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sweat, and thereby produces the rain,"-or the fog, as the case may be. The 
explanation is a little vague, as his biographer suggests, but it is picturesque, and 
there can be little doubt that two somethings do come in contact that produce a 
sweating when it rains or is foggy. More than that, the philosophy is simple and 
comprehensive, which Goethe said was the main matter in such things. Goethe's 
explanation is still more picturesque, but I doubt if it is a bit better philosophy. 
"I compare the earth and her atmosphere," he said to Eckermann, "to a great 
living being perpetually inhaling and exhaling. If she inhale she draws the 
atmosphere to her, so that, coming near her surface, it is condensed to clouds 
and rain. This state I call water-affirmative." The opposite state, when the earth 
exhales and sends the watery vapors upward so that they are dissipated through 
the whole space of the higher atmosphere, he called "water-negative." 

This is good literature, and worthy the great poet; the science of it I would not 
be so willing to vouch for. 

The poets, more perhaps than the scientists, have illustrated and held by the 
great law of alternation, of ebb and flow, of turn and return, in nature. An 
equilibrium, or, what is the same thing, a straight line, Nature abhors more than 
she does a vacuum. If the moisture of the air were uniform, or the heat uniform, 
that is, in equilibria, how could it rain? what would turn the scale? But these 
things are heaped up, are in waves. There is always a preponderance one way or 
the other; always "a steep inequality." Down this incline the rain comes, and up 
the other side it goes. The high barometer travels like the crest of a sea, and the 
low barometer like the trough. When the scale kicks the beam in one place, it is 
correspondingly depressed in some other. When the east is burning up, the west 
is generally drowning out. The weather, we say, is always in extremes; it never 
rains but it pours: but this is only the abuse of a law on the part of the elements 
which is at the bottom of all the life and motion on the globe. 

The rain itself comes in shorter or longer waves,-now fast, now slow-and 
sometimes in regular throbs or pulse-beats. The fall and winter rains are, as a 
rule, the most deliberate and general, but the spring and summer rains are 
always more or less impulsive and capricious. One may see the rain stalking 
across the hills or coming up the valley in single file, as it were. Another time it 
moves in vast masses or solid columns, with broad open spaces between. I have 
seen a spring snowstorm lasting nearly all day that swept down in rapid 
intermittent sheets or gusts. The waves or pulsations of the storm were nearly 
vertical and were very marked. But the great fact about the rain is that it is the 
most beneficent of all the operations of nature; more immediately than sunlight 
even, it means life and growth. Moisture is the Eve of the physical world, the 
soft teeming principle given to wife to Adam or heat, and the mother of all that 
lives. Sunshine abounds everywhere, but only where the rain or dew follows is 
there life. The earth had the sun long before it had the humid cloud, and will 
doubtless continue to have it after the last drop of moisture has perished or been 
dissipated. The moon has sunshine enough, but no rain; hence it is a dead 
world-a lifeless cinder. It is doubtless true that certain of the planets, as Saturn 
and Jupiter, have not yet reached the condition of the cooling and ameliorating 
rains, while in Mars vapor appears to be precipitated only in the form of snow; 
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he is probably past the period of the summer shower. There are clouds and 
vapors in the sun itself,-clouds of flaming hydrogen and metallic vapors, and a 
rain every drop of which is a burning or molten meteor. Our earth itself has 
doubtless passed through the period of the fiery and consuming rains. Mr. 
Proctor thinks there may have been a time when its showers were downpourings 
of"muriatic, nitric, and sulphuric acid, not only intensely hot, but fiercely 
burning through their chemical activity." Think of a dew that would blister and 
destroy like the oil of vitriol! but that period is far behind us now. When this 
fearful fever was past and the earth began to "sweat;" when these soft, delicious 
drops began to come down, or this impalpable rain of the cloudless nights to 
fall,-the period of organic life was inaugurated. Then there was hope and a 
promise of the future. The first rain was the turning-point, the spell was broken, 
relief was at hand. Then the blazing furies of the fore world began to give place 
to the gentler divinities of later times. 

The first water,-how much it means! Seven tenths of man himself is water. 
Seven tenths of the human race rained down but yesterday! It is much more 
probable that Alexander will flow out of a bung-hole than that any part of his 
remains will ever stop one. Our life is indeed a vapor, a breath, a little moisture 
condensed upon the pane. We carry ourselves as in a phial. Cleave the flesh, and 
how quickly we spill out! Man begins as a fish, and he swims in a sea of vital 
fluids as long as his life lasts. His first food is milk; so is his last and all 
between. He can taste and assimilate and absorb nothing but liquids. The same is 
true throughout all organic nature. 'Tis water-power that makes every wheel 
move. Without this great solvent, there is no life. I admire immensely this line of 
Walt Whitman's:-

"The slumbering and liquid trees." 
The tree and its fruit are like a sponge which the rains have filled. Through 

them and through all living bodies there goes on the commerce of vital growth, 
tiny vessels, fleets and succession of fleets, laden with material bound for distant 
shores, to build up, and repair, and restore the waste of the physical frame. 

