at Uncle Mark’s house and I declined turkey, no one said anything. I, in turn, said nothing about the roasted flesh on the table or about the antlered deer head on the living-room wall.

If I had paused to think about it, I don’t suppose I would have known what to make of Uncle Mark and his pursuits. To me, hunting now seemed like a barbaric relic of the past. Perhaps it had been a necessity in our days as hunter-gatherers, but here in modern America that time was long gone. Mark didn’t depend on wild meat to feed his family. His job as a mechanic and machinist, keeping mowers and other equipment running smoothly on a Cape Cod golf course, put groceries on the table.

The idea of hunting for trophies—anachronistic proof of Man the Hunter’s machismo, his capacity to dominate nature and shoot down the largest possible animals—appalled me. So did the idea of hunting for “sport” or “recreation.” What excuse could there be for taking pleasure in the act of killing? As a boy, I had read Jean Craighead George’s Julie of the Wolves. In the novel’s climactic scene, the young heroine’s friend and wilderness foster parent, the wolf Amaroq, is killed on Alaska’s North Slope. The men who shoot him from an airplane do so not for the sake of protecting livestock, nor for his pelt, nor even for profit. They kill solely for amusement. When I put the book down, I had no words for the grief lodged in my throat.

Yet sadistic fun wasn’t a motive I could have attributed to Mark. He was tender with his wife and kids. He doted on his dog. Driving, he swerved to avoid squirrels or turtles crossing the road. And, though there was that one deer head on the wall, I couldn’t have imagined Mark—who seemed quiet to the point of timidity and self-effacement—getting all puffed up about trophies. So why did he go to such lengths to pursue and kill meat on the hoof?

I might also have wondered why Willie fished. We had lost touch after my father’s sudden, devastating death in an accident when I was seventeen. But toward the end of college, I called Willie and we met for lunch in Boston. He was just as I remembered him: big, warm, full of that funny, high-pitched laughter, at ease with himself and the life he had crafted. He had no vicious streak. And his custom furniture business, while not lucrative, kept him fed. Why, then, I might have asked, did he feel the need to catch and kill fish?

Repentant, I looked back on my own boyhood with a mixture of regret and sympathy, wishing I hadn’t been a killer, but chalking it up to hot-blooded ignorance. I hadn’t known any better.

Now, with the unassailable certainty of youth, I did know.

Peregrine falcons, well on their way to recovery, had begun nesting in New York City. But living there wasn’t going to suit me for long. In my small apartment, I felt separate from nature. It was all around me—in the trees that lined the streets, in the gray and black squirrels that loped through Washington Square Park, in the grass that sprouted in the cracks and seams of the pavement—but it felt too fragmented. I wasn’t touching soil. I wasn’t hearing the sounds of water, of wind in the trees. Unlike the farmers whose trucks I visited in Union Square, I had no contact with the earth from which our food sprang.

Along the sidewalks of Brooklyn and Manhattan, I picked up pigeon feathers. I read and reread the Wendell Berry poem pinned to the wall of my apartment, “The Peace of Wild Things”:

When despair for the world grows in me
and I wake in the night at the least sound
in fear of what my life and my children’s lives may be,
I go and lie down where the wood drake
rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds.
I come into the peace of wild things
who do not tax their lives with forethought
of grief. I come into the presence of still water.
And I feel above me the day-blind stars
waiting with their light. For a time
I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.

One evening, leaving class and stepping out onto Eleventh Street near the corner of Sixth Avenue, I noticed an unusually bright streetlamp out of the corner of my eye. Looking up, I saw the full moon and realized I hadn’t seen stars in months.

Two years later, I was in love. My sweetheart, Catherine, and I were moving in together and had rented a place among New York’s Finger Lakes, an hour from her hometown.

Leaving my father’s house for the last time, I sorted through my things. I had gotten rid of my .22 and my father’s few firearms by then; guns had no place in the life of mindful compassion I intended to lead. I still had my Jennings bow, though, and decided to give it to a friend.

