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, scolding of a iay will put gvery bird within earshqt os
edge.

'. alarms, You can heat their cries Soing back and forth
i through the air lik€ em€rgency calls. A man goigg

throuh the woods churns- up as mudt noise - as he
churni up landscape. All )nou have to,do to her it is be
quiit inti listen. Sialklg WolPs silences were the mark
df nis skill, the habit of a long practiced art. He rilas the
gfandson of a medicine man, and a tracker and hunts
for his tribe. To Rick and rtr€, he was the Spirit of the
\[oods. I believe that he trained us the $'ay he himself
had been traind as e child in the last years of the
nineteenth century. He taugfrt us 4 way'of life which c

Rick and I tried to live-by. . .
He was likc an unclc who hclps with the training of

his brother's sons, aloof but attectionate, iudgmental
but secretty amuscd, gentle and harsh, guiding without
dirwting. What hc taught us Fmeatsd eYgrlrthing we
did. He taught us to look for subtleties, for nuanes'
and we had to be quick to catch his hints.

I asked him one why he was so still at times' and he
said, "To se better." I may haye looked puzelcd, but I
didn't say anythins because neither Rick nor I wanted
St"itid Woff to ltrinti *e *ere stupid. Bssidcsr .we
kneur trc would nwer gve u$ thc answef , to anything
directly. Urually, s€ saiC we understod a$d then went
away and figred it out betw€sn qrlptves. Then- we ,
wcni baCk to-stalking lilolf edd told him what wc had

I done and what had-bcn the results. Stalking. Wolf

' he woutA teil-us we hiin't looksd, or hadn't been as
quiet as we thought wc had. '

Then Ue rrcnrifigivc G tnint about what we should do 
I

to do whtetrs we?id better, until wc finally figured out
a way thet Was workable for 9p. Without his Suidlrpe )
rre rdisftt haie lffirnsd pa4 of what w*e did leffrn, tut it
worild havc takcn us@ tims0 as bng and some of it we
worrld n$'cr have gottcs At all. Hc gavc uq info"frnation
inrl*dilt*tfi Gbn to the nm stsp a bii it rtime, slrd
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he always waited until we had incorporated what we had
Iearnd before he nudged us towardsomething else.

StalkilXg WoIf ld us out of childhod into a unique
kind of manhood. \ile came to our skills as he had come
to his, through a series of ideas and understandings that
could only be gotten out of experience. He taught us to
nrakc use of €veiything, to fivc with the least lfisrulition
of the earth, to revere what we took from the woods, to
rnaster our fear, to hone our spwial skills sharper and
sharper, to expand our senses and our awarenes$, to live
in the space of the moment and to understand eternity.

I lmrned from Stalking lVolf a skill thgt could €D-
compass everything I met. I learned td track, nof
animds or men, but disturbances, things knocked out
of place, minute and indistinct traces, the ghost of a
print, a stone turned wrong side up, a fragment of hair
on a branch.

' Stalking TVolf taught us how to be silent and watch
what was going on. He had a spsial look that said he
was grving us a hint to sirmething that would seem ob-
vious to us in a moment. When he saw that I didn't un-
derstand why he had to be silent to see better, he said,
"Go feed the birds. "

Rick and I immediately got some seed and went out-
side to feed the birds. Stalking lVolf ,came out and
watched us and grggled into his hand. He looked away
whenever wil looked back to hirn for approval.' lVe
tossd the seed. lVe laid it down. We put it in pilm.
Nothing pleased him. Finally, he shook his head and
went in.

Eveyy time he saw me after that, hc would ask me if I
had learned to feed the birds yet. I said I didn't know
how he wanted me to feed them. And'he'said, "How
would you give food to me?"

He looked like he was going to burst out laughing at
any instant, and I nodded and went away to toOk for
Rick. 

'tVhen 
I found him I said, "How would yflr giv€

fgtd-to youl graqdfather?" Rick was used to,question;
like that and he did not look at me as-if I was ̂ crazy as
someone else wciuld ,have. We could not afford the,
luxury of being afraid to sound foolish. We bumcd for
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strrewcrs, a$d we eskcd ufiatever quo$tigm came to miud
*i*out'rcscrrration. Neitkrr of is svcr taughad at'the
othcr for askiqg. "I'd hand i1 1e him''' he said finally.

I qras afraid f,e was goiqg to say that. "Hc wants qs t9
tanU thc food to tho birds, u if they're our fricnds."
Rick said that maybc if we put some seed in our hands
and $at verlr still, the bird$ night come dowtt an$ take
it. I rcmindd him that thcsc wcre not park bhds" but
wild ore$, but Rick said that if Statking lVolf wantdd us
to do it, it was probably no more impossible than all the
other things we thought we could nevtr do or ull-
derstand.

It semd like a good way to start anryay. S/e lay on
thc lawn wtth the sed in the palm of our hands and
stayed as nearly motionless asi we could all afternoon. A
few birds came close to the ground while we werc thm,
bUt none cver came within arm's reach. Toward dark,
Uc gave up and came i!. I shruggpd at Stalking Srolf
and said I gucssd we wertn't still enoug[. Stalting
Wolf shook his head as if wc wetrs very foolish. "Whell
should you fwd your friends?" he said.

It toot me a minute to realize what he meant, but the
next morning long before datm, Rick and I yge lying in
the dw-wst grass with our hands extendd qnd our
palms full of birds€ed. We h+d p€rfected sone meazure
bf *iltness from watching thinep in the wqods, but this
rcquired nof moving for hogr$, and it would have becn
farharder if we hadn't been as"intent on it as w€ w€r€.

The thought of feeding the birds like our brothers was
a vision worth bdiwing-in. It made anything possible:
In thc mtddle of fatrse dnwn, thc biids earle awake 4nd
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minutes. fle was always more stitl than I wr!r, but I
could usually stay still longer. Some creature$ approach
acc-ording to how still you rrc, while others approach on
the basis of how long you've bcn still. We learned to
stalk what we tracked. We learned to survive in the
woods problem by problcm, until we could go alone
into thC'wdods with nothing but a knife end still survive.

More important, we learned a world view in which
Nature is a being larger than the sum of dl creatures,
and can be seen best in the flow of its interactions. In
the movement of each animal, all animals move. I am
not sure if these were Stalking Wolfs own ideas or the
ideas of his tribe, but Rick and I took them as articles of
faith to live by, and we devoted our lives to living in the
woods as much as we could and learning everything that
was there. lVe spent most of the next nine years doing
exactly that.

lVe lived on a mixture of what Staking lVolf had told
us md personal conjecture, which we believed to be the
True Indian Way of Life. We worked toward this ideal
in everything we did. Indian braves were always fit. We
rowedr a healy rowboat, against the tide "in the Toms
River and cut wood every day. Indian braves were
traind as warriors. We took Kung Fu with a neighbor
and prrictictd our kicks continualty in front of the cabin
we 6uitt in the Pines. The life we led kept us fit.
Walkihg, runnin-g, crawling all day long, br sittigg
motionless as a tre for hours dt a time waiting to sce
something miraculous toned us better than qny planrcd
system of exerciss cpuld hayc. And we tracked coll-
stantly once Stalking lVolf stowed ru how to legrn the
secrets. Beforc thatn we watched.

We watclrd Everythingi animals, birds, plants, in-
sects, weather, sunlight, stars, fossils, people, hundreds
of things. We watchd the arrimds at fitrst. We bat in
swamps, in the woqds, nsar lakes, by streans, dong the
river bank, any place an animal might live, .And w€
waited. And waited. When we w@ luckyi'$G saw
something spegial. Wh€,n we didn'tn tf,g Blnw sonrc,tltins
G{se.

And then ue learnd about tracking. We trackd
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errcr!fthing that movcd aad some things thfrt didn't. Wp
uackcd oursd\ps. \f,Ic trockcd other popte. Wc trackd
anidlat$, cam, Snails. We no longer had to wsit for
naturc to gome to ui. Before we learnd to track; ow
wandcring had been $ddd only by the range of our
memorlr. 

'Sl'e 
went placa we ,were familiar with. But

once we could track, we could always backtrack oflr-
selves if we got lost, and year by year (rur range in-
geased.

From my literal back Yud, we went deeper and
dqer into the woods until, by the time we were sixt@n,
there was not a place in the Pine Barrens where I could
be lost. IMe stayed away for longer and longer periods of
time as our parents got usd to our spending'every spare
moment studying nature. We kept up our schoolwork
for the most part, and we stayed out of troubk, except
for being continuatly late and forever out of reach. WG
wtrer if you dog'q count lies of necessity, model boys
for that time and plire.

Our tracking began when we were still eight. 'We
found a huge paw print with claws in the mud a mile or
so up from Rick's house, and we draegcd Stalking Wolf
down to see it, jabbsing at him all the way don'n about
it being the print of the Jersey Devil because it had claws
and it was so huge.

Thc folklore of our childhood had been full of tnle
of thc Jerscy Dwil. I always tiked to talk to the old
Pilreys rrho had lived in tho woods so long that there
was no remllection in th family of having lived
anyrvhe,re elsc. They had incrediblc stories about the
hugg, bdfy creature that robbed grayer and tore peopte
limb from limb. Tbe Jersqr Ds{ril tua$ a ral creature to
mc th, and I loved storis about him though I lived in
absoluto te,rror of ever running into him. One day I
would hcet thc Jersey Dcyil fac6 to face, in a way I
m11ldnlt en'en conceive of wherr we draggcd Stallsing
Woltout to look at the track.

Stffi*g Wolf lookd at the print and then went"up'a
.litth - ,,c$d 'looted $otrtc none. He stood'loo*ing

&,,trhfic hcfare he went orrcr to some'bushc$ ncar
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waited breathlessly for confirmation tht we had indeed
discovered an auth€ntic print of the Jersey Dsr/il.

Statking Wolf shook his head and said that ir was a
brown and white male dog about 65 pounds who was
very excited balarlse hc had pickd up the s€nt of the

-rabbits or the ramon- Hs told,us absut ten otler things
about tl,rc dog aild then hc told us everything it had done
while around the swamp. Rick and I were beside orlr-
selves shoutingn "what rabbits?! lvhat racoon?!"
Exuberancc was our one flaw as naturc watchers. lVe
would see one wondrous thing, and we would jump
around celebrating it and chasing away the fifty other
fantastic things we could have sesn.

Stalking Wolf showd us the rabbit tracks and told us
where the rabbit had gone and come back from and
why. He showed us where the dog had picked up the
scent and how his gait had changed. The tracks went up
to the bUsh and then lcapt away where the rabbit had
scurried out of thc swamp grass. He pointed out where
the rabbit had rrtr, drawing the dog away from where
we we,re. He showed us where she had lost hirn finally,
and where the dog hed gone up the hill gnrmbling and
following his nose.

Then he took us back to where we startcd and showed
us the nest and the baby rabbits the mother had ben
distracting thc dog from. lVe were astoundd. "How
did you know all that?" we kept asking hitn. Findly he
told us about the tracks and showd us how to read
thern. We souldn't hear enouglr of whatwer he wanted
to tell us about it. At first he drew tracks for us, but
then he madc us draw them ourselves. Next, we went
out and looked for tracks and drew them using different
kinds of shadins to give depth. lVhen we could draw a
track exactly, wG startd to draw partial tracks until we
could tell them apart from only one or two faint lines,

With €v€ry ffick, Stalking sroF would tell us about
the animal that made it, the famity it belonged to, ind
why its track was the way it was. Why the Indians
walked like the fox with one foot in front of thc other in
a straiglrt line. lVhy the groundhog with its hoad ches
wuld nsv€r make the in-line tracks of a fox. This did
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not occ$r overnight, but olaq months asd oftcn y9f,f,lt.
Trac$ing bcqesta bieoccupation n'ith us: Wq trfickcd
anerywhere we went. Sfhetievtr wc watchd anythirg,
we always went back later and looked at its tracks to
match them up and what we had soen the animal do.

Rick likd to tractr ord he was a good tracker, but
tracking eme to me with amazing eialte. I worked at it,
but it was always a joy to do. I npvs tir$ of it. Rick
was into stalking and watching nature moie than tracks
thetnselvw. I wanted to be CUte to do what Stalking
lVolf had done, to be able td look at the tracks and
recteate what happened as surely as if I was looking
back in tims.

It took a long time of constirnt effort to learn to do
that. \Me tracked werywhere. On the two-lane maca.dam
rmd that was thebiggest highway short of the ParkwoJ,
there was a butcher store where thc owper smoked his
own meat. Rick and'I used to go therc and learn his
techniqua after we got involvd F taxidermy, but we
liked-this place aprcially bccause it had a bare spot of -
soft ground near the doorway that nevsr completely
dried Out. The sets of tracks put down there were ead-
less.

We would sit off to thc side and watch Someone walk
in, and then we would rush over and follow his tracks
rnarking where he stoppd or turned or tied his shges.
We would draw the print and mark it with cotnments
like, r'Limp frOm hurt foot, two wwks laterr" and "Fat
men toc out.tl

When se had fixd the nack and thc person in our
minds, wG would smooth out thc dirr and wait for
the nent petEon to come along. Wherr a woman went
storming 

- 
in with a complaint and cam€ back out

mollifid, the difference in her tracks ryas obvious when
we ran ovcr to look. Tlre long wedging plumes of dift in
front of the pointed toes goirg in and the firm trGn
skide with clerly defined pnnts coming back out-could
not'h*ve contrastd more. -

It-tfgt'lu$. yFars befOre we" coutd" do it with 8f.et
pr€cifiionil Hrt we were ilpprovins rsd we w€rg weaving
ewrythingsc learncd into cverything Glse we did. When: - .
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we watched the animals, we went over and tracked what
we had just watched. lVhen we walkd back along
our owrr trail, we following our incoming tracks and
watched how much they had deterioratd. Sometimes
we would stop at every change in the steady walking
pace of the tracks and go over what we did at that point
on thC way iii and,why.

lVe intentionally niade footprints when we came to a
new kind of soil and put little sticks in them to measure
their deterioration. We checked our past footprints
every time we passed them to see wh-at changCs the
weather and time had brought about in them. lVe would
spend a whole day or so watching a track deteriorate,
just putting a footprint in the ground and sitting there
watching it dry out and go grain by grain into the
oblivion of the wind. Sometimes we put sticks and string
around the tracks to keep the animals off thern, and
watched the way they changed over a'period of months.

lVe did this oyer a period of years, track by track, in
every kind of soil we could find, and in each soil we
watched for a change in the tracks associatd with every
change in weather. lVhen we were waiting for some
creature to show itself, getting ourselves into position so
we w€re part of the landscape for a long time before the
creature came out of his burrow, w€ would make a print
in the ground with a deer foot we carried with us and
watch how it'det€rioratd over an hour or two.

lVe put another print down near it every few minutes
to see how much difference there was between the two
and if they went through the same changes, We did that
kind of thing constantly. Wherever we wene, if there was
nothirry else worth watching, we watchd the tracks
ctange until wc could see $ome of the minute variations
that Stalking Wolf could sse.

We larnd to track and stalk, we learned to livc in
the wildcrness and then learned to suryive in-it;'{Vc -
learned, by living, how to livc. I[Ie bmame meR and
brothers in the woods. \il'e came of age in thc woods,
and we same alirrc. Old Stalking Wolf gpided us. This
book is thc story of how we did it and how I hsve ap-
plied what Stalking lVolf taught me.
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crininal casei in which I heve bcen involved bmuss
Very littlc of

r i n
this book will have to do with the

somc of them are still under investigation and others in-
volve details I cannot make publiC without disturbing
4g privacy of people who have suffered enouglr.
criminal tracking challengg almost all of my skills, but
there is no joy in it. At the end of a case, no matter what
decision is reached, there is doubt and uucrrtainty,
anger and controversy. Much of it can never 6e
resolved, illd even thos€ things that are certain have a
way of deteriorating like a track in a heary rain under
the arguments of lawyers. The truth, when it comes in
words; is always a matter of interpretation.

In this book, I have tried. to tell my version of the
truth and how I came to it. These words are ny tracks,
this book is my trail; I am at the end of it somewhere,
looking for other tracks and thc meaning beyond them.
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ZlGo ondAsk the Mice

It amazes rn€, when I look back, how little of all that
Stolking wolf taught me wos done in words,-and how
deftly everything was done. He never gave me a direct
snswer, ond whm he had somethW to twclt us, he
arranged it so that it was something we suddenly needed
daperotely to know.

He took us tracking one cold Dewmber day when the
temperature changed, as it does in New Jersey, four or
five times from freezing to above freezing in the.same
day. we rnade some tracks in the early morning ground
and waited and watched as the te,rnperature played
havoc with their shape. "That was grcatt': we told
stalting wolf when we were finished, but hc shruggd a
modest disagreement. Whsn he spoke, his hand came up



Go andAsk the Mica

as if it were thc tnre speaker and made picturw to filI in
where thcre were no words.

EngIish is a bad lannrage for certain kinds of words.
It hasn't got much for ideas like wholenffi of feeting'
Nature isltre best word Engfish can qlme up with to
dessibe something as various yct as indivisibls as the
bond bstwen alt llving things. Most of what it fcels like
to be there in the woods is inexpressiblc in any language.
The only language for some thingp is experiencc. Somc
expriences simply do not translate. You have to go to
know.

Stalking lVolf's hand made picture of €xperienoe for
which there were no words in either Spanish or English,
for concepts thought.to be daydreams in New Jersey,
There was no way for him to say to us that we should
never so.focus our attention that we were not also aware
of the larger pattern around us.

Where our schools *iii iorcing us to pay total 8t-
tention, Stalking Wolf was teaching us intermittent at-
tention, a constant refocusing between minute detail
and the whole area around it, between the track and the
whole pattern of the woods.

When we said what a great experience it had been to
sit and watch the track deteriorate, Stalking Wolf'said'
"The racoon lik€d it. The squirrel disdpproved. The
rabbits shook their heads at it, and the deer had "no

feeling for it at all." His hand moved.the animatrs in to
Iook over our shoulders to see what we were staring at
so intently that they could come up on us unnoticod like
that. The fingers shrugged pnd went away again like the
animals had *trite we sat staring at the track.

Rick and I groaned at all we had missed again. "You
do not look," Salking Wolf said as if he were laughing
at us.

q'But we had to see the track," I said, "You told us to
, watctr the track."

H€ trid not to laugh. '*How do you eat a dffi?" he
seid, Hfu hands made a shape much bigesr than his
mwttr. His,ey€s did what thsy always did. Thefi lookcd
at lffi,and thcn looked away. They eame back to my'eye$
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again like a beacon focusing its light in my direction on
every revolution, buf for only part of the time. When he
listened he seemd to be listening to a totally different
corwersation with his other ear. I had thought that that
motion was only an idiosyncrasy of the body, a tic from
being old perhaps, but it was how he took in all those
things that we did not.

"in little pieces,l' I said. It seemed so obvious looking
backward from the answer. It was a long time before I
could judge the rate of change in a track or something
else I was watching so that I knew just how much time I
could spend on each thing and still catch the subtle
changes. Stalking lVolf always knew what was going on.
If you spoke in a room where he was sleeping, he knew
everything that was said.

lVhen [e hught us stalking, we had to sneak up on
him. But we were never able to do it. He would turn
before we got close enough to touch him and tell us
exactly how we had come up behind him, where we had
brushed against a tree, and where we had stepped on a
twig. And he was always right. If we spent three hours
sneaking up on hirn, he was aware of us for at least two
of them.

He knew exactly how much of his attention he had to
devote to each thing to measure it and to keep the vision
of the whole pattern going at the same time so he could
seie the disturban€s. Because he knew the daily pattcrn
of life in the forest, he knew what was normal for the
weather and the time of day. He knew how much bird
activity there should be, which shift of predators was
around, when the micc would be running frorn place to
plae. But he had to keep an ongoing reord of it in his
mind.

He had an incredible m€mory for detail, as if he took
the whole scene in instead of focusmg on one part of it
as most-people do. He coutd recall every detail because
he knew the experience as a whole. Everything fhted in
with the ongoing pattern of the weathcr he kept in his
had. I believe he slept with his window oF! so that'thc
record could be kept even while he was asleep, although,-
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I do not believe that he was totally asleep for yery long
at any one time.

Maybe he had figured out how much of his brain"he
could afford to rest at any one time and for how much
time he would have to shut it down altogether for
recuperation. He always seemed to know what was hap-
pgning all around him, as if he had ears and eys all over
his bdy.

once while we were walklng in the wosds, Rick was
looking around and twisting his head up toward the
branches and down onto the path as a way of scanning
things. I believe the fact that he moved his head so much
instead of moving his eyes had a lot to do with why he
was not as good a tracker iN he might have been. We
went under a tree while Rick was looking up and
Stalking Wolf said, "Let it sleep."

He kept walking but we beggd him to tell us what
was sleeping, He nodded at a Great Horned'Owl on a
branch above our heads. I was sure he had not looked
gpas we had approached the tr€, or as we passed under
it, but I gradually came to realize that he did not need to
see it to know it would be there. He knew the way owls
lived; he knew what kind of trees they liked; he had seen
the fresh owl pellets on the ground at the base of the
tree; he knew when owls flew and when they rested. He
knew the actiyity of small rodents for the time of day
and tg.mperaturc. He could probably have told us what
tree the owl would be in if he had stayed at home.

We pleaded with him to tell us how he knew, and he
said that the mice had told him. rtfhen we wantd to
know what the mice had told hin, he said to go and ask
the mice. So Rick and I spent the next couple of weeks
studying mice. Thereafter we watched them to see what
they wero doing at that time of year, and we found that
9lalking wolf was right. once we knew the pattern of
lif€ for the mim, wp knsw the pattcrn ol life for
everythiug that eats mice, and we could generalize to
most other sumll rodents until we had a chance to study
them the sam€ way.

we also k+m' to sorne extent the lives of ths things-
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that-ate-the-things-that-ate-the-mice. Stalking Wolf did
not simply tell us where the mice were or why they were'there. He let tis go and discover the whole thing for our-
selves. We learned whatever we made important in our
lives. The mice were good medicine. They led us beyond
their mystery to the mystery of the way the liva of the
animals were interdependent. They led us to an idea of
how the whole fabric meshes together, although it may
be that you have to live as long as Stalking Wolf and ob-
serve as keenly as he did before the pattern makes total
sensg.

\ilhen you can see that pattern, you can see the spirit-
that-moves-through-all-things instead of merely catch-
ing isolated flashes of its motion in good medicine and
omens. An omen is an insight that changes your way of
seeing the world. It is a landmark against which every-
thing that follows or preceded it comes to be measured.
An omen is the shadow of the spirit-that-moves-in-all-
things. I believe that Stalking Wolf could perceive that
spirit directly, and that that was what he was watching
and listening to when he seemed so far away.

The more we learned to let our attention wander and
come to rest on the thing at hand just often enough to
catch the disturbances, the better we became as trackers
and as observers of the woods.

But I had a strong tendency to zero in on things, to
blot out everything else and just concentrate all my at-
tention on the track. I would be aware of everything as
long as I was stalking, but when I got to an interesting
trail, I went track by track with my head dbwn like a
bloodhound smelling along the ground. "i

I found the trail of a huge deer that way once, the
kind of deer it would have been god medicine just
to see. He walked down one of the trails about twenty
yards and then leaped up into the bushes and went down
several branchps of the same run. I followed it step by
step, crouching down half the time, and before long, I
was back out on the road coming up behind my own
tracks.

Even before I looked I knew those deer tracks were
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going to be in dl my footprints. I was mortified. The
deer had ben stalking me! That was bad enough, but
stdking lvolf was going to be out with u$ foi the
weekend, 1nd in a few hours he was sure to come by that
place and laugh at those tracks until he cried . 

-

I decidd that the best thing was to tell him. So I did,
and he limited himself to a halr smile and said, .,wait."
His hand made a space of time it was hard io misun-
derstand. "Follow," he said. Then he went down"the
road leaving fine, clear, obvious footprints for me to
follow. It was so obvious that I thought there must be
some nuance of the track that should tell me if I was
Fi$ circled, so I scrutinized each track as I went,
looking for something I didn't know to look for before.

The track went around the bend and then up a trail to
the left. I went up it step by stry, looking foi I did not
know whdt. The tracks got a little funny, though I could
pot-say !o*, and then they just stopped. t stooa up and
looked down the blank trail. I felt something behirid me
and looked oyer my shoulder, but Stalking lVolf ducked
away around to the front of me in his crouch and I
didn't see him. He could get right up next to a person
and stay out of their sight. Rick and I practiced match-
ing-stldg with people in the house and walking directly
in their footptint$jp their foot left them-, then droppittb
off and slipping away unnoticed. We tripped a fewheeG
learning, but we did our early practicingbn each other,
and no one noticd.

Stalting lVolf had been walking in my footstcps hatf
way- -dg*n the trail. Finalty he burst out laughing. I
couldn't believe he was there. "How did you do that?"
I wanted to- know. I had to wait until he stopped
laughing to gpt an answer. He walked backward down
the trail without looking and when he got to the road,
there were only the footsteps he had wdked up it in. He
lrad put {s {eet, goinq backward and without looking,
plq exactly the places he had put his feet in coming up.
Rick eventually learned to do it very well, but it was
4yfys beyond me; at least, the
-Wolf had. 1 exact register Stalking
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"But where were you?" I demanded. He hopped off
the trail and stood beside it leaning against a tree. It felt
worse than having been trailed by the deer. "How could
I have missed you?" I wanted to know. I thought he had
some secret way to make himself invisible that we did
not know about yet.

"I don't think you look," he said. And I realized he
was right, I hadn't looked. I had been so intent on the
track that I had not kept checking it against the pattern
of the woods.

There was no need for a lecture or an explanation.
From then oo, I looked less at the tracks. Once I had
registered what I could of things that would not change
for a while, like size and species, I looked not for the
track, but for where the track was going. When I lost a
track after that, I would scan ahead to see where it was
going. When I looked in the intervening spaces where a
paw or a foot should have come down, I usually found
the minute scratch and scuff marks where the prints
should have been.

Very early in'our training, we had drawn the track
and then learned to.identify the animd from it from
smaller and smaller portions of the track. After we
learned to look ahead and around instead of continually
down, we tracked more easily and much, much faster.

Stalking Wolf could track at a dead rutr,-and oncg
you learn to track that \toy, it is not difficult to track
from a moving jeep. Stalking Wolf led us to situations
where we could learn certain principles, but once he had
shown them to ns, it was up to us to put in the hours and
hours of practice it took to acquire the skill. Stalking
lVolf showed us that tracks deteriorate differently under
different conditions, but it was up to us to go around
putting little sticks in eyery track we saw to measure
how much it had gone down since we last saw it.

He taught us how to learn and we learned. From time
to time, he would come out in the woods with us and seg
how far we had'ptog[etttd it o* skills and give us ;
hint of new directions to go in. He had been moving us
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in the direction of survival as well as training us to stalk
and to track. He wa$ teaching us to live wttfr the woods
rather than fn thern.

He always told us tbat Nature would never hurt us if
we acted rightly towara her and did not panic. It became
the unshakable foundation on which we based all our
actions in tight situations. It was the major tenet of our
faith. Fanatics that we were we put our belief to the test
continually. But wtrenever we went with our instincts,
we always fared better than when we depended'solely on
reason. But in ordinary circumstances, when there was
no immediate threat, learning and logic had much more
to do with our survival.

All day long as we had been watching the weather
modify the track, we gave no thought to time. But it
began to get late in the day, and Rick and I suddenly
rcalized that we were hungry and had brought nothing
with us to eat. It was getting long past when Stalking
Wolf would normally have started for home oR a day
trip, and we kept waiting for him to say it was time for
us to start back. But he seemed ready to settle in for the
night.

we waitd for him to tell us what we should do next,
and we got hungrier and hungrier. Finally I said, "Well,
Rick, let's go fishing." But the lake was frozen over and
we had no tools for ice fishing. Stalking Wolf sat there
laughing at us asi we ran over to the lakb and back. lVe
got back out of breath and told him the lake was frozen
over. He noddd as if it were interesting but tarrgential
information. lVe waited for him to tell us what we were
going to eat, and finally Rick asked him what we were
having for supper.

The old man said, "Tortuga." Rick shouted "Tor-
tuga! of course!" and ran back toward the edge of the
lake. I ran aftertim derranding to know what rye were
nrnning after.'"Snapping turtle!" he calld back ov€r
his shoulder. We had been digglng in the froeen mud for
fiftoen mirmtes before Stalking Wolf came over with a
thin stick about three fest long. He walkcd' along
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looking at the gf,ound and pushed his stick in. He waited
a minute, then pulled it back out, as if he was throwing
back a fish that was not perfect. Then he poked the stick
in again and waited and threw back another.

On the third try, he put it part way in and it went tap-
tap. Rick and I started digeing around Stalking lVolPs
stick, and only a few feet down, there was a huge snap
ping turtle still too torpid to move. I was going to ask
Stalking lVolf how he did it, but I knew he would only
tell me to look, so I looked closely at the other two
places where he had put his stick in the mud, and there
was a little raised rim of mud where the turtle had dug
himself in.

When we had cooked the turtle in its shell with some
herbs and had eaten it, it was clear that Stalking Wolf
intended for us to spend the night. But we hadn't
brought sleeping bags or even the doubled blankets
filled with rags that we sometimes used for sleeping
bags, and we had no cabin. lVe asked Stalking Wolf
where we were going to sleep and he said to make a lean-
to out of pine trees. , We had worked our way through
enough of the Boy Scout Manual to know how to do
that, and when it was finished, Stalking Wolf told us to
fill it with old, dry pine needles. When uG had it filled,
we built a fire with a reflector to throw heat into the
lean-to. Then we buried ourselves in the needles and
went to sleep warmer than I could remember being with
my sleeping bag.

After that, whenever Rick and I went out to. camp,
something was missing, like the matches, or the food, or
our knives, until finally we realized that Stalking Wolf
was taking those things away from us to force us to sur-
vive without them. Eventually we could live in the
woods with only our open hands. lVe knew the berry
seasons and where to get edible roots. S/e knew how to
fish and where to find our food. And if we had to, we
knew how to snare a rabbit or kitl a deer.

Our snar€s were clumsy attempts that rnerely detained
an animal rather than killd it.-stalking \Moifs snares
always looped only the neck, and his sapling lashed
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aloft like an executioner's oord, snapping their necks in-
stantly. One instant they were running in the full flow of
the woods, crd the next they were gone. It always gavc
rne sornething to think about whenever I set a snare. .

Stalking Wolf set one snare to show us how to make
the catchpin slip easily and untie the bent sapling when
the rabbit triggered it. He did not kill animals except for
food, and than generally only if it was a matter of sur-
vival. He had killed the rabbit only to show us how it
could be done, for when we really ;eded it to survive.
He had made us go two days hungry waiting for the
snare to be tripped when we finally did the snaring our-
selves, and we were lucky that the snare had something
in it in less than a week. But Stalking lVolf had read tha
tracks and put his snare down on the rabbit run and had
caught a rabbit coming back from wherever he had
been. He gave us the rabbit and told us to cook it. After
we had struggld, skinnd it, cleaned it, and roasted it,
we ate it. It did not taste like any rabbit I have eyer eaten
before or since.