Then the rain means relaxation; the tension in Nature and in all her creatures is 
lessened. The trees drop their leaves, or let go their ripened fruit. The tree itself 
will fall in a still, damp day, when but yesterday it withstood a gale of wind. A 
moist south wind penetrates even the mind and makes its grasp less tenacious. It 
ought to take Jess to kill a man on a rainy day than on a clear. The direct support 
of the sun is withdrawn; life is under a cloud; a masculine mood gives place to 
something like a feminine. In this sense, rain is the grief, the weeping of Nature, 
the relief of a burdened or agonized heart. But tears from Nature's eyelids are 
always remedial and prepare the way for brighter, purer skies. 

I think rain is as necessary to the mind as to vegetation. Who does not suffer in 
his spirit in a drought and feel restless and unsatisfied? My very thoughts 
become thirsty and crave the moisture. It is hard work to be generous, or 
neighborly, or patriotic in a dry time, and as for growing in any of the finer 
graces or virtues, who can do it? One's very manhood shrinks, and, if he is ever 
capable of a mean act or of narrow views, it is then. 
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WAKE-ROBIN 

PREFACE. 

This is mainly a book about the Birds, or more properly an invitation to 
the study of Ornithology, and the purpose of the author will be carried 
out in proportion as it awakens and stimulates the interest of the reader in 
this branch ofNatural History. 

Though written less in the spirit of exact science than with the freedom 
of love and old acquaintance, yet I have in no instance taken liberties 
with facts, or allowed my imagination to influence me to the extent of 
giving a false impression or a wrong coloring. I have reaped my harvest 
more in the woods than in the study; what I offer, in fact, is a careful and 
conscientious record of actual observations and experiences, and is true 
as it stands written, every word of it. But what has interested me most in 
Ornithology, is the pursuit, the chase, the discovery; that part of it which 
is akin to hunting, fishing, and wild sports, and which I could carry with 
me in my eye and ear, wherever I went. 

I cannot answer with much confidence the poet's inquiry, 

"Hast thou named all the birds without a gun?" 

but I have done what I could to bring horne the "earth and the sky" with 
the sparrow I heard "singing at dawn on the alder bough." In other 
words, I have tried to present a live bird,-a bird in the woods or the 
fields,-with the atmosphere and associations of the place, and not 
merely a stuffed and labeled specimen. 

A more specific title for the volume would have suited me better, but not 
being able to satisfy myself in this direction, I cast about for a word 
thoroughly in the atmosphere and spirit of the book, which I hope I have 
found in "Wake-Robin"-the common name of the white Trillium, 
which blooms in all our woods, and which marks the arrival of all the 

birds. 

Hermit-Thrush. 
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In the upland woods of beech and maple it is a more familiar sound than 
in these solitudes. On taking the bird in hand, one cannot help 
exclaiming, "How beautiful!" So tiny and elegant, the smallest of the 
warblers; a delicate blue-back, with a slight bronze-colored triangular 
spot between the shoulders; upper mandible black; lower mandible 
yellow as gold; throat yellow, becoming a dark bronze on the breast. 
Blue yellow-back he is called, though the yellow is much nearer a 
bronze. He is remarkably delicate and beautiful,-the handsomest as he 
is the smallest of the warblers known to me. It is never without surprise 
that I find amid these rugged, savage aspects ofNature creatures so fairy 
and delicate. But such is the law. Go to the sea or climb the mountain, 
and with the ruggedest and the savagest you will find likewise the fairest 
and the most delicate. The greatness and the minuteness of Nature pass 
all understanding. 

Ever since I entered the woods, even while listening to the lesser 
songsters, or contemplating the silent forms about me, a strain has 
reached my ears from out the depths of the forest that to me is the finest 
sound in nature,-the song of the hermit-thrush. I often hear him thus a 
long way off, sometimes over a quarter of a mile away, when only the 
stronger and more perfect parts of his music reach me; and through the 
general chorus of wrens and warblers I detect this sound rising pure and 
serene, as if a spirit from some remote height were slowly chanting a 
divine accompaniment. This song appeals to the sentiment of the 
beautiful in me, and suggests a serene religious beatitude as no other 
sound in nature does. It is perhaps more of an evening than a morning 
hymn, though I hear it at all hours of the day. It is very simple, and I can 
hardly tell the secret of its charm. "0 spheral, spheral!" he seems to say; 
"0 holy, holy! 0 clear away, clear away! 0 clear up, clear up!" 
interspersed with the finest trills and the most delicate preludes. It is not 
a proud, gorgeous strain, like the tanager's or the grossbeak's;suggests 
no passion or emotion,-nothing personal,-but seems to be the voice of 
that calm sweet solemnity one attains to in his best moments. It realizes a 
peace and a deep solemn joy that only the finest souls may know. A few 
nights ago I ascended a mountain to see the world by moonlight; and 
when near the summit the hermit commenced his evening hymn a few 
rods from me. Listening to this strain on the lone mountain, with the full 
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moon just rounded from the horizon, the pomp of your cities and the 
pride of your civilization seemed trivial and cheap. 