I still had my old tackle box, too. Figuring it might be useful for some other purpose, I kept the box, and also the retractable tape I had used to measure trout before jotting their lengths in my logbook. Most of the rest I tossed out, including a few bedraggled lures and a handful of rusty Eagle Claw hooks in paper-and-plastic sleeves. They smelled of salmon eggs.

My fillet knife I sent to Willie.

Half a decade into being a vegan, I couldn’t have fathomed eating flesh again. And I certainly couldn’t have pictured myself eight years later, plunking my first freshly eviscerated mammal down onto the kitchen counter.
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Man the Gardener

The wolf and the lamb shall feed together, and the lion shall eat straw like the bullock: and dust shall be the serpent’s meat. They shall not hurt nor destroy in all my holy mountain.

—Isaiah 65:25

Vegetarians take a lot of ribbing from meat eaters.

Bumper sticker: “Eat low on the food chain. Barbecue a vegetarian.”

Wisecrack: “If vegetarians eat vegetables, what do humanitarians eat?”

Personally, I didn’t get much flak. My newfound love, Cath, had been a vegetarian longer than I had—ah, domestic harmony. She had never gone as far as veganism, but once we got together she acquiesced to my dietary zeal. Mostly. She never quite gave up the occasional cup of coffee with half-and-half, or cocoa with whipped cream. Nor did I ever quite manage to say no when she offered me a sip. (A sip, I found, is a highly ambiguous measure of volume, especially when the coffee or cocoa is good.)

With only the rare gibe, our families accepted our diets and refrained from subjecting us to nutritional tirades or exasperating questions about protein. And our friends were vegetarians, or meat eaters who understood. They got it.

By and large, though, American meat eaters do not seem to get it.

Once, during a cross-country trip, Cath and I stopped to eat at a truck-stop diner in rural Louisiana. The vegan options were, shall we say, limited. French fries, perhaps, or a little bowl of iceberg lettuce. I asked the waitress if we could get the spaghetti without the meatballs. She looked up from pad and pen, regarding me as though she had just realized I was a green-skinned, three-fingered, bug-eyed alien.

“You don’t want the meat?!?” Her holler was generous, inviting the other patrons to share her incredulity and turn to stare. They obliged.

There’s the constant suggestion—whether made in jest or in earnest, with good humor or with malice—that vegetarians aren’t quite right in the head. That a diet composed of rice, veggies, and tofu must be a notion that was hatched a few decades ago in California, the Land of Fruits and Nuts, inspired by the inhalation of something that filled Flower Children with warm, fuzzy feelings for all beings in the cosmos and also gave them the munchies.

Vegetarianism, however, isn’t some recent, wacky dietary fad. You can find its roots in the ancient East, in the Indian religious traditions of Buddhism, Hinduism, and Jainism. All three emphasize teachings on compassion and nonviolence. In varying degrees, major schools of thought within each hold up vegetarianism as an ideal. Eating flesh, these traditions suggest, not only causes unnecessary suffering for animals, but also has a negative karmic impact on us, stunting our spiritual growth.

Mahatma Gandhi, for instance—though he experimented with meat in his youth—spent most of his life as a strict vegetarian in keeping with the ideals of Hinduism. “To my mind,” he wrote in his autobiography, “the life of a lamb is no less precious than that of a human being. I should be unwilling to take the life of a lamb for the sake of the human body.” I don’t doubt the man for an instant. My powers of imagination fall short in the attempt to picture the past century’s greatest proponent of nonviolence tearing into a lamb shank for lunch.

As British humanitarian Howard Williams documented in his 1883 history of Western vegetarianism, The Ethics of Diet, you can also find its early tendrils in ancient Greece. Today the name Pythagoras is most widely recognized in connection with the geometry of triangles. But in the decades and centuries immediately following his death—about half a millennium before Christ’s birth—he was primarily remembered for his philosophical and religious teachings, including his advocacy of a meat-free diet.