After we had learned to stalk each other, Stalking
lvolf had. us, stalk him. rilhen he thought we had
mastered it, he sent us to stdk animals. Every few
weeks, he came and watched us and told us where we
had made the animal aware of our presence or how we
had stepped on a twig instead of looking for it and step-
ping under it, He showed us how to stalk a deer for
hours until you can come up so close that you san reach
out and touch him.

If there was a predator around, Stalking Wolf would
grve the 

'deer 
a smack on the behind for being so

careless, but as often as not, he would stand along the-
trail and let his hand hang out like a branch. It would
drift over the backs of the deer as they went by, and
once one of them stopped to scratch itself against his
fingers. Stalking Wolf started scratching its back and it
rubbed back and forth as if the hand were a branch.

Rick and, I got good enough to get within sight of a
deer almost immediately, but it w:f,s two years before
Rick touched his first'de€tr. I had to wait until six

m
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rnonths later when they were less skittish because they
knew hunting season was over. Rick was always a better
stalker and he and Stalking Wolf were very happy for
me when I finally did it. No one else believed rl€, of
course, and it was one of the rare times that I mentioned
what really went on in the woods.

Stalking lVolf came with us that weekend to
celebrate, and after we had eaten, we sat around the
carnpfire and coaxed him into telling us stories. Stalking
Wolf was probably one of the last Indian boys to be
brought up in the old ways. I believe he put us through
the training he had been put through. He told of how
the braves of his tribe had stalked their deer in the same
way we had. He told us of his good friend Medicine
Deer and the true test of stalking, "bear smacking."

Boys of his village often teased one another to do it,
and from time to time someone did. Stalking Wolf and
Medicine Deer had come upon fresh bear tracks one
day. They were fifteen then, young warriors of a
defeated people without a battle to offer their courage
or their skill a chance to win them distinction. Because
they were young, they took whatever risks were
available and Medicine Deer claimed the right to stalk
the bear since he found the first track. Stalking WolPs
only choice was to watch from a distance. To have got-
ten closer would have infringed on Mdicine Dwr's
daring. .

Medicine Deer went forward, moving with the rustle
of tha leaves on feet turned softly inward, going in
bursts of small well-placed steps like any cteature whose
life depends on not being seen. He moved from tree to
tree in a low, fast-moving semicrouch. He frorn when
the wind stopped rustling the leaves. The bear nibbled
berries from a bush oblivious. Medicine Deer moved the
last few feet in short, quick steps.

When he stood behind the bear, he did not smack it
right away. The measure of his courage was in how long
he stayed risking each seond that the bear would catch
his scent on a sudden change of the wind and turn on
him at close quarte,rs. Findly, he gave a warhoop and
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smacked its tail. The bear gave a howl of bewilderment
and indignation before it turned to pursue him.
Medicine Deer was a great runner, ond hs wm outrun-
ning the bear, glving loud warhoops of victory, when he
stumbled and broke stride. The bear caught and killed
him.

I asked stalking Wolf if he had ever smacked a bear,
and he said that he had but not since Mdicine Deer.
Fo*9 things, he said, were for young men, and watch-
ing !!e bear kill Medicine Deer had mbde him very old. I
could not understand that then, and although theie were
f-t* rl1nv bears in the Pine Barrens, I swore to myself
that if I ever came to a place where there were bears, I
would try what Medicine Deer had tried. But my skill
was ngt up to it for a long time, and my luck was not up
to it when I finally got my chance in the Grand Tetons.

f '
t '
ti' "
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S/Good Medicine Cobin

By the time I was I0I/z or I I, we had moved our camp-
site so for out into the "back yard" thot although we
were only five miles as the crow flies from home,
nobody accept Stalking WoA would voluntarily walk
the distance, especially after dork. We went away for
days at a time, telling my parents we would check in at
Rick's every day for food and telling Rick's parents we
would check in every day at my house. Our parents got
together once when we were a day late because we lost
count, and we were in big trouble for a month or more.

It was so easy to lose all track of time in the woods;
there was so much to see, and the time went by so
quickly that often I was certain as I could be that it was
a day or two earlier than it was. lVhen Rick did not
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com€ out with rl€, I often had to count the incidents of
the stay to figure out what day it had to be.

There were so many fascinating things to be studied
and identified. Rick and I had been driving the woman
at the storefront library in &achwood crerry for almost
two years, dragging specimens in to compare with the
big reference books. The insect books were outstanding,
but we didn't make the librarian any happier by
bringing our insect specimens in live and lcting them
crawl around on the color plates until they matched
something. I think that woman lived in mortal terror
that we would leave behind something poisonous or
contagious.

Still, we er(hausted every resource before we bothered
Stalking lVolf with a problem of identification. He had
his own names for things and stories to go with each
animal, but we tried not to bother him much, and we
resorted to books most of the time for problems of
simple identification, We reserved Stalking Wolf for all
the points of tracking that couldn't be found in books,
and there were plenty of those.

Eventually we got a hardbound sort of atlas of tracks
with fifty pages for notes which we filled up in no time.
Not long after, I earned some money doing odd jobs
and got all the Peterson guides. I started with Roger
Tory Peterson's A Field Guide to the Birds, which got
dog-eared with use in the first wek.

We spent a lot of time in the library as well, coming in
covered with mud from wading halfway across a swamp
to get a flower that we couldn't wait to identify. When
we came in straight from school with drawings of
something to be identifid, we were welcome enough,
but the skulls we brought in to look up made us no rtore
popular than the bugs and the mud.

lve were always taking specimens. I carried my tab kit
with me everywhetre. A three inch magnifnng glass, a
test't-ube for samples, tweezers, and my knife. lVe took
specimens like a landing parfy frgrn Venus. Everything
interested us. We did not walk from home to the camp-,
site without learning a dozen new things every time.
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The times Stalking wolf came for a walk with us or
camped out with us were major holidays. If Stalking
Wolf said, "f 'm coming camping with you on Friday,"
we would be out at the campsite all week cleaning up
everything that might look the least bit like litter. Living
on the land without blemishing it was something that
Stalking Wolf stressed constantly.

I learned more in one day with Statking wolf than I
learned in any class during a whole year. 'We 

went with
him everywhere. If he went into the bushes to relieve
himself, we went with him for fear of missing something
he might say. Every minute we were around him, we
were soaking up inforrnation that we could use for the
rest of our lives. We were going to grow up to be famous
naturalists and rnarry and live with our wives on ad-
joining ranches in the wilderness then.

The campsite that Stalking wolf came to most often
was what we called the Good Medicine Cabin. Stalking
Wolf never defined what good medicine was outside of
its obvious meaning of being something beneficial and
remarkable, but from the things he identified. as good
medicine and from what he said about them, I believe
that good medicine is any experience so memorable that
it just has to be a gift from the spirit-that-moves-
through-all-things.

Good medicine was a sign that nature was showing
you favor by allowing you to be part of some
remarkable event or experience. Good rnedicine could
come at any time and came in varying degrees. Some
days would be full of interest, but without a startling
event. To be good medicine as opposed to the ordinary
beauty of the world, a thing had to be so unique an ex-
perience that no one who had gone through it could help
but comment on it. Good medicine was almost always
an event so remarkable that only the setting in which it
occurred can be accurately described.

Good mdicine announced its presence in marvelous
sights, wondrous happenings. Good medicine was also
any mystery, ro matter how small, whose solution
opened to larger, more wondrous hysteries. Bad
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medicine was a sign of disfavor for the spirit-that-
moves-through-all-things. Good medicinc came whe$
we were totally engrossed in experiencing nature. Bad
medicine came when we were still marching around in
our city personalities, or when we were out of our
proper sphere of actions.

The Good Mdicine Grounds was shown to us by an
eagle. Just beyond it, there was a pine tree that had been
mauled by tightning and termites until it had only half a
trunk and one limb. The tree itself would have been suf-
ficient good medicine by virtue of the way it stobd, like
it had been beaten but not defeated. I loved that tree the
first time I saw it. It was blasted and gnawed, and there
was only half of it left, but what there was of it stood
straight up and don'n like a defiant gesture.

We weie sitting under it tryrng to decide where we
should build the cabin we had been thinking about,
when we heard an enonnous flapping of wings. When
we looked up, there with the sun behind it, on the last
withered branch, was an eagle. It sat there for a while
and then it flew away again, but I can still see it in my
mind's eye. It was a huge bird, and it had a presen@
that was more than fifty pounds of feathersshould have
had.

We watchd it with open mouths as it flew away. I ex-
pected it to grab the sun in one crooked talon and snatch
it away as it fleur. We stood numb with the spectacle of
the eagle's fliglrt. When that tree finally fell down,
grving up to disese what ngntning could not take from
it, Rick and I carried branches of it home to put in our
room$. Even Stalking lVolf agreed that it was very good
medicinc indeed, although it would hse been better if
the agle had droppd us a feather'or two. \Me had no
doubts after that about where to build the cabin.

We built it with painstaking sare but very little in the
way of tools. lVe had an old saw that was too dull to be
of use to anyone else and a eledge hammer.-After we
found'out how to notch the logs, we got a chisel. My
fattrcf taqgnt us dovetail notcling, and we ctrt ad fitted
the cdarlqgs at each md of the walls. The roof slopd
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toward the back, and we wove cedar saplings from the
swamp to form a mat for the roof. Then we covered
those with pine boughs and threw dirt up on it to pack
up the holes. Eventually, Pine Barrens grass grew on it.

We rimmed the foundation so water wouldn't erode
it. We learned a lot of our construction techniques out
of the Boy Scout Manuol, and we worked our way
through it by trying everything instead of just reading
about it or watching a demonstration of it by some
assistant scout leader. We thatched the walls by tying on
clumps of grass, like knotting a broom, and looping the
knots over the logs of the wall. lVe wove grass into the
roof as well and put a little sandboxlike wall around it to
keep the dirt from washing off. By the second winter, it
was as warrn and waterproof as a house. But it took us
forever to build because, whenever we went into the
cedar swamp for logs, we would get sidetracked by some
plant or water bug or fish. We lost whole days if there
was a snake in the water to watch or a heron fishing
downstream. Sometirnes it took us a full day to get two
logs because we stopped to watch a wasp build a nest in
the mud along the bank.

When we finally finished it, the cabin was a small
sturdy buitding somewhere between a hut and a fortress.
The door was circular with cross logs that fitted down
into the hooks inside the doorway to hold it closed. We
finished it when I was eleven, and just in time. The day
after we finished it, we suffered our first dog attack.

We were sitting outside eating sandwiches made from
the meat we had taken a hike to town to get when we
saw them. They were still stalking us, and they had got-
ten in close enough to embarrass us with our lack of ob-
servation. It was definitely not a story we could tell
Stalking Wolf, if we lived through it. For a moment, it
occurred to me that we might not. There were eleven of
them spread out around almost three sides of us, exc.ept
on the side of the cedar swamp.

If we ran into the swamp, they would all converge on
us and pull us down where the muck held us back. It
seerned that werlnilhere I turned my head, there was a
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dog moving silently into position. One had crawled
almost to the edge of the clearing. I couldn't believe
how big he was-bigger than I was almost. The other
dogs were just as fierce looking; mutts, of course, but
only the leanest and most vicious survived the rigors of
living wild. Most of them had either Doberman or
shepherd in them mixed with aknost every other tlpe of
dog.

They were not big dogs in weiglrt but no part of theut
was waste. Everything was muscle etching through the
skin. When they moved, their muscles looked like iron
bars under their fur. The biggest dog lay at the edge of
the clearing with his head betw@n his paws as if he did
not want to startle us into bolting for the cabin door
before he could get there himself.

Very slowly, I felt around the campfhe until my
fingers touched the end of one of the burning logs. I
counted three with Rick and threw it. The dog duckid
out of the way while we dove for the doorway. It
charged for the door too late and we yanked the door
into place and let it drop into its hooks. The other dogs
barked furiously and threw themselves up against the
walls trnng to knock them in. One even climbed up the
stack of logs we had onto the roof trying to shake
the cabin down. lVe weren't worried; the cabin was
sturdy as a tree. A deer could have run across the roof
without hurting it.

The other dogs tore our camp apart and devoured our
food, but eventually they decided that we were im-
pregnable and they went off howling like sirens into the
woods. I can still feel the cold shiver that went down my
bac* when I realizd that it was only a 50-50 chance that
we would beat that huge dog to tbe door. The dogs had
bren abstractions for the most part deep in the woods.

!#e had ben trwd often enough on the incoming trail
whgn we crossed into their territory, but this was the
first time they had come into what we considered our
territory, and it w?$ unnervingi Once we were into the
deep woods, they were just voics off in the distance

" howling over the edge of the world. Every once in a
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while, we would stop what we were doing to listen for
distance when we heard that bark that says the dog is
running on the trail of something and has no intention
of giving up the chase. But it was the first time we had
ever met them in force so deep in our part of the woods.
It was not something I wanted to do again.

The next time they came at night. We were sitting
around the campfire when the light picked up their eyes
moving in the bushes around the clearing, and we dove
for the door again. We won easily the second time, but
there was still a'flash of terror in seeing those eyes ap-
pear in the darkness and knowing they might have been
there for a long time before we knew it.

They batterEd the cabin for a little while, but they
seemed to know it was useless, and eventually they went
away. I hated those dogs. I had had my horror with one
when I was ten. It was dog-days August, choking hot on
the dusty road into the woods but cooler in the pines
themselves. I was having a great day. The dust was a
gold mine of tracks, and I had been in and out of the
trees a dozen times coming up the road. I was only
beginning to track, but I followed every trail as far as I
could even then.

I was sweaty and tired, and it was that dead, hot part
of the afternoon when everythirry sizzles and the tar
bubbtes on old macadam roads. It was not such a long
walk from my house, and it was only a day trip. I was
just about to cut in a large circle and start home again
by a different route when I saw it.

I knew what it was as soon as I caught the flash of
whiteness. A skull! ! It blotted everything else in the
forest into invisibility. The world focusd only on that
skull, and as I got close to the narrow path it lay in the
middle of, I could see that it was a complete skull, won-
derfully intact, a perfect specimen. I leaned down over
the bushes into the dog run to pick it up. The dog must
have been lnng in the run hiding, or maybe he was
crawling up on me dl the time. I should have noticed
when the birds stopped singing that something;tense was
going on.
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It just came so suddenty out of such dead quiet that
the snarl sounded like an explosion that hurled the dog
in my face. For a long time the sound of a dog would
send that face full of teeth flyrng at me again out of the
bushes, and for years afterward I woke up whimpering
and sweating out of the vision of those fangp snapping:
at my face. t could see that face, with its p1res wide and
staring, its ears bqck, and that long narrow mouth'
taking bites that could have swallowed my face.

He was a, big dog, and the weight of him alone
knocked me over backwards. He was black with gray qn
the back and sides, more Doberman than anything else
except possibly shepherd. He was huge and it was all
stringy muscle from running all the tirne. He felt so in-
credibly heavy, and I kept kicking and screarning and
p-unchtng trying to get the knife out. I held his face back
by one ear, but it was a strong dog. It jerked my arm
forward once and its fangs caught rle, ripping through
my upper lip.

I got to my knife somehow, and I kept stabbing at it
and kicking at it until it fell dead on top of me. I was
covered with blood, and I flung it off me and leaped on
it, stabbing and stabbing and stabbing at it as if its teeth
werg still snapping shut on my face. The utter horror of
those teeth coming at me so fast and so unexpectedty
had put me into a frenzy, and I knelt screaming and
stabbing for a long time, until I finally realized it was
dead. I knelt there and shook.

No other medicine was stronger than bad medicine
defeatd, and I took his back bones and made a
necklace out of them that still hangs on the mirrOr of my
jeep to remind me never to bc thaf careless around dogs
again. But for a couple years I didn't need the necklace
to remind me; I had the nightmares. Someimes a howl
far off in the Pines would trigger one, and I would wake
up in my sleeping bU with that snarling face melting
away as I carnc awake.

He was probably $any with hcat and pain from
ulccrations where he had scra$ hintself in thc woods
ahd let it go unattended. I tnust have killod that do$ a
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dozen times in my sleep before he went away and died
emplctely. Even a long time lateq that face would
comc back at me out of nowhere to remind me. That
dog had hunted rne in dreams for more than a year, ard
more than onc€ when I bent to reach for something that
lookd @sy, I would fear that face comirxg up out of
nowhere at me with my death in its mouth. $fhen the
dogs eame to the cabin, I could see that dog in the pack
€vwwhere I looked. No matter what dogs chased us, it
was always that dog as far'as I was concerned.

lVe were often chased by dogs on our wat in to the
Good Mdicine Cabin. The whole journey was filled
with daqgers. Some were simple dangers, like the quick
mud or the sarneness of the terrain that got so many
people utterly, hopelessly lost in such short perids of
time. Some dangerq were more cornplex, like Blan-
chard's dogs.

The wild dogs came out of the municipal dump along
four long, ribbony oval runs that fanned out froh the
dump like the blades of a propeller, One of the runs
camc past the house of a man called Blanchard. BIan-
chard put meat out for the dogs and one by one lured
them into pens and enclosures they couldn't get back
out of.

The dogs hung around there, but he had no control
over them. It was almost as if he fed them to kep them
from overrunning him. I don't believe that he actually
set the dggs on us, but he never did anything to call
them off either. lVe hsd geen him kep. the dogs back
with a hose near the housc, and when tlrcy treed us, th.ey
eould easily have been lured alyay with a few pieees of
mcat thrown into the part of the pack that wa$i. ft
bchind. He would have had to have been deaf ngt to
have heard us yelling when the dogs treed us tirne after
time.

They were certainly not tame dogs, but taking hand-
outs had weakened either their desperation or their
rwolve; and they gave up asily once tLey had run u$ up
a tree. Aft€r a few leaps, they wotrld turn around and go
baek nmier to the horise. Ifwe wantd tg go twg SSFp
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out of our say, we could have avoided the dogs. They
seemd to have a perimeter that correspondd roughly
to Blanchard's property, although the dogs, for the
most part, were still wild and were certainly vicious.

We had to pass along the back of Blanchard'$ prop-
erty to get by. The dogs did not usually go outside of
thiir territdly, but !hel' wquld atuck anythine that
came near its boundaries as long as Blanchard kept
feeding thern. It was as though he had hired an army
of vandals'as mercenaries and then had to keep them
happy for fear they mlght turn on him. Maybe he let
them run their aggressions off by chasing us. I don't
kriow how they carne to that complex arrangement, but
it seemd to work. The dogs chased us off Blanchard's
property, but if we skirted it and were down wind the
whole time, and if we moved quickly, we could cross the
narrow strip of land they considered theirs without in-
cident.

Once we moyed outside the circle of their influence,
they abandoned the chase with surprising ease, but that
didn't keep them from being intent on our pursuit while
it lasted. More than once we had to spend a couple of
hours in a tree, pelting them with sticks and insults until
Blanchard came out to feed them, or until they got tired
of barking.

Rick and I were experts at climbing tre€s. Hooking
our arms around the trunk like a safety belt and snap
ping it up half a body lerUfih at a time, we could almost
walk up a tree vertically as fast as we could walk across
a fallen log. We got plenty of practice, and the thought
of the dogs was always with us until we passed Blan-
chard's.

Sometimes, if not too many broke off from the pack,
we stood and fought them. Nobody ever came out to
stop us. Maybe he hoped we'd kitl them off, If they
caught us too far from a tree, we beat them off with
sticks. Miles before we got there, we would start looking
for sturdy weapons to fight them off with.- I always
hopd they would be busy on the far side of his house
and we could get past unseen.
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I thought about the dogs all the way in until we got
past them, and I could not think of thcm without
thinking of that other dog. Every time I came into that
part of the woods, I paid in fear and anxiety. The dogs
seemed the price of our admission to the wonders we
found in the woods. But the dogs were not the greatest
dangeq of the mind. The witch frightend us much
more.

Her house was farther into the woods than Blan-
chard's, and we were terrified othcr. She may well have
been merely an ugly old wornan who had conned some
local fools into believing that ugliness alone was a mark
of power, but to us, she was a witch. If you believe a
thing, and act on that belief, then your actions mubt be
judged in terms of that belief. lVe really belicved she
was a witch, ond it took no less courage to go past her
house than it would have if she really had been a witch.

We believed she was a witch and that she, like the
dogs, guarded the entrance to the Pine Barrens. She sat
hunchd in a rocker on her front porch most of the
time, poring ovtr a huge book open in her lap. When
we went by, she would eye us suspiciously and cover the
book as if we w€re close enough to decipher it. She was
always writing in the book or muttering over it.

lVc always seemed to pass her house after dark when
thEre was 

-a 
full moon. There were candles moving

around inside the house most of the time. Cars came
slowly down the dirt road, winding around it with their
lights shoo urg out oddty through the trees. People went
into the house with thGir heads down as if they could
hide who they were that way. We wonderd what went
orr in thcre, but the house itself semed powtrful and
dangerous, and apprmching it seemed out of the
question. It represented a force that ran gontrary to the
force of thc woods.

In the yard; snJ had wind chimes made from bones
that we convinced each other were human bones. There
$rere mor€ than enouglr stories in our collection about
derril worxhipers sacrificins childrpn for it to be credible;
Sre con*anlly challcnged each other to go up to tltc



ryMedicineCobin 43

house. lVe loved to be scared and to act in the face of
our fear. lVe would go into the cedar swamp alone and
sit there for as long as we could. Invariably the others
would crawl up and make inhurnan groans and shrieks
that generally drove us out of the dark even when we
were sure it was simply a joke. But the witch's house
was a magnitude of fear hrgher than the ce{ar swamp.

Nevertheless, one night we got up the courage to
creep up and look in the window to see what was going
on. Rick went first because he was the best stalker, and I
came along a very slow and deliberate second. When we
looked in through the window, w€ saw four people
holding hands around a table'with a candle in the
middle of it. The witch had her hair down out of the
knot she usually kept it in, and it flowed in a long white
mane down past her waist.

The table was covered with black cloth and it had a
series of bones on it. I am sure neither Rick nor I made a
sound, but the woman's face turned toward us with hs
eyes closed and she smiled, 4s if she had seen us through
some other sight and thought that for the moment we
were beneath her dignity. We did not wait around for
her to change her mind.
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4/QuickMud
. l ;

The Good Medicine Cabin was buitt next to a cedar
swamp. A swrft running clear-woter stream ran out of
the swornp and around the outer perimeter of the
clmring. We knocked over two cedar skeletons and
made a brtdge across the strcam. While vye were
building it, we got the idm for the obseryation plat-
form.

lust upstrechr we built a platform of logs sticking out
from the bank and straddling the water. lVe lraC log
chairs that used the forked tree for a back rest, and we
covered the platform with dirt and had small fires on it.
We wen had a raiting nrnning around it for a while. It
gave us a perfect vicw of the swamp and thc sffGEtm as
well.

lVe lay on it in summer sunnirg ourselvs in the

$
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bea6s of light that came down through the trees. The
patches of sun moved around the platform without pat-
iern and we moved with them, keeping wann in the hot
sun. Sometimes we would lie on our stomachs and
watch a water snake pulling the string of its own ripples
agEinst the ctment. Sometimes it would lift its head out
oT the water and cJrve its chest up so that it lookeC like
a Viking ship under full sail.

Once we watched a racoon in.absolute silence until it
came and played around the legs of the platform. We
wanted it to climb up on the platform with us, but as it
began to climb up, we rememhred that Stalking Wolf
had said that a racoon could rip apart two full-grown
German shepherds. Then we rranted it to go awly. Fut
it apparently had no gnrdge against people, and it just
investigated us for .a little while and went back to its
main occupation of survival. We were sorry to se it go.

One late spring day, we lay there following the sun as
it climbed over the tops of the cedar trees, warming
spots all over the deck at one time. lVe had just gottgn
ont from swimming, and we were lnng there in the
splotches of sun to dry off. It was alary spring day, anq
there was a haze over the top of the streasr as if the cold-
ness of the stream were making steam againsl the heat
of the air. Everythrng seemed to slow down as if
something of great importance was about to happen.

Before our cy€s, like a message from the bottom Of
the stream, a Green lVater Frog rose slowly to the sur-
face. He stopped with just his smirking face and bugged
eyes out of the water before he came up onto a stumple
had tried to use in the beginning to make the deck. He
sat on that for a moment, and then as if he heard
something coming, he sprang off it into space. But he
never hit the water.

A dark flashing shape darted toward the platform
under the water. As the" frog sprang, a huge pickerel
broke water, caught him in midair, and swallowd him
as it fell back into the water again.

It seemed lfte the most incrdible thing we would ever
sff, and Rick and I wertt berscrk. We jumped up and
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dorrn and pattd cach other on the back as if we had
planned and exccuted the whole maneuver. lVe askd
each othcr over and over again if we saw that and then
described it to each other over and over again as if one
of us had just ,come back from somewhere and had
missed the whole thing.

The pickerel made a long cuffe and broke water again
as if taking a bow, and we went uazy again, jumping up
and down and patting each other on the back until Rick
went up against the railing. It broke and he went feet
first into the mud. The monrcntum of his jump put him
in up to his arm pits. I looked at him and started to
laugh. Rick laughed with ill€, until he tried to get out
and found that he couldn't move. Struggling to reaeh
me and grab a stick I had stretched out to him only
worked him in deeper, and although he was not sinking
any deeper than his ann pits, there was always the
chance that he might slip under without any'hope of gpt-
ting hirn back out.

The pocket of mud he was stuck in was just inland
from the stream. Apparently there was a gulli there that
water had flowed into from time to time as the stream
overflowed its banks. The accumulation of leafmeal and
silt had finally fitted the depression with a pennanent
black mud.

Rick wriggled for a while and said he felt bottom, so
he was not going to sink any further. But he was stuck
and there was no question about it. The suction was
holding him like a cork in a bottle, and I could hear it
sucking at his legs every time he moved. Th€ gnud
squished like a hungry mouth when he tried to squirm
toward the surface a little more.

I trid'for an hour to free him, but it was no usc. f
Even used a rope made of bullbriars to pull him out
with, but he was too firmly stuck. We trld everything,
including having him reach down and undo his pan$ so
he could slip out of them and break the suction that
wol, But he could not move his leg to gGt theur out of
the pants, and he ould not undp tttcn ailmay.

The $un was going down and I was gstting worrled.
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Rick had sunk another couple of inches with all th€
squirming around, and I was not sure what would haf
pen if he fell asleep, Ond I did not dare leave him alone
to go for help. I did not tell Rick, but there was just as
good a chance that what he was standing on was not the
bottom but a log, and that if he slipped off it, he would
go in over his head without hope of getting back out.

I tried diggrng him out, but the more mud I pulled
back away from him, the closer it drained against his
thigh underneath the mud I held back. "'We have to
break the suctior, " Rick kept saying. Eventually, it
triggered something I had heard once before when a boy
had gotten himself stuck in the swamp down the road
from Rick's house. He was wedged in the same way as
Rick, and the fire department had workd for three
hours to pull him out before someone had said, "Just
break the suction and he'll come right out." So they ran
a fire hose down along his leg and turned it oll. The
water shot in and popped him right out. All I had to do
was break the suction around Rick.

I had no fire hose, but I did have the water of the
stream, and I jumped into it and held on to a branch.
My own head was almost underwater, and the current
kept pulling me downstreart, but I fought against it and
kept digging into the bank. I kept pulling out roots and
stuff and digging and digging, but I did not seem to be
making any headway until I had my arn dug into the
bank almost to the armpit.

I wiggled my fingers forward stretching for Rick, and
he said finally that he thought I had touched his leg. I
cupped my hand and pulled out the last handful of
muck between the stream and Rick. As I pulled my hand
out, the water rushed in along Rick's leg and he bubbled
to the surface up a column of'rising water. The suction
was broken and getting him out was only a matter of
grving him a hand to pull against.

When he was out, he jumped in the stream to wash
off the mu4 and we laid our pants out to dry and went
to sleep, knowing what we would have to do in the
morning. We woke bright and early for it. A problent
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like that csuld talee us the whole day. We had dqatt in-
dividually with the problem of taking risks. I knew what
Rick was going to say before he said it. Stalking Wolf
had told us that nature would never hurt us as long as
we went with it and did not panic. As long as we were in
tune with nature, w€ were invulnerable. ThC whOle of
our belief system dependd on the truth of that
statement. It was time to test the faith, and we both
knew it.

lVe walked out to the observation deck and leaped
into the mud. With a half an hour of wallowing and
wigglitrg, we both had ourselv€s as thoroughly stuck as
Rick had been the day before. It took us three hours to
figure it out, but on6t we did, it seemed too simple to
tell anybody about. Getting out was accomplished by
working one leg back and forth in short stiff-legged
motions until a working space had been creatd in the
rnud. Each time rve wiggled our knee around, w€ pushed'
our ru$p$ back further and furtl{er, creating a space
behind us as well. Eventually, we each got one knee
raised under rnuck. The rest was easy. We ran a hand
dov"n to the kne, putting it palm down, and wiggld it
back and forth. The hand la in air as it went down, ltrd
when it was movd, more air came in and broke the suc-
tion. Minutes later we were free.

We jumpd in and did it again to check and make im-
provements in our technique but it semed to be one of
ihose tricks that is so basic that it cannot be much im-
proved in any important way. I must have used that
maneuver a dozen times Since to get out of mud or
quicksand.

\4re got out of the mud caked with black aara. Even
our faces were full of it. So we patted on more mud and
strrck leaves in it and walkd up to the highway. lVe
stood at the side of the road, seeing how many people
would notice us. Not many did, and those that did
seemed to remember how lonely a road it was thcy wsre
on and gpd away. Of all the ons who saw us and spgd
aluay, not one had the curiosity to look bapk.

Compared to thc morass those peoglc were niifed'in,
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afraid to look at what was around them, not the lest
curious about what there wa$ that hadn't been seen yet
or couldn't be explained, w€ had never been stuck.
Whi'-{ng dong the highway with invisible blinders on,
keeping their minds on the clock and their eyes on the
road, the,y roared past us, late for supper or some af
pointmeNrt, tandcd in obligations a$d dutie$, wrapped
up in other people's schedules. They wer€ more stuck
than we had wer bem, and if we had sunk in that mud
until its thick viscosity had cloggd our throats, we
would still have been better off than the slowly
smothering people who went by us.