I have seldom known two of these birds to be singing at the same time in 
the same locality, rivaling each other, like the wood-thrush or the veery. 
Shooting one from a tree, I have observed another take up the strain from 
almost the identical perch in less than ten minutes afterward. Later in the 
day when I had penetrated the heart of the old "Barkpeeling," I came 
suddenly upon one singing from a low stump, and for a wonder he did 
not seem alarmed, but lifted up his divine voice as if his privacy was 
undisturbed. I open his beak and find the inside yellow as gold. I was 
prepared to find it inlaid with pearls and diamonds, or to see an angel 
issue from it. 

He is not much in the books. Indeed, I am acquainted with scarcely any 
writer on ornithology whose head is not muddled on the subject of our 
three prevailing song-thrushes, confounding either their figures or their 
songs. A writer in the "Atlantic"1 gravely tells us the wood-thrush is 
sometimes called the hermit, and then, after describing the song of the 
hermit with great beauty and correctness, coolly ascribes it to the veery! 
The new Cyclopredia, fresh from the study of Audubon, says the hermit's 
song consists of a single plaintive note, and that the veery's resembles 
that of the wood-thrush! These observations deserve to be preserved with 
that of the author of "Out-door Papers," who tells us the trill of the hair
bird (Fringillia socialis) is produced by the bird fluttering its wings upon 
its sides! The hermit-thrush may be easily identified by his color; his 
back being a clear olive-brown becoming rufous on his rump and tail. A 
quill from his wing placed beside one from his tail on a dark ground 
presents quite a marked contrast. 

I walk along the old road, and note the tracks in the thin layer of mud. 
When do these creatures travel here? I have never yet chanced to meet 
one. Here a partridge has set its foot; there, a woodcock; here, a squirrel 
or mink: there, a skunk; there, a fox. What a clear, nervous track reynard 
makes! how easy to distinguish it from that of a little dog,-it is so 
sharply cut and defined! A dog's track is coarse and clumsy beside it. 

1 For December, 1858. 
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The Art of Seeing Things 

I do not purpose to attempt to tell my reader how to see things, but 

only to talk about the art of seeing things, as one might talk of any 

other art. One might discourse about the art of poetry, or of painting, or 

of oratory, without any hope of making one's readers or hearers poets 

or painters or orators. 
The science of anything may be taught or acquired by study; the 

art of it comes by practice or inspiration. The art of seeing things is not 

something that may be conveyed in rules and precepts; it is a matter vi

tal in the eye and ear, yea, in the mind and soul, of which these are the 

organs. I have as little hope of being able to tell the reader how to see 

things as I would have in trying to tell him how to fall in love or to en

joy his dinner. Either he does or he does not, and that is about all there 

is of it. Some people seem born with eyes in their heads, and others 

with buttons or painted marbles, and no amount of science can make 

the one equal to the other in the art of seeing things. The great mass of 

mankind are, in this respect, like the rank and file of an army: they fire 

vaguely in the direction of the enemy, and if they hit, it is more a mat

ter of chance than of accurate aim. But here and there is the keen-eyed 

observer; he is the sharpshooter; his eye selects and discriminates, his 

purpose goes to the mark. 
Even the successful angler seems born, and not made; he appears 

to know instinctively the ways of trout. The secret is, no doubt, love of 

the sport. Love sharpens the eye, the ear, the touch; it quickens the feet, 

it steadies the hand, it arms against the wet and the cold. What we love 

to do, that we do well. To know is not all; it is only half. To love is the 

other half. Wordsworth's poet was contented if he might enjoy the things 

which others understood. This is generally the attitude of the young 

and of the poetic nature. The man of science, on the other hand, is con

tented if he may understand the things that others enjoy: that is his en

joyment. Contemplation and absorption for the one; investigation and 
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classification for the other. We probably all have, in varying degrees, 

one or the other of these ways of enjoying Nature: either the sympa

thetic and emotional enjoyment of her which the young and the artistic 

and the poetic temperament have, or the enjoyment through our knowing 

faculties afforded by natural science, or, it may be, the two combined, 

as they certainly were in such a man as Tyndall. 

But nothing can take the place of love. Love is the measure of life: 

only so far as we love do we really live. The variety of our interests, the 

width of our sympathies, the susceptibilities of our hearts-if these do 

not measure our lives, what does? As the years go by, we are all of us 

more or less subject to two dangers, the danger of petrifaction and the 

danger of putrefaction; either that we shall become hard and callous, 

crusted over with customs and conventions till no new ray of light or of 

joy can reach us, or that we shall become lax and disorganized, losing 

our grip upon the real and vital sources of happiness and power. Now, 

there is no preservative and antiseptic, nothing that keeps one's heart 

young, like love, like sympathy, like giving one's self with enthusiasm 

to some worthy thing or cause. 

If I were to name the three most precious resources of life, I should 

say books, friends, and nature; and the greatest of these, at least the 

most constant and always at hand, is nature. Nature we have always 

with us, an inexhaustible storehouse of that which moves the heart, ap

peals to the mind, and fues the imagination,-health to the body, a 

stimulus to the intellect, and joy to the soul. To the scientist Nature is a 

storehouse of facts, laws, processes; to the artist she is a storehouse of 

pictures; to the poet she is a storehouse of images, fancies, a source of 

inspiration; to the moralist she is a storehouse of precepts and parables; 

to all she may be a source of knowledge and joy. 