Eastern and Western traditions of vegetarianism intersected in the seventeenth century, when European travelers returning from India brought back tales of a peaceable society where animals were treated with kindness, not eaten. As historian Tristram Stuart illustrates in his book The Bloodless Revolution, Europe had already begun grappling with the religious and moral implications of meat eating, and the introduction of Hindu philosophy had an enormous impact.

Here in North America, vegetarianism began to take root in 1817 when forty-one followers of the Bible Christian Church sailed from Liverpool, England, to Philadelphia. Before then, isolated groups—including some Quakers—had avoided meat. But, as historian Adam Shprintzen documented in his dissertation research, it was the Bible Christians, drawn across the Atlantic by the promise of civil and religious freedom, who sparked American vegetarianism as a movement.

Settling in Philadelphia—the Quaker-founded City of Brotherly Love—the Bible Christians began spreading their gospel. The Good Book, they argued, called for abstinence from flesh foods. Meat, after all, had not been consumed in the Garden of Eden, and the commandment “Thou shall not kill” could be reasonably applied not just to humans but to animals as well. Like alcohol, which the Bible Christians also condemned, meat was said to be harmful to the human soul, evoking the violence, cruelty, and aggression that led to war and slavery.

In 1830, the Bible Christians’ message struck a chord with Presbyterian minister Sylvester Graham, who had come to Philadelphia to lecture on the evils of alcohol. Graham believed that physical health was directly related to ethical development, and he soon began to preach about food, claiming that vegetables were humanity’s natural source of sustenance. Though he considered eggs an important part of a balanced diet, he argued that meat-free foods made people healthier in body, sharper in intellect, and more refined in morals.

As Shprintzen notes, Graham was not primarily concerned about animal welfare. If animals were protected as a result of the diet he advocated, that was a secondary benefit. What mattered was that eating flesh was an intense sensory experience that made humans act like “the lower animals.” Overstimulation of any kind—whether from eating spicy foods and meat, imbibing spirits, or seeking sexual pleasure—inspired dangerous primal urges. Successfully capitalizing on the social reform concerns of the day, Graham contended that animalistic behavior was at the root of all evils and that a plant-based diet was vital to alleviating poverty and abolishing slavery.

Overstimulation was also said to make the body susceptible to physical illness, and Graham took advantage of the 1832 cholera epidemic—which killed more than thirty-five hundred New Yorkers in less than two months—to heap blame upon “dietetic intemperance and lewdness,” especially meat eating, and to recruit new converts. Shprintzen points out that there was no lack of meat eating in nineteenth-century America. One cookbook, published in 1824, identified thirteen categories of American foods—seven of them were meat. And Charles Dickens, during a visit to the United States, wrote that “breakfast would have been no breakfast unless the principal dish were a deformed beef-steak … swimming in hot butter.”

Poor diet, Graham argued, was symptomatic of a degenerate, luxury-loving society. Making critiques that still resonate almost two centuries later, he asserted that industrialization had disconnected Americans from natural ways of living and from their food sources, and that whole grains were superior to white bread, which had become convenient and cheap. He advocated cold water and bland foods, including a coarse, all-natural wheat bread that became known as “Graham bread.” Little did he know that, by the early 1900s, his name would be attached to a tasty, sweetened, highly refined product he would have abhorred: the modern Graham cracker.

By 1850, meat-free diets had become intertwined with a growing American interest in holistic, preventative health care. That year, inspired by the recent formation of a vegetarian society in England, U.S. dietary reformers held a convention in New York City and founded their own organization, the American Vegetarian Society. Establishment of the society cemented the term “vegetarian” in the American lexicon. Though the word had been in use for at least a decade, adherents to meatless diets had also been referred to as being “Pythagoreans,” “Grahamites,” or followers of a “natural diet.”

Present-day vegetarians would not, I think, be surprised to learn that such labels were used to ridicule more often than to praise. In 1850, Scientific American assailed members of the American Vegetarian Society for having “a good conceit” of themselves, and the Saturday Evening Post suggested that the diet would make men “weak and cowardly.” From New York and Massachusetts to Georgia and Ohio, the popular press accused vegetarians of being timid, unnatural, overly sentimental, and bizarrely obsessed with animals.