There was clearly no quicksand as deep or hungry as a
life among peoplc, and what went by those who had
sunk into the mud of their lives so long ago that they
had bcome fossils. Rick and I turned away from the
road and tnrdged back to camp. We dove into the
stream again to wash off the taint of the highway more
than the rnud. The stream was colder than-it had been
before sunset, ord it ctrilled us slightly. But while I lay
shivering on the platform waiting to dry by the wind, I
decided that, unlike the people we had seen go by in the
cars, we could get fre of our swamp, w€ could wriggle
out and kep going. I was gtad of that, and I would not
have tradd my goosebumps for some long-smothered
driver's'hot tub for anything in the world.
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5/CaId Troining

I believe that Rick and I were out so often in the cotd
that we become accliniated to it. Even now, I am com-
fortable outdoors in just a flannel shirt et ten above. ft
mtyhe an hereditory thing, some sunival trait my line
of ancutors canied.for the spcies and passd on to me.
Or it may be thot fanatical anriosity just blots out
everything except whotwer natural secret f'm trying to
uwwel at the time. But whatever it is, Rick and I woutd
go tnto the winter woods vreartng just our jeans, o flan-
nel shirt, a $reoter, and a Jadrct;'Sometimr we wore as
maftt, w four pairc of socks under our sneakers to keep
our fet wrrr, but at our most fundled flF, we were
hsrdly dressed for the sumival camping.we often dtd in
thePincf,.

i

It wasn't that we didn't get cold, we just didnrt mlnd it,

EO
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and after a while, our bodie stopped reminding us that
we were cold. I don't see how anybody could have a
passion for nature without having an equally developed
tolerance for the cold. Rick and I became imrnune to the
cold beause the things we wanted to know could only
be knotYn in the cold.

YoU cannot sit watching the Pines thicken with sno*,
or stand in the middle of a frozen lake at ten below
watching the stars like kernels of frost forming in the
frigid depths of the sky, if you care about being cold.
You cannot see the sun burning gloves of frost off the
pine needles as it rises in a January sky or understand
the slow perpetual motion of the deer when even the soft
brown pine needles are slivers of ice unless you have
developed an indifference to cold.

We wanted to see those things. We wanted to know.
So we learned an indifference to the cold so $trong that
we eventually came to prefer it. Being cold was always
worth the price, whether it was to see minute catacombs
of ice crystals on the banks of a frozen lake or to watch
the rainbow-colord sheets of cloud that go up a
January sky, pulling the best snowstorm of the winter
up after them.

Because we sat and walked and slept in chronic cold,
our bodies toughened our minds to it. Curiosity warmed
us. Most of the time, we were too busy to be cold, too
mystified and enraptured to feel the chill. lVe knelt in
the snow for hours waiting for a muskrat to emerge
from his hole. We lay on the ice looking down into it for
some sign of fish. We stood in the swamp on brittle tufts
of sphagnum watching the depr pick their way down the
morning toward us. And eyery time, we were so sur-
prised, or so awed, or so intrigud, that we felt nothiqg
except the joy of the moment.

Stalking Wolf made the cold a rite of passage. [fe,
Rick, and I were campd at the Good Medicine Cabin.
Christmas had come andgotr€, and we had watched him
deliver his Nw Year's prayer to the wods and to the
spirit-that-mov6s-i11-all+hings. The weather was cold,
brit we had ftlt the wann, cireling air go by us earlier
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end we knew thst a snosstorm was coming. We did not
know it was ioing to be a blizzard. I beiiwe Stalking
Wolf did. .

llle waited for the stories, nudging him with questions
but he was silent, as if listening to counsel we could not
hear. His father had been a medicine man, and he him-
self was a tracker. They listened to the same rhythms.
Unwsrdable things seemed to be. going on insida him.
lVhen he spoke, only his hand tried tolrticulate them.'lfirls is a new ysar," he said, and the hand leveled the
days the old year had knockd down. "Ydr have done
many 'things well." The hand danced our triumphs.
"But there are things still to be done." The hand tbok
up our destinies and held them waiting for time to strike
a balance betwssn thern. "Give me your clothes."
- I stood as quickly as Rick and began to take off my

ifctS. tlre hand went to sit ceremoniously in stalking
lvolfs lap. I pulled off the jacket and lay it at his feet.
He did not srnile. I took off the sweater as well. He did
not move, and tlre hand did not rise to stop us. I took
off my flannel shirt. The wind drew up closC and ran its
hutds over my back. I shivered involuntarily. Stalking
lVolf waited. My sneakers pulled one another from my
feet, and I slid my pants down and stood before him in
my underwear. My lqgs were speckled with cold, but my
mind wa$ free of it. The wind stuck fingers in through
the walls, but I wa,s, too engf,ossed to notice. TLe
questigo of what he would have us do was enormous;
my mind could not leave it. The cold meant nothin!
next to the unanswered,

' ,. The ritual motion of stalkins wolfs hands a$ he
folded our clothes neatly and stood with them made sre
feet iuddenty very solemn as if something irnportani-ias
about !p labpen; 

ione of those itrinss itrai so itiinst
your life that the rest of it is forevei differmt in some
imprtant way from what went before. -stalking \trotf
reachd into his bag and'handed us each a pair bf cut-
offs. He allowed uc to koep our sneakers. lVhen ws had
put thom or, he nodded anA we sat down wheri wc ttaA
bee.n. l
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"The cold wind is your brotherr" he said" "You have
treated him as your enemy." The hand rose in our
defense. "If you go home in this fashion, you wiil never
feel his bite again." SAlking Wolfs voice soundd as if
going home was a journey we would make forever. The
hand gave us its protection against our own weaknesses.
The eold wind waited outsidc to mcst us;

Stalking \ilolf opened the door and Cold Wind pokd
his head in. The snow curled and settled to the floor like
leaves. I watched it shave its gentle curves out of the air,
touch the floor, and disappear. The flakes were large
and falling thickly. I could see them coming down in-
cessantly against the night. Stalking \ilolf sealed the
door and was gone.

Rick and I waited until he would have been well on.his
way and then stepped outside into the snow. The sheer
beauty of it made us warm, and we set off along the trail
uls if it was spring and walking home was as easy as
staying where we were. Cold Wind met us on ths trail
where we least expected hirn. H€ came with a thickening
of the snqw, and we felt him kicking up the branches
before he bqan to whirl the snow around us.

There was more to his touch than we imagrned, and
we began to shiver long before I would have expected us
to. There was still a long walk home ahead of us, and
the snow was painting the deer trails and the dog runs
white, like highways between the darker masses of the
trees. But from the ground, everything had begun to
look the sarne, and only the fact tha't we had come that
way so often kept us moving as we should. The further
we went, the tighter the wind held the swirls of snow to
us until we could hardly see where we wtre going.

Before half way I had begun to feel truly cold. My
body shivered freely and without restraint. My capacity
for cold seemed to lessen with each step. I felt as if water
were running down inside my skin, wetting it and
leavurg': me nrlnerable to the cold. Moving trid to warm
illr, but I ltad ben too cold too long. My teth began to
chatteri lVe wefe sti[ thre mila frorn the house. The
cold wind kept telling me to lie down and rest. I wanted
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to speak to Rick, but my voice would not work. My
tRouth could not form the words. My voice was ashiver.

I felt our brother, the icy wind, lay his haviet hand
against us. The wind wrapped us in a cocoon of flakes.
There seemd no way I could go on. I was so cold that
atl the times I had bien cold *fore seemed to have ac-
cumulated and been given to me to endure at once. A
mile further or, Cold Wihd touched us for the last time.
The chill that surrounded me wrapped tighter.

The snow was up over the top of our sneakers. My
feet burned.when I walkd. Every step seemed to form
me in ice and break me loose to take the next step. If we
had come that far lost and afraid, *e would have died.
But we were on an adventure Stalking lVolf had planned'
for u$. I thought about what he had atways told us, that
nature could not hurt us if we were at one with it, and I
stoppd resisting the cold. The result was instantaneous.
Cold Wind seemed to laugh through the pines, shaking
down $now in its passage. My coldness was gone.

I took another few steps without feeling it. Only when
I lookd at Rick did I realize that I was warm egein, that
the cold had left me never to return. We quickened our
pace, anxious to get home and tell Stalking Wolf what
had happend. We were running by the time we reached
Stalking Wolfs house, and laughing, and scooping up
huge handfuls of snow and throwing them on each
other. The wind died for a while, and we'ran throug[
thc break in the storm toward Stalking Wolfs house.
lvhen we steppd inside, the house semed un-
comfortably hot. Stalking lVolf met us smiling and gav€
us back our clotlres. I have not been tnrly cold since.
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6/Night Crowl

Summer woods were always more than magical. The
swamp near the cabin tras busy as a shopping enter.
Things came ond went, ate ond were eoten. And we
watched it all, sitting motionless on the observation
deck while a Great BIue Heron came in over the last few
trees before the swamp, out af a sunset that was all
oranges and golds with a low roll of clouds at the
horizon to catch the color and show it off. He wos like o
great galley ship, his wings rowing him through the air
in long powerful buts; his long nuk carved back
proudly toward his body as lf he knew that nothing in
the swamp lookd hafas majestic.

His legs stretched back behind him like streamers blown
almost horizontal by the pgwer of his flight. lVhen he
landed, his huge wings sremed to fan slowly forward
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until they almost touched. He stood in the shallow$'on
thin, frail legs that looked like acce$ories stuck onto a
crcafire that was nwcr rmlly meant to touch the
ground. He uncoiled his neck and cwked his head as if
tryiqg to decide which delicacy to'choose and, like a
snake, the neck coiled again and struck.

His bilt went into the water and back out in a flash,
spcaring a frog and squeezing it between its narrow
points. Then he tossed the frog into his mouth, gaye a
hoarse croak and looked again. He fished another half
hour befote he moved so far out in the swamp that we
couldn't see him any more. Rick and I had not moved
since we saw hirn coming in over the flecs-gliding,
stroking, gtiding. There was something in the grace of
his motion that would not let us sit still, and we moved
througlr the twilight woods away from the cabin. -We

had no goal and no direction: There was a long, high
cloud to the south-east just catching the last of the sun
on its underside, It looked like a rock pliced too close to
the fire. \[Ie moved in the direction of the cloud.

A mile or two south, at the edge of an open meadow,
w€ found wild irises, and by the time we had stopped
examining them, it was full dark. We sat at the edge of
the field looking up at the stars as they came out, clear
and bright, the way they look reflectd in an unfrozen
lake during a winter lull. There had been tracks at the
edge of the iris bed, the two dots and tyo exclaqation
marks of a huge rabbit we had corne to think of as the
Rabbit KinS because he was so big.

But if was too derk to follow the traif into the gra$s,
so we sat where we were twirling shafts of grass between
our fingers and wishing we could trqck the Rabbit King.
lile had secn his tracks before. We found them there
every day we came by, but we could never se the rabbit
that made them.

The moyement of animals is as full of personal quirks
as the movement of people. The question of where he
carrc from and how, could have no answer until we

: trackd him. But the Rabbit King only came out at night
and when I said we should track him, Rick wanted to
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know how we could track him if we muldn't soe his
tracks. Stalking lVolf had given me the answer to that
weeks before. He had mentioned night tracking, and I
asked him how he could track in the dark. He told me to
close my 9!Fs and walk to the door without breaking
anything. "We'll feel track!" I told Rick.

we spent the next few hours crawfing around in the
grass looking for a rabbit run. Mammals are habitual
animals; they set up their routines and they don't vary
them very much; the Rabbit King was the same. He hai
come through the field for months, down the same
paths over and over again, until he had worn himself a
rynyay down ncar the bottom of the grass that the tops
of the grass closed over and hid. Even in the daylight we
would have had to follow his tracks into one of his runs
to find it. with feel tracking, it was only a matter of
time before we found it, andeventually wedid.

lVhat was invisible to our eyes was plain as it could be
to our hands. Alongside the run, there was a double
wall of grass that had come back up after being tram-
pled. But the grass in the run itself was permanently
pushed down or worn away entirely. We traced the run
to others, and within a couple hours, we had his main
routes establishd and we had found his favorite feeding
grounds. All we had to do was wait.

we lay at the side of the run leading to his favorite
gating place and put our faces right next to the path.
Then we wove grass up along our facs and tid if over
our heads so that we looked through a partd curtain of
grass onto the run. We had to wait another two hours,
but eventually, the Rabbit King came down the trail that
almost touched our noses.

I had seen bigger rabbits, but not wild, and if I had
Fert l4og, I would have thouglrt twice about attacking
hirn if he was cornered. He seemed to sense something
and he stopped a couple feet from us. He lookel
around, seemed to shrug it off, and hopped forward.
He slopqgd ?gain right in front of us. I don't knqw
whether he didn't s€e us or if he saw us and didn't
believe what he saw, but he sat there htween our faces



58 TITB TRACKBR

and wrinkled his nose. He tooked like somebody iust
b€ginnlng to figure Out that they're on "Candid
Carrrera.tt

Rick started to Sggle, and the rabbit thumped and
took off. I jumd up with a howl. In taking off, the
Rabbit King had brought that big reaf foot down across
my nose, leaving a long red scratch. We congratulated
ourselves on having tracked the Rabbit King and lrsr'
veted at having ben so close to him. Rick made faces
like the rabbit when he first seemd to realize that there
were human heads not six inches away from him. For a
moment it had seemed as if he was ignoring us, hoping
we'd go away.

I rolted ;t* hughing at Rick's rabbit imitations and
when we had tired of laughing, Rick"suggested we feel
track the rest of the field and see what we could find. I
agreed and we began crawling again.

lVe were out in the middle of the field when I hit an
atleyway in the grass that was far too wide to be a rabbit
run; The excitement galloped thropgh me. It was a high-
n'ay made by the passing bodies of deer and it was
reccntly worn.

I stafted to follow it, and I had gone no more than a
couple feet whert I felt a track being pressed out of
shape by the heel of my hand. Evsn though it was dark,
I closed my eyes and concentrated on what my fiagers
were f@ling. Everlnvhere I put my hand I could feEI deer
tracks! It was all that I could do not to jump up and
start shouting for Rick.

Instead, I gave the muffled croak of a tree frog and
kept it up until Rick came srawling in from behind m€. I
tootc his wrist and put his hand down on the tracks, ffid
I could feel the elation when his fingers touched it and
he realized what it was. lVe crawled down the run single
file until it widened out and we lost it. \Me ctawled in a
ciicle looking for it but all we found was a clearing
within the field.

It dawned on me finally that we were in the middle of
the area wherp the deer were currently eorning to ggar-e.
The'g[ass was'almost lawn Stort in a lOt of plaees cofi-
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pared with the knee high grass everywhere else in the
field. Rick crawled up beside me and asked if I had had
any luck. I whispered that I thought we were in the
middle of a feeding area. There was no need to say that
they would be back before the night was over. lVe
crawled into the half grazd grass and lay on our backs,
looking up at the sky. 'i

We kept motionless, and only the feet of the Jersey
Devil corning down on both sides of our head would
have caused either of us to rnake a sound. We lay for an
hour looking up into the black, star-filled sky until at
some point, although I never closed my eyes, I was no
longer lyrng in a field. I had become part of a pattern
that the stars and the breeze and the grass and the in-
sects were all part of. There was no awareness of this
until I heard the first deer coming through the grass.
Then I was suddenly aware that I had been lnng there
without thoughts or sensations other than just being,

I had felt like that before, but I had always reasoned
that I had just dozed off, but it had been hours since I
had been aware of myself, and yet I knew everything
that had gone on around me. I had heard the rushes and
lulls of the crickets and had seen a bat and a nighthawk
go across the stars. But I had not made the distinction
between what'was happening and myself. It was the
second wonder of the night, and I felt my body tense
with the anticipation of the third.

There wasn't much of a breeze and our scent was all
over the field if it was anywhere at all, but the der came
cautiously when they came. The buck had apparently
discounted what he could catch of our scent as a
residual from the day. He must have told himself that
we couldn't possibly be there and just kept on coming
down his habitual road in the grass to his favorite
dinner.

I held my breath and the stars disappeard inside an
enonnous silhouette. The buck stood between Rick and
me and b€nt it$ h€ad down to graze. \ilhen I have ssen
something in nature that I know dmost no one else
has seen or experienced, it giva me an elation that I can
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hsr.dly contain. I wanted to jtrmp up and shout I was so

mimal in the woods to hunt was soThc most diffisult a
ctosc that we could have rolled our hcads over and
Ieaned them agairut his cheek. Above me the stars
seqred to be iinging, weaving spells of invisibility. -I
believe now that while we wefe lnng there in that field'
we had so immersed ourselves in that moving pattern of
nature Stalking \Molf always seemed to be rf,atchingthat
we were truly invisible to the-ds and could have lain in
the same position at high noon without being sssn. The
buck chewed with deafening regularity next to my eof,,
and I could see the stars again-as he swung away and
steppd across Rick.

About halfway across him, the der caught his scsnt
and froze. Then it iumpd back away from Rick and I
almost gaspd waiting for one of those sharp hoove to
conrc poking down through my chest with the weight of
a prancing 150 pound deer behind it" One of the back
legs we,lrt over D€, and- then the dther, as if he were
backing slon'ly away from Rick. But he caught my sent
halfway across me,as well and started forward between
Rick and me again. Then he seerned to go ctazy. He
would stgp auoss Rick and pull back, and then back
almost into me and jerk fOrward. The logs his mind had
ben jrrmping back and forth over had ceased to be logs
but had not yet coalescd into boys.

In his growing panic, he began jumping back and
forth over'us, not knowing w-hat to do when he landed
but to jump away from tha new threat. The stars flared
and flashcd with every step the deer took over me. He
went back and forth over us perhaps thre times, lut it
seemed like he was dancing those sharp hooves across u$
for days. Once, a foot went down right beside my head.
I lay as if dead.

Getting up would only have startd him kicking, and
rolling away was as likely to put me, under his hooves as
lnrrg steady where I was. At least there, he knew where I
was and wanted to avoid stepping on me.

I think Rick started to laugh out of nqrvousness or
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sheer outrageousness, and the der flexed between us
and shot off up into the darkness so powerfully that I
almost thought he was going to disappear into tha stars.

The first time he had stepped back, the stars had
disappeared completely and for an instant, I'thought
thal prhaps h€ had stepped on me, killing me instantly,
and I was lnng there dead watching the iest of it. But he
moved off, and the stars had come shining back, fltrd
the whole thing was so incredibly beautiful that I did not
care if I was alive or dead as long as it didn't stop.

we heard the deer thrash away through the higher
grss, startling other deer a little further away with in-
credible news. If we had jumpd up, we might have seen
a dozen dark shapes bounding away through the grass
toward the tree line. But neither of us could move, and
it was a long long time before either of us spoke. When
we did, there did not seem to be anything that could be
said.

we became fanatical feel trackers for a while. Every
time we found a trail, we would close our eyes and see if
we could follow it just by feeling the tracks and judging
where the next one should be. Sometimes Rick would
blindfold me and lead me to the beginning of a trail and
let me go. I would crawl along it like a blind man letting
my fingers see what was there. Eventually, we could
follow a trail that way if we had to and after years and
years, I could tell a gr.eplt ded just from the feeling of a
track.

The problem was that unless it was done very
delicately, feeling destroyed the track, and whenever we
found a really interesting trail at night, we tried to let it
go until daylight. At one time we tried to go through our
entire day blindfolded, but we were not very good at it.
Toward afternoon, I began to get the hang of it by
doing everything very meticulously and reducing
everything I could to a routine. But; by and large, we
couldn't wen,brealc up the sticks for the fire without
more difficulty than it was worth, and we took off the
blindfolds, deciding that while it could be done if
necessary, it was not something that was worth spending
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time on. The winter after that, however, I wished we
ihad persevered.

Rick was away, as he often wt$, and I was carrping
alone in a section of the Pine Barrens we called the
"desertr" a four or five square rnilc area without trees
and basically without water. I camped about two hun-
drcd yards out toward the center of a bubble off the
main body of the desert, ild I spent a long day out there
watctring the flight of winter birds. I had made a lean-to

. out of branches dragged out there from the tree line,
and I wakened briefly in the night to the fact that it was
snowing.

The next morning there were about four inches on the
ground. It wa$ light and wet and made for tracking. It
was the kind of thing I would fantasize about, a snowy
day where the tracks of everything would be elearer than
they would be again until the.next snowfall. The tem-
pgratur€ had gone up and the stonn was gone. The
animals were beginning to cose down and get the
necessities the snow$torm had kept them from earlier in
the day. In an hour, they would be like people out shop
ping the day after the snow, when the roads are finalty
itear enough to take a chance. There were tracks
werywhqre. It was a feast.

I bounded up out of my sleeping bag and started
tracking almost before the sun was up, going over the
gfound and nrnning down each trail into the woods.
t]lre bst resolution to a trail is the animal that made it,
and Rick and I always hoped when we started down one
that w€ would find at the end of it the actual physical
mysterJ of the animal itse$.

It wss a coup and a triumph to find on€, but it was
not the usual occurrence, Usudly, the trail would wind
around in circles and meander back and forth, and by
the time we had traced all its convolutions, the animal
was long gone. Still, we knew that if wc pursued it,
eventually, even if it took years, we would some tq the
animal that had rnade the tracks. We would find tracks
with fcet still in them.

When we found the animal and were discovcd, the



Night Crowl 63

animal always seemed to give us a look of incredutity
just before it bolted. I found half a dozen surprised
squirrels that day, and a rabbit that had ducked under a
drift of snow piled up against a log until the storm had
stopped. But the rnost fantastic track of all came around
noon. I found at the edge of the tree line, running out
from it into the desert, the single line of tracks that
meant a fox had been there.

In my mind, I watched him go, one foot in front of
the other, like a dotted line out into the treeless plain. I
followed that trail almost laughing with joy at my good
fortune. The fox is the hardest animal there is to track,
and the chance of following one right up to its feet was
slim. But there were the tracks, clear as they could be,
and I knew that if I followed them I would eventually
come to the fox.

I read the tracks near the wood line, and I could see
the fox as a red streak leaping to a skidding stop as a
rabbit made a sharp right turn on him and dove into the
briars. His tracks went around the tangle of briars for a
while and then went joggrng off in the snow across the
desert.

I backtracked him a bit and found that the rabbit had
been a lucky accident, and the fox had really been on his
way somewhere else. In fact, he semed to be in a hurry
or else he was well fed, because he did not seem to have
spent nearly long enough investigating the hiding place
of the rabbit. I wondered what it could be that would
make a fox grve up the chase so easily and start across
the desert in such a straight and certain line.

I went after it squinting into the white light of the
snow to pick up the tracks that went straight only a few
hundred feet before they started taking the secret
evasive action of a fox in a vulnerable place. The trail
was full of turns and counterturns and oddities of "

behavior that I couldn't decipher without watching the
fox actually making the tracks. I wished I had been
there when he had come by to se what it was that he did
when the prints made indicipherable little stutterS from
place to place.
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Everything of interest was circld and obscrved
trefore he moved in close for a more thorough in-
vestigatior, and I spent hours trytng to figrrre out what
he'had done. I was about halfway alorU his trail and a
god way into ths afternoon when a sudden wind blew
snow in my eyes and they began to wat€r so much that I
couldrt't see the track. But I didn't want to give it up, so
I followed.it on my hands and knees, wiping the water
out of my eyes until my cheeks got chapped from the
cold, and I had to sit down and rest my eye$. I wanted to
find that fox so badly that I couldn't think of anything
else. But secretly I knew what was happening to ttr€, and
I lld to myself that I could go back to my camp and
wann up and eat something and come back to the track
fresh.

I knew that if I went back, any hope of coming upon
the fox himself would be gone. So I w.gnt back to the
trail, btinking and squinting and getting down so close
to it that I was almost feeling my way along. Finally,
when I couldn't see the tracks because my eys were
tearing so much, I sat back and tried to orient myself
again.

I had been down with the track so long and I was
having such a hard time seeing it, that I had not checked
where the trail was going. When I finally did, I found
that he had led me in a big circle back p€st my camp.
Undoubtedly, the rest of the trail went back into thg
woods to where he lived. f was about fifty yards from
my camp but I could only vaguely sce it, and I was sur-
prised when I ryalkd toward it, that.it was not a mile or
stl away but ody a few hundred feet.

My €y6 wer€ still watering as I made my fire, and
_ they stung so much that there was nothing to do but
crarvl into my sleeping bag and abandon the fox until
the nort day. I told myself I could still follow him then,
but I knew that it was unlikely. Still, there was nothing
to do about it, and my eycxr hurt; so I crrrled up in my
sleeping bag in the lean-to and kept the fire golng until I
fell asleep. \HhGn I woke up the next morning I was
blind.



Night Crowl 65

I had heard vaguely of snowblindness. It was not
common in New Jersey and I did not think to identify it
as that. Instead, I assumed that I had permanently
burned out some part of my eyes as sureli as if I had
been staring into the sun. Still, I was not in total
darkness; I could see vague shapes, a shifting blurriness,
and dark patches I assumed must be the tree line. I
shouted at it to see how far away it was, the echo came
back quick. Still it looked like miles. It was impossible
to go home that way. I might, in absolute desperation,
have tried to feel track my way backwards to a highwty,
but the snow had covered my earlier tracks and I would
have no sure way.

I could no more see the firewood than an out-of-focus
camera, and I would have been unable to see any low
hanging branches if I had tried to walk out. There was a
half mile of Pine Barrens wilderness once I got out of
the desert, before I could come to a rnajor trail, and any
misstep along the way would send me wandering as
helplessly as any lost hunter.

I decided to wait for Rick. If I was not back by Mon-
dayn he would come looking for rr€, and he would know
where to look even if I had not told him where I would
b€. And if Rick could not find s€, Stalking Wolf,
reading the secret pattern of the woods, would find me
easily. I sat where I was and closed my eyes, hoping they
would heal themselves in the darkness but doubting that
they would ever focus again.

If no one showed up by Wednesday and my eyes had
not gotten better, I would have to think of getting
rnyself out. I tried to remember when I had been able to
see clearly last to see if I could establish some time
frame for how long my blindness would last, if it was
not already irreversible. I remembered looking at a
snowdrift. The wind was blowing crystals of ice off it,
and the waviness of the top of it gave it an up-and-down.
motion that made it look like ghosts riding by as the
wind blew scrgss it. I could almost see the shapes of an
Indian war party in the swirl of snow as they-galloped
along the top of the snowbank and then veered into a
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column left whire the bank dropped off at the down-
wind e$d and set the snow spiraling to the left. The
strongnr the wind blew, the faster they rode, and when
th€y Jerked their ponies to the left, the heels of the
ponies seemed to kick up the ice that blew back into my
€ys:

At first, I thought that the ice had gotten into my eye
and had frozen some trivial part of the lens and I per-
sistd in wiping my,€ycs, waiting,for what I thought was
the numbness to go away and continue to track against
the brilliantly white snow.

The snowbank warriors were a warning I should have
heeded. When I had first lifted my head toward the
snowbank, the sun was hitting the blowing snow in a
way that made it shine with a painful dazzling brilliance.
I should have known then that the snorr was blinding
fr€, and I cursed my stupidity for getting so caught up in
watching those wind ghosts that I did not think to look
beyond them. Still, tr thought, if that had been my last
sigh!, it was certainly a powerful one to take with rne
into the darkness.

There were ghost Indians in the snowfield of my
vision as I sat in frilnt of my fire without opening my
eyes. But even keeping the flame small, I used up all the
fuel I had before noon. The air would be warming for
anoth€r two or three hours, and then it would begin to
cool rapidly into the hight. I had no idea how long it
would take to crawl to the tree line and back, so I began
whsn the fire died.

fire tree line ran two thirds of a lopsided circle
. around the camp, and I wanted to pick the shortest

rorrtc;: so; I movid around the tent shouting and
listmirrg for the resound from the woods. Whcn I
belieyed I had found the shsrtest route, I bcgan to ctawl
across th3 snow. It was shading past the brightcst part
of the day, and even opening my eyes made ths-m sting. I
tricd to go along closing iny €yes and crawli+g $traight
aheed for a few fet before I opsned them for another
pqsk in tho direction of the tre line,
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I looket through squinted €ys, but the glare made
my eyes hurt too much even in short bursts for me to
look very often. I kept my eyes closed and crawled
longer each time before I opened them again. I went fur-
ther than I should have a couple times and had to make
sharp turns in the furrow I was crushing in the snow. I
consoled myself each time with the thought that they
would be useful landrnarks when I crawled back.

Going out was difficult, but gathering the twigs was
even harder. Trees blurred into themselves as I got close
and twigs were never really visible. I had to feel for
small bushes and break off the dry branches or feel
around for sticks still above the snow line. I did not end
up with a huge armload to crawl back with, and I had to
make two more trips. But with the crawl trail broken in
the snow, it was a lot easier and I could keep my eyes
closed most of the time.

Finally, I had enough wood to last the coldest part of
the day and night. I tried and tried to focus on close ob-
jects but the act of doing it felt intolerably grotesque, as
if I was twisting my face out of shape every time I
opened my eyes. Trying to focus made my eyes ache,
and I gave up on it after a while and went entirely by
feel. It was easier than it might have been if we had
never tracked that w&y, but it was still difficult most of
the time.

The fire should have been hard to start, but I was
lucky and the tinder caught just as quickly as it would
have if I had been able to see it. I turned my gloves in-
side out and put them on my eyes to keep them warm. I
sat or lay and listened to the sounds of the day that I had
not been able to listen to before. There was an erratic
wind blowing that hissed and slashed across the surface
of the snow. I could hear long snakes of loose snow
slither before it into the wood line.

In the w.oods, it rattled the tufts of pine and shook
down long whispers of snow. It passed a vague finger
sputtering into my fire and tufted the pine needles of the
lean-to with a whirling sound I had never noticed
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before. I bdieve the fox cemc bf,ck lete in thc day to
j take a look. I think I heard him, !,ut the snow was gone

before I got back there to see.
: By niglit, I could her the changs in lhe way tfp-c-otd

crackedlhe crust of the snow, and I believe that if I had
stayd until morning, I Could have heard the movements
of the clouds and the spinning of the stars. But
somewhere in the early evening my sight stafted to come
back, and by midnight l.could see well enough to make
it a good b€t I could find my way out. The snow gave
just enoue[ outline to see by and I packed my stuff-and
began to walk.

i was afraid at first that I might strain my eyes and
have them grve out On me part of the way to the road,
but my eyes got better in the dim light and by the time I
got home I could see almost norrrally. As I left the
desert, the wind gallopd the ghost Indians up over the
crest of a trailside snowbank. I could see thenr for a
secord, gnnoping toward me full of menace, but thcy
reined in as the wave of snow did down at mid-bank.
They swirled in the snow for a second and then went
eanoping back off down the snowbank to invisibility. I
had no doubt after that that I would make it home.
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I came to the Dog Tree after noon. It was not called that
then, but it was a landmark to us neverthelns. Rick had
gone away for a week, and I was alone in the woods,
freed for three days or more by an Easter-week
vacation. I had come out early, watching the &tn come
up red and misty out of the trees ocross the river. The
birds were everywhere, grackles, swifts, robins. Near
the far bonk of the lake on the way into the woods, I
saw two poirs of Canadian geese on their way back from
cn extended southern vacotion. Flowers were coming
out everywhere, and the trees seemed to have put out ex-
tra bads during the night. At almost a,ery step, there
wos something that could not be passed ull.