II 
There is nothing in which people differ more than in their powers 

of observation. Some are only half alive to what is going on around 

them. Others, again, are keenly alive: their intelligence, their powers of 

recognition, are in full force in eye and ear at all times. They see and 
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hear everything, whether it directly concerns them or not. They never 

pass unseen a familiar face on the street; they are never oblivious of 

any interesting feature or sound or object in the earth or sky about 

them. Their power of attention is always on the alert, not by conscious 

effort, but by natural habit and disposition. Their perceptive faculties 

may be said to be always on duty. They turn to the outward world a 

more highly sensitized mind than other people. The things that pass 

before them are caught and individualized instantly. If they visit new 

countries, they see the characteristic features of the people and scenery 

at once. The impression is never blurred or confused. Their powers of 

observation suggest the sight and scent of wild animals; only, whereas 

it is fear that sharpens the one, it is love and curiosity that sharpens 

the other. The mother turkey with her brood sees the hawk when it is a 

mere speck against the sky; she is, in her solicitude for her young, 

thinking of hawks, and is on her guard against them. Fear makes keen 

her eye. The hunter does not see the hawk till his attention is thus 

called to it by the turkey, because his interests are not endangered; but 

he outsees the wild creatures of the plain and mountain,-the elk, the 

antelope, and the mountain-sheep,---:he makes it his business to look 

for them, and his eyes carry farther than do theirs. 

We may see coarsely and vaguely, as most people do, noting only 

masses and unusual appearances, or we may see finely and discrimi

natingly, taking in the minute and the specific. In a collection of stuffed 

birds, the other day, I observed that a wood thrush was mounted as in 

the act of song, its open beak pointing straight to the zenith. The taxi

dermist had not seen truly. The thrush sings with its beak but slightly 

elevated. Who has not seen a red squirrel or a gray squirrel running up 

and down the trunk of a tree? But probably very few have noticed that 

the position of the hind feet is the reverse in the one case from what it 

is in the other. In descending they are extended to the rear, the toe-nails 

hooking to the bark, checking and controlling the fall. In most pictures 

the feet are shown well drawn up under the body in both cases. 

People who discourse pleasantly and accurately about the birds 

and flowers and external nature generally are not invariably good ob-
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servers. In their walks do they see anything they did not come out to 

see? Is there any spontaneous or unpremeditated seeing? Do they make 

discoveries? Any bird or creature may be hunted down, any nest dis

covered, if you lay siege to it; but to find what you are not looking for, 

to catch the shy winks and gestures on every side, to see all the by-play 

going on around you, missing no significant note or movement, pene

trating every screen with your eye-beams-that is to be an observer; 

that is to have "an eye practiced like a blind man's touch,"-a touch 

that can distinguish a white horse from a black,-a detective eye that 

reads the faintest signs. When Thoreau was at Cape Cod, he noticed 

that the horses there had a certain muscle in their hips inordinately de

veloped by reason qf the insecure footing in the e_ver-yielding sand. 

Thoreau's vision at times fitted things closely. During some great fete 

in Paris, the Empress Eugenie and Queen Victoria were both present. 

A reporter noticed that when the royal personages came to sit down, 

Eugenie looked behind her before doing so, to see that the chair was 

really there, but Victoria seated herself without the backward glance, 

knowing there must be a seat ready: there always had been, and there 

always would be, for her. The correspondent inferred that the incident 

showed the difference between born royalty and hastily made royalty. I 

wonder how many persons in that vast assembly made this observa

tion; probably very few. It denoted a gift for seeing things. 

If our powers of observation were quick and sure enough, no doubt 

we should see through most of the tricks of the sleight-of-hand man. He 

fools us because his hand is more dexterous than our eye. He captures our 

attention, and then commands us to see only what he wishes us to see. 

In the field of natural history, things escape us because the actors 

are small, and the stage is very large and more or less veiled and ob

structed. The movement is quick across a background that tends to 

conceal rather than expose it. In the printed page the white paper plays 

quite as important a part as the type and the ink; but the book of na

ture is on a different plan: the page rarely presents a contrast of black 

and white, or even black and brown, but only of similar tints, gray 

upon gray, green upon green, or drab upon brown. 
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By a close observer I do not mean a minute, cold-blooded specialist,-

"a fingering slave, 

One who would peep and botanize 

Upon his mother's grave,"-

but a man who looks closely and steadily at nature, and notes the indi

vidual features of tree and rock and field, and allows no subtile flavor 

of the night or day, of the place and the season, to escape him. His 

senses are so delicate that in his evening walk he feels the warm and 

the cool streaks in the air, his nose detects the most fugitive odors, his 

ears the most furtive sounds. As he stands musing in the April twi

light, he hears that fine, elusive stir and rustle made by the angle

worms reaching out from their holes for leaves and grasses; he hears 

the whistling wings of the woodcock as it goes swiftly by him in the 

dusk; he hears the call of the kill-dee come down out of the March sky; 