The newly formed society and its American Vegetarian and Health Journal gave dietary reformers the opportunity to articulate the principles and aims of their movement. Vegetarianism, they contended, was healthy, in part because meat was often diseased and overly processed. By eating a plant-based diet, Americans could assure their quality of life, wresting control back from industrialized food producers. Because meat was expensive, vegetarianism assured stronger personal finances. And it assured economic equity: “Were there no hogs,” argued an 1853 article criticizing the Kentucky swine industry, “there would be a large surplus [of corn] for bread, the price would be greatly reduced, and the staff of life within the reach of all, however poor.”

Though the religiosity of Graham’s message had been set aside and bland foods were no longer championed—the society’s convention banquets offered both savories and sweets—American vegetarianism remained committed to moral reform. At its core, Shprintzen argues, was “an unwavering moral principle that equated violence against animals with a cruel and aggressive society … driven by lust, rage and desire.” Its proponents believed that vegetarianism was “a radical reform … laying, as it evidently does, the ‘axe at the root of the tree.’” It naturally resulted in peaceful relations among humans. It would lead to women’s suffrage and gender equality. It would hasten the end of slavery. The diet was, in short, the way to achieve all positive social change.

In the end, Shprintzen contends, this universal claim undermined vegetarianism’s effectiveness. There were, after all, plenty of other movements and organizations to join, each specifically dedicated to causes such as suffrage and abolition. And as slavery drew more and more attention among social reformers, vegetarianism became unnecessary as a central organizing principle. By 1854, the American Vegetarian Society and its journal were already dissolving.

As a social reform movement, vegetarianism was dead. As a diet, however, its life had only just begun.

After the Civil War, vegetarianism was linked primarily to health and fitness and was promoted by a growing number of health institutes focused on naturopathy and preventative medicine. Foremost among these was Michigan’s Battle Creek Sanitarium, founded by Seventh-day Adventist leader Ellen White. In keeping with a vision White claimed to have had in 1863—instructing Adventists to abstain from meat, tobacco, and alcohol—the sanitarium promoted meat-free living as a path to physical health and vigor. Under the direction of Dr. John Harvey Kellogg, the institute expanded rapidly, drawing guests from across the nation and inventing an assortment of new health foods, including nut butters, meat substitutes, and a cereal dubbed “granola.”

In 1898, John Kellogg and his younger brother, Will, began producing these foods for mail order. By purchasing such products, Shprintzen argues, vegetarians continued to move away from social reform and toward “a fascination with the possibilities of personal empowerment through consumption.” Eight years later, Will Kellogg struck out on his own to start the Battle Creek Toasted Corn Flake Company, which would, of course, become Kellogg’s, the cereal giant.

By the 1890s, a new national organization—the Vegetarian Society of America—had emerged. And Chicago had become the new center of American vegetarianism, due in large part to financial support from the city’s elite, who saw the diet as a way of perfecting human health, encouraging progress away from our savage origins, and creating moral, industrious, financially successful citizens.

Simultaneously, as Shprintzen illustrates, America was becoming obsessed with physical fitness, particularly the development of muscular men: rugged, hard-working individualists who could triumph in the new industrial economy. At the center of this trend was the magazine Physical Culture. In contrast to earlier vegetarian publications, Physical Culture carefully avoided politics and ideology. What it promoted was vigorous masculinity, frequently praising Theodore Roosevelt as a symbol of strength, vitality, and moral character. (The fact that Roosevelt was a meat eater and avid hunter made no difference. Like earlier public voices of American vegetarianism, Physical Culture paid little attention to the issue of animal welfare. Though the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals had been founded in 1866, the humane movement and vegetarian movement remained almost entirely separate.)