Cottontails sprang like lunatics from the path, tumbling
oyer themseltes in impossible escapes, making fantastic
twisting leaps as if the jaws of death closed just behind

60
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their tails. I should have seen the oren in it, but
everything was so futl of life that I had no thoughts of
the intricate web of hunter and hunted. If dogs moved
in the woods, th€v were moving quietly, and the birds
sang 'instead of scolding. Everything -seemed newly
creartea. Greenery thickencd between the Piges, and
qpen places where I had looked off the trail deep into
the woods were filled in with growing things.

The trail was a highway of fresh track$, and I moved
forward following one after another, or backtracking to
plck up a fresh one. It took the whole morning to reacft
itre camp, and I was buzzing with things seen and heard.
The air was heavy with sprine and the scent of-anirnals
moving with abandoll. Everpvhere I lookod, a branch
bent or whip$ skpvard as birds came and went.

I did not-see the Red Tailed Hawk until I was almost
to the camp. Perhaps I should have known then that it
was a time of adventure. I watched the.hawk move
down the sky until I lost him in the tops of the tree$. He
seemed extdlarated, as if he had iust done something of
great maggritude, and he cut the air with a folded wing
and dove at nothing for the sheer ioy of diving. I stooda
long time watching the empty sky where the mark of his
flight seemed to linger aknost visibly. It was a good day,
a prize day.

The river branch dove left and then right, cutting an
arrowhead of land at its bend. The tree stood, a little
inland, pushing out buds as if some fore inside it
denranded release. A log bridge straddlcd the river
where it ncrourcd to a s*eam atong the north side of
tlrc errowhead. Up the path beyond it was Stoney HiU
with its trndian reHcs. Later, I expectd to go up that
way, but there was a camp to make first and fish to
catch and eat.

I lay my Fck and rny burlap bag of food in tha
clearing-and looked for forked branchei to make a spit.
A bass broke above the fast g water beneath the
M. I thouglrt I would go and sit on the log later and
watch him for a whilc so that I cotdd know him before I
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put.my hook in. I wanted to let him kriow that what I
did, I did not out of malice but to live.

But I wanted to prepare the fire first and the spit. The
morning excitement had sharpened my appetite, and I
scouted the underbrush near the base of the tre for the
right sticks. I wanted them identical with a little fork on
one side to lay the cross piece in. I wanted to see the fish
spitted, his head still intact and take in the last of his
beauty before I ate.

I knew his color and his size already. I knew his taste.
He was my fish, my food from the moment I saw him,
just as the fly had been his food while he was still cir-
cling under the rushing water. Somewhere he was
making a tight turn into the short, powerful run before
his leap. Later, that leap for lunch would make him my
lunch as well. Things were as they should be. The woods
moved in its complex rhythm, things mated and bred,
ate and were eaten. The whole was sustained by the in-
terlocking network of its parts.

I tiked where the camp was. I could look across the
log bridge and up a wide trail to where the ground rose
with trees on both sida and the path disappeared down
the other side of the rise. When I looked up it, a
chickadee whistled across the path from tree to tree. I
looked back at the tendrils of branch I was stripping
from the uprights of rny spit, saving them for the second
layer of the fire. I piled them to one side and held the
twigs up against one another. They were fine.

I thought maybe I would go up the path later and find
some berries for dessert. Cold Pine Barrens water was
hardly ten feet away filled with life, running swift and
clear as if fifty miles to the north other rivers were not
caked with chemicals and sewage. I stuck the uprights in
the ground and began to build the fire, weaving the
tiniest twigs with a hierarchy of larger branche that
would guide the fire up and along the fish.

It was a ritual meant to make anyone, who carried it
out meticulously, cherish what he was about to eat. It
made the bass the centcr of my day. My world turned
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around him, and the Pine Barrens ftrnod around ttrG,
spinnitrg the continent outnnard aroud the qrf-ve of thc
globe. I could almost fcet thc stars turning in a gret in-
visible wheel above the high bluenss of the skV, and for
an iqstant, wG spun tqgethcr, the start, the river, the
fish, and rlre.

When I looked up the trail, th dogs were already
scrambling down the near side of the rise, I feh the rnar
on my lip tingle.

It was only a short run to,the log and qcrs$ it, and if
the first dog atross had not bunpd the smnd atrd
gone splashing into the water, th€lr would have torn mc
down bcfore I rachd the lowest branc,h of the tree. I
looked around before I std, scarching for the bcst tree
within reach, but the big tree near the water was the onty
one I could be srue of making, oDd I sprang toward it.

The leil dq swqrt arouird the poinf of the land
yelping and stnrg8ling against the crrrrent. It oaurred to
me that he might not make it out, and I wishod himinto
the fastest part of the currgnt where his legs would tire
and let him drown. Tbe other five hesitate{ on the far
side of the log for a second, watching their leader
shrieking downstreiam. His terror wmed to disarm
them for a moment, and it gave me thc time I nedd,

T?re lowest branch was a good twelve fet off the
ground, cnd I supped my arms around the trunk like a
logger's safefy beft and ftur up whipphg my lockad hase
ui before tne on the far sidebf the tree. I had a hand on
the lowest branch and then another before thc first dqg
l€apod. Hs had t€fr tbe grurd too soon, and hc drweod
short as I swung up onto the branch. The other four
dogs tumbld in behind hirn, leaping and snarling. But I
was wellteyond their reach and they knew it.

My heart was pounding, but it nras more from the
thrill qf thc advenhrre than from fear. I looked down
and a shiver ran through me as first one dog, then
another threw themselvs upward, their lips curlcd back
dong their teeth. I thoug[t of what wonderful skults
they would leave as their final track.

No doubt, they thought of my skull, crackiqg like a
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nut in the narrowing angle of their jaws, opetring the
sweet delicacy of my brain to them like the meat of a
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walnut. I could sre their hunger in the joyous frenry of
their leaps. They wanted me with a sadistic exuberance
that made them keep leaping long after they had any
chance of reaching me" I looked away from them up the
tree for a comfortable place to sit. l

As I climbed, they knocked each other out of the way
with the jumping as if they thought they might scare me
into a misstep that would drop me among them like
tossed meat. Even when I got to the comfortable fork of
a higher branch, far up near the top of the tree, they
continued barking and howling. For the moment, I was
the spinning center of their world.
, I adjusted my back against the trunk and dangled my

legs. To my left, I could see the first dog dragging him-
self out of the water a hundred yards downstream. His
yelping had becorne a sullen silence. He shook himself
and looked back at the water with a useless snarl. The
river rushed on oblivious. I smiled. There was so much
to see from where I sat; the river wound like a canyon
down between the trees. Birds moved over the tops of
other trees so close they seemed to tip the topmost
leaves. A squirrel went from the tip on one branch to
another across the rolling tops of the trees whose tiniest
branches seemed to interlock in a vast highway whose
existence I had not even guessed at. The view alone was
worth the climb.

I put the view aside for a while and looked down at
the dogs. Sorne of them ran back and forth along my
scent from the unlit campfire to the tree, back and forth
as if they expected me to suddenly appear in the middle
of my spoor and gve myself over to them. Others
barked but had stopped leaping at lhe trunk of the tree.
One leaned cautiously out over the water as if there had
been some mistake, and I had disappeared under the
water instead of up the tree. The Alpha dog sent them
howling and leaping at the bottorn of the tree again. I
sat back and watched, thanktry the spirit of the woods
for my ringpide seat to the dog show.
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After a longer while than I expected, thcy turned to
collect my admission. The lead dog tore open'th€ burlap

. bag, ignoring the pack, and scattered the cans as he
.shook the bag in his t@th. fire others dove for the cans
and bit into them. I had seen cans at the dump shredded
and scraped for the last morsels of food, but I had never
seen it done firsthand before. I sat delighted with the
show. They bit through the cans, the big dogs biting and

r sliding the ean back further in their mouths. I couldn't
see how they kept the metal frorn slicing up between
their teeth, but they did.

I waited patiently for a couple of them to chew them-
selves into casualties, but they didn't. fn a way I was
glad, although I hated them for their viciousness and
would have killed them gladly if I could, if only in
return for the shambles they had made ol my dreams
from time to time. If the three biggesthad ruined them-
selves on the cans, I might have been able to come down
and drive,the other three away. But as I watched them
work the tattered can$ in their jaws, I knew there was no
hope of that. I was stuck in the tree until they got bored
and went arilay, I reconciled myself to that and looked
around.

The fish moved as dark shapes under the water. Ants
made a highway along the trunk and I put my f,ace up
against the tree to se them walking the tiny ravine in the
bark, full of dedication and purpose. I wondered if
thqe was onc ant in the column going steadily by that
let its cunosity distract it from its job and set it wan-
dering don'n some eurling side road in the formic acid,
hot on thc trail of some mystery.

But I nerver $aw one that didn't stay within the lane of
forrnic acid laid down by some functionary between the
nest and food. One or two got lost and did a large
erratic circle as big a$ my hand, fike some hunter from
the city trying to find the jep trail he has wandered off.
The rest never went far wrong before'tliey stopped and
circled, looking for the Fail. The,y did not seern com-
fortable untll thcy found it again. (

The onq$ I took in rny hand explor,,sd thcir new world
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looking for their gld; I doubt that they saw much. When
I put them back down on the trunk of the tree, they
blended right back into the flow of commuters if I put
them down near the trail. If I put them down in a new
part of the tree, they searched with ferocious diligence
until they found the highway again, the road to home,
job, and duty.

I decided that they were depressingly like people in
the end, but I admired the way they tracked, even if I
didn't like their purpose. Whenever they lost the trail,
they stopped where they were and traced a rectangle
right and left, front and back until they found their cen-
ter point again. If they couldn't find the trail, they went
back to their center point and circled around it in
widening circles until they picked up the scent. The
more familiar they were with the territory, the smaller
the circles.

It was the way Stalking Wolf had taught me to look
for a lost trail. I drew the same right/left baseline as the
ant, took a stride right, and semicircled left around the
point of the last track. When I hit the baseline, f took
another stride, this time to the left, and serni-circled
back to the right. Already at twelve, I had drawn that
backward-folding semicircular muze more times than I
could count, searching for vanished trails I knew must
be there somewhere. Maybe in the long rutr, I thought, I
was an ant myself and the Pine Barrens was my pine
tree.

I fantasized that amorg the ants, there might be one
who had trained himself so thorouehly that he could
roam the entire tree and find his way back without any
official road of formic acid to tell him the way to
civilization. Specialized as a queen, he would perform
his functign, wandering the tree, putting lost ants back
on the n€ar€st treil. I wanted to be an ant like that.

I thought what a great thing it would be if there really
was an anf like that. I could s* him with an incnedible
joy in his ryork, wanderiilB, wandering, wandering the
infinitely variable bark of his tre, following evtry
mystery to its hiding place, examining the skulls of



78 TTIBTRACKER

everyt[ing that passcd, notigg evcrything, enlargng his
own vision of the trec.

But the sun went down, aqd I lost the ants in the
chaneing contour of the tree" The darkness camc in like
a tiden shade by shade, dryening the water into space
and throwing the stars back with the roll of its seward
motion. I don't know how long I watched the canyon of
the tres, where the branch followed its obsession to the
river itself and to the Attantic. The stream depencd and
reeded down the darkening tunnel of my vision.

I wqtchd the river dim, darken, ild then come
slowly brie[t again as my eyes adjusted to the dark. The
wods grew in my eyes. The river g[sw in the woods.
The stars gr-ew in the riyer. Everythini was so different
and so new from where I was sitting that I would not
have gone down out of the tree even if the six shapes
beneath it had vanished without sayrng goodby,e.

I took off my extra long Boy Scout belt, ull-
derstanding for the first timc why they insisted on
selling them so big, and fastened myself to the branch
with my belly against the trunk. Down my left shoulder,
the river got lighter and lightm as the moon rose, and
the stars sent their mes$ages between high misty clouds
down througlr the branches to me.

In fitq and starts, I-fell slegR andwoke to chqnges,
qtlning myself for missing them. Sometimes when I' awoke, I got hungry, but that passed. Then I got thirsty,
and that didn't. So I put it aside until I could do
something about it and watched the sun cone up and
the dogs jerking and twitching in their dreams.

tr wondQred if they were dreaming about me; how my'
fine soft rkin would tear, how much I would fight. I
didn't tbink they thought they had anything more
powerful than a house cat up the tree, and I got sud-
denly angry to be taken that much for granted. There
were thgsc stupid dogs lnng down under the tree like I
$ras sornc upstate hunter moaning over a little discom-
fort and cryrng to be let down.

By the time the anger got to be rie[tgous indignation,
I had unttd m1ryelf and had quietly broken off a dozen
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wrist-thick brandres, bending thern back to their
breaking point and working them loose. There were
plenty of dead branches in the tree, and I had a stack of
them in the neck of the branch when I sat back down
and hooked my legs around the trunk.

The lead dog was stretched out at the base of the tree,
down and to my right. The others were various distances
away, like a platoon sleeping at ease but keeping up the
social distances. The Alpha dog lay alone, nearest the
tree, first to claim the juiciest portion. I could see him
dreaming of my skull in his nutcracker mouth, otrd I
threw the first log with the accuracy of blind fury.

I knew from the thump that I had hit him someplace
good and hard, and the yelp that followed it sounded
dazed. But the snarl and the attack that followed it told
me he wasn't an animal to go down €sy, and I respect-
ed him for that. I could see vague shapes at the bottom
of the tree when they moved, and the sounds told me
that the Alpha dog had jumped up and attacked the
nearest dog, who then yelped and launched a coun-
terattack.

The other dogs were up and barking. I leaned down to
see better, and the dark shape at the base of the tree got
suddenly larger as the lead dog came hurtling upwlrd.
I jerked back even though he was far below nre and
grabbed a stick to fight him off with. Lifted by his iage,
he must have come uncomfortably close to that first
branch, and I had a vision of him clamping onto it with
his teeth and working his way up the tree bite by bite.

Gradually the bark and growl died to a mutter, and
the dogs settled back down. I watched the darkness for a
while until they got to sleep again and then fired down
another log. There was a softer thump, a fractional
pause, and a yrpe that set the rest to snarling and
growling. I knew that I had gotten one of them on the
bounce.- The third log hit nottring but ground, and I
knew they had rnoved off out of sight. So I let them go
until mornitrg, proud of myself for my generosity.

I watched the sun come up through thickening clouds,
red and purple. The dogs got up soon after. The Alpha
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dog came back to the bottom of the tre cautiouslY,
almost formally. I threw a log dorvn at him, but he

to
, I

jumped back as my ann went up. "The next tirne he
comesr" I thought, 'fl'll have it raised so he has less
time to react." He backed off and barked. I shook the
stick at him, but outside of a slight flinch the first time,
he didn't budge.

I could tell by looking at him that he was one of those
rare wild dogs that would attack alone if he had to.
Three dogs oi less will usually leave a single hiker alone;
six or less will leave two people alone, unless they panic.
He was not one to be scared off or bored off either, and
the others would staSr as long as he stayed, or until they
got a riskless chance 1o run away.

I watched the way he moved, _and the way his
movernents moved the other dogs. I knew a lot about
him before the sun got all the way up, and by noon I
believed I knew how to beat him in the end. I spent the
rcst of thc day driving him crarryt.

I cnawled around in the tre until I found a place
where I could stand and hang on and still have space to
throw. Then I began to fire what sticks I had left at him.
I broke off some smaller ones and threw all the badly
shaped oRes first so that they thougltt my range was a
lot shorter than it was.

Eventually they moved in, cautiously, I threw another
stick short, and they gave it a respectful distance but
moved well within range. I went back to watching the
comuters go up and down the tree, naming each
species,to myself, and then renaming them with my own
name. There w€re nine species of Tom Brown's Beetle
on that tree.' 

n"ery once in a while, I'd underchuck a stick until
they had stopped raising their heads when they heard it
whizz through the aii. Then I stood up again and went
back up further in the tree and threw my heaviest stick
with everything I had at that second dog. It couldn't
have btrn more than halfway there w(ren I threw the
nelrt one. TJ* first stick hit the Beta dog on the rump
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and woke him with a yelp that raised the head of the
Atpha dog just enough for the second stick to-hit him a
gtancing blow on the thick fur of his neck.

The rest of the dogs scrambled backwards, but the
Alpha dog charged toward the tree, until I landed one
close to him about halfway in. He veered off to the
right, dovrn the path, like that was where he had in-
tended to go anryay and he had only been playrng his
own kind of trick on me and making me waste my am-
munition. It was a trick only a fool would have been im-
pressed by, and I gave myself ctedit for the second
round.

I sat on the branch again and watched the bass
breaking water. A couple of fish even bigger than mine
swam in the shallows almost under the tree's furthest
tip. I watched them trolling for flies and mosquitoes,
and I thought of throwing them a couple of Tom
Brown's Beetles" But I didn't think ailything that light
would reach the water, and watching the river ripple
made me realize again how thirsty I was. I was getting
cotton mouth and my throat was getting cakey, But the
dogs were too close in to go for a drink.

As if the,y knew what I was thinking, the lead &g cir-
cld around and out of the woods and ld them over to
the stram to drink. That made me mad, and I got up
and fired off a log uselessly and cursed them until my
throat got too dry to curse them any more. Then I sat
down again and thought about being hungry to keep
from thinking about being thirsty until I finally got in-
terestd in a Yellow-Tufted Chickadee at the end of the
Iong branch that went out almost over the river.

When he teft, I watchd ffio sparrows have an aerial
battle that covered the length of what I could see of the
river branch and beyond. They movd as if soureone
had tid their feet together and threw them into the air.
Yokd by their motion; they rolled around some in-
visible center at the speed of sound. The sheer grace of it
took me on into the afternoon, and the clouds told me
how muchlonger I would have to wait.
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About an hour before sunset, the sparrows cane back
end did it all agnin, only lower over the water this time.
I dweloped the ide that their territories overlapped and
they always fought after a day of hunting. But the
longer I wgtched them, the more it seerrred that they
workd in tandem like two fishermen with a seine net
taking the insets that h{d moved down closer to the
water with the setting sun. The first time I thought
about being thirsty after that was when the first drops.of
rain hit me,"about an hour after dark.

I caught what I couH in my motth, and what I could
scrape off the trunk and branches, but it wasn't a heavy
or a stady rain and what I got was only enough to buy
me a little time. It cooled off again after the rain, and
the branches were damp and uncomfortable. The clouds
were cutting the visibility way down and I knew that I
was going to feel thirsry agnin if I didn't find something
to do; so I decidd to build a fire. It occurred to me that
no one I had ever heard of had built a fire in an open
tree, and it seemed like a worthwhile challenge. If I kept
it small, the risks would be minimal.

I went all over the tree gettirg my assortment of
twigs. I decided that the first fire ever built in a tree
ougfit to be a ceremonial fire at least, and that deserved
no less than x shading of twigs and tinder that &F-
proached-an art form. I spent a couple of hours going
up and dowrrcn the slippery brarrches gpthering just the
right sticks.

I rnade a platfonn in the fork of a branch level with
the grorrnd and stacked lll my materials on it. Then I
built a nwt of srnaller and finer teepees with the kindling
and reached for my wallet and two strikable matches. I
wondered if maybe I could rnake some torches and drive
th,G dogs off with the,m. The second.time through every
poeket, I realized that my wallet and my matches were
don'n in the pack the dogs had fought over before I had
startd shelling them.

It was too derk to see exactly where they wer€ at the
bottom of thc tree, or evm if they were thse at all. But I
wantsd the matches, so I went down. Fgrtunately, one
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of therr scented me on the lowest branch and woke up
with s gfowl and a blind leap that didn't even come
close but sent me back up the tree until daybreak.

I was not really hungfy, or at least not hunggy enough
to starting eating my own species of beetle, but I knew
that when I did get hungry enough, there was a whole
tree futl of ants. The hunger took care of itself, at least
long enough for me to strap myself in for a little sleep,
so I.d be alert when the dogs nodded off again. It was
late afternoon when I woke uP.

I looked around for the dogs at the bottom of the tree
but they were gone. For a minute I was elated, but th91 I
thoughl of the humiliation of having been treed like
some gfeenhorn hunter and I wished they were back
again Jo that I could retleem myself and even the score. I
was cursing them for cowards when I raised my eyes 1ng
saw them igain back across the log and up on the little
rise where I had first seen them.

They were coaxing Ine down, no doubt. But there was
more io it than that. The Alpha dog was missing. I
swung myself as far around the tree as I could to see if
he was waiting in ambush under the tree or in the grqss'
but he wasn't there. Then I got down as far as I could in
the tree and tried to see what I could of the tracks.

'Itle lead dog's tracks were easy to pick out even from
the tree, and I lollowed them only by their size to the log
bridge. On the far side, the prints curved pack and were
lost in the main body of prints. It was too far away to be
sure. I thought that perhaps he was on the far side of the
log laughing *t me again. But I felt'that he was closer
than thit for some reason. There was no way to check
the underbrush inland, so I decided to take a calculated
risk. If he came bounding through the underbrush, I
could beat him back to the tree easily. The path into the
woods was clear far enough that he couldn't be hiding
along it within catching distance. I decided to go-down.

I was halfway to the pack when I reatized it was a
mistake. The Alpha dog carne bounding out of the grass
on the far side of the log and started to cross it. But
those minutes in the current were still with him, and
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they slowed him over the tog long enough for me to get
to the tree and start shinning up it.

He was not slow once he hit dry land thouglr, and I
gr:abbed for that branch and yanked myself up 4F he left
the ground. Luckily, he was a little off to the side, and I
$aw his teeth go by my thigh halfway down his murzle
before I pulled my legs up entirely. He fell back as I
threw one leg up over the limb. If I had let it dangile
down the other side, he would have torn me down, strip-
ping the muscles of my leg like stockings.

I held my feet up irl the air behind and above as I lay
on the branch-to strike downward as he came flyrng up-
ward. I pulled my thickest stick out of the back of my
jeans and slammed it down at hirn. He caught the stick
in his teeth, clamping onto it and jerking it out of my
hand as he fell back down. I yanked my arrn back and
went up the rest of the tree like it was a ladder, until I sat
at the top'most sittable branch listening to my heart
thump.

The dog was barking his victory or his anger at just
missing me. Either way, it was aq insult I couldn't' ignore, and I climbed back down the trre almost as fast
as I had come up. I yanked one of the thick branches
out of my fire platform and threw it down at him.' 

The frre platform capsized and went down between
the branches. My stick missed the Atpha dog, but the
rest of the platform fell almost on top of him and sent
him yelping back. ! laughed so hard I almost fell out of
the tree' and he bounded to the bottom of it to get me
when I fell. But I caught another branch and let a leg
dangfe just enouglr to rnake a leap at it look a little lesi
thanridiculous. The dog lea@.

I danced around from branch to branch, pretending
to fall €very oRce in a wtrile until he stopped Coing for ii
and went off muttering across the log. Before he went
across, he looked back at me and then at the log again,
and I knew that the rrcxt time I came dorvn, he was
going to come across it a tot faster than lp had this time.

I watchd tne,sun- go down aggin, and felt the tem-
persture. drop out of spring and rhloat bacf into
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winter. The wind picked up for a while after dark, and I
strapped myself in for the night. But my sleep was bad,
and my dreams were full of the faces of dogs snarling
into mine.

Toward morning I had a dream about Indians drop-
ping out of the trees onto canoe parties, and it stayed
with me after I woke up. I didn't know why until almost
noon, but it made me feel very relaxed and confident.
The dogs had come back across the log, but I pelted
them'with a few sticks while I was thinkiog, and they
went back across the log, pretending to hurry as if I had
driven them off. But their act wouldn't have fooled a
squirrel.

I made a long throw after them that made me lean out
too far, and I dropped straight down the trunk to the
next branch. I grabbed the branch I had just been sland-
ing on and caugh! myself before I fell all the voyr but
it made rny heart race. My stick sailed out over the bank
and into the river. One of the dogs stopped to watch it
land and caused a traffic jam that had the last dog's
hind leg clawing the side of the log for a foothold. The
fight started on the log and carried on over onto the far
bank, and before it was finished, I knew how I was
going to get away.

The day had warmed considerably by the time I made
my move.-f waited for them to nap in the sun, but I
waited too long. Those that dozed seemed to do it in
shifts, and the Alpha dog never even pretended to close
his eyes. Just before I gave up on them, they gave up on
me and started for the log. If they came across before I
got down, I would be stuck in the tree for another day
and night. The Alpha dog was in the middle of the log
when I hit the ground. The fall was harder than I ex-
pected, but I bounced toward the stream and scrambled
-across a little space of land and into the water.

The stream had been the key to it dl alotrg, but it had
taken a dream to tell me what I should have known after
the Alpha dog went yelping down the current. They
were afraid of fast moving water, they would never go
into it by choice. There were no canoe partis for me to
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drop.on out of my tree, but my dream w8$ right. The
dogs came right up to the water, but they wouldn't come
in.

I hung just offshore on an exposd root of the tree,
and they leaned down to snap at me trying to reach me
without falling in. I hopd they wouldr't, although the
odds were in favor of my drowning any of them that
did. Those faces snapping so close to mine,were the
faces of my dream, aila I knew that I was where I was
supposed to bG. But I had a long way to go, and there
were plenty of places along the way where the Alpha
dog would get his chance.

I pushed off the root and let the current carry me to a
tree limb that was hung up toward the middle of the
strcam. I restd there for a rnoment and gulped in sorne
more water, but not too much. The water was cold, and
the river branch wound seven or eight miles before it
came into the main river and out nsar the bus station at
Toms River. It was a long way to go and I pushed off.

There were dogs on both sides of the bank by then.
The Beta dog and two others had gone around by way
of the log and barkd along after me from the far bank.
The Alpha dog and two smaller ones took the near bank
as far as they could. I weighed the odds. Already out of
the water and armed with a strong stick, I had a better
than even chane of driving off the Beta dog and his
pack. But coming up the bank wet and slippery with
mud into those teeth did not sem like a good bet.
Properly armed, I could have killd the Alpha dp: and
driven off the rest, but without at least a knife, it was
ilot a match I wantd, elrd I stayed to the middle of the
streann.

TTqe bank was uneven in a lot of places and the dogs
had to go inland. lvhen I was lucky, the bank clogged
where I had to go through slow water so they were not
there'to dive in after me. There was one place where I
could have come:ashore as the path along the bank shot
ahrost directly inland, but the other three dogs were
closc'on the far barrk, and their barking would have
draum th€ Alpha dog to my tfail almost immeditely. At
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best, I would be treed in a worse place than before. I
took the sluggish current and swam with it further
downstream.

At the second slow place I wasn't so lucky. The river
branch rushed into a stony bottomed shallows and all
but did. For fifty yards or so it was a lake. The dogs
came down on both sides and fanned out waiting for me
to come to the middle of their gauntlet so they could roll
up its ends on me. When I stood up, the water was just a
little over my waist, and a few feet away it was even
shallower.

The Alpha dog waited in the middle, opposite the
Beta dog. He looked as if he was going to get even and
he was going to make it long and painful. It was one of
the greatest pleasures of my life up to that time when I
beaned him on the head with a river stone the size of an
egg. The others looked at him, and one after the other I
hit them in the back, the side, on the foot.

AU those days chucking stones in the summer down in
the desert and skipping them out across the river had
paid off. I had six hits on the first seven stones, and
eyery dog was hit twice before it got over the first hit.
They went howling off into the woods out of range. I
stuck stones in every pocket and carried as many as I
could in rny hands.

tr started down through the deepest part of the trough,
cursing them and challenglng them to come out. In the
rniddle, the water was at mid-thigh, and the Alpha dog
made his move. But the others followed him reluctaltly,
and after I had hit him twice, once on the pow, the
others turned and ran, and he limped off behind them.
The Beta dog left the woods late and turned back as
soon as I threw the first rock in his directioll.

The stream got deeper again and narrowed, and I
walked slowly down there challenging them to come
out. But none of them came, and I flung the last of my
rocks and dove into the stream where it picked up speed
again. It took them almost half a mile to catch up with
rrl€, but there was no easy place to come ashore, and no
place where I would have the advantages I had in the
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riyer. But a little way further down I aknost had to
rethink rny deision.
- up ahead, branches and debris had formed b log jam

that narrowed the flow of the river to a deep trendh itrat
two dogs leaning across could cover almost entirely..All
the w3y down, I had been watching for low han$ng
branches where the Alpha dog mieht come out ove;th;
water and take a bite as I went pas,. I was at such a plage
and the dogs knew it. All six of them ran ahead ana
waited. I paddld out of the,main current and grabbed
an overhangtng branc*r that stuck out of the bank.

There was another branch I could pull myself part
way up the bank with, and I tested it by hanging on
while I figured out how to get the dogs away from the
spillway b-etween the jamrned up branc_res. I moved
down alorrg the bank mostly in the water until I got
about ten yards down from the upstream branch. firen I
grdbbed a branch along the bank and heaved one of my
last rocks at the Alpha dog.

I hit one of the smaller dogs instead, but it was a loss
of prestige for him anyway, ood he came snarling and
snapping up the path until all three dogs were leantng
out over the bank above ffie, snarling and making littte
lunges into the air. I took a deep breath and pushed
myself down under the water and swam as hard as I
could upstram staying close to the bank where the
current yas weakest. The dogs ran down toward the log
jam and wcre almost there *hen I surfaced at the ui
stream brancho

"Yfrl idiotslf' I shouted at them, 3'I'm up herel!'
Gradually, after I cursed them and their immcdiate
linage, they ran back up the bank and I pretended to be
climbing up to meet thsm. When they were almost
above trrG, I went down under the water and shoved off.
I held my breath as long as I could, but I had to break
surfagg iust short of the spillway. when I did, thw were
all still upstrealn barking at the watetr.

If I had any sense, of cour$r, I wouldn't hsve hoked
back" The $!ght of thc dogs snarling and snspping at an
€mpty strgam \ras- too much for illc, and I ,started
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laughing. Water splashed into my open mouth as I went
over the little spillway. I started to choke, but the
current zipped me along. The dogs had started running
again the minute they heard my laughter, and I made up
less ground on them than I would have otherwise.

But the river was swift and ten feet wide again; the
only thing they could do was rtrn along the ,banlr
growling and barking and biting the air. I lay back and
relaxed. It almost cost me dearly. A little way ahead,
there was a rock that jutted up through the ryater close
to shore. The Alpha dog had leaped out onto it and
crouched there waiting for me to pass, drifting close to
the shore without noticing it.

At the last moment, I looked up and saw that face
leering down at me. I threw my feet up and hit the rock
with them, jerking myself toward the bank. The current
countered my motion exactly and held me straight. I
pulled the last rock from my pocket and threw it.

He was too close to miss, but I missed him. He
lunged, his huge Doberman jaws gnashing the air. But
the lunge put him on the slippery part of the rock and he
fell off. I thought I was going to have to fight him there
in the water, and I tried to cling to the rock and climb
out.