he hears far above him in the early morning the squeaking cackle of the 

arriving blackbirds pushing north; he hears the soft, prolonged, lulling 

call of the little owl in the cedars in the early spring twilight; he hears 

at night the roar of the distant waterfall, and the rumble of the train 

miles across the country when the air is "hollow;" before a storm he 

notes how distant objects stand out and are brought near on those bril

liant days that we call "weather-breeders." When the mercury is at zero 

or lower, he notes how the passing trains hiss and simmer as if the rails 

or wheels were red-hot. He reads the subtile signs of the weather. The 

stars at night forecast the coming day to him; the clouds at evening and 

at morning are a sign. He knows there is the wet-weather diathesis and 

the dry-weather diathesis, or, as Goethe said, water affirmative and wa

ter negative, and he interprets the symptoms accordingly. He is keenly 

alive to all outward impressions. When he descends from the hill in the 

autumn twilight, he notes the cooler air of the valley like a lake about 

him; he notes how, at other seasons, the cooler air at times settles down 

between the mountains like a vast body of water, as shown by the level 
line of the fog or the frost upon the trees. 

The modern man looks at nature with an eye of sympathy and love 

where the earlier man looked with an eye of fear and superstition. 
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Bence he sees more closely and accurately; science has made his eye 

steady and clear. To a hasty traveler through the land, the farms and 

country homes all seem much alike, but to the people born and reared 

there, what a difference! They have read the fine print that escapes the 
hurried eye and that is so full of meaning. Every horizon line, every 

curve in hill or valley, every tree and rock and spring run, every turn in 

the road and vista in the landscape, has its special features and makes 

its own impression. 
Scott wrote in his journal: "Nothing is so tiresome as walking 

through some beautiful scene with a minute philosopher, a botanist, or 

a pebble-gatherer, who is eternally calling your attention from the 

grand features of the natural picture to look at grasses and chuckie

stanes." No doubt Scott's large, generous way of looking at things kin

dles the imagination and touches the sentiments more than does this 

minute way of the specialist. The nature that Scott gives us is like the 

air and the water that all may absorb, while what the specialist gives 

us is more like some particular element or substance that only the few 
can appropriate. But Scott had his specialties, too, the specialties of the 

sportsman: he was the first to see the hare's eyes as she sat in her form, 

and he knew the ways of grouse and pheasants and trout. The ideal ob

server turns the enthusiasm of the sportsman into the channels of nat

ural history, and brings home a finer game than ever fell to shot or 
bullet. He too has an eye for the fox and the rabbit and the migrating 

water-fowl, but he sees them with loving and not with murderous eyes. 

ill 
So far as seeing things is an art, it is the art of keeping your eyes 

and ears open. The art of nature is all in the direction of concealment. 

The birds, the animals, all the wild creatures, for the most part try to 

elude your observation. The art of the bird is to hide her nest; the art of 
the game you are in quest of . is to make itself invisible. The flower 

seeks to attract the bee and the moth by its color and perfume, because 

they are of service to it; but I presume it would hide from the excur

sionists and the picnickers if it could, because they extirpate it. Power 

of attention and a mind sensitive to outward objects, in these lies the 
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of converging rays is always immediately in front of the observer; that 

is, exactly between him and the sun, so that the central spoke or shaft 

in his front is always perpendicular. You cannot see this fan to the right 

or left of the sun, but only between you and it. Hence, as in the case of 

the rainbow, no two persons see exactly the same rays. 

The eye sees what it has the means of seeing, and its means 

of seeing are in proportion to the love and desire behind it. The eye 

is informed and sharpened by the thought. My boy sees ducks on 

the river where and when I cannot, because at certain seasons he 

thinks ducks and dreams ducks. One season my neighbor asked me 

if the bees had injured my grapes. I said, "No; the bees never injure 

my grapes." 

"They do mine," he replied; "they puncture the skin for the juice, 

and at times the clusters are covered with them." 

"No," I said, "it is not the bees that puncture the skin; it is the 

birds." 

"What birds?" 

"The orioles." 

"But I haven't seen any orioles," he rejoined. 

"We have," I continued, "because at this season we think orioles; we 

have learned by experience how destructive these birds are in the vine

yard, and we are on the lookout for them; our eyes and ears are ready 

for them." 

If we think birds, we shall see birds wherever we go; if we think ar

rowheads, as Thoreau did, we shall pick up arrowheads in every field. 

Some people have an eye for four-leaved clovers; they see them as they 

walk hastily over the turf, for they already have them in their eyes. I 

once took a walk with the late Professor Eaton of Yale. He was just then 

specially interested in the mosses, and he found them, all kinds, every

where. I can see him yet, every few minutes upon his knees, adjusting 

his eye-glasses before some rare specimen. The beauty he found in 
them, and pointed out to me, kindled my enthusiasm also. I once spent 

a summer day at the mountain home of a well-known literary woman 

and editor. She lamented the absence of birds about her house. I named 

a half-dozen or more I had heard or seen in her trees within an hour-
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the indigo-bird, the purple finch, the yellowbird, the veery thrush, the 

red-eyed vireo, the song sparrow. 
"Do you mean to say you have seen or heard all these birds while 

sitting here on my porch?" she inquired. 

"I really have," I said. 
"I do not see them or hear them," she replied, "and yet I want to 

very much." 
"No," said I; "you only want to want to see and hear them." 