Before long, the Vegetarian Society’s magazine, The Vegetarian, caught on to Physical Culture’s success in linking diet with an athletic, prosperous lifestyle. Together, the two publications celebrated the physical prowess of vegetarian boxers, swimmers, and baseball players, including legendary pitcher Cy Young. Of particular interest to The Vegetarian was the success of the 1907 University of Chicago football team, which trained on a meatless diet. Even the mainstream Chicago Daily Tribune reported that the diet made the players strong, agile, and quick thinking, and also made them better sportsmen, who played with a powerful and gentlemanly discipline, far superior to the “leg breaking and ear twisting savagery” of their “beef-fed” opponents.

As the twentieth century progressed, broader societal trends continued to shape the meanings of American vegetarianism. Growing concern for animal welfare and the continued development of ideas about animal rights brought the living sources of meat into sharper focus. Rachel Carson’s 1962 book Silent Spring heralded an emergent ecological awareness and set the stage for the publication, nine years later, of Frances Moore Lappé’s landmark Diet for a Small Planet, in which Lappé encouraged Americans to reduce their meat consumption, argued for a different nutritional paradigm, and challenged the economic policies underpinning the protein inefficiencies of U.S. agriculture. Vegetarianism was further influenced by the counterculture of the 1960s and ’70s, with its ecological concerns, its rejection of convention, and its interest in Eastern philosophies and religions, including Buddhism.

Though unfamiliar with this history at the age of twenty-five, I had woven my convictions from many of the same threads. Abstaining from meat was part of a natural, healthy lifestyle. It would make me whole, both physically and morally, cultivating compassion in my heart and alleviating the suffering of animals. It would put grain into the bellies of the hungry and rescue the rainforests from destruction.

Vegetarianism—and, soon thereafter, veganism—became more than a mere diet. Though secular, it became a way of life, a statement of values and identity, a coat of arms for the struggle to right all that was wrong with the world. It started out being about food, but soon the beliefs themselves began to sustain me. I felt sure that everyone should be vegetarian.

My zealous certainty should have set off warning bells, but it didn’t. I hadn’t yet figured out that religious fundamentalism isn’t the only dangerous kind.

The best food in the world would, logically, be organic vegetables, as fresh and local as possible. As it happened, I was in luck. Cath had been gardening since she was a girl.

She told me about growing up in the farm country south of Syracuse, New York, about an hour’s drive from the place we had rented near Ithaca. Her father’s father, who’d lived just across the yard in a second farmhouse, had been the family’s head gardener. She spoke of him with such affection: his passion for flowers—the rose bushes by his front door and the mock orange nearby; the bridal veil spireas that hugged the house with their clusters of white, five-petaled blossoms; the big, round bed of phlox, lavender and pink with white eyes, salmon with a dark-pink center—and his strong, steady, limping gait, wooden cane compensating for the old leg injury; as a younger man, he had been dragged by a team of horses.

From the stories she told me, it was easy to picture her as a little girl, sitting on her beloved grandfather’s knee, taking the occasionally proffered cigar. It was easy to picture him, chuckling kindly and patting her head as she coughed and sputtered at the sweet, thick smoke. It was easy to picture them together in the garden, the girl tagging along, her big, brown, earnest eyes taking in all the beauty this man had cultivated, seeing the tenderness with which he handled all the living things in his care.

At the corner of his house, beyond the rose bushes, Grandpa set aside a patch of soil a few feet square as Cath’s first flower garden, all her own. And beyond that, alongside the woodshed attached to Grandpa’s kitchen, towered the six-foot golden glows, topped with the double-daisy bursts she liked to pick and bring home by the fistful to put in vases.

“Why do you pick those weeds?” her mother would ask, disdaining unruliness. Roses were nice to have in the house, but weeds were weeds. Except for her once-an-evening inspection of the beds around the house, picking off a dead leaf or bloom here and there, she steered clear of gardening.