It was too slippery. I waited for him to come paddling
around the rock, but he didr't, and eventually I came
around the rock myself. But he wasn't there waiting,
Fifty yards downstrearn, he was working his way up a
steep bank with his hind feet still in the water. I kickd
out into the current, ashamed of my carelessness. I
stayed alert the rest of the trip, and when the river
narrowed and slowed at the same point, I swam over to
the bank and broke off the longesi straiglrtest branches
I coutd.

I had no knife, so I rubbed them on the stones 1o
sharpen them. The points were not g@d, but they were
all I had. The best possible biting place was only wide
enough for one dog at a time on each side, and the
Alpha and Beta dogs got the positions. I took the Beta
dog first, coming close to his bank and slasiling'at him
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with the thinnest of the branches like a whip. Even-
tually, I hit him in the Gye, and he backed off shaking
his head and blinking.

I took lhe Alpha dog on the point. It wasn't much,
but a short, sharp thrust was enough to draw blood, and
a good shot migtrt get an eye or something equally
valuable. He snapped at the stick and caught it in
his teeth. He tuggd, I pulled. He tugged harder and
planted,his front feet. I lunged with the second sharpest
stick. He yelped and jumped back. There was a little
btood on the end of the stick. I swam for it the rest of
the way and got past before the other dogs could get
into striking position.

The rest of tlrc trip as far as the Parkway was so dull I
doubled back upstream on them. I got out and hit one
of the Beta dogs with a stone and let them chase me
back in. One other time they got close, but it was only
on the Beta bank, and I held them back until I got past
with ?he full branch of a tree I had pulled out of the
river further up.

The Beta dbg wils keeping one eye closed most of
the time, and I managed to pull a boulder loose from the
bank in one place and hit one of the Alpha dogs in the
ribs so hard that he gradually fell behind and eventually
droppd out- But I started to get uncomfortable from
the cold water a mile or $o above the Parkway bridge. I
thought that they.would not cross the road, and that
they n'ould abandon the chase when I went under the
bridge and turn back. I pulled myself part way up onto
on€ of the concrete drain pipes and dried off a bit.

But there was a cold wind blowing by then, ,and the
afternoon was cboling way down, and I was better off in
the :w&ter. lVhen I flqated out on the other side of the
bridge, they were on the banks waiting for me. It looked
like I was going to have to go all the Way to the bus
station, and I didn't like it.

The Alpha dog kept running along lhe bank with his
one followu, and the Beta dog kept up on the other side
just to keep me in th€ water. They were too far away to
have a shot at nre then, and when the river emptied into
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the main branch, they would have no chance dt all. But
they pursued me anyway, and I resented it.

I resented having to stay in the water, and I resentd
what they did to my food and my pack and the fact that
they had tred me to begin with. But not letting me out,
hanging on like that when it was clear that I'd won, utas
plain bad sportsmanship. I shook my fist at the Alpha
dog as the river carried me on my back and called him
every name I could think of. All the rest of the way, I
shouted at him all the ways I was going to make life
short and miserable for him when I finally caught up
with him again.

Finally, the river widened outind the Beta dogs gave
up. The branch deposited rne in a side eddy, and tr swam
the rest of the way to my left toward the bus station. I
pulled myself out onto the beach and lay there for a
minute, wet, chilled, and tired. \ilhen I picked myself up
and looked back across the mouth of the river branch, I
could see the Alpha dog standing on the furthest spit of
land leaning forward out over the water as if some wind
might blow me back within jaws' reach.

It was too far away to be sure, but I thought I saw his
tongue lolling out as if he were laughing at me. It didn't
matter. 

'We 
were far from even, but we both knew I'd

won. I looked at him gnawing the air so far away across
the impassable gulf, and I laughed a great exuberant
laugh that went out across the water like an almost final
insult. Then I gave him the finger and hurried on up the
bank.
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I was tired, wet, and getting cold as I wolked to Rick's
house from the river. I was proud tlrat I had escapd,
but there was no question in my mind that nothing had
ben accomplished unlss I went bock to my carnp and .
refured to fu driven off it again. AII animals have a
tenitory they will defgnd. I had mine, and I still hove it.
Unles I went bock and defended it, the Pine Barrew
would belong to the dogs by default. Even though I had
uttsmarted and tormented them, I had left the territory.
Unless I wanted to fight them off aryry time tr went into
the woods, I would have to restablish my right to be
there.

I dried off and ate at Rick's house. Hot chocolate
warmed rr€, and the food fillcd me more easily than I
€xryted. f told Rick about thc dogs and convinced him
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that our right to go into the woods was being challenged
and that unless we met the challenge immediately, we
would have to spend most of our time in the woods
fighting off the dogs . -

He agreed and we assembled the baseball bats, and
our machetesn and our knives. Stalking Wolf came in
while my clothes were drying. "You look like a man
who has just outsmarted something," he said. I told
him the whole story of the dogs and he nodded when I
had finished. "So you outsmarted the Guardians." He
pursed his lips. "Perhaps you will become someone very
special after all." The word that he used was not
"specid," but an Indian word he said had no direct
translation.

I asked him if he thought that we must go back and
reestablish ourselv€s and he nodded. "Even if there is
no one else there you must gor" he said, and he was
right. Unless I went back immediately, the shadow of
those dogs would play across my mind all the time I was
in the woods. To be free in the woods, you must be free
in yourself. I put on my clothes and Rick and I started
out,the door. 'lWatch for the omensr" he said. I nodded
and Rick and I began the hike back to my camp.

All the w&y, we prepared to fight the last great battle
for the Pines, the Dog Wars. We hefted our bats and
had Tom Sawyer fantasies of ourselves back to back in
the middle of the Alpha pack, qaking them pay dearly
for our lives. But when we got there, the dogs had gone,
and my pack wasn't as badly torn up as I had expected.
We made our camp and waited, but everything semed so
different looking at it from the ground that if I hadn't
camped there so often before, f would have sworn it was
a different place. Even the stars seemed to have
changed, and the tree seemd to have been subtly
altered, although I could not say how.

When the sun went down, it did not have the glory
it had had above the tre€s, and the banks of the river
branch did not darken with the same complexity. Once
during the night we heard the bay sf the dogs way up
beyond Stoney HiIl, but no dogs came near us that night

n
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nor the next day. lVe went back home disappointed that
our great battle had not come off, but satisfied that the
dogs knew we were there and intended to stay.

When we got back to Rick's, Stalking Wolf asked me
if I had encountered any exceptionally powerful
medicine- f told hirn that the placc was "different" but I
eould not say how. He looked at me as'if he expected
more, but when it was clear*that there wasi nothing more
to say, he nodded and turned back to what he was doirg
without saying anything else.

lVe remained ready for a confrontation with the dogs
for a week, but we did not run into them again. Satisfied
that they were either avoiding us or preoccupied
elsewhere, we planned a fossil-collecting expedition to a
dump a few miles up from the Good Mdicine Cabin.
The dump had four big, qquare pits like open-topped
rooms in which the fourth wall was a ramp the bulldozer
had backed up and down to dig out the rest. Three of
the pits had been filled in with garbage and covered
over, but the fourth had been abandoned empty, and we
expected that its walls, running thirty feet into the earth,
would be full of fossils and other interesting things.

The birds that frequeirteA the dump would make the
trip worthwhile e-ven if there was nothing to Qe fogq{ in
the abandoned pit. lVe had a patrol meeling FqdlV
night so we did not get to the campsite until after dark.
W-e made a short trip to the dump, but even with a
moon, the pit was dark as an open gravg and the ragged
mounds of dirt along the rim looked like the teeth of
some enormous dog.

It looked better in the daylight and we were down in it
early in the morning. The ramp had eroded and a wide
scction of it near the top had fallen in on itself leaving a
drop-off of about €ight feet deep leforq the r1mP began
again. lYe jumped down it easily into the soft dirt, and
began to explore.

From thC bottorn of the
towered fifty feet above-us.
tical, but the end wall had

Fit, the piles along the
The walls werg almost ver-
clefts and niches where the

rim

werebulldozer had taken its unevcn bites. There dog
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tracks around the Fit, but thei were a day old, and we
had seen the dogs taking one of their runs down toward
Blanchard's and we were sure they would not be back
until nightfall, if then.

The fossils, however, did not rnaterialize, and what
had looked like it might be a decr carcass from the rim
turned out to be an oddly fotded tarpaulin. Still, the
way the clouds marched over the peaks of dirt at the top
of the pit was fascinating, and we sat and watched them
intermittently for most of the morning.

Somewhere toward noon, we got the idea of climbing
the rear wall of the pit by digging handholds into the
soft but well-packd earth and using the natural ledges
and niches to rest in. There was a small dirt ledge and a
crevice about thre feet wide a third of the way up the
wall. The wall went almost verticdly most of the wsyr
although the top five or ten feet slanted back as if it had"
been dug out from above to keep the trucks from
backing over the edge.

lVe were a handhold short of reaching the ledge when
we saw the dogs. At first I thought I saw a flash of
shadow disappear down one of the mounds, but I told
myself that it couldn't be what I thought it was. When
the dogs appeared at the top of the ramp there was no
doubt. f counted fifteen of them appearing and disap-
pearing over the tip of the pit until they were all
gathered at the far end, satisfied that we were indeed
trapped and easy game.

They hesitated for a while at the drop-off, and I dug
the last handhold like a terrier. I pulled myself up into
the niche and reached down for Rick just as the last of
the dogs jumped down into the pit.

The first 6f the dogs made it to the foot of the cliff
just a little too late to make a leap for Rick as I grabbed
his arrn and pulled him up. There was barely room for
both of us on the ledge, and I turned and started to dig
handholds in the wall above us. Below us, the dogs
barked and leapt uselessly up the wall.

The wall of the pit was made of soft but well-packed
clay and sand. Normally the handhold would only be as
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i d€ep a$ our wrists, but the fae wa$ so sheer and the
quality of the soil so unpredictable that I dug into the
wall to arm'$ lengfh. By reaching well into them and
grabbing a handful of dirt to make.my fist too wide to
pop back out, I managed to pull myself up to where I
could dig the next handhold. Handholds became
footholds as I dug new handholds further up, and in
half an hour or so, I was more than halfway up the cliff,
diggng as, I went. Rick sat on the ledge waiting for me
to get to the top so he could come up after me without
both of us falling if one of my handholds caved it.- 

The dogs had stopped barking and were milling
around or sitting with their heads cocked watching my
clirnb. 'lVhen it dawnd on them where I was going, six
of them turned and bolted for the ramp. The rest started
leaping up toward the ldge again. Rick was still out of
their reachn but in falling back, two of the dogs started a
landstide in the lower wall and part of the ledg€ went
with it. With this new base to spring from, their leaps
were coming almost up to the ledge, and I turned back
to my drgging with a kind of frenry.

I .knew that the dogs were going to get to the top
before I did, but when I looked back over my shoulder
to see where they we,re, I saw them sniffing around the
drofoff of the ramp or trying without success to leap
and ssamble up it. I shouted down to Rick,that they
were trappd, orrd he shouted back up that more of the
ledge was crumbling. I turned back to my digging.

The handholds were good, but as had happened so
manJ times when we had climbed a dirt ctiff irus w&Y,
they crrmbld under the pressure of a shoe. My anns
cosld reach wayin and hold, but my feet went in only
partway and broke the dirt away no rnatts how
carefully I pulled the,rn out. It was going to be an even
harder climb for Rick. He sat below and threw stbnes
down at the dop, but another foot of ledge cnrmbled as
he did and he ahnost fell. When I looked down, he was
wedged back into the niche with his fingers dug into the
walls.

Th; dirt got looeer the further up I got, and the hand-



holds weaker, and I knew that the last of them would
not hold Rick. I had to reach in all the way to my arm
pit and dig my fingers into the soil to pull myself up. At
the point where the sheer wall slanted back away from
the Fit, one of the footholds crumbled completely and
left my foot danglitrg, while I squeezed my handfuls of
dirt to keep my hands from pulling out of the holes. '

I flared my elbows to wedge my arms in, but kick as I
might, I could not reestablish the foothold. Slowly, I
took out my right hand and dug a shallow hold near my
waist. I pulled my knee up and wedged it into the
foothold and reached up and dug another handhold and
pulled myself up.

The dogs had given up trying to get out and had re-
turned to take out their frustration by barking and
leaping up at Rick. Every once in a while, one of the
dogs would dig its claws into the bank as'it fell back
and cause more landsliding. I dug one more crumbling
handhold and pulled myself up the last of the slope.

At the top, I shouted down to Riek that I was going
back to camp for the rope and the clubs. The dogrwere
barking and running back and forth along the rsr wall
of the Fit, and I ran along the top of the dirt piles
hoping to draw them away from Rick. About ten of
them ran along the inside of the pit following ilt€, and
about eight of those stayed at the break in the ramp,
barkingatit and trying to climb back out.

I ran all the way to the camp and back, the rope coiled
over my shoulder. 

'lVhen 
I got to the edge of the Fit, the

dogs were all back at the rear wall, but they were lnng
down, or barking halfheartdly at Rick. One of them
was on the top of the landslide.with his front feet up the
wall, barking. I threw the rope over the side and called
to Rick to climb uF, but the rope was too short and he
had to come up through the crumbling handholds on the
sheer face of tire pit to reach it.

Pushing off crumbled the last of the ledge, and Rick
was left with no way,to go but up. He climbed slowly.
Because I was bigger, the handholds were a little too far
apart for him and a little too dwp, and the climbing was
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diffrcutt. Thc handholds deterioratod the further up he
Sot, and he had to dig nEw ones near mine to make the
last ten fet to where the rope dangld about five feet
down the sheer part of the wall. When he rfas almost
Ievel with it, first one foothold wmt and then the, other,
and he had to throw hlmself off the facc of the cliff and
grab for the rope.

The jolt almost pulld me over the lip of the slop. In
my haste to gq the rope down to him, I had forgotten to
tie it to anything, and I had to take the full weiglrt'of his
climb. I had the rope up one arm, over my shoulder,
and down to the other hand. And when I leaned back
and dug my heels in, I could support Rick's weight. But
because I had not realized how hard that was going to
be, I was standing too close to the edge and Rick's leap
almost pulled me over.

The dogs were up and barking, and some of the,m
were jumping uselessly up against the wall a good
twenty feet below Rick. I screamed to him to hurry up
but he was muddy and slippery, cnd the faster he
climbd, the more inevitably I was being pulled over the
cliff. I was partway down the gentlest part of the slope
as he came over the lip where the wall slopd back, and I
lay back so I was almost touching the gf,ound to hold his
weight. Rick scrambled up the rope and over B€, then
turned and pulled me up to the top again with his hand.

We sat a long time on the dirt piles catching our
breath aild looking dovm at.the dogs who were now at
our mercy as I had ben at theirs when I was in the tree.
Some of them seemed to sense that and threw them-
selves into a frenzied attack on the drop-off of the
raurp. But none of them were even close to getting out.
fitey were trapped; they knew it, and we knew it.' 

I sat lookingat them and what came to mind was not
the dogs as they had been along the river, but that face
of fangs that had come leaping at me out of the bushes
y&ars before. The terror had lorry since turnsd Io
smouldering anger, and I lookcd down at the dogs with
a hatred and rage I had nwcr Ist my$elf feel bqfore. The
dqgF were now tny victims erd Riclc and I scoured the
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dumps for the biggest and heaviest objets we could
find. It took us more than an hour to drag the pieces of
log and cinderblock to the edge of the pit. The dogs
milled below barking and growling.

All the fear I had for Rick while I was running back to
camp, and all the fear that came to the surface only in
dreams, welled up in me, and I lifted a huge log above
my head and stood looking down at the dogs. I hated
them at that moment in a way I could not understand
then, though I have come now to realize that hate is just
fear worn inside out, and it was my fear, and not my
hatred, that drove me.

I lifted the log and thought of how the dogs would
have leapt on us if we had tumbled down among them. I
thought of those fangs tearing at my face. I thought of
what it would have been like lnng half stunned, kicking
at them only by reflex while they tore at us..I heaved the
log with all my strength.

It fell in the middle of the dogs with such force that it
stuck in the ground. But it did not hit any of them. I
turned to pick up another. Rick stood holding neither a
log nor a stone. I looked at him for a moment, and I
knew what he was thinking because I had thought it
myself. The dogs were trapped, they had no chance. It
did not seem right to slaughter them like that. But all
those times when I bent to pick up something near the
side of a trail and that ghost dog leapt snarling at my
face driving the joy of my find away in a rush of fear
and trembling, urged me to throw another. I picked up a
piece of cinderblock and went back to the ldge. Rick
said nothing. I lifted it and picked a dog. There would
be no random miss this time.

But as I lifted the cinderblock, the dog looked up at
me with his head cocked and the anger drained out of
me. He looked not like a wild dog but like my own dog.
I let the cinder block drop and turned away. I looked at
Rick and he shrugged. 'lGrandfather says they're the
Guardians," he said. It was true. If it had not been for
the dogs, there would have b,een carnpers everyrhere we
turned, filling our forest with beer cans, slaughtering
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ths trees, butehsing the animals. When I looked back
down at the dogs I saw them in a new w&y, not as
enemies but as adversaries, doing their job in the pattern
of thinS, opposing us with no more malice than an owl
has for a rabbit. There was no killing them after that.
But there was no leaving them there either. "I suppose
we have to get them out," I said. Rick was aliiadv
carrying two cinder blocks toward the ramp.

lVe threw the logs and rocks and cinder blpcks down
into a pile at the base of the drop-off, but it still left the
dogs too far down to scramble out. It was hot, sweaty
work, and Rick went back to bring back some food
while I scourd the dump for some other way to get
them out. lve sat on the dirt pile and ate our tunih. Rilk
tossed a piece of his sandwich down arnong them and
before long the whole pack was milling around under us
wagging thcir tails and barking for food.

I believe that was the first tirne I realizd how really
hungry some of them were. A few, the ones who had
come to beg first, were still on the border of well fed,
but the others were lean almost to scrawniness. We
threw them the rest of our lunch and went back to camp
for more. The longer we fed them, the more they looked
like ordinary dogs and the more we felt sorry for their
being trapped in there.

We spent the next hour looking for something they
could run out oo, and finally we found an qld
refrigerator that we thou,glrt would do the trick. We
pushcd and slid, and hauled it until we had it right at the
dge of the dropoff of the ramp. The dogs charged up
thc ramp toward us and suddenly they didn't look as
cute as they had before. They looked like creatur$ that
Iivd harsh lives under implacable rules of survivel and
had been changd by it in a way that could not be re-
versed by a few crumbs. }Vllsn they began to bark, they
were no longer my dog or Rick's but the Guardon$, and
any four of thcm would have been mone than'a match
for us, cven argted. t'You know what's going to happ€n
if ws push this thlng ln," I scld to Ric[i Hs lookid at
ttle dqs as if he was sedry theffi ln a new way too and
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he said,'"Yeah, we'rg going to be standing around in
the middle of fifteen wild dogs who didn't have
enough lunch."

Rick went back over and got the rope, and I pounded
a stake in the ground. we tied , the rope to the
refrigerator and lowered it so that it teetered over the lip
of the drop-off. Then we built a teepee of sticks und*
the rope and Rick went back to camp and got one of our
candles. We lit the candle, put it in the middle of the
tinder and ran. Fifteen' minutes later we were still
waiting- for the fire to flare up and burn through the
rope. There was a little puff of smoke as the flame hit
the tinder, and then noihing. The topJ still ilia: w"
drew straws to see who would go, by ptrucking grass. I
never had the knack for it, and mine brbke off about an
iryb beyond my fingers while Rick snapped his own at
the base. I took the machete and walked back across the
dump.

All the way back, I tried to convince myself that
maybe the refrigerator wouldn't work after oll, or that
maybe it would take them a while to figure it out. But
when I cut that rop€, I knew they would be up and over
the lip of the ramp before I went ten steps, and I was
right. I slashed the rope and ran faster than I should
have been able to toward the trees. I could hear the
barking closer and closer, but I knew if I looked back,
I'd stumble and that would be it.

The dogs sounded as if they were right on top of me
when I noticed that they were running along with me. I
thought at first that they were either toying with me or
trylng to surround me on the run and force me to stop. I
was so surprised that they hadn't attacked me, that I
stopped running and drew the machete. But the dogs
s!oppe4_ when I stopped, and pranced around waggng
their tails. I couldn't believe it. They trotted aroundfuce
as house dogs.

After Rick same out of the trees, they came back to
camp with us, and we gave them some mone food. They
sprawled around or played and one or two came over to
be petted. When we went to sleep, they lay down around
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our €mp frrc and went to sleep with us. But when we
woke uF, they were gone, and the camp seemed empty,
as if they had never been there.

It seemed to us that they were truly spirit dogs and
had vanishd with the sun. But whether they were live
dogs or not, they were certainly not ordinary dogs, and
to us they were very good medicine.

About a y@r later, Rick and I were crossing a field
and we saw a pack of dogs come in on the shortest side
of it. They were a lot closer to us than to the camper
who was repacking his car along the road, and they
canrc running toward us, disappearing and reappearing
tn the gf,ass as they ran. Their barkirU and snarling had
a tone to it I had heard too often before. trt was the cry
of a pack of dogs that has found something it thinks it
ean kill with earp.

There is a certain pitch to it that terrifies hunters
when they hear it in the woods, md it differs from all
other sies a pack of dogs can make. \ilhen I spent the
summer studying the Alpha pack, the largest wild dog
pack in the Pine Barrens, I learnd to tell from the tone
of tnef cry what HnA of game they weri on to ana what
risk of death or injury. And even years after I could pick
that cry from any other because it raisd memories in
the blood that have nothing to do with rationality"

Their cry made us look for either 4 good tree or some
sort of weapon, but at the same tirne we didn't move
toward either. We just stood there watching them come.
There was a smooth natural beauty to the way they
moved that seemed as marvelous as anything I had seen
irr thc woods. The way their leaps canied them over and
into the gfass swmed to have a perfection to it that was
beautiful.

I crouched down so that I could see them breaking
oyer the top of the grass at eye level, and they looked
like they were flowing up and over the water like the
dolphins I had seen once surfing, with the ocean
eyelwel off the end of my board. I saw for a moment,
not the dogs, but their motion and I saw that their at-
tack was as beautiful as their friendship. I stood,up and
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watched them come without knowing what I would do
when they came orcept that, whatever I did, it would
move in the same great design as their motion moved in.
When they were halfway to us, I began to recognize in-
dividual dogs, and I waited for them to recognize me.
When they were about fifty yards away I began to won-
der how much hunger dulls the memory and whether
they had the same memory of things I had.

But a stride or two closer, and the siren of their cry
wound down as they veered off and swung in a wide arc
back toward the camper. He threw down his gear and
dove for the ctr, squirming around like a mouse in a
bottle trying to get all the windows shut. The Beta dog
got to the wrong door as he was winding up the last one,
and the man must have sprung back into the driver's
seat half an inch from the teeth on the other side of the
glass. Two got up on his hood and barked at him
through tHe window with their front legs stiff and bent
back so he could get the full effect of their fangs.

The rest of the dogs went through his gear and
shredded everything that could be shredded looking for
food. He started the car eventually and screeched out
onto the road on two wheels. The dogs scrambled off as
soon as it began to move, but he went swerving up the
road anyway as if he had planned to shake the dogs off
that w&y, and liked the idea so much that he did it,
watching imaginary dogs fly off the hood.

I stood waiting for them to finish with the camp and
come running back. There was a moment, when the
dogs had run beside me more than a year before, when I
had had to risk stopping" It was a wonderful and terrible
moment, and I waited for it to happen again. But one by
one, they took what they could and ran to the woods at
the far end of the field, without looking at us and
without looking back. I had the oddest feeling as they
went past that what had passed between us had been a
military courtesy between neutrals who might some day
have to kill each other.

It may well have been that when we ran into them the
fitst time they were a newly formed pack, made up of a
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fenr stragglers who couldn't keep up with the bigger
pack and a numb€r of dogs newly gone \ilild who had
surrendered to us on the pringiples of some canine logic.
It may-have been that they were totally wild now and
stayed alr'ay from us only from some dim memory of
having once been defeated by us. But that does not ex-
plain why they did not look at us, as they migfit have
been expected to when passing soqrething dangerous.

In either case they wsre, both times, oo ornen. An
omsn is nature favoring us with a remarkable event, the
glow from which maks our tife different for a while.
The fapt that a mechanical explanation can be found
does not mean it's the only one, nor does it"cease to be
the work of some larger and more encompassing form
simply because the tools it uses can be understood. The
dogs were to me a sign of the passing of some larger
force, some more complor pattern, something within
my perception but beyond my complete understanding,
They were an omen, a mark of continuing grandeur
beyond explanation.

lVhen Stalking Wolf said that a thing was an omen he
did not mean that it predicted the corning of some event.
An omen is an experience that interprets all events that
follow it and reinterprets everything that went before.
Gqod mdicin€, bad medicin€, and omens change our
understanding of our relationship to the world. Nothing
is ever exactly the same once you have experienced an
omen.

IVhen I went to see the beauty of the dogs, I felt the
tranquility of opening to nature completely, without
restraint. Years later, I was to learn its violence.
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CHICKADES IN S^JO\^/

g/Clrickadee Survivol

Of all the birds, Stalking WoA respected the chickadee
the most, even more than the hawk or the owl. Every
animal had some characteristic to admire and emulate,
and Stalkiny WoA often used them as examples of what
our own skitls should be like. We learned to be patient
observers like the owl. Ve learned cleverness from the
crow, and courage from the jay, who will attack an owl
ten times its size to drive it off its tercitory. But above all
of them ranked the chickadee because of its indomitable
spirit.

The exuberance of the chickadee rnade him our idol. In
the coldest weather, when other birds have gone into the
brush to wait behind a dome of driven snow for the
weather to clear, the chickade is always out, his
chickadee-deede ringlng off the snow. When the fox
has curled himself up under a small tree and let the snow

10t
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drift him a blanket of insulatior, the chickada is out
doing bopthe-loops over the sedlss sno$" calling
louder than playini children that he is there and alive
and happy about it!

A chictadee doesn't look like a good bet for survival;
yoll could close your hand with one in the palm almost
without hurting 

-him. 
There are better fliers; swallows

have more grace and all the soaring birds are mbre spe-
tasular. But nobody flies with more reckless abandon
than the chickadee, and nobody flies with more delight.

The ehickad€ lives by joyous faith in living.
Whenever everythirU else curls up and prepares to wait,
or die, the chickadee is out in the middle of it. I have
heard them even in the middle of a bliq.Taird, chrrping
with that dancing tone over and over into the cold air, as
if it thinks that hiding from a storm is the craziest form
of self-denial.

His voice comes out of the cold silence like the last
voice in the world, singing that everything which has
gone under the snow is neither lost nor dead and that
life survives beautifully somewhere else and will return.
There is a joy in its song that says that everybody who is
hiding from ttre storm is missing the best palt. Rick and
I thought qo too. We loved storms. :

We used to sit out on the beach and watch them frorn
down tlre coast, rolling back in over the land after thgy
has passed once to the southwest- The storms were dif-
fer'tnt with the season; winter lie[tning was different
from summer lightnitrg, even the color of the clouds was
different. Ice went to the top of the sky in summer but it
hung low in the heavy march of snow clouds in January
and February, turning sunsets pink and purple. '

The wind moved in a different way -ftg* season to
season and brought the storms in at different angles.
When we saw a square cliff of clouds dragging its own
darkness behind il, we settled down with the animals
and started tucking llurselves into the wqOds to watch
the storm come in. Even during the worst of it' except
for being rret and sometimes coldr wG were lap_pier lhan
we could have been at home, inside a houre built to keep
everything out.
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We *ere never afraid of storms. They changed the
world, made everything we had seen into something
else. The windstorm and the northeaster changed the
patterns of the branches, made alterations in the
canopy. The snowstorm rounded everything'into subtle
qrrves, freizing in time the motion of each tree, each
brancho

The concept of being "safe from the storm" never
made any sense to us; the storm was beautiful. Nature
could not harm us if we were part of it, if we trusted it
and were one with it. lVe were out in the most out-
rageous conditions without mishap because it never oc-
curred to us that things could be otherwise. Animali,
with far fewer rsources than we had, managed to live
through storrns, so we saw no reason why we shouldn't.
With Stalking rilolfs help we were as adapted to the
cold as the animals and we had learned tq survive
without difficulty.

Not everyone understood that, least of all the two
scoutmasters who led the troop we had joined on its first
winter campout. lVe learned in less than a year that the
scouts did not have much to teach us about nature or
survival that Stalking lVolf or the Boy Scout Hondbook
had not already taught us. Still, being scouts gave Us
a chance to get into new woods to the south, and the
campout in Decernber was a fantastic opportunity. We
were up and out in the woods hours before the early
risers. lVe hadn't been scouts very long, and we had no
regard for the discipline necessary to keep twenty-five
kids from getting lost, killd, or injured. We didn't need
anyone to protect us from the woods; the idea was as
$azy as hiding from storms. So we got up early and
went wherever there might be something of interest.

We knew the storm was coming hours before anyone
else did, and we knew that it was going to be a great one
to watch. lVhen it started to gather at the western edge
of the sky, we started to look around for a place to
weather the storm and watch it. But we knew we'd be in
trouble if we did. Our parents had warned us repeatedty
about wandering off and making everybody worry
about us, and we decided to go back n@rer to camp. We
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consoled ourselves wi,th the idea that prhaps one of the
scoutmasters mrght know something about storms that
we didn't.

The scoutmaster was a well-treoning man, but even
whep he stood up he seemed to be sitting behind a desk.
It dfd not seem'likely that he would tinow something
about the wilderness that we did not, but we were
willing to learn from anybody, and we had found that

. often the rnost unlikely people gave us information that
was invaluable. I had lerned a lot from old Pineys, and
I had'learned even more about deer from an old man
who lived in the woods and fed hundrds of them every
day. He could name more than a hundred der by sight,
and they would come up and eat out of his hand,
although they would not even Come close to me.

Rick and I walked back through the woods watching
the clouds come in, dark gray with a brownish gray
above, trailing long wisps of snow. Before we were fif-
t n rninutes on the trail back, everything was covered
with snow. lVe stopped oR a rise about halfway along
and looked back over the trail we had come up. The
cloudshovered over the little valley behind us like a low
roof, and the snow fell out of the clouds in one dense
and continual stream so that there seemed to be a direct
connection between the forest and the sky.

The curtain that hung there would eventually move,
and when it did, going back toward the camp would be
futile. Obviou$ly, ws would have to curl up when it
ov€rtook us. We could not travel too hard because if we
bcgnn to sweat heavily, w€ would not be able to lie down
and let the snow cover us up if the going got bad. Stitl
ws had no s€nse of being in danger. If worse same to
worst, we could wait a little and dig into a snowbank.
We were safe enough wherever we were. \ile could, if we
gave it a little time, break enough pine branches in a few
rninuts to make a brush l€n-to. Pine nedles would
krep a small fire going for the duration of the storm if
we wanted lunrry.
, The storm caught up with u$ before we got back to

cernp. A white vcil of fine, small grain$ k€pt failing and
uansforming everythiqg. tfe wandered around ffi
\ 1
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merized, watching it fall. We moved so erratically that it
would have been hard to say when we were simply
making side trips after something unusual and when we
were lost" lVe spent too much time backtracking our-
selves, and we did not get back until late in the day. But
we were having a good time, and although the walking
had gotten noticeably harder, we were moving through
the woods like'chickadees flnng for the sheer joy of it.