You must have the bird in your heart before you can find it in the 

bush. 
I was sitting in front of a farmhouse one day in company with the 

local Nimrod. In a maple tree in front of us I saw the great crested fly

catcher. I called the hunter's attention to it, and asked him if he had ever 

seen that bird before. No, he had not; it was a new bird to him. But he 

probably had seen it scores of times,-seen it without regarding it. It 
was not the game he was in quest of, and his eye heeded it not. 

Human and artificial sounds and objects thrust themselves upon 

us; they are within our sphere, so to speak: but the life of nature we 

must meet halfway; it is shy, withdrawn, and blends itself with a vast 

neutral background. We must be initiated; it is an order the secrets of 

which are well guarded. 

Leaf and Tendril (1908) 

The Grist of the Gods 

bout all we have in mind when we think of the earth is this thin 

pellicle of soil with which the granite framework of the globe is 

clothed-a red and brown film of pulverized and oxidized rock, 

scarcely thicker, relatively, than the paint or enamel which some 

women put on their cheeks, and which the rains often wash away as a 

tear washes off the paint and powder. But it is the main thing to us. Out 
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of it we came and unto it we return. "Earth to earth, and dust to dust." 

The dust becomes warm and animated for a little while, takes on forrn 

and color, stalks about recuperating itself from its parent dust under. 

foot, and then fades and is resolved into the original earth elements. We 

are built up out of the ground quite as literally as the trees are, but not 

quite so immediately. The vegetable is between us and the soil, but our 

dependence is none the less real. ''As common as dust" is one of our 

sayings, but the common, the universal, is always our mainstay in this 

world. When we see the dust turned into fruit and flowers and grain by 

that intangible thing called vegetable life, or into the bodies of men and 

women by the equally mysterious agency of animal life, we think bet

ter of it. The trembling gold of the pond-lily's heart, and its petals like 

carved snow, are no more a transformation of a little black muck and 

ooze by the chemistry of the sunbeam than our bodies and minds, too, 

are a transformation of the soil underfoot. 

We are rooted to the air through our lungs and to the soil through 

our. stomachs. We are walking trees and floating plants. The soil which 

in one form we spurn with our feet, and in another take into our 

mouths and into our blood-what a composite product it is! It is the 

grist out of which our bread of life is made, the grist which the mills of 

the gods, the slow patient gods of Erosion, have been so long grinding

grinding probably more millions of years than we have any idea .of. The 

original stuff, the pulverized granite, was probably not very nourish

ing, but the fruitful hand of time has made it so. It is the kind of grist 

that improves with the keeping, and the more the meal-worms have 

worked in it, the better the bread. Indeed, until it has been eaten and di

gested by our faithful servitors the vegetables, it does not make the loaf 

that is our staff of life. The more death has gone into it, the more life 

comes out of it; the more it is a cemetery, the more it becomes a nurs

ery; the more the rocks perish, the more the fields flourish. 

This story of the soil appeals to the imagination. To have a bit of 

earth to plant, to hoe, to delve in, is a rare privilege. If one stops to con· 

sider, one cannot turn it with his spade without emotion. We look back 

with the mind's eye through the vista of geologic time and we see is· 

lands and continents of barren, jagged rocks, not a grain of soil any· 
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where. We look again and behold a world of rounded hills and fertile 

valleys and plains, depth of soil where before were frowning rocks. The 

hand of time with its potent fingers of heat, frost, cloud, and air has 

passed slowly over the scene, and the miracle is done. The rocks turn 

to herbage, the fetid gases to the breath of flowers. The mountain melts 

down into a harvest field; volcanic scoria changes into garden mould; 

where towered a cliff now basks a green slope; where the strata yawned 

now bubbles a fountain; where the earth trembled, verdure now undu· 

lates. Your lawn and your meadow are built up of the ruins of the fore

world. The leanness of granite and gneiss has become the fat of the 

land. What transformation and promotion!-the decrepitude of the 

hills becoming the strength of the plains, the decay of the heights re· 

suiting in the renewal of the valleys! 

Many of our hills are but the stumps of mountains which the hand 

of time has cut down. Hence we may say that if God made the moun· 

tains, time made the hills. 

What adds to the wonder of the earth's grist is that the millstones 

that did the work and are still doing it are the gentle forces that career 

above our heads-the sunbeam, the cloud, the air, the frost. The rain's 

gentle fall, the air's velvet touch, the sun's noiseless rays, the frost's ex

quisite crystals, these combined are the agents that crush the rocks and 

pulverize the mountains, and transform continents of sterile granite into 

a world of fertile soils. It is as if baby fingers did the work of giant pow

der and dynamite. Give the clouds and the sunbeams time enough, and 

the Alps and the Andes disappear before them, or are transformed into 

plains where corn may grow and cattle graze. The snow falls as softly as 

down and lies almost as lightly, yet the crags crumble beneath it; com· 

pacted by gravity, out of it grew the tremendous ice sheet that ground off 

the mountain summits, that scooped out lakes and valleys, and modeled 

our northern landscapes as the sculptor his clay image. 

Not only are the mills of the gods grinding here, but the great cos

mic mill in the sidereal heavens is grinding also, and some of its dust 

reaches our planet. Cosmic dust is apparently falling on the earth at all 

times. It is found in the heart of hailstones and in Alpine snows, and 

helps make up the mud of the ocean floors. 