At planting time each spring, Cath and her brothers had been at Grandpa’s beck and call. In the big vegetable plot out back, they would unfurl the bundles that had been stored away over the winter—two sticks in each, with a length of string in between. Cath would go to one side of the garden with a stick in hand, while one of her brothers went to the other side. When everything was lined up the way he wanted it, Grandpa would say so and the sticks would be driven in. Following the string, he would carefully mark out the arrow-straight row, hoe in his right hand, wooden cane in his left. Then he’d point to his thumb to indicate how deep each kind of seed should go: Here, to this knuckle.

Even there in the vegetable garden, where the soil was dedicated to the serious business of food production, Grandpa found room for whimsy. In the first section, behind the lettuce, grew a row of red, white, and pink peonies. Mom didn’t like those in the house either: Ants swarmed the unopened buds, feeding on the sweet resin. Alongside the main vegetable plot—corn, potatoes and onions, carrots and green beans, cucumbers, zucchini and yellow summer squash—stood a row of tall delphiniums, pale blue and dark purple.

Cath’s grandfather had gardened professionally, too, tending ornamental plantings for local estates and businesses right into his eighties. Right up until the day he finished tidying the flower beds around the funeral home in town, climbed into his ’49 Ford, put the key in the ignition, and slumped over, struck by a heart attack. The undertaker found him in the driver’s seat.

When we moved in together that spring, Cath still had his tools: a four-tined soil rake, an edger, a weeder, a heart-shaped hoe. And she also had his passion for forging relationships with soil and plants. For her, making a home meant building a garden.

The idea appealed to me. My time living in New York City, educational though it had been, had left me feeling estranged from nature. It had left me longing to “rest in the grace of the world,” as Wendell Berry put it. Though I had never gardened much, I remembered enjoying what little I had done as a child, helping my mother with vegetables and marigolds. And I was eager to learn, to start growing my own food. With our landlady’s permission, we set to it.

The tiny house—nestled along one side of a large, grassy clearing, with woods all around—had a timber-and-stucco look that made us think of a Tudor cottage. Where an ell extended from the original structure, the front door opened onto a patch of ground perhaps ten feet square, tiled with pieces of dark-gray slate, tufts of grass poking up between them. The two outer sides of the small, rough patio were bounded by the sloping lawn.

With shovels, we cut out the sod in a three-foot-wide swath alongside the slate, then started into the earth beneath. It was reluctant ground. Levered with a shovel blade, it moved in chunks, clay-laden soil packed between pieces of dark shale the size of dinner plates. But Cath and I won out bit by bit, breaking up the dense earth, extracting the rock.

To define the edges of the small raised beds—and to keep them from collapsing—we built miniature stacked-stone walls, first using the shale our digging had yielded, then hauling more from a pile we found on the opposite side of the clearing. When the edges were finished, two gently curved beds cradled the rough patio, one reaching out from alongside each of the cottage walls. We smoothed out the piles of upturned soil with Grandpa’s longtined rake and planted salad greens and flowers. Cath wanted forget-me-nots, dark delphiniums, and hollyhocks like those her grandfather had tended. I wanted orange marigolds like the ones I had helped my mother plant when I was a boy, and delicate purple irises like those that had grown in little bunches around the quarry’s edge.

In summer, we extended the garden, working up the slope beside the cottage with shovels and, for one bone-jarring day, an undersized rototiller. The machine wanted no part of the dense soil, nor of the pieces of shale it locked onto. We levered out one slab the size of a coffee table. We surrounded the piles of dirt with foot-high stone walls and smoothed them out, narrow paths in between. The small terraced beds descended to the cottage, complementing it in scale and form, their stacked-shale borders lending the place an old-fashioned feel. Wild white roses climbed among the trees, their blooms filling the clearing with strong, sweet scent. A few yards beyond the back window of the kitchen coursed a little brook, low and murmuring.

In the quiet—disturbed only by the occasional whine of a speedboat on Cayuga Lake a mile to our east—we tended the garden and watched the songbirds that came to our feeders: chickadees and cardinals, finches and rose-breasted grosbeaks, a bright indigo bunting, three scarlet tanagers startlingly brilliant against the emerald grass. A turkey hen and her brood frequently picked their way through the clearing, giving us the chance to see the young ones grow from small, puffy juveniles into longer, leaner birds almost indistinguishable from their mother. On the grass we often found their broad tail feathers, barred in black and brown. We dubbed our new home Bird Cottage.