Watching the storm from the luxury of lean-tos with
bunks opening into the wind was going to be a treat, and
to some extent, w€ looked forward to watching the
storm in that kind of comfort, even if it did insulate us a
bit from the true nature of the storm. You have tobe in
the $torm to understand the sense of awe that fills the
chickadee with joy. If watching from inside seemed like
it was costing us the full experience of the storm, we
could always go outside again.

We wondered if we would be able to talk somebody
out of giving up the front bunks at the open face of the
lean-to. Because we w€re new and they did not know
our abilities, or because we were the youngest, they had
put us in bunks at the low end of the sloping lean-to,
closed off from the weather on all threC sides. Rick
didn't think we could get anybody to voluntarily give up
a bunk with a great view for one that $'as all closed in
like ours, but we reminded each other that we could
always go outside if we wanted. lVhat happened when
we got back was incomprehensible to us.

The scoutmaster same toward us moaning and
wringing his hands. "Oh, God, you're backr" he said.
"We thought you were already dead." I looked at Rick
to see if he understood what the man was moaning
about between his chattering teeth. But Rick couldn't
understand him either.

"V[Iho's dead?" we said. I noticed for the first time
that the man's lips were blue and his face was wind-
bitten. He looked as if he had been left laying on his
face in the snow for an hour. His hands came out from
under his armpits for the first time since we saw him and
went waving arouRd in the air like lunatics. "We're
deadl" he shoutod.
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If he had not been an adult, I would have thouglrt he
was on the ragged edge of panic, but we had been
h4ving $o much fun that it took me a minute to realdre
he was serious. "I can't get a fire going!" he moaned.
"The wind's blowing! It's ablfuard." He sounded as if
woe after wo€ had ben pile4 upon hirn until he had
begn to break. "'We can't get the cars out!" He looked
at us as if he were on the witness stand. "We only
waited an hour and we couldn't get thern out. We're
going to die here if we don't get some help! " He
shouted at us as if we were too stupid to grasp the enor-
mity of our situation.

Then he began to look at us as if there was something
odd about us he could not quite put his finger on. He
went around us like a mother bird whose eggs hav,e ben
disturbed. It was obvious that we *eren't particutarly
cold, and we'd been gon€ a long time in the storm and
didn't look any the worse for wear. The fact that we
were warm, calm, and reasonable was probably what
made him listen to us. That, and the fact that he was
desperate.

"IVell, do you want us to walk into town?" we said,
and his hands went waving around agarn. "No! No! It's
twelve miles or more!" Actually, it was only seven in a
straight line, and we ,had walked further than that
coming home frorn the Good Medicine Cabin some-
times. If we had known the true distance, we might have
wafked it. Instead we offered to do it when the storm
settled. "'We can't wait until the storm's over!" he said.
'nlVe need help now!"

He said it with the frenzy of a man who has forgotten
I to inform ariybody about exactly where in the huge
[ ' ' prtxerve he is going to be camped and who doen't ex-
l. pect help for days at best. 

'We 
looked into the lean-tos.

1., They were open-faced garage-tJrpe affairs with a roof
l. that sloped down toward the back. Each had ten Army
f, , spring cots in metal fr4mgs. All three were fitled with
t : boyr huddting in their sleeping bags, crying or shivering
r; or cruled up quietly waiting to die. I could not believe it.
[, : They had gotten tbe official word that they were
5. going to die, and they had begun to prepare themselves
Hi:r: 

'  ,. ' ' .  '

&;,,'.
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in whatever way they could, but they had done nothing
to survive. Even if they had all gotten together and hud-
dled ip a pile in the corner of one of the lean-tos, they
wbuld have had a much better chance of surviving. If
they had grven the extra sleeping bags to the outer layer
of the pile, they could have kept wann that way.

we told the scoutmaster that we had been out in the
woods in snow a lot of times before and that we could
make a fire if he and the assistant scoutmaster could
close off the front of the middle lean-to. Once he saw a
directiotr, the scoutmaster calmed down and got all the
scouts into the middle lean-to and laid picnic tables up
against the front of the lean-to, leaving a space for us to
make a fire.

By canting the tables out, we could use them as a
reflector that would throw the heat back into the lean-
to. Rick and I started our fire as we always did, with
cedar shavings and with ground up pine needles. tile
chose for who would be the one to make the windscreen
and I lost. Making the windscreen entailed opening your
jacket like a pair'of wings and settling down ovei the
tinder like a bird roosting.

If you did not back up quick enough once the tinder
caught, you got a hot stomach; and if you jumped back
too soon, the fire went out. It was a delicate art and I
got off a little late. But after I had slapped out the
smoldering of my sweater we had the fire going, and
before too long the lean-to was almost warm enough for
everybody's taste.

After that, things got a lot easier as people warmed up
and became useful again. We opened the tables out into
reflectors and covered them with tin foil. As people got
warrn, we sent them out to gather wood. when it itarted
to get dark, and most of the wood within easy reach had
been gathered and burned, Rick and I took on the task
ofstaying up all night and keeping the fire going.

We went off into thp snow a little further each time,
following our own markings and bringing back the
wood. Whenever the sweat we worked up lrtting the
wood started to become a gate to the cold, wJwouii get
back to the fire and cook up again before we went out to
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get some more. We *atchcd thc rolling whiteness bulld
up until it tooked like the woods were being flooded
with white, slow-motion water.

watched'the snow coming down and down and down,
erasing the distant, dimming the close-at-hand; We
watched the woods fill and fill, and we laughed at the
slgen3rs with their heads hidden in their sleping b3gg,
missing everything the storrn was bringing u$. The winds
had picked up even as we were walking back, and before
light, the snow had stopped falling. But the wind was
blowing so strongly that it didn't matter, and the woods
filled faster and faster as the drifts collected passing
flakes and set them to work catching others.

As it got lighter, w€ could see the tail of the storm
going over us, and the winds scurrying along with it,
stirring up the snow and reshaping it like an impatient
artist working toward perfection. I watched the patterns
form and unform as morning came up hidden some-
where behind the clouds. The snow was blowing a
steady hiss of dyrng flakes into the fire. We stoked it'
more and more as the wind began blowing the heat off
the flame tips.

lVe got sweaty working so close to the fire and our
trips afield had to be made shorter and shorter. The
storm was gone, but it had left behind a picture of the
motion of the woods as it had passed, with everyr surve
of that rnotion outHned in the tops of the snowbanks.
The woods were quiet, except for the chickad€s who
seemsd to be cheiing in another storm or announcing
that if they had survived another storm withouf cover,
ev€ryone under cover must surely have survived. They
w€re in a s€nse the robins of winter announcing that
rebirth is right around the corner.

fik ana-i too*ed forwlrrd to a full day of traching as
the animals carne out of cover to feed themselves. The
sun camc out about two hours later, and just as it did a

' huge Army truck came around the bend and down into
tht cfeariig. A gtly in fatistucs iumpcd otlt of thc
ffissng€r's-side and startd waving hfo woal ffi","Are
you pcoplc all rieht?" bG yclled.
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"Yeahr" we yelled back, "'We're having a great
time." The guy let his hand drop and cocked his head
and asked us what we had said. "We're fine," we
yelled. "'We'll be back on Tuesday!" The man shrugged
and started getting back intci the cab when the scout-
master woke up and bolted out of the lean-to shoutiilg,
"Don't listen to them! They're crary! Get us the hell out
of here! "

So we did not get to track that part of the Pine
Barrens until months later, but we got to go home and
learn about the search that had been carried out for us.
The scoutmaster gave us a lot of credit, and we were
minor heroes for a short time. But it was all so simple
that Rick and I took more than ordinary twelve-year-old
pride in it.

We stayed in the Boy Scouts for a while because we
became resident experts on nature, but we found that
after a while we weren't learning anything new. There
were no more winter campouts after that one, and we
abandoned the Boy Scouts to spend our full time at our
own exploration of the world. But it did not ceise to
arnaze and worry me that those scouts would have died
there through their own inaction if we had not told them
the obvious-. f resolved that when I eventually became a
scoutmaster, my troop would be able to survive a bliz-
zatd with ease.

V/hat we had done had been easy for us, but it still
told us how far we had come in relation to people who
had not been traind, and it made us realize that we had
finished our apprenticeship and were ready to expand
and use our skills. The fact that they had helped
somebody made us feel good, and we looked thereafter
for people we could help.

The woods seemed full of people after that, and we
were always finding people who had gone too far off a
major trail or who had wandered in circles for hours or
days. Later that summer we passed a police car and a
blue Ford on the shoulder of the road on our way out of
the woods. lVe were practicing our stalking and we
moved with the short burst of motion and slow catlike
movements of the close stalk.
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I came up silently behind the policcman and tapped
him on the shoulder. H€ had his gun half drawn as he
turned. After a few minutes of curiing and a ten-minute
lecture on sneaking up on people like that, we found
that the people in the sar had stopped for a roadside
picnic and their five-year-old had wandered away.

I had seen his tracks a little way up the trail and or-
dinarily, I would have foltowed thern, but Rick and I
were on our way home and we were already late. The
rescue squad people had pulled up in their white bread
truck and started milling around trying to get in-
formation, like ants bumping into one another. 

'We 
said

we could find him, and we showed them where his trail
wgnt.

They started crashing into the brush around the trail
and covering the prints. Rick and I made our first
discovery: it's easier to find somebody by yourself than
with a lot of people who don't know what they're doing,
getting in the way. The longer I track lost people, the
clearer that becomes. If I get in before the five hundred
searchers, the track is infinitely easier to follow and
quite often the longest part of the search is finding the
first footprint out beyond where the sarchers have
gone.

.We got out in front of therr as soon as we could and
followed the trail. We moved a lot faster than they did,
and we came on the boy sitting by a stream about a mile
atryay. It felt good to have helped somebody, and we
likd being the ccnter of attractisn and having the
re$cue squad grve us coffee out of the truck, but the trail
was of no great interest to us in its,elf. A human being in
the woods usually isn't as interisting as a animal. Most
people churn up the landscape only slightly less than a
bear.

Later I would come to far more ambiguous hurnan
trails and far more interesting ones. But until I had done
a lot more tracking, the trail of a persoq in the woods
was of no further interest to me ong€ I had established
his business there, but the trail of an animat could lead
to days of ihforuration add obsenration.

I was always annzed at the glint of &olute terror at
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being lost that I found in the eyes of so many of the lost
people. Once when I was hiking toward a camp in Lacey
tract, I kept coming across the same car tracks, going
down the same piece of road, sometimes two or three
times a couple of days apart. I was never extremely in-
terested in car tracks, except that they told me about the
flow of outsiders in the pines, but I kept wondering if
there was sornething wrong because the tracks went over
each other so many times.

It was summer, and a lot of people came in off the
roads who would not normally have gone into the
woods. I thought it might be someone who had come
into a place once and then tried to find it again a couple
days later but couldn't. But there was something that
didn't seem right about the trail, but I could not quite
put my finger on it. I found out what was wrong when I
came out of the woods near a bend and saw a'man
cooking a little piece of meat on a charcoal grill.

There were a bunch of kids in the car crying and
fighting, and his wife was crying even louder. I came up
to him and asked if I could help him. He looked at me as
if he was not sure I was real and then started stam-
mering out questions too fast to keep up with. I told him
that y€s, I did know how to get out, and yes I would
show him the way. He ran around to his wife's window
and told her what she had probably overheard anyway.
The crying quieted down and the man came back over
and told me that they were vacationers from North
Jersey who had come to the shore for a week and had
decided to go on a picnic on their way home. They had
thought it would be fun to spend their last day in the
pines.

He said that they had gotten off the main trail and got
turned around in the endless tangle of roads that all
look alike until you've been down them a few dozen
times. They had spent almost a whole tank of gas trying
to find their way out. He had been parked where he was
since the day before, when the gas tank had gotten too
low to go any further without making it impossible to
get out. ,

They had been sitting there in their own fresh tracks,
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waiting unknowingly for their own car to come back
down that road and iave them. I didn't have the heart to
tell them that lhey had probably been following their
own freshly rnade tracks in circles the whole time.

I could s€ their trail in rny mind, charging in a
straight line for a while, then going in circles off it for a
longer- time, then going in a straight line again that
curved into more circles. They could well havi run out
of gaq and died wandering around on foot trying to get
gut. They had begun rationing their food the second
day, and he had been cooking up the last of the meat.
They were afraid to drink tha water except when they
were desperate. They did a lot of the nght things, and
ttrcy were lucky. Two or three people a vear were not.

I told the man how to get out. He was only a twisting
mili and a half from the main road, but he literally
Feg.C me to take him there instead of directing him
because he was afraid he would get off the trail and
qetrer get back aghin. Naturally, I got in the car and
drove out to the main road with ttrem and saw them on
their way. All the way out, they looked at the trees with
abject terror. It was a concept I could not identify with.

Therb were many times, especially in the beginning,
when I did not know where I was in relation to-whers I
had started out, but I was never lost. At least I was not 

'

lost in the sense that I was 
'someplacc 

that I would not
come back from unharmd. By the time we were going
deep into tte woods, stalking lvolf had traind me so
well that "lost" no longer meant anything. I could exist
whenwer I was in the Pine Barrens for as long as I
needed to. I knew where food was, I knew where liould
{rink, and I had an infinite variety of things to watch.
Everything I could want was immediately it hand. If I
was lost, I seemed bctis off than a lot br pmple who
we,r€n't. I was always at home, wherever f was. Only
when I camg out of ilre forest did I find out how easv ii
was to get lost.
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LD/Iersey Devil

When Stalking Wolf gove us o test, it was not a test in
the sense thal it coild be graded. It wos o woy of
knowing what to wo,rk on next. The importance of the
test was not the results but what wedid with them.

This was always the case for Rick and me. All we cared
about was the information, and a difficult failure often
taught us more than two or three easy successes.

fhere were always two parts to the test, it seemed.
One part testcd sorire skill.- Stalking Wolf rriade us run
to keep up with him, and for a man as old as he was, he
could 

-move 
unbelievably fast. Brrt there was another

dimension to what h€ did. Stalking Wolf did not sal-w-e
had to keep up with hi6, but if we didn't, wQ couldn't
hear what he was saying. He irnprOved our endurance
while testing the limits of our commitment to knowing.
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A limitless commitment to learning was less im-
portant than knowing the limits we had and what they
were. Our training was a matter of defining our limits to
ourselves as well as a way of sharpening our skills.
Stalking Wolf taught us the basic principles of survival.
The essential question anyone neds to ask to suryive is
"What do I need most and how can I get it?'"' Built into
that question is the idea of knowing how much each
thing is needed and how much each thing is worth. 'We

learned those lirnits by testing, by experimentation.
lVe learned the limits of how many things we could

break with our Kung Fu techniques by breaking things
until we couldn't break any more; and then we accepted
that as our temporary limit. We learned the limits of our
hunger by testing it.

Given adequate water, it takes a month to starve to
death in a book, but there are practical limits as well as
theoretical ones. There is a point after which hunger
either takes up the whole of your mind or becomes in-
significalilt. We fasted until we found that after the
second day it gets easier and easier, until you come to a
point where you know the only thing that could stop
your fast would be the bodily decay that comes with
death.

We learnd two things from our tests, the limits of
our power and the limits of our will. One was a
measurement of our skill and the other was the
measurement of our personality. If we were in the
woods and without food, w€ knew how long that fact
would make us uncomfortable and how long before it
would affect what we could do. We always knew how'
long before we would have to think in survival terms
and that thinking allowed us to function normally in
what would have-seemed like life-or-death situations to
anyone el$e. Most people underegtimate their abilities
because they have nwer had a chance to test their limits.

A lot of peopte panic in the woods because they think
they are facing-impossible obstacles. Almost univer-
sally; those who have survived impossible circumstances
did not panic and found that they could survive far
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beyond what they normally thought of as their limits.
We knew what our linits were, and we knew that th€re
was probably a reserv€ behind them that would only
cotne out when the crisis was for real.

How many boards, how many bricks, how fast, how
far, how high-we were always finding out what our
Amits were and how far forward they had moved since
the last time we measured them. Statking Wolf set up
our major tests and the most important of thosc came
when we were twelve. There was a section of th€ Pine
Banens which we catted HelI because it was almost
without water, one of the very few areas like that in the
Pine Barrens becairse the sandy soil makes it a natural
watershed. Hell seemed hotter than an]rwhere else and
harder to live in or walk through than it should have
ben. Exploring that areia always tired us out more than
exploring other places, and it was not a place we would
have voluntarily spent the night.

I was still afraid then, but my fears stemmed more
from the unknown than from the true physical dangers
of being in the woods alone. The Jersey Devil, the huge
hairy monster who lived uncatchable in the swamps and
came out periodically to rob graves and kill people who
blundered onto him, frightened me more than anything
else. I had collected stories about the Jersey Devil from
all of the old Pineys and each had a way of telling his
stories that was so individual that nothing they said
could be a lie.

I did not question the existence of the Jersey Devil; so
many people had told me that he existed so much more
vividly than people had told me he didn'f exist, that it
was easy for my twelve-ysar-old mind to se who was
telling the truth. I thought of him wittr horror trd,
although I could keep that terror out of my mind
enough to camp with Rick and to go into the woods
alone, I had not yet camped out alone, except over-

, :night.

i There is something about
fi'nieht thar is differenl from

camping out alone for a
camping out alone for a
tQ a IqrW stalr as I krlflt,,!f,re€k. There are advantages
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from camping for weeks with Rick. Because you
become so familiar to the animals, life in the woods goes
back to its ndrrral. routine and you see things that
anyone who cornes and stays a day or so cannot s€.

But there were dangers as well. The solitude and the
ptue alonencss of being so far from any human com-
munication was something to think about. But what
troubled me most was that I would run into the Jersey
Devil out there in the dark.

Stalking wolf said that if we took our knives and
camped in Hell for a week alone, we would never be
afraid of anything again. He gave us strict instructions
about what area we had to stay in and what trails we
could use. If we saw another human being during our
stay, we were to come back immediately and begin again
at another time. We were allowed an area outside Hell
with a stream running through it to fish in and get water
from, but we had to make our camp in Hell and explore
mostly within its limits.

Noi+'trere aio my a;rritory overlap Rick's. we were
given a set of trails to go in by, and a separate set by
which to come back out. But both our trails started and
ended at alarge pine tree in a clearing, where we were to
meet Stalking Wolf on the eighth day. Rick and I wished
each other luck and took off our separate ways.

It was late June, just after we got out of ichool, and
the camping was easy. The trek for water was new the
first few days and full of interesting detours. Thereafter
I had landmarks, a lizard here, a mouse there, an owl,
some rabbits to keep track of as I went by every day,
agd the trip was a pleasure instead of drudgery. But the
nights were difficult.

I became good at making fires because the alternative
was to be alone in the dark with the Jersey Devil. I
learned to sleep soundly without sleeping at atl by
waking up with the crack of every branch until I could
pick out the sound of a squirrel from the souBds of a
deq, By the thiril night, I could slcp througtr sithout
waking to the qrack of every twig and the snapback of
ev€ry branch,
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That night I heard the first crack of a branch that had
to be made by something walking upright. I came
awake, 8s I had trained myself to do, with my knife in
my hand. Out across the fire, something was moving
that was not a deer or anything else on four legs. I was
dead certain that it was the Jersey Devil. But before I
could see it, it stopped-there was no more sound the
rest of the night. I nodded at the fire with one hand on
my knife and one on my throwing stick.

In the mornitrg, it seemed to have been only a dream,
and I went back to the pleasures of surviving. I went
down into the lower part of Hell where there was a field
of wild wheat and found a quail run. I bent down and
when the quail came scurrying alotrg, I threw the stick
up the path so he had nowhere to run and nowhere to
hide. I doubt that he even saw the stick coming. There is
a harder method, sitting beside the run and striking
down at the quail as it goes by, but it takes a lot more
practice and gets messy if you're not quick. There is a
third way, setting a short bow, a foot and a half high,
next to the run and shooting the quail as it goes by with
a very pointed three-pronged stick. The stick thrown
straight down the run was the most primitive method
and the best, if the quail didn't duck or see me leaning
down.

I had a particularly good throwing stick, one that I
had made from a knobbed root. It had a good heft to it
and a nice easy motion off the hand. I threw that stick
continually. When we were sitting around waiting for
some special part of the day, I threw my stick more
often than I did our Kung Fu exercises. I rarely missed
with it. I took the quail back to the camp and ate it. By
Stalking Wolfs rules, although we were allowed to
leave Hell to hunt, we had to go immediately back when
we were finished hunting. I also took back an eel that I
had caught at the stream and some cattail roots to last
me the rest of the week so I wouldn't have to go down
there again. I might as well have been a muskrat.

When it started to get dark, I lost myself in careful
preparations for supper. I put together my fire like a
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diamond cutter, and I worked continually to keep its
size exact. I cooked up the stew in the shell of the snap-
ping turtle I had caught the first day. I savoured it and
tested it until the eating of it could not be put off any
longer. I ate the fish slowly and pretended I did not see
night coming down all around me.

Stars came out, a small portion of moon came up, but
I went on with my meal as if it were still afternoon. I
stayed up a long time feeding the fire in small precise
amounts and I let myself nod off as I sat there. The
crack of a branch Snapped my head up"

I had no idea how long t had dozed off for I had no
idea that I had even moved, until I found rnyself on rny
feet. I crouched there with my knife in one hand and my
throwing stick in the other, spot-looking the four direc-
tions for attackers. I could hear it coming through the
brush toward fr€, snapping branches out of its way as if
it hated everything it came in contact with. I was frozen
with terror and then I started jumping around and
waving my knife at it to ward it off. I saw it only as a
huge dark shadow coming out of the trees with a ghostly
white luminescence around it. I knew it was the Jersey
Devil.

I shrieked at it to make it go away, but it stayed and
came closer. Before long it was too close for me to run.
Anything that huge would surely run me down on
uneven ground and tear me limb from limb. Part of
what I did then was fe4r, and part was craziness, and
part was simple knowledge of the way things survive.
Mostly, though, it was a reflex that said, "When you're
trapped and there's no other way out-attack!" Like
the rabbit who goes berserk between the paws of the fox
and escapes because the fox has no response for a rabbit
that bites back. I took attack as my last hope for sur-
vival.

But on the rational level, I was totally convinced that
I was going to die, torn to shreds, dragged away and
eaten. I believed that it was so. Whatever was lurking at
the edge of my firelight was about to kill rl€, and I had
no escape. The fire flew higher and I thought I saw the
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creature, huge and hairy, just beyond the fringes of the
light, watching me as if it wondered how I would even-
tually taste.

A miraculous thing happened to me at that moment.
My fear turned itself inside out and became maniacal
rage. I was still there and I was still scared, but I was too
mad for fear to have any effect. I went flnng into the
darkness with my knife and stick flaiting, screaming as I
went.

But the thing retreated in front of me and stayed out
of reach of my knife. It never slowed so much that I
would risk the throwing stick to bring it down. I did not
want to kill it or even fight with it; I only wanted to
drive it off. Since it looked like the only way to risk a
thing like that was to kill it outright, I went at it with
everything I had.

I believe I must have chased it two hundred yards,
well into the woods, before I fell down, too exhausted to
run or punch or stab another time. I stayed on my hands
and knees, panting, with my head hanging. I did not
care if whatever I was chasing turned and came back on
me all teeth and appetite. I did not care. I had spent my
rage. I had spent my fear. I did not even care if death
came quickly. There was nothing left to be afraid of.
Eventually I looked up and there was nothing there.

In the morning when I got uF, I found my tracks
leading out of camp at a frantic run and leading back
with a calm measured step, but there were no other
tracks anyvhere along the trail. There were no broken
branches or snapped twigs where I thought I had heard
them, and there were none of the breaks in the brush
that something that big would have had to make, even
going on all fours. There was no evidence that anything
had been there, and yet I knew that I had seen what I
had seen. I had chased something through the night.

I went back to camp and thought about it all day. I
had seen something but nothing had been there. If it had
been Stalking Wolf there would have been tracks surely,
some sign that he had come to check up on me to see if I
was all right and had not gone beyond my limits.
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tsut tfiere rvas no sign that anyone had heen there, and
no marks except my own. I came to the conclusion that
what I had seen had been my own fear which had given
ground and then fled entirely when I confronted it. I
have not been truly afraid since.

My fear was gone. Stalking Wolf had been right. The
rest of the stay was easy. I slept the whole night
through. Nothing moved in the night. Nothing moved in
my dreams. I slept in the arms of my natural reflexes
certain that they would never let me down unless I in-
terfered with them. I slept naturally, without anxiety.

The next day I made a fishhook out of some bones
and went down and caught a pickerel. The day after I
made a spearing trident and speared a catfish. He hung
in the water, waving in the invisible wind of the current
until I thrust a foot or so beyond his shape as Stalking
wolf had taught rne and pierced him. The long thin
point impaled hirn while the two side hooks kept him
from wriggling away. Cleaned and cooked, the fish were
delicious with a side order of cattail root and some
sassafras tea. I ate like a king and put on weight.

Days were lary, filled with easy summer pleasures.
Cloud watching, bird watching, fishing. I went down to
the sand and tracked grasshoppers as Stalking wolf had
once had us do. Along the sandy places between bushes
there were little scratches in the dust where they sat,
where they leaped, and where they landed. The legs told
me the directiotr, I knew roughly how far they could
jump, and I simply laid out a straight line and moved
my face along it until I came to the next set of tracks.

I caught a handful of them out of the bush and took
them to a bare spot 20 or 30 yards in any direction from
the nearest bush. I sat with my eyes closed for half an
hour waiting for them to get where they were going.
Then I followed the marks crawling carefully to avoid
other prints until I found the bushes each of them had
gone to. I chose the most popular bush, and caught a
whole shirtfull out of it. I took them back to camp,
cooked them, and ate them. I thanked the spirit-that-
moves-in-all-things for showing me the excess that could
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be taken without damage. I stayed my days, being fed
ou_t_gf the pattern of the woods, until it wajtime to-go.

when the eighth day came, I could have easily stiyed
another seven, or another seventy. i had comi to fike
being alone so much that I did not ever want to go back.
But on the eighth_day, I took my knife and rest6red -i
camp as much as I could and went back toward the pin-e
tree where Stalking Wolf was waiting for us.

\
-
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INDIAN STYLE WALK
PLACING ONE F@T tN FROI.IT OF THE OTHER

77/lnvisible Walking

I got up just before sunrise, but I did not leave Helt until
much later in the morning. We were to meet Stalking
woA at noon, and I did not want to be early for fear ;f
seeming like I wanted to get out of there. I knew that in
his camp, Rick was probably doing the same. There was
no need to ntsh, and there seemed to be even more
things to see than usual.

I was not even certain that it was time to go back, and I
had to sit for a while counting off the 

-days 
by their

even_ts, Root Sunday, Gopher Day, the day of the
grackle fight, three Jersey Devil days, and one to
celebrate. I was in the morning of the eighth day, the
day we were to meet Stalking Wolf at noon undli the
Clearing Pine.

Leaving was a mere fornlality. I could have stayed

r24
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there as long as I wanted or needed to. My fear was
gone, and I had found that living there was easy com-
pared to what I had expected. Once I was no longer on
the verge of letting panic steal my wits, everything came
easily. But even when the snap of a twig tore me out of
my soundest sleep in heart-squeezing terror, I had been
able to survive.

I had done the daily things that must be done to keep
alive, even when all I could think about was the coming
of night and the Jersey Devil sitting somewhere digging
his claws into a fallen log and watching the sun set. I did
what needed to be done. I had survived, and when I
finally learned to let my instincts and my training do
their work, things had gotten easy.

The last part of the week had been a festival. The
rnore I looked at the emptiness of Hel[, the fuller it got.
When it was time to go, I promised myself I would come
there again often because I was leaving behind so much
that I had not had time to explore thoroughly enough. It
was one of those times when what I did felt so righf, that
there was no need to ask Stalking Wolf for con-
firmation.

Even if he told me to come back again and look
harder, even if the fact that I had had no vision made
me take the test again, I knew that I had done exactly
and completely what I had needed to do. I had the sense
of relief that comes from knowing that you have done
the hardest of all the things you have to do, and the in-
dependence that comes from having done something
very difficult and important to yourself, even though no
one else thinks it's the least significant. I had met my
fear, foolish though it had been, and I had conquered it.

It did not matter if what I had seen was only Stalking
Wolf come to check up on me. Through the distortion
of my fear, what I saw was truly the Jersey Devil, and if
the Jersey Devil of legend had come in the flesh toward
ffi€, I would have acted no differently. The fact that my
triumph might seem trivial to anyone else did not
diminish its magnitude for me.

I knew that things might still frighten me from time
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to time, but nothing could set me flying into that blind
panic out of which the prey is almost always taken. I
was not vulnerable in that way any more, and it opened
up important new worlds for me. New worlds I wanted
to explore in their entirety, starting where I was. But I
did not want Stalking wolf to think that I did not have
the skill to come back when I should. I restored as much
of the landscape as possible and started down the trails,
taking them in the exact order they had been given. I
was going out a different set of trails than I had gone in,
leaving behind the frightened little boy who had come
into the woods a week before.

My fear would always exist in those woods, but it
would have no power over me any more. I would be able
to pass it within touchitrg, without a frightened glance.
The world had been greatly changed, and I did not make
the time I should have, leaving as late as I did.
Everything seemed so wondrously different from what
it had been a week earlier that I kept stopping and
looking aroutrd, trying to take it all in at once in some
way that would make it indelible. I wanted to hold
forever the woods as they were, impossibly new and
bright.

And yet I was troubled because I had not had my
vision. I had seen a number of beautiful and significant
things, but nothing I had seen had so stunned me that I
would know it for an omen. That omission disturbed me
as I went down the trails, but it did not fog my attention
to what was around ffi€, nor did it make me any less
grateful for what I had been lucky enough to ex-
perience.

I did not realize that there was no necessity for my
vision to come to me in a dream, nor for it to come
while I was in Hell. Possibly, I wandered as much as I
did because I wanted to find that rare sight that is so
perfectly balanced, so perfectly composed, that you
know it cannot be the work of chance or some blind
force stirring up life in a random pattern. I was coming
through a cedar swamp when I saw it.

I had expected something exciting and dangerous,
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and I was not prepared for what I saw. The light came in
slantwise through the cedar skeletons in long flat blades.
A short steep waterfall dropped like a shaft of ice and
beside it on a bed of moss, invisible in a semicircle of
bushes, was a small, tan fawn. The light came down on
it like a spotlight and some of it hit the waterfall and
burst into star-shaped rainbows. The beauty of it made
the tears roll down my cheeks, and I felt greatly honored
and yet greatly humbled. I watched it until a cloud came
and shut off the light for a secotrd, and when the rays
shot back into the glade, the fawn was gone. I moved
away as quietly as if it were still there.