162 John Burroughs 

During the unthinkable time of the revolution of the earth around 

the sun, the amount of cosmic matter that has fallen upon its surface 

from out the depths of space must be enormous. It certainly must enter 

largely into the composition of the soil and of the sedimentary rocks. 

Celestial dirt we may truly call it, star dust, in which we plant our pota. 

toes and grain and out of which Adam was made, and every son of 

man since Adam-the divine soil in very fact, the garden of the Eter

nal, contributed to by the heavens above and all the vital forces below, in
corruptible, forever purifying itself, clothing the rocky framework of the 

globe as with flesh and blood, making the earth truly a mother with a 

teeming fruitful womb, and her hills veritable mammary glands. The 

iron in the fruit and vegetables we eat, which thence goes into our blood, 

may, not very long ago, have formed a part of the cosmic dust that 

drifted for untold ages along the highways of planets and suns. 

The soil underfoot, or that we turn with our plow, how it thrills 

with life or the potencies of life! What a fresh, good odor it exhales 

when we turn it with our spade or plow in spring! It is good. No won

der children and horses like to eat it! 

How inert and dead it looks, yet what silent, potent fermentations 

are going on there-millions and trillions of minute organisms ready to 

further your scheme of agriculture or horticulture. Plant your wheat or 

your corn in it, and behold the miracle of a birth of a plant or a tree. 

How it pushes up, fed and stimulated by the soil, through the agency of 

heat and moisture! It makes visible to the eye the life that is latent or 

held in suspense there in the cool, impassive ground. The acorn, the 

chestnut, the maple keys, have but to lie on the surface of the moist 

earth to feel its power and send down rootlets to meet it. 

From one point of view, what a ruin the globe is!-worn and crum

bled and effaced beyond recognition, had we known it in its youth. 

Where once towered mountains are now only their stumps-low, fertile 

hills or plains. Shake down your great city with its skyscrapers till most 

of its buildings are heaps of ruins with grass and herbage growing upon 

them, and you have a hint of what has happened to the earth. 

Again, one cannot but reflect what a sucked orange the earth will 

be in the course of a few more centuries. Our civilization is terribly 
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expensive to all its natural resources; one hundred years of modern life 

doubtless exhausts its stores more than a millennium of the life of an

tiquity. Its coal and oil will be about used up, all its mineral wealth 

greatly depleted, the fertility of its soil will have been washed into the 

sea through the drainage of its cities, its wild game will be nearly ex

tinct, its primitive forests gone, and soon how nearly bankrupt the 

planet will be! 
There is no better illustration of the way decay and death play into 

the hands of life than the soil underfoot. The earth dies daily and has 

done so through countless ages. But life and youth spring forever from 

its decay; indeed, could not spring at all till the decay began. All the 

soil was once rock, perhaps many times rock, as the water that flows 

by may have been many times ice. 
The soft, slow, aerial forces, how long and patiently they have 

worked! Oxygen has played its part in the way of oxidation and dioxi

dation of minerals. Carbon or carbonic acid has played its part, hydro

gen has played its. Even granite yields slowly but surely to the action 

of rain-water. The sun is of course the great dynamo that runs the 

earth machinery and, through moisture and the air currents, reduces 

the rocks to soil. Without solar heat we should have no rain, and with

out rain we should have no soil. The decay of a mountain makes a hill 

of fertile fields. The soil, as we know it, is the product of three great 

processes-mechanical, chemical, and vital-which have been going 

on for untold ages. The mechanical we see in the friction of winds and 

waves and the grinding of glaciers, and in the destructive effects of 

heat and cold upon the rocks; the chemical in the solvent power of rain

water and of water charged with various acids and gases. The soil is 

rarely the color of the underlying rock from which it came, by reason of 

the action of the various gases of the atmosphere. Iron is black, but 

when turned into rust by the oxygen of the air, it is red. 

The vital processes that have contributed to the soil we see going 

on about us in the decay of animal and vegetable matter. It is this 

process that gives the humus to the soil, in fact, almost humanizes it, 

making it tender and full of sentiment and memories, as it were, so that 

it responds more quickly to our needs and to our culture. The elements 
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lilies born of the black ooze, that matter does not become transparent 

and reveal to me the working of the same celestial powers that fash

ioned the first man from the common dust. 

Man's mind is no more a stranger to the earth than is his body. Is 

not the clod wise? Is not the chemistry underfoot intelligent? Do not the 

roots of the trees find their way? Do not the birds know their times and 

seasons? Are not all things about us filled to overflowing with mind

stuff? The cosmic mind is the earth mind, and the earth mind is man's 

mind, freed but narrowed, with vision but with erring reason, con
scious but troubled, and-shall we say?-human but immortal. 

Leaf and Tendril (1908) 

Nature Near Home 

A fter long experience I am convinced that the best place to study 

nature is at one's own home,--on the farm, in the mountains, on 

the plains, by the sea,-no matter where that may be. One has it all 

about him then. The seasons bring to his door the great revolving cy

cle of wild life, floral and faunal, and he need miss no part of the show. 