The next year was even better. Planting was easy. No rototilling, rock hauling or wall building. We had the luxury of turning soil with shovels, adding some compost, and presto: seeds in the ground. By summer the beds were happily pushing up lettuce and broccoli, nasturtiums and tomatoes. We still got many of our vegetables from the grocery store, food co-op, and farmers’ market. But the garden gave us things we couldn’t buy. It connected us to land and food: handling the cool spring soil, marking rows with trowel or finger, seeing young plants burgeon, inhaling the sweet musk of tomato leaves, savoring fruit still warm from the sun. Five minutes from earth to table.

It was perfect. I had achieved my goal. I was a benign herbivore, as nature intended me to be. Leaving blood and carnage behind, I had found the moral high road, the one true path to a harmonious, harm-free relationship with my fellow creatures. Alongside my sweetheart, I was working the earth, reaping the fruits of our gentle labors.

Others, though, were reaping them as well.

First, we caught glimpses of a pair of fawns venturing out of the woods and into the clearing. Then we started seeing them near the stone-walled beds. We found browsed salad greens, and neatly clipped stems where tulip buds had been the day before. Cath decided the fawns needed a talking-to.

She was, I think, uniquely suited to the task. Children gravitated to her everywhere we went. She had been a nursery and elementary schoolteacher and then a professional storyteller, performing for kids in that same age range: jobs I could not do well if my life depended on it. She had loved and excelled at both. More than a decade my senior, she had also raised two fine sons who were in high school and college by the time I was on the scene. All this is to say that she knew how to deal with misbehaving youngsters.

Walking out the front door one day, she gave the twin fawns a firm but gentle lecture. While she talked, the spotted rascals stood their ground, just a couple dozen yards away. When she was done, they sauntered off, unperturbed. We saw them less and less after that. Coincidence? Perhaps.

Yet the garden ravaging continued. Were the fawns coming at night? Entirely possible. If so, however, they weren’t the only visitors. A full-grown woodchuck had begun putting in appearances in broad daylight. Here, Cath’s lectures had no discernible effect. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner, our garden beds became a favorite stop on the critter’s daily rounds.

“Did woodchucks bother your grandfather’s garden?” I asked.

“Yes,” said Cath. “We ate them.”

Like me, she had grown up eating meat: beef, chicken, and pork from the grocery store her father had managed in the nearby village of Cazenovia, rabbit from the big, shedlike hutch her older brother tended out beyond the barn. And woodchuck from the garden. Cath said her brother would shoot and dress them, then take them over to their grandfather.

“Mom was embarrassed by them,” she said. “She wouldn’t cook or eat woodchuck, but Grandpa did. He never wasted food.”

He told the grandchildren about his cavalry service in southern Italy, before he came to the States in 1904. The soldiers had been so hungry they had taken to hunting squirrels and crows.

Committed as I was to eating harmlessly, I couldn’t imagine hurting our garden visitor. The animal was simply living its life, taking advantage of the easy pickings we had planted.

But one afternoon, when it came ambling across the lawn for another snack, I flung open the door and raced out, yelling. The lettuce thief turned on a dime and—with surprising speed for such a small, ungainly creature—hurtled toward the woods and disappeared. There, I thought. With that scare lodged in memory, it wouldn’t be so eager to return.

Fat chance. The next day the woodchuck came again, trundling along as nonchalantly as before. This time I spied the animal a fair distance across the yard. From that direction, its view of the door was blocked by the corner of the cottage. Deciding a bigger scare was in order, I slipped out and flattened myself against the rough slate landing by the front door. That low to the ground, I was well hidden.

After a minute, I raised my head cautiously and peered over the nearest garden bed. There, six feet from me, was the raider. I sprang up and leapt, roaring. The woodchuck bolted, and I raced across the grass in pursuit.