The shaft of light still crackled with sunbeams and the
mist from the waterfall flattened and hung along the
water. It seemed to glitter still with perfect rightne,s,s,
like a flawless motion in the newer perfected part of
some pattern working its way toward complete per-
fection. I had seen the spirit-that-moves-in-all-things
moving through the woods, and it touched me in a way
that has shaped me ever since. Every day I work toward
being part of the miracle whose glory has not faded over
all these years. In everything I do I hope to see the
motion of that force moving everywhere at once as I saw
it once near that waterfall, for only an instant.

When I looked up to get the time, the sun was a white-
yellow disc behind clouds that looked like puffy gray
paving stones. Sunlight ran down between them like
melted gold pouring through the cracks in the floor of
the sky. I was a little behind where I should have been,
and I moved up the trail picking up my wonders on the
fly.

By the time the sun was right overheod, I was just
coming into the clearing. Rick was coming into it from
the far side, but we did not laugh or wave or come
shouting toward each other as we would have a week
before. 

'We 
smiled and walked solemnly toward the

Clearing Pine. But Stalking Wolf was not there.
I wanted to tell Rick everything that had happened to

rtr€, but I had the feeling that he already knew, that he
had, in his own woy, been touched by the same inex-



I28 TI{E TRACKER

plicable beauty, and that he had triumphed over his own
personal demons in the dark. The clearing seemed dif-
ferent somehow, as if it was a stage instead of a live
place. Rick seemed to sense it too, because he did not
laugh or wave even when we got close, We looked for
Stalking Wolf, but he was not there, and we went
toward the tree to see if he was not hiding on the side of
the trunk away from both of us"

But when we got to it and went all around it, we did
not even find his tracks. 'We 

were puzzled; it was not at
all like Stalking Wolf to be late for something as im-
portant as that. It never occurred to us that he rnight be
sick or hurt. His age alone seemed proof to us that he
was indestructible. X wondered if perhaps Rick and I
had both miscounted tFre days, and t had a picture of
Stalking Wolf coming the next day and telling us that we
had to start all over because we had seen another person
before our time was up. But it was unlikely that we were
both wrong about the day and we sat down under the
tree to wait.

Much as I wanted to tell Rick everything that had
happened, it did not seem right to speak out loud there
at that moment. I could see Rick bubbling with the same
mysteries, but we sat in silence for a long time. Finally, I
saw the twig at the edge of the clearing. It was bent in-
tentionally in the form that Stalking Wolf had told irs
meant, "Something important! Here!" I was up and
running toward it two steps sooner than Rick, but he got
there first anyway.

What we found was a perfect, newly-made footprint
that we knew had to belong to Stalking Wolf. There
were more prints backward down the trail, but they
stopped at the edge of the clearing. We went all around
the outside of the clearing looking for signs, but there
was no print or mark anywhere around the perimeter.

We scoured the whole clearing and even the tufts of
grass. The print was fresh; if he had walked on the
ground, he had left no mark and if he had walked on the
patches of grass, he had not bent it down. The footprint
was too fresh for the grass to have come back up the
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way it was. We sat down again under the tree to puzzle it
out. Stalking Wolfs voice broke from above us like
thunder out of a clear sky.

My heart doubled up, but I did not startle. The voice
seemed to come out of the sky. "A week &go, I saw two
boys walk into the woods," the voice said; "today I saw
two men come back out." Stalking Wolf came down the
tree like a squirrel and stood in front of us. He said
nothing, but his hand moved in eloquent patterns that
told us that what had happened to us was our own per-
sonal vision, and I knew what the hand meant.

When he had finished, Stalking Wolf smiled and
whatever ritual had passed between us was over. Rick
and I jumped up togethdr and started asking him how he
could have gotten across the clearing without leaving
tracks. He turned and walked softly back across the
clearing with Rick and me a few feet behind him
watching him go backwards from tuft of grass to tuft of
grass, pulling the trampled grass up behind him with a
twisting motion that made it spiral perfectly back into
place.

He moved so lightly that only part of his weight
seemed to be pushing against the ground at any one
time, and where he could not reach a tuft of grass, his
hand moved like a brush over the footprint and it was
gone except for a faint rustle of dust that might as easily
have been windblow. I believe I could have practiced all
my life without being able to walk that way as well as
Stalking Wolf. We followed him out of the clearing; he
went a mile or more without leaving a trace. The fact
that a man could go through the world without leaving a
trail was a miracle to us, and we followed Stalking Wolf
out of the clearing with awe.

On the way back to the Good Medicine Cabin, w€
practiced invisible walking on all kinds of terrain until
Stalking Wolf was satisfied that we understood the prin-
ciples. Rick had the light, swift movement of his grand-
father, and he left a lighter trail than I did. He was
faster at it because I coitld see so many more nuances to

- the track than he could, and I spent too much time



L3CI THE lIRACKER

covering up things that almost nobody else would be
able to see. I was too meticulous to be as fast as Rick,
but I got good speed at it after a while.

Thereafter, about half the time we went across any
grassy place, we took up our tracks behind us, and if we
had nothing better to do, we would go and clear our
prints from the trails around where we were. Once when
Stalking Wolf was supposed to come out with us for the
weeketrd, we erased all our prints from the trail with the
most meticulous care. We went over it again when we
were finished, using all the little techniques we had in-
vented erasing the other prints. We worked the whole
week, and when he came out, he stopped about 50 feet
from where our first print had been and srniled as if we
had tried to play an obvious joke on him.

I believe he was pleased that we had done such a
meticulous job, even if our erasures were like blotches
where our prints should have been. Still, I wondered
how he had known where we had started, and I asked
him. "I looked," he said. I had the feeling that he was
trying not to laugh.

"Yes, Grandfather," I said, "but what did you see?"
"Nothing, " he said.
"Well, what was disturbed then?" I asked.
"Nothing," he said. I knew the answer was going to

be obvious forever once I found it. "You look," he said
when I started to ask another question, and we went up
the trail. It looked perfect to me. Even I couldn't tell
where our prints had been and I had spent a week
erasing them. There was nothing that could have given
us away. Nothing!

I was another hundred yards up the trail'before I
realized that nothing was exactly what had given us
away. In our zealousness, w€ had erased every track
from the trail-rabbit, fox, oppossum, squirrel. We had
created a highway of nothing in the middle of all that
life. We might as well have painted the trail red to hide
our prints.

When we got to the cabin that day, Stalking Wolf told
us that he was going back to his reservation and would
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not be back until the end of summer. I had the feeling
that he thought he might not be coming back at all, and
I was worried when October came and he had not re-
turned. But he was back in November, and the worry
was for nothing.

I believe he sensed my fear and decided on the
ceremony as a way to make me understand that our
friendship was a special bond that could not be
damaged by time or distance. It was not, I believe, a
common ceremony, but when it was over I felt that in
all important ways he was still with us, even when he
left. I believe Stalking wolf selected it to make a point
that could not easily be put into words, and its effect on
us was permanent and profound.

V/e sat near the campfire in front of the Good
Medicine Cabin. Even the darkness seemed to shine
when the moon came up. Stalking Wolf spoke in his
own language, and his hand moved like years and firm
foundations. Then we passed the knife and laid the
blade against the pad of our palm and pressed it down
with our fingers until it bit just deep enough. Stalking
Wolf put his palm outward and Rick and I put ours
against it. Then he bound our hands together with a
strap of soft leather, and we sat for a long time smoking
Stalking Wolfs own preparation of herbs and tobacco
in a hand carved pipe made out of clay and bones.

His hand, after it passed the pipe, told us that our
true selves lived in the blood, and that what was
mingling was not simply our blood but our spirits. The
process of the ceremony bound us together in un-
breakable ways. Stalking Wolf undid the strap slowly,
and as the last twist of it dangled in the air from his
hand, a huge buck walked slowly into our camp.

We had not moved since the pipe had settled in
Stalking Wolfs lap which might have been hours
before. The buck came out of the cedar swamp like an
advanced scout clearing an area. He came through our
camp at a slow walk, checking from side to side, nosing
in our g€ff, and yet he walked right past us as if we
weren't there. At the far side of the clearing, he stopped
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and looked back. Out of the low mist of the swamp, the
deer came bounding in long slow arcs, tumbling after
one another like waves stacked behind each other by a
storm. Four doe and two fawns came gliding like the
moving parts of the same creature across the clearing.
They seemed to flow into the air, landing softer than
ballerinas and leaping again as if they intended to leave
the planet.

When the last of them had bounded beyond the glow
of our fire, the buck gathered himself like a storm cloud
and sprang up and over the bushes into the dark.
Stalking Wolfs hand rose like a benediction. "The
spirit-that-moves-in-all-things, " he said, "has shown us
great favor. Invisibility is a great gift." And it was true.
To have been invisible even for a moment was great
good fortune. To be invisible outside of the miracle was
hard work.

We worked constantly on being invisible. Stalking
Wolf taught us its secret. Passing unobserved is in-
distinguishable in practical terms from being invisible.
We learned the principles of passing unobserved. Be
still. Be silent. Conform to the shape of what surrounds
you. Take advantage of the shadows and places where
the light makes things uncertain. Stand above whenever
possible; most things do not look uF, deer rarely do.

If you want to be invisible to humans in the woods, he
taught us, keep your profile below chest level. Look
around trees, rocks, and other obstacles close to the
ground, not at eye level. We practiced every technique,
but it was not until we learned to blend in mentally with
the woods that we became as good as invisible.

We practiced constantly, working to make ourselves
as good as invisible even when we moved. A flowing
motion is harder to observe against the background of
the woods than an erratic or eccentric one. One of the
things that attracts predators to the sick and injured is
the way the motion of their bodies clashes with the flow
of the motion around them. "Move as the wind
moves," Stalking Wolf had taught us, and we made our
motion flow like the movement of leaves on wind-bent
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branches. Even around the house we practiced, getting
up and fitting our walk in behind someone who went
past. Walking in their footprints as their feet moved out
9f them, our legs almost touching theirs, we would glide
invisibly behind our parents and our friends dropbing
off before they turned to see us and slipping inio a
shadow or into a chair as if we had been sitting in it all
the time. we drove everyone crary, including each
other, popping out of nowhere, rising out of the shadow
of a tree or a wall, appearing suddenly in the middle of a
conversation to the surprise of whoever was standing
there.

when I moved right, when 
'the 

precision of my
training blended perfectly with the pattern around me, I
could catch out of the corner of my eye a faint halo of
the glory that had come to me with my vision. I could
see it shining out of all things like the bright shadow of
the spirit that moved beyond them.
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72 /True Lostness

Rick and I were inseparable. when anyone saw one of
trs, they were sure the other was around somewhere, and
nine times out of ten they would be right. Even when
orye of us went somewhere alone, the other got a report
of it os soon as we got together again. We shared
everything.

At the time, the only human being in the world who
knew what was really going on in my life and un-
derstood it was Rick. There was too much I could not
share with my parents for fear of frightening them into
keeping me out of the woods, and only a true nature
fanatic like Rick would have understood the importance
of much that I might have told them.

A good portion of most children's lives are invisible
to their parents. It's inevitable. Kids have to take risks

134
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to grow trp, and parcnts have a natural instinet to limit
the risks their child can take. So, most boys talce to
living private lives in which thqr risk going oc'-yond their
limit$ to find out what their limits arc. Rick and I tived
the bulk of our time together. It made for a closeness
that is almost never foundin adulthood.

We had only one falting out in the whole time I knew
hirr, and it was, I beliwe, an example of what I think of
as "true lostnss." True lostness h4d nothing to do with
the woods or the wildernss; in fact, the times I harrc
been most truly lost in rny life, I was almost always
living outside the woods. True lostness is when you have
forgotten the spiritual center of your life, when your
values have gotten so warpd with time that you do not
rcmember what is tnrly important. lVith Rick and me it
happened with skulls,

In the beglnnitrg, the skulls were treasures brought
back to remind us of great adventures or the vastness of
what the woods had to teach us. The center of our lives
was the understanding of nature. Skulls were a part of
our study. lVe collected them, identifisd them, analyzed

I them. They were a part of the woods that we could carry
laround with us, into school, &t home, anryhere we
lneeded. when city life and pennanent rule crowded in
lon us, lile neded a piee of nature to sustain us. Skulls
lwere god medicine, something sacrd because of its
lcorrespondende with soruething greater. The skulls were
la direct link with nature that kept us in contact with the
Itrue center of our lives.
I The prffss by which we lost that link was gradual,
land I doubt that even an introspective adult would have
l4oticed it. It occurred bGeause we focu$cd so intently on
Ith" skulls that they took on an imprtance in themselves
l+sd not for what th€y could teach us about naturc.
lGradually, we stopped colletrqg specimens of nature
land startd collwtirrg skulbl
l:. It was not loqg after that that we began to speud more
lStr€ at bome with our polletions than out in the woods
fuottccting. }lrhcn we went out in thc woods, wc could
F"t get out of the back of our minds that we might find
l d - . '
JEr- r':
ffiit,
H't*
GiiI :



136 TTIBIn'ACKER

a skull. When one of us did find one, the other was
happy for him but envious. Inevitably we came to the
perfect skull, and both of us reached for it at once.

We argued of course, the greed for skulls making us
blind to anything else. I let him pick it up having no idea
he would try to clairn it; he picked it up thinking I was
acknowledging his right to keep it. We fought over it all
the way home, and when Rick took it into his house
with him after an especially bitter exchange, we were no
longer speaking to one another.

For a while, our collections sustained us. We went
every day to school on the same bus but we never talk€d,
except to taunt one another with the number of skulls in
our collections or the rarity of a skull we had just found.
lVhen we passed each other in the woods, we did not
even nod. And we passed each other continually,
because we were constantly in the woods. It was as if
each of us was afraid the other was going to beat him to
all the good skulls. We missed most of what was around
us because of our greed for skulls. tVe stopped looking
up or around, skulls were found on the ground, w€
looked nearer and nearer to our feet. Gradually, we
passed each other without even looking up. We passed
werything else the same wa . The trails might just as
well have wound through factories for all we looked
around us. It took something spectacular to shake me
out of that stupidity.

I was going down into a marsh where I had not been
before and I found the only beaver mound I had ever
seen. Rick and I had always wanted to observe beaver,
but we had never found any. It was an incredible op-
portunity, and I bent down to look inside. There were
no beaver alive to watch, but I found the next best
thing, three full skeletons. I shouted for pure joy and
turned to tell Rick. He wasn't there of course. I felt like
the last person on earth.

Rick was the only one who could really understand
what fantastic luck it was to find not one but three full
skeletons, [Jsually all we found was a bone or a piece of
bone. lVe treated even the smallest bone with reverence.
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t$/hen we found a bos€ we would rope off the area with
strings and twigs. Then, we'd sit off frorn it a little and
observe it undisturbed, making estimations about what
part of what animal it was. Then we'd try to figpre out
what happened to it. The tracks were usually long gone
by then, but sometimes there was a bit of fur or a
feather that could give us a clue to guess from.

Usually the body had been attacked by dogs, and
we'd have to follow the traeks all over the place looking
for the next bone, which might be 100 yards away at the
next spot the dog lay down to rest. That was why the
skulls were so precious. Skulls were almost always
carried away to be eaten, the brain left for last and
carried home like ice cram. To find a whole skeleton in
one piece was worth a kingdom. Three were worth an
empire. i

There was nothing to do but go and find Rick. I did
not really care what I would have to say to him to be his
friend again. The skull was nothing. He could keep it.
We had wasted too much time over it as it was. As I ran
looking for Rick, the woods was visible to me for the
first time in weeks. Everpvhere I looked things seemed
to have leaped ahead in time. Important changes in the
greenery had conrc and gone unnoticed. I felt as bad
about having lost that as I did about having not shared
it with Rick. But I cheered myself with the thought that
we would not lose any more wonders out of pigheaded-
ness and greed. Rick could have all my skulls if he
wanted, as long as we got back to watching nature.

I knew Rick was down in a swamp about a mile and a
half away because I had seen him on the way in. I had
gone by him grumbling to myself that he would get the
good skulls first. It seemed ridiculous to me as I r?n,
that I had been that foolish. I took the widest trail to
make the running easier. There were shorter roirtes but
the wide trail would be fastest. Running did not

,'diminish my exciternent. Three whole skelJtons! And
,'beaver at that! Rick went running by me in the opposite
ii$irection. ,
$;i,,, I was two steps past him before it hit me and I almost
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tripped trying to turn and call after him against my
momentum. He did the same thing, and we stumbled
toward each other, too out of breath to speak and
almost too exhausted to point and grimace. Rick kept
panting and making funny faces and pointing to the
swamp. His face was so contoftd trying to catch his
breath and talk at the same time that the only thing I
could think of was that he was trying to tell me that he'd
seen the Jersey Devil in the swamp.

I got my breath first, but the Jersey Devil took
precedence over even beavers and I gasped, "Did you
see him in the swamp?" Rick looked like he thought he
must have missed something, and I said, "The Jersey
Devil!"

Rick's eyes got wide. "You sow him."
'3Nof " I said, "You did." Rick looked at me as if I

was crazy, but he was starting to laugh.
"What?! !" he said.
I had gotten my breath back, but I was starting to

laugh too and I was having as much trouble talking as
before. "You were making faces and pointing in the
swampr" I said. r'I thought you were trying to tell me
you saw the Jersey Devil." Rick fell over laughitrg, and
I let myself collapse as well; I knew everything was
going to be all right.

I don't know how long we laughd, but it was one of
those things where whenever one of us would stop, he
would hear the other and start up again. We were like
two flocks of birds starting each other up with their
warning cries.

I had seen that happen once for twenty minutes. A
fox startled one flock, and they started sending our cries
and alarms and woke up the second flock, who took up
the cry. When the first flock quieted down, it heard the
second'flock gving warning cries and they started up
again to pass the warning along. When the second group
stopped they heard the first, and so on. I don't know
how they finally figured out there was nothing out to be
screeching and scolding about.

Rick stopped as abruptly as the birds had. "The rob-
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ins!" he said and jumped.up. He pulled me to my fd.
"Hatching robins!" he said and we startd off down the
trail at a dead run. Rick was always a faster runner than
I was, but he ran a little below top speed for me to kaip
up. He could have just. told me where they rvere and
then sprinted on ahead not to miss them. But he waitd
for me to soe it too, and that was something onty a
friend would do.

When ths eggs were hatched, we got to talking about
how rotten it had been without anyone to share the im-
portant thirUs with. Eventually, the only thing left to
say wc$, "Let's just fo:get that, and thank God we're
friends again." And then I rememberd the beaver
skeletons. Rick seemed to think about them at the s&rne
time, and he asked mc where I was running to when I
passed him. I said I had been looking for him to show
him something fantastic. But I wouldn't tell him what it
was, I said I'd show him instead.

Rick was astoundd when he looked into the beaver
mound. t'Two!t'

I shook my head. "Three!" I said, "You can have the
other one if you want." Rick shook his head, and we
came to the agreement that everything we collectd rras
to be held in common ownership. Anything one of us
found belonged to the other as well;

\ile shook hands on it. It wes, I believe, an awk-
wardness left oyer from the split, but it was the last ef-
fect the argument had on us, other than to teach us how
easy it was to become as greedy and grasping 'as
everyone else seemed to be. We recognized ruefully how
little we had valued the irnportant things, like our
friendship and everything that was going on in the
woods. Rick had also been struck, as he 

-ran, 
by the

changes that had gone on unnotic€d all around him. I
believe that was what put the skulls back into lrer-
spective for us, and we turned to the bcaver mornd, not
as collctor$, but as obseners of nature.

What we mw was a nightmare. Further in the den
thsc rrere six other skclston$i a'll pmfectly preserrred,
atl dcad, we thought at first, by poison, but ihire was no
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smell of it, As we hauled the skeletons out we came to
see them less as skeletons, beautiful though they were to
us, and more as animals, other nrlnerable creatures
wiped out by some disaster.

lVhen we explored the area we understood how they
had died, There had been an aspen grove not far away.
In its place there was a cement drainage embankment.
Beaver love aspen. They can eat other things, but they
ignore everything else if they can find aspen. These
beaver had intended to use the aspen grove as their
reserve food supply. When their inside stores were
almost used up, they went out to find that the whole
groye was under some construction company's
bulldozer. They must have gone back with their tails
down and ate what they had left. The'ice must have
caught thern before they got out again, and they were
too weak from hunger then to break through it. Or
perhaps thery just went home and lay down and died
with as much dignity as they could. It was a small family
tragedy.

But it was like the end of the world to us. By the time
we had taken all of the skeletons out, we were shaking
with rage. There were nine of them in dl, dead in their
skins. Nothing but bones. They must have been a long
time in there dying. \Me ran at the sewer pipes and threw
rocks at them and screamed at them and cursed their
owners, but they were huge cement things that paid us
no attention. It was the first time I had felt truly helpless
before the web of greed that passes for human society.
If I could have blown up the sewer pipe, and the com-
pany that made it, and the politician who approved of
it, and the company that put it in, and the company it
had ben put in for, I would have.

Instead, we took the last bit of money we had and
bought a can of black spray paint and went up and
dou'n that selver pipe, indicting them for nine murders,
cursing their ancestry, and damning them to a
premature bankruptcy. All along the pipes we went,
demanding vengeance for the dead, until the parnt was
gone and we had run out of words.
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There were no words big enough for our sorrow or
our rage, and we took the can and disposed of it when
we got back, where cans belonged. It didn't matter
much anyway, and we knew that. If they ever saw the
words, they wouldn't have understood them and if they
had understood them, they wouldn't have cared. And if
they cared, they would have just told us thpt they were
just doing their jobs.

The same people who brought the sewer pipes turn
anether small piece of the Pine Barrens into money
every few weks. Probably when there's nothing left,
and the last of the watershed is poisoned, the people
who are responsible for kilting the beaver will know the
helpless sense of irreversible loss Rick and I had felt.
But that's a long time from now, years at least.

I doubt that anyone saw the paint anyway. The pipes
were below the level of the highwalr and couldn't be se€n
from the road. I doubt anyone went dovrn to look at
them. They wouldn't have paid attention to what \ile
wrote anyway. It was all misspelled.
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13/Predator

There was no greater test of our invisibility than the
deer. Sometimes when we stalked animals, they heard us
coming or caught our scent, but I don't believe any
animal saw us coming, except the deer. Deer were
always dfficult. Their eyesight was Sood and their sense
of smell even better, but their hearing was better than
both, and they had sn uncanny sense of whot was going
on around them in the woods. They were the tnte test of
the predator.

They were my test as well, and I went in to hunt my deer
with only a knife. I had stalked him for a week, Ietting
the woods so match the course of our actions that our
final meeting would be inevitable. I moved in the dark
part of the pattern, waiting for the woods to bring us
together, waiting for the inevitable to ripen. I sat in the

r42
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$lmmer pine lashing my knife to a short stick with
bullbriars. Rick and I had pulted the thorns off the
briars to make twine. They were stronger than leather
when used right. I lashed thc knife to the stick and
testd its firmnsss.

Ttre branch dipped and rose faintly as I movd, and a
jay in a nearby tree startcd its alarrns, raising a @rn-
motion until any creature who was interested could
locate m€ and stay away. I heard its rack* with the ail-
noyance eyery predator does. If it stayed there all day
without getting usd to me, I might have to climb down
and find another tree further up the run.

I did not really want to be in the tree, but I believed it
was necessary and I believed it was correct. 

'We 
were on

a long survival campout. We had a whole summer to use
the meat, and what we didn't use couldbe use4 at home.
There was every reason for killing the deer, and I had no
qualms about killing for food. It was part of the pattern
everywhere I lookd.

Still, I had reservations about what I would have
do. I was a day hungry, but I was not really starving.
could always walk far enough to beg food if eating was
all that there was to it. But I knew thgre was more to it
than that. The woods had something else to teach il€,
and my hunt had another purpose that I was not aware
of. If my hunt was wrong, the forest would send me no
deer to be killgd. I waited patiently all day long, panng
attention to how the ground changed as the day
progressed and watching the' weather as I could see it
through the branches. There was a comfortable branch
to rest my chin 9tr, and the jay got used to me or wqrt
off duty- Sunset came and I cpught a small patch of it
over my shoulder, out through the pines.

Then it was dusk and I could hear my deer coming
softly, looking around as if he knew I was there
somwhetre. Maybe he was seeing that tree standing out

,,like an orn€n and was shyrng bick from it. But even-
ittrally he came under the troe, and whatever patt0rn we
ryene strnck in wound itsetf ti&tcr. The forw that mqved

to
, I

,h both of us moved thc dgef under mG and I dropped.
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The buck staggered when I landed on his back and
would have bolted, but I pulled its head back by the ant-
lers and stabbed down into its chest. I stabbed him again
and he started to drop. The dnng took forever, and he
would not go fully down. I pulled out the knife and
jerked his head back and slit his throat. But he still
wouldn't go down and I realized that it was no ordinary
deer.

He kicked and bucked and wrenched his head
around, jabbing at me with his antlers. I started to slide
off his back and he pranced around my dangling feet as
if he was trying to step on them. He kicked me twice
before I tripped him to the ground and stabbed him all
the way through. All the way in, I could feel the terrible
force of predation driving my hand and I understood
how it was to be part of the dance of eater and eaten
that made up so much of the flow of the woods. I
thanked the spirit of the woods for sending me such a
strong and noble adversary to teach me my lesson.

The deer was a promise that if I was ever desperate,
nature would provide me with what I needed as
everything else was provided with food and a purpose. I
cherished it. Rick and I skinned it and I made a robe
from the skin as Stalking Wolfs ancestors would have
done. The meat we ate or salted, and we took some of
it home. The feet we kept for making tracks, and the
antlers I made a knife of except for one branch that I
made into a medicine necklace.

We cured the hide in Pine Barrens water, and I made
a tadle out of the skull, cleaning and packing it with clay
before I set it in the fire to harden. When it was done, I
rubbed it with pitch and set it near the fire until the pitch
bubbled. Then I took it away and let it cool until it was
ready to use. Every part of the deer was used, and
everything we made from it was permeated by our
reverence for the sacrifice the deer had made for us.

I have killed no deer since then except for food and
then only after all other alternatives have failed. I hunt
with a camera now because I believe that the forest had
a twofold purpose in bringing my deer and me together.
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Human beings are pledators, and that is a fact that can
gnly be understood in the way I came to understana it.
But the agonies of the kill stayeC with D€, and I beliwed
that the fiorest had made me i present of dmth so that I
would avoid inflicting it in thc future.
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74/Thaw

We had been men for a long time when we set out at
dusk for s night stay on the slope af Forked River
Mountain. we were ofraid of nothing, but being on
hard-topped road made us edgy. There was no other
reason for the conversation excEtt perhaps the fact that
it was one of those days when everything seemed eerie.
The swamp had a fog coming off it that whisped across
the macadam road and made it seem even wore for-
bidding.

At sunset, there seemed to be crows ever)nilhere we
looked. They were sleek, beautiful birds, but when they
cawed, their voices had a strange horror movie echo to
them. The ground had frozen, then thawed under some
unusudly warm weather for January, and had then
refrozen, forming cracks and bubbles in all the tracks

140



thaw l:tVl\

and malcin,g the,m look as if they were discased. The
ground was hard again and newer prints were light
shadows over solid impresslons formd druirU the thaw,
and it made the present look like the ghost of somc
unrelentiry past. The ground was a good l0 degrees
from unfreezing, but it seemed on the yerge of it
anway.

The sunset was pink with a lot of low gray clouds that
ciame in and choked it off; the crows that flew were dark
shedows against dark gray. We saw four opossums and
a squirrel dead dong the road, but instead of angerirrg
us, the re,mains depressed us. So many things seemed
slie[tly off key. It was the kind of feeling I have
whenever something is not right in the woods. Birds
seemed to have turned in early or become mute. lVhen I
saw the swamp, instead of thinking of the time I saw a
Brown MarshHawk come gliding in over the tops of the
cattails there, I thought of the mist coming off horror-
film graveyards. That was not the kind of association I
would normally maken and I thought that I was just in
some quirky mood that would pass when we were
deeper into the woods.

But if it was a mood, Rick seemed to have caugilrt it
too. The fog must have made him think of the same
thing, because he said, "You rsnember the fogt we
found in that graveyard that time?'n J knen', which
graveyard he malt, the old black graveyard behind a
decayed building that ivas a church-befoie it became a
wildlife sanctuary.

We had explored the ruin and then had gone into the
graveyard behind it. fire bodies w€re buried withow
casket$, F&upers' graves most of them, ord a really hard
rain would sometima turn up a corpse for the dogs.
There were two bodies up when we went in. The dogs
had gotten to one and the first indication that they were
there was when Rick leaned over to read a tombstone
and found the foot. one of the dogs had dragged it
tbere to:avoid shnrirtg it no doubt. We left it where it
was and nored throug*r the gravcyard toward a p}one
where we called ttrc policc.
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It hadn't really bothered us. We had been in-
vestigating dead things since the beginning. There had
been a whisp of fog in the cemetery that night too. If it
did bother us, neither would have shown it anyway. All
of our training said we were to express no fear. An In-
dian is not afraid. A Kung Fuist is not afraid. We were
not afraid. The foot had been trivial.

"What about it?" I said.
"Nothingr" he said.
Then he didn't say anything for a while. We were

getting further into the woods and that was making me
feel better, but we were losing the tight in a very in-
termittent way because of the clouds, 

'and 
the quiet

seemed excessive for a night that still hadn't hit much
below freezing all day.

We walked for a long time before Rick said anything
else. "You remember the cedar swamp?" he said. I
smiled. When we were littler, we used to sit and tell each
other ghost stories until we had thoroughly scared our-
selves. It's always in the imagination that fear makes its
easiest bed, and by the time we were ready to go into the
cedar swamp, w€ were convinced that it was the one
cedar swamp in all New Jersey where the Jersey Devil
lay waiting to rip to shreds the first living thing that
walked into his territory. No matter who went in, the
other would stalk up on him and give the most blood-
curdling bellowing scream he could. We never went in
very far to begin with, and we came back out a lot faster
than we went in.

"Yeahr" f said. "What was the record for staying in
there, you remember?" Rick shrugged and said fifteen
minutes. I said it was more like five. Rick nodded and
said that the record was probably fifty seconds and it
had only seemed like five hours. We both laughed and
things seemed to lift a bit. The heavy quality went out of
the air, and'the stars went back to being crisp January
stars.

We started walking faster, and I saw a bat do its
broken-winged dance across the rising moon. The
twitter of its flight was always a joy to watch, and it
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kept me smiling until we got to the foot of Forked River
Mountain. Forkd River Mountain isn't Even really a
hill, but southern New Jersey is a flat, low place, and a
hundred feet of elevation can let you soe across a rolling
sea of pines as far as Atlantic City and bgyond.