At home one should see and hear with more fondness and sympa

thy. Nature should touch him a little more closely there than anywhere 

else. He is better attuned to it than to strange scenes. The birds about 

his own door are his birds, the flowers in his own fields and wood are 

his, the rainbow springs its magic arch across his valley, even the ever

lasting stars to which one lifts his eye, night after night, and year after 

year, from his own doorstep, have something private and personal 

about them. The clouds and the sunsets one sees in strange lands move 

one the more they are like the clouds and sunsets one has become fa

miliar with at home. The wild creatures about you become known to 

you as they cannot be known to a passer-by. The traveler sees little of 
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Nature that is revealed to the home-stayer. You will find she has made 

her home where you have made yours, and intimacy with her there be

comes easy. Familiarity with things about one should not dull the edge 

of curiosity or interest. The walk you take to-day through the fields and 

woods, or along the river-bank, is the walk you should take to-morrow, 

and next day, and next. What you miss once, you will hit upon next 

time. The happenings are at intervals and are irregular. The play of Na

ture has no fixed programme. If she is not at home to-day, or is in a 

non-committal mood, call to-morrow, or next week. It is only when the 

wild creatures are at home, where their nests or dens are made, that 

their characteristics come out. 
If you would study the winter birds, for instance, you need not go 

to the winter woods to do so; you can bring them to your own door. A 

piece of suet on a tree in front of your window will bring chickadees, 

nuthatches, downy woodpeckers, brown creepers, and often juncos. 

And what interest you will take in these little waifs from the winter 

woods that daily or hourly seek the bounty you prepare for them! It is 
not till they have visited you for weeks that you begin to appreciate the 

bit of warmth and life they have added to your winter outlook. The old 

tree-trunk then wears a more friendly aspect. The great inhospitable 

out-of-doors is relenting a little; the cold and the snow have found their 

match, and it warms your heart to think that you can help these brave 

little feathered people to win the fight. Not a bit daunted are they at the 

fearful odds against them; the woods and groves seem as barren as 

deserts, the earth is piled with snow, the trees snap with the cold-no 

stores, no warmth anywhere, yet here are 

"these atoms in full breath 

Hurling defiance at vast death." 

They are as cheery and active as if on a summer holiday. 

The birds are sure to find the tidbit you put out for them on the tree 

in front of your window, because, sooner or later, at this season, they 

visit every tree. The picking is very poor and they work their territory 

over and over thoroughly. No tree in field or grove or orchard escapes 

them. The wonder is that in such a desert as the trees appear to be in 
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winter, in both wood and field, these little adventurers can subsist at 

all. They reap a, to us, invisible harvest, but the rough dry bark of the 

trees is not such a barren waste as it seems. The amount of animal food 

in the shape of minute insects, eggs, and larvc:e tucked away in cracks 

and crevices must be considerable, and, by dint of incessant peeping 

and prying into every seam and break in the bark, they get fuel enough 

to keep their delicate machinery going. 

The brown creeper, with his long, slender, decurved bill, secures 

what the chickadee, with his short, straight bill, fails to get. The 

creeper works the trunk of the tree from the ground up in straight or in 

spiral lines, disappearing quickly round the trunk if he scents danger. 

He is more assimilatively colored than any of his winter congeners, b~

ing like a bit of animated bark itself in form and color, hence his range 

and movements are more limited and rigid than those of the wood

peckers and chickadees. The creeper is emphatically a tree-trunk bird. 

His enemies are shrikes and hawks, and the quickness with which he 

will dart around the trunk or flash away to another trunk shows what 

the struggle for life has taught his race. 

The range of the nuthatch is greater than that of the creeper, in that 

he takes in more of the branches of the tree. He is quite conspicuously 

colored in his suit of black, light gray, blue, and white, and his power 

of movement is correspondingly varied. His bill is straight and heavier, 

and has an upward slant with the angle of the face that must serve him 
some useful purpose. He navigates the tree-trunks up and down and 

around, always keeping an eye on every source of danger in the air 

about him. I have never seen a nuthatch molested or threatened by any 

bird of prey, but his habitual attitude of watchfulness while exploring 

the tree-trunks, with head bent back and beak pointing out at right an

gles, shows clearly what the experience of his race has taught him. 

Danger evidently lurks in that direction, and black and white and blue 

are revealing colors in the neutral woods. But, however much the 

nuthatch may be handicapped by its coloration, it far outstrips the 

creeper in range and numbers. Its varied diet of nuts and insects no 

doubt gives it a more vigorous constitution, and makes it more adap

tive. It is the vehicle of more natural life and energy. 
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How winter emphasizes the movements of wild life! The snow and 

the cold are the white paper upon which the print is revealed. A track 

of a mouse, a bird, a squirrel, or a fox shows us at a glance how the 

warm pulse of life defies the embargo of winter. From cracks and rents 

in the frigid zone which creep down upon us at this season there issue 

tiny jets of warm life which play about here and there as if in the hey

day of summer. The woods snap and explode with the frost, the ground 

is choked with snow, no sign of food is there for bird or beast, and yet 

here are these tiny bundles of cheer and contentment in feathers-the 

chickadees, the nuthatches, and their fellows. 

Field and Study (1919) 