In the middle of the lawn, the animal spun to face me. I was so surprised that I almost tripped over it. Caught in the open and unable to outrun me, it had done the only sensible thing: turn and fight.

There we stood, the woodchuck hissing and baring its teeth, me looming over it trying to look threatening. What was I supposed to do? I had lain in wait, pounced, and … nothing. I had no gun, no spear, no shovel, no rock. Even if I had wanted to kill it, I wouldn’t have dared to get any closer bare-handed. Those chisel-like teeth could have torn a nasty hole in my flesh, no doubt about it.

This oversized rodent, its shoulder not much higher than my ankle, had called my bluff. Slowly, it backed away. When it got far enough to be confident that this oddly hesitant predator wouldn’t catch up again, it turned and dashed for the woods. So much for Man the Gardener striking terror into the hearts of salad nibblers.

The woodchuck kept helping itself to the fruits of our labors. So be it. I would just have to chalk up a win for my furry friend and shell out a bit more cash at the grocery store. I wasn’t going to draw blood over a few bowls of greens.

These days I wonder: Was that the moment when it began to dawn on me that the larger-than-human world was entirely indifferent to my fantasies of harmless eating and conflict-free coexistence? Was that when I first began to see that I could not achieve utopia by planting a vegetable garden? Was that when I first knew that nature would not bend to my will or be chased away, either by my cleverness or by the ferocity of my bluff?

By the time we built our next garden, I was sure I had the woodchuck problem all figured out.

Cath and I had moved to Vermont and bought a house. Like Bird Cottage, it sat in a clearing, nestled far back into the woods. The first couple summers we contented ourselves with flower beds—phlox, delphiniums, and irises in the sun; hostas, pulmonaria, and lilies of the valley under the apple trees—plus a tiny patch of salad greens protected by some old fencing tacked to aspen poles. Now, though, we were ready for a full-blown vegetable garden.

On the other side of the driveway, in a circle thirty feet across, I mowed everything to the ground. Next came the shovel, chopping out the roots of grasses and wildflowers, wild raspberries and nearby aspens. Then the borrowed rototiller, its tines turning smoothly through the fluffy soil, folding in compost. The light, sandy earth is an oddity in this part of Vermont—a gift, a geologist friend tells me, from twelve thousand years ago, when this spot spent three centuries in the shallows of a glacial lake.

I knew that woodchucks would find the garden sooner or later. The sweet, juicy veggies would be a tempting buffet, and a lowrisk venture—a long stone’s throw from the house, with the cover of tall field grass all around and woods close by.

I knew, too, the kind of moral quandaries that woodchucks could present. The year before, I had driven up to my carpentry partner’s house one morning and had seen him standing in the tall grass near his garden with something in his hand. He walked over to my truck, looking uneasy.

“You caught me in the act of murder,” he said, showing me a partially empty package of anti-rodent smoke bombs. He, too, was a vegetarian. Woodchucks had been obliterating his garden. When I drove up, he had just dropped a bomb or two into a burrow, sending sulfurous smoke down to asphyxiate the unsuspecting tunnel dwellers. His dilemma—let rodents eat the vegetables or kill rodents so his family could eat the vegetables—wasn’t one I wanted to face.

His mistake was in not having a fence substantial enough to keep the critters out. I was going to do it right. Around the perimeter of our new vegetable plot, a friend and I set thirteen cedar posts, digging two- and three-foot-deep holes straight down into the sandy earth with a narrow-bladed shovel. We drove in the sharpened post points, wielding a twelve-pound maul from a stepladder, then backfilled the holes and tamped the soil down hard. Standing seven feet above the ground, the ring of rough posts looked like the beginnings of a medieval palisade. I buried sheep fencing a foot below the surface to keep woodchucks from tunneling and ran it to the top of the posts to keep deer from leaping. Between two posts, I hung a Z-braced gate made of old lumber scraps and latched it shut.

Done! I thought.
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