We never missed a chance to look at it, and we went
up the mountain before making cemp. The clouds had
blown over, and we could see the lights of Atlantic City
down the shaded dark to the southeast. The trees had a
faint glow to them as they always seemed to. Scientists
called it Pine Barrens phosphoresence. lVe thouglrt of it
as the breath of the spirit-that-mov6-in-all-things. Even
under an overcast sky, it allowed us to see fifty yards
down a trail.

\[re came down the mountain by a different trail and
went back toward our intended campsite on the lower
third of the eastern slope. Some of the trails were well
traveled, but the one we were on should not have been.
\ile were surprised not only to see tire tracla on it but to
see such deep, heavy or€s; I knelt and felt the track,
Rick did the same. In daylight, we could have been sure
of the'time the tracks were made, but the thaw and
refreezing had mottled the track in a way it would take a
lot of good hght to read. My guess was a week; in the
lrght I would have been sure.

It was strange to see a heavy car like a Buick back that
far in the woods, ond we followed the tire marks to right
near where we were going to camp. We could see were
the car startd and stopped, but the tracks of the people
who had gotten out of it were too jumbled to read in the
dark. We walked ov€r to a partly cleared spot and
brushd it clcan for our campfire. After we had a fire

o
wl
cf coffe andgoing, Rick and I sat and drank a cup

lookd at the star$.
"Know any god Jersey D€vit storis?" he said. He

knew every story I knew and we had told each other
hundreds of thpm sitting on the edge of the cedar $wamp
waiting for the fire to die down- sufficiently to make
shadowr r.erl. Each story was about a huge, hairy
creature like BiS Foot but with a bad dispsition. "Hutr.
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drcds,r' I said. Rick looked at me with a challenging
smilc. I bcliarc his mood had glen him that unmsinss
earlier, arid he wanted to reasslre himself that we were
r€lly bcyond any childish things like fear of thingp that
have no real power to harm.

"How about the mud one?" he said. It was our
favorite. I could quote the story byleart then and often
did. I wove a long introduction to the story, telling who
the pcople involvd were. I did a long thing on the
background of I man narned McDaniels who was
building a hunting cabin in the deep pines with his son.

At the end I qubtd his son. "My father went down to
theedge of the muddy banx''of the swamp to draw some
water. I saw his silhouette nsar the dge as it was just
about dark. Then I stood there, scared to'death, alr
another shape appeared from thc mud, grabbd my
fatlrcr and pu[sd him under. The mud sas all covered
with blood."

RicI smiled across the campfire. It was hotter than we
needed, the ground around it was beginnins to thaw and
a circle immediately next to the fire was drying out.
"You think that's true?'

I wasn't entirely $ure, but I
something to it. '\Vhat else could

believed there was
it b€?" I said and

Riclc shrugged.
"I donft no*r".he said, "maybe somebody wanted

to kill him."
I tdught about that for a while. "He must have ben

a grcat stalkerr" I said. Rick wanted to know who was a
great stalker and I $aid, "The guy who murdered Mc-
Daniels, if it wasn't the Jersey Devil." Rick's eyes lit up.
We could see the man watching McDaniels for weeks,
getting his routine down. \f,re reconstructed how it
would have been done. The man must haw hidden in
thc swamp all day and then lay down on his back in the
mud just before McDaniels came dovn.

"He must have grabbed 'McDanicls when he bent
dourn for the water and stabbd him," Risk said.

Thc excit@ent of fi$rforg it, out r*n through mc.
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"Then when McDaniels jerked back up he pulled the
guy with him."

Rick was nodding furiously. "Yeah, &Dd then he must
have stabbed him in close, pulled him back down, and
crawled away dragging the body." I had a picture of a
creature bigger than a man buried, all but his eyss, in
the soft mud, springing up out of it, and tearing at the
m?n with his teeth. But I could not make the picture
credible as I once would have ben able to. I had
outgrown that long before; we both had, but it was the
firsttime we had reasoned sceptically into the myth we
had had so much fun scaring each other with. "V[Ihat do
you suppose he killd him for?" I said. Rick shrugged,
annoyed that we had established the method to his
satisfaction and there was no use speculating on the
causes, "He muSt have hated him an awful lot," I said.

Rick stafted to say something but a gust of wind
caught the fire apd fanned it to twice its size. Rick
jumpd back, slapping at the scorch srnouldering on his
jacket sleeve. The wind blew the fire back away from us
with equal ferocity and then died: Rick settled back and
took up his coffe cup.

I suppos€ he didn't see it at first because he was
looking down into hi$ cup, but I sat with mixd
fascination and horror as the ground yarted slowly a
foot or so beyond the flames crd, inch by inch as if it
were fieftting against itself, a human hand emerged
from the ground.

All I could think of was it reaching out and grabbitU
us to drag us down into the gf,ound, the Jerscy Devil
striking back at non-believers. I was frozen where I $at.
It was not the hand, it was not the fact that it was
human. It was not even the fact that it was clearly dad,
It was the fact that it was popping up out of the ground
that left me speechless with curiosity and terror.

Rick sat back as the palm broke through the surfacc.
He watchd it rise u1i Until it was almost vertical, th€
fingers spread and clawed, all the muscles pulld tight
by the stiffcning! of death, and dustcd with cold to a
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whitish blue tinge. Rick watched it rise to its most
upright pornt and stop, its bent fingers spread out like
the branches of a little tree. He lookd dorun into his
cup and swirld the tast of the coffee around in the
bottom and drank it. He turned his cup upside dorvn
and let the last drop fall to the ground, then he reached
oyer and hung the cup on the extended itrtrmt.nllt's getting a little crowded around here," he $aid,
"f think we ougfit to move," I was already breakmg
camp. In an hour we had cleard the area of-our camf
fire and everything we could imagins anyone finding as
evidencq that we had ben there. We took our packs ard
moved gur camp five miles east. On the wly, we decidd
thnt the body was another mob execution, and we
argud whether or not we should rcport it and face thc
mob's wrath. The realproblern, of ioursc, wos not the
moU but otir parents. They would believe that there
were @ies risirg up out of the ground eyery ten feet
and murders errery twenty. By 

-the 
time they were

finished thinking about it, Rick and I would have been
tethercd close to home for a month or so until we could
convince them otherwise. We agrced on an anonymous
phone call to the police.

It was a two mile walk to the telephone at the general
store. The police wanted us to come in and lead thern
there, but we gav€ thein directions and hung up. The
police were also the firremen in those days, and they
knew the trails well enough to find the body without us.
In an hour, they would harrc a full crew of peoplc"out
there investigating. We agrcd it was a perfect opF
portunity to practice our stalking, add we hiked back to
tlrc mountain and same in from the far side of our
campsite.

The sky had cleared, and the stars were brigbt and
finn. Our fear had spent itself and only curiosiry
remained. It was' a difficrdt stalk; the cold made
everything crackle, and we had to moye yery stowly thc
lf,st hundred yards or $o until we'wcre invisibly sci iust
bwond the ciicle of their Hghts. They had justbcgui to
die up the body, and we lbtened to t@ spqr$rc on
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whether or not the callers had had anything to do with
the murder. One of the cops said "Naw, it was only
kids, scared to death. Probably home in bd now."

I didn't look at Rick because I would have burst out
laughing. The other man was not convinced, "Well
what the hell would kids be doing out here in the middle
of the night?" Tha cop had no answer for that at fiist,
but he decided that we had come out in the late af-
ternoon and found it and had been too scared to call
until later.

The body was out by then, and somebody called over
that it had been shot through the head, on€ time, behind
the right ear. Somebody offered the obvious, that it was
a nrob execution. Somebody else insisted that it was the
car with the Ne*' York license plates that had been
around for a few hours a week or so before.

The medical examiner confirmed that the body was
probably in the ground for a week, although the freeze
made it difficult to tell. Rigor mortis, he said, had
forced the hand up through the sand as the campfire
had thawed the ground. We waited for them to carry the
corpse out to the body carrier and leave. But they
seemed as full of curiosity as we were, and one of them
suggested that they get the dogs and search the arei.

It was a ridiculous idea; the scent was more than a
week old, it was a cold night, keeping odors close to the
ground, and the body would have distracted all but the
best trpined dogs, which these clearly weren't.

The rnen moved around in front of the headlights like
aliens silhouetted in the glare. The contrast of light and
dark made thern look like huge, shainbling creatur€s, .
and for a second I had the vision that we were watching
a whole family of Jersey Devils out for a picnic. I
wanted to tell Rick that, but we were too close for con-
versatior, and the dogs were out of the car by then. 

'We

moved ten feet further back into the woods and sat con-
fidently.

The dogs were ordinary house dogs rather than
bloodhounds, ard the cold made our scent lie heavy and
close to the ground. Two of the dogs were too young
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sven to hunt, and the other two did not soem to have the
talcnt to pkk up adiffi$lt s@nt. We might have slipped
away then, rather than risk the,m stumbling on us by ac-
cidenq but the f-ust of them had startd torvard us, and
motion would have made us visible.

There were too many scents for an untrained dog to
pick up, and they ran around in confusd circles until
they blunderd near us. I had an impulse to bolt, but I
knew from the deer that standing still was almost atr
eood as being invisible. Many times Rick and I had
crouchd motionless at the side of a well-traveld trail
and watched people go right past.us without noticiqg.
One of the older dogs-cami tignt for rle, and I rerrind&
myself that we were invisible to the animats, md that he
would not see me. Years later a similar thing happened
when I was tracking an armed robbery suspect. But the
stakes wer€ different then. At fourteen, I would rather
have ben shot than be kept from coming into the Pine
Barrens for the rest of my life.

I froze, and stilled my breathing. The dog came up
along the tree I was crouched against and sniffed it.
When he liftd his leg to mark it, I could have reachd
out and startled him. When hr put his head down to
sniff o,gain, I could have pulld his tail and maybe sent
him chasing it. I almost had to sit on my hands not to do
it, and it was alt Rick could do not to stand up and tell
them that if they gaye us some light over on the tracks,
we could tell them who did what and wh€n. But we
stayed where we were, ord the dogs caught the scent of a
squirrel or something and bounded off into the woods.
Half the party had to go and round theur up, and in the
confusion we slipped casily away.

We stayed up for a while when we got back to camp,
trying to figure out how anybody could use a place as
beautiful as the Pine Barrens to murder sorreone in. Or
why they would spread litter everywhere.they went, or
why anybody wolld dump their garbage in a place as
sased as the Pine Barens. More than anything that
night we wanted to drive from the Pinc Barrens andwe

thefron the face of the Garth all thmc shadorqr peoph
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hiding something deep in the woods. I believe that what
happened when I met the poachers was a direct result of
that night.

We watched the sun come up, a white-yellow hole
behind the fog, pointing where night had gone. Then we
slept for a while and packed our gear and went lrcme;
swearing to our parents that the night had ben short
and the woods empty and we had seen nothing at all.
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All week we had lived in Rick's backyard, our parents'
mency in the face of the inevitable. Rfc&'s leaving
semed unreal, and we had enioyed the packing. But it
lnd come time to look our lass in the face and accept it.
I was no good at that. 

l

hrcrywhere I looked, everywhere I walked, something I
had shared with Rick would be there. It was impossible
to think of the woods without him, even though I had
been there alone time and.again. The times we were
apart we shared when we god together again. I wondered
who I would share dl the triumphs and trea$ures of the
day with once Rick was gone. I wondered who would
understand how much time and effort a skull cost. lVho
would appreciate the patiencc and brilliant deduction

1!O
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that turned a skull into a cteature. I wonderd who
would care.

But I said nothing about rvhat I wondered. We both
said we would write. I gave Rick my address even
though he knew it as well as his own, and he promised to
send me his as soon as he found out what it was. We left
the hard things unsaid. I knew him better than an)ryne
in the world. He had shared my life. There was nothing
that could replace that. And nothing could change the
fact that he was leaving. That fact came between us
whenever anyone opened his mouth, and we spoke in
awkward formal phrases that muffled the grief. It was
as if we had become the strangers that lifelong friends
turn into when they come home from separate colleges.
Nothing could be adequately said between us.

And yet we tried to say it. Over and over. But there
was nothing to say that wouldn't make the going even
harder, so we stuck to the meaningless. At times we just
let the conversation lapse into a silence that was deeper
than absence. lVhen the silence got unbearable, I took
out the skull I knew Rick had always wanted. I started
to say that I wanted him to have it to remember me by,
but it sounded dumb. Everything sounded dumb when I
thought it, and what we said sounded dumber still.
Finally I thrust the skull at him as if I wanted him to
take it away before I had to explain it.

He took the skull and smiled. It was'the snapping
turtle skull he had always wanted. "It's the snapping
turtle skull you always liked," I said. It sounded so in-
credibly obvious. I felt like an idlot. Rick smiled and
nodded as if the explanation had really been necessary.
He didn't look at me for a while, he just kept turning
the skull over and over in his hands. I must' have known
that he was sitting there fighting back the tears that
grown men and Indians are not allowed. But I could not
admit that to mfself and still keep up the facade, so I
s\mng back in my chair and stared at the floor.

Eventualty Rick got up and went to his jacket and
canie back with another skull wrapped in tissue. He held
it out to rt€, and I took it with a solernnity that was
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foolish and tragic all at the same time. lVe stuffed for-
mality betwsen us $o the spa€ wouldn't look so empty.
tr unurrapped thc skull delicately and looked. It wa,sfhe
skull I knew it could be, the cat I had eyed so often. It
was Rick's bat skull, just as my gift to him had ben my
bes. But there was no way t6 icknowledge it, except
with a long swallow and a nod.

we sat a long time fingering our skulls, examining
them as if we had not seen them hundred of times
before. I think one of us mumbled thanks. I said, "I,
uh, guess we ought to do the tracks." He noddd. The- past was easier to think about than the future.

"They're upin the closet," I said. It was redundant.
He had helped me get them down a thousand times,
sliding the big box off the top shelf as if the fragile
phster tracks broke like soap bubbles from the touih.
lVe had ben making plaster casts of tracks'for years,
and ttle improvement in our skills was evident as we
went through thern each time.

I couldn't think of them without thinking of the
hours we had spent crouching over the slowly dryrng
plaster, pouring it slowly into the track, careful not to
bruise the peaks. Each cast was a Basterpiece of
concentration and skill, guarded against chips and
scratches, cleand and taicen care of. E'very one 6f them
represented $ome amazing incident, some remarkable
$ght, -some trip, some 

-exploration. 
Togettrer they

forrhed the trail of our life in ihe woods, each print a&
vancing a step in time.

The most important times in my life lay in that otd
cardboard box on the top shelf of my closei preserved in
plaster of Paris. The best times in Rick's life were there
too and we both knew it. That was how I knew
inpscapably that we were at the end of our trail together.
It had come time to divide up our joint past-like a
husband and wife dividing up ttrAr ch-ildrenl yet I had
no desire to keep them a[. What R.ick took would be
mine as well, and there were a lot of incidents that I

: wantd him to takewithhim.
,, I It wa$ impossible ih,a say, the dividiiry up of our
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past, and we both knew it. "Yeahr" he said. "Iile shold
gpt them down and look at them at least." But neither
of us moved to do it. Maybe we knew that we couldn't
look at them without all that we were holding back
bubbling over. Or pcrhaps we waited because it was
such a final 8€t, dividing up the memories because thgre
*ouldn't be any more. Maybe we knew how the lett€rs
would dwindle and finally stop altogether after a year.
Probably, we knew how little they would say. People
with different lives were different people. Time and
distance would malce us strangets.

The next night there would be some solace. Stalking
\Molf, Rick, and I would go to the Good Mdicine
Cabin for one last time. In the timelessness of the Pine
Barrens it would s@m, for a few hours, as if we were

'beyond the calls of duty and family. Stalking lVolf
would talk to us, and his hand would rise and give us a
certainty that we would meet again, in this world or the
next.

Itre would tell me that the forest was still mine, that I
had experienced it alone from the beginniog, just as
Rick had experienctd it alone, brcause the forest talks
to everyone in a different way and what it says to one is
never quite what it says to another. The next night,
Statking Wolf would tell me that I would find it hard for
a while to be separated from my blood brothers, but
that I would turn back to the forest and be at one with it
again. His hand would move and grasp and paint the
world as it would be without Rick or Stalking lVolf, and
I would sse in its motion the fatal inevitability. The
hand would go out in front of him like a separate vision
of the world and smooth down the years with the
promise that we would meet again. The hand would fist
and palm and knuckle the last consolation, that we were
brothers by blood and by choice, and could never truly
be separated.

But the soothing eloquence of Stalking WolPs hand
was in the future, the tqnporary anesthetic of his words
w€re hours too far ahead to do either of us any good.
We sat in my room with thc silence betwwn us like a
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dep, unbroken snow. It was the first time there had
svcr been silence between us. If,ie had reachd that point
wlse there was wcrythirrg to say.and no way for men to
$ay it. Tlrere was nothing left to do but get doum the box.

It was high on the shelf and every time we took it
down wa$ an adventure. Eiery safe return was an ad-
venture ended. The exchange wa$ a delight of team.
work. I stood on a chair and reached up to grab its edge.
Rick waited for me to start to pass it down. The box was
big and bulky, but we were confident; any time it had
eVer beg;un to fall, one pair of hands or the other was
there to catch it almost before it even began to mov€.

I slid the box off the shelf and started to pass it down.
I don't know how it dropped. At l l:00 the next night,
we would leave the Pine Barrens for the last time
together. At 4:00 A.M. both Rick and stalking lvotf
would be gone. I don't knorr how the box felh Maybe
we had moved apart already and couldn't judge the
distances betw@n us any more. Maybe there wquld have
been too many unbearable memories if it had been
taken down safely to the bd. In any case, it fell.

I knew by the sound that nothing would survive the
crash. The box hit and bounced open, scattering pices
of plaster across the floor. The carefully wrapped tissue
did nothing to protect. The cardboard box only spread
the impact evenly. Everything was gone. Every single
piece was broken beyond repair. There was no need
ev€n to open it to be sure; almost ten years of work had
bwn obliterated in an instant. I came down slowly. Rick
stood without saying anythirlg. Carefutty I lifted itre box
away from the pile that ipilld out beneith it. There was
nothing left that could be salvagd. our past lay in
pieces all around us"

I don't know why we started to laugh. Maybe it was
because we didn't have totalk about it now. Maybe it
was the irony of having such a healy task taken from us
so sharply. Maybe it-was the irony , of all the pieces
broaking at once..[r{aybe it was the sudden rinexpected
release of tension. Or maybe, wG lnughed so trarC and
Ion& because we were too old to cty,
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The Srief of Rick's leaving stayed with me for a lo;ng
tiiei I br6oded on it. I wartered in the IoS of my
loneliness for weeks, misslng haf of what l-saw, not-ap'

iriti,atk; the rest iecousehtctc was not there to share
it. For a ihile, t went into a decline, even thoqS^lt
Staikinl Wo,lf ias right. 711e fgrst was still as beautWl
oia vaFiabiias il h;d otwayi been, but there vtss o bit-
tercweet tinge to seeing tie Bant Swallows take their

iy,ing circai through tie clearing UnPynS Rick was not
ineri to see it also. And the joy I felt coming across a-n,5i 

of baby rabbits in the wit grass turned to ash when
I reatized tiut there was no one to tell about it.

Several times I started down a track with the old elation
oi Uei"g on the trail of some natural mptery, only to
lose intlrest after a few hundred feet. I spent long hours

181
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just staring at the pines and the clouds, wondering what
R.ick was dorng and if I would ever se old grandfather
Stalking Wolf agnin. Spring had.ripened. There were
more birds than I could count, but I barely saw thsm.
Evm George and Alice, the cardinals who livcd near the
Good Mdicine Cabin, only rnade me feel sad when I
saw them. I envied them, $till together sharing
evcrything they did, as they would until one of them
did, while the only other members of my spcies who
would understand my gong w€re gone forevetr.

I moved through the woods like a ghost, wandering
without purpose or attention. I made my samps.
mechanically, ate little, $tept more than I was usd to.
OnIy the most amazing sights eould rouse me out of rny
lethargy. A great apathy overcame me. I believe there is
a point where grief turns inward and beomes despair or
turns outward and becomm rage. \f,rhich way it goes
dcpend$ on the catalyst. I was sinking daper into sclf-
prty and depresion, and it took an almost unspeakable
horror to turn me around.

I didn't sse the deer at first coming through the
swamp. I was almost on top of him when he bolted, a
huge Virginia White-tail that crashed away from me
through tle cedars like a runaway truck. For the first
time in days, I felt an interest in the world again. I
watched him break through the branches in blind panic
beyond the swamp into the tre6. It would be an easy
track, and as I followd it, it did not absorb me enouglr
to keep back the depresion I had been fighting Eyer
since Rick and Statking Wolf had left. It crept over rl€,
trnng to turn me aside to some stump where I could
brood the day atryay. hrt I followed the trail anyway,
€ven though my mind wandered to things Rick and I
had seen or done, and to the guidance and unde,r-
standing I would no longer be able to get from grand-
father Stalking-lVolf.,When I came into the clearing, I
almost did not nbtice thc slaughtered d€er.

Only when the tracks of the Virginia buck startld
and lGaS to its right, did I look to sm wtrat coutd have
scnt it t€pihg away in terror. Whst I saw sickened and
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disgUstd me. There were three carcasses of what had
once been deer, all of them slicd cleanly through the
hind quarters and broken apart at the shoulders. I stood
stunned at the waste.

Only some poacher from the city would butcher a
deer for the hindquarters and the shoulders. Those parts

, brought a fair price in New York. The rest of the deer
was not worth caring about and they had left the half
mutilated bodies lie where they butchered them like bent
beer cans littered in the grass. The sparse grass of the
clearing was full of dried blood, and S-alfons. 9f it
seemed to have soaked into the sand, staining it per-

had kickedcked me in the
it
innnnently. I felt as if someone

stomach.
The tire track of a pick-up truck went away from the

slaughter toward a road and I followed them without
thinking. I don't remember how far I went before the
tracks veered off into the woods again, but I remember
steeling myself for what I would find where the- tracks
stoppel again. The overlap of the outgoing tracks tol9
me-f would find another bloodbath, but I lied to myself
that it might only be a place where the poachers had
picked up less successful butchers. The second sight wtls
worse than the first.

Six deer seemed to have been sawed in half and their
forelegs cut out at the shoulder from the halves of thq
bodies- that reinained. I tried to look away. I had
cleaned and dressed deer myself; it was a necessity and I
could find, if not a beauty, at least a fascination in the
intricate workings of the deer's body that had labored
so long to bring me meat. But there was ferocity to_the
butchering, a 

-qudity 
of sadistic delight, that h?d

splashed the blood around on the trees, and on the
grass. There was a wide, dark puddle soaking intq the
iand where half a deer must have lain over the tailgate
dripping. Their backs looked like someone had corne
down through them with a chain saw. Ever,ything yas
blood and hair. Everywhere I looked th9 foolprints
whirled in an orgy of slashing and breaking. Ripped
sinews hung like untied Shoelaces. Veins had little
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clottsd caps. Fur was matted, thick and useless. I turned
eway in disgust, and followed the tracks.

I found two more places where the hunting partiw
had.dragged the carca$ses to a central point and cut
thsm apart before I found the truck. The blood at the
last placs was still fresh. I touched a drop of it hangrng
from a blade of gras$ like some perverted dew. It
seeind sticky and unclean and I felt defiled to be seeing
it.

I could not look closely at the last deer; they were but-
chered more hurriedly and more brutally than the
others. No doubt the poachers were in a hurry to get
'back to the cards and b€r. One of the carcasses was a
doe. Sorneone had thrown the foetus up against a tree.

I staggered out of the dearing and down the tracks of
the truck that bit heavier into the sand under its load, I
found it only a felv mils further on. The ciarcasses were
tossed in the back like broken logs, stiff and ugly in
thdr deth. I wondered how something so agde, so
graceful in the flowing motion of its stride, could be
reduced to so much carrion. I knew where their
hmdquarters would be.

There was an old cinder block railroad shed a quarter
of a mile away. It had been built long before out of the
old-fashioned cinder blocks made with bie cinders. The
wind had pounded some of them completely apart
Ieaving hand-sizd gaps in the walls. The blocks ltrat
rernained were more like brittle slabs of crust that had
drid in place.

had left the truck far enough from camp to
leave themselyes some escape time if anyone found it. I
came up on the back of the windowless shed, but I could
$ee movement througilr the chinks and gaps in the cinder
block and in the cracks where the clieap 

'cement 
had

gone dry, cracked, and fallen'out. I started around the
side of the shed toward the only door, but fragrnents of
fur and btood ncar the corn€r stopped me.

$omeonc had blown a squirrel apart , tt close range,
pobably for ftin. A big pins trse nsar the corn€r of the
shed hQll th marks of ' a lcnife being thrownr and

J
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retrieved repeatedly, and beyond it was the last of the
deer hung by its heels to drain. It turned slowly on the
rop€, and when its eye fastened on me I felt for a
moment as if it was not merely a deer but one of the deer
that had given us the grft of their motion as they ca4e
boundint through our camp at the Good Medicittc
Grounds.

I felt so ashamed of myself that I leaned against the
wall and began to cry. If I had been more alert, if I had
not shut miself off from the flow of nature, I would
have known something was wrong in the woods. If I had
not allowed myself to be blindd by my grief, I would
have noticed earlier the small signs of the poachers'
pa$sage. I had let my gffts decay. I had, in feeling sorry
lor myself, abandoned my duty to the woods and to the
animals. The Good Medicinb Deer hung by its heels,
bleeding for my foolishness, dead from my apattry.4{l
my grief for the slaughtered, for Rick and Stalking lilolf
gone, for the Good Mdicine Deer chopped and
packaged, rushed out of me in broken sobs.

And as it went, it left a vacuum that dreq in the rage.
It has taken me years to remember exactly what I did'

and even now it's vague, as if someone else did it dl and
I stood aloof from it somehow. But the rage that filled
me was only partly my own, and the vengeance was nO

mine than the bite of the Guardians was theirs. I
some force largo than myself take possession of

rl€, and I believe it was not my strength alone' nor the
long hours of training, of kicks and punches done a
thousand times until the whole force of the body coms
into focus at the precise point of impact, that caved in
the wall in front of me.

I clenched my fists, and as my breath rushed io, I
filled with a power, terrible and implacable. I spun with
a screaming shout that rang in my own ears like the 9ry
of sorne enraged and woundd animal. The muscles
of my thigh bunchd and straightengd and my heel
slammed against the cturnbling wall. On the second
kick, a section of wall as big as a man crashed inward
like itre slammtng of a eigantic door. As thc four men

more
felt s
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ingidc stood opcn:.houthcd waiting to see what would
come flnng througfi the hole, I ftrnd the corn€r of tfre
shcd toward the front door.

fire,y had hung a sheet acnoss the opcn doorwayr GleD
though it was lvarm spring, &nd a man was sitting
against it cockcd back in a chhir. He was halfway !o ry$
fest when I grabbed him and threw him througtt the
doorway. He-fclt norheavier than a chair in my hands,
ad he broke against the far wall and slid to the floor.,

Rage whirled rire into the Kxlm. Two men sat bchind
a table against the rear w&ll,'and I went for them like
a wild dog going for the jugular. The table split like
kidling, cnd I threw the plcm of it aside. The men sat
p€$ificd. Somewhere outside somsone was scrsamlng
tnat there was a cra;e!' man inside kitlirtg everybody. He
begg€d somebody to help him, but the law wa$ as abaent
for him as it had bccn for the d*r.

I wcnt for the wall behind and to the side of the rnen
and kickd and kicked at it until four of the weakest
blocks disintegrated and a huge section of it flew out-
ward. One of the men iumped up and broke for th€
door, but I grabbed him by the arm and swung him in a
circle until he ctashed out through the hole in the wall
and lay Sroaning outside. All the time I was roaring and
scneaming, "You killed my derl You kitled my doer!"

Thcn i went acros$ to the front will and began
kicking at it until it fle* out also in a shower of cinders.
T,}c oiher man still sat by the table wide-eyd with
horror. I Srabb€d him by the throat and sotch and
ranrmd hiur headfirst into the other wall. He crumpld
asd I stood him up against the wall holdirU him by tltc
shirt front. My rage wantd to kill him, but evcn the
horror I had sccn did not iustify it, and I let the punch
tlnt should have kiltd hin go past his hcad and ipto the
wall.

I believc I was cruny at that moment, and for an in-
stant, the crazin€ss almost madc me a murdser. My figt
coched, full of lsthal justics, lgd slammd for{vard. Btt
ii turneC asidc et the hst instan.3 1d crashd into tttc
uryn t hit thc wall egEin to FF? frorlt fillhe himr'aq{J
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kept on punching the cinder block beside his head and
shouting incoherently at him.

The cinder block kept sputtering fragrnents of stone
back at me and chips of it dusted my shoulder. I don't
think he was entirely conscious, but I kept warning him
and punching and puncfiing away at the cinderblock
beside his head until it crumbled. Then I spun him
around and flung him out through the hole in the front
wall.

The last of the four men inside the shed was against
the far wall trytng to load a shotgun. Sunlight came
through in slits between the cinder blocks behind him
and fanned out past him. Dust swirled up in it like fire. I
yanked the gun from his hands and smashed it against
the wall. It came apart in my hands. The man ran
screaming for the front door as I grabbed a second gun
and bent the barrel across rny knee. Then I flung it out
through the back wall and started kicking the walls
again until the last solid section flew out and the wall
caved in.

The roof came swinging down with a groan and
stopped a few feet from the floor. I kicked out one last
brittle section of wall and walked out through the front
doorway. The man I had thrown out through the front
wall lay moaning near the hole. When he saw me he
tried to crawl away screaming, "Don't kill me! Don't
kill me! " I turned to say something to him but all that
came out was a hideous strangled growl, and I won-
dered for a moment if the Jersey Devil wasn't just a
series of ordinary people nature took into her hands like
a set of tools.

The last rnan was running down one of two con-
verging roads yelling for help. I turned and went back
the way I had come, tearing the branches off trees as I
went and uprooting bushes and throwing them out of
the way like some huge animal emptying the last of its
rage.. Behind rl€, the camp looked like a battlefield
nlled with wounded crying for help, or simpty crnng.
lVhen I came to the truck, the rage ahnost started back
up to full intensity, and I tore a piece off my shirt and
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stuffed it into the gas tank. I lit the tail that hung back
out and walked away.
- - My h3nds were iwoflCn and bloody, ard there was
blood down my arms, and some of it was smeared
across my chest. My hands were clawed, but I had no
reason to open them. My knuckles were flattened and
'displac€d, and there was a long scrape down one
forearm like the ragged edge of a cinder block had been
dragged across it.

I-watked down the road in a daze. I barely heard the
roar of the exploding truck. I simply shufned forward
with no placc to go and no place behind rl€, until the
first of the fire trucks came roaring past. I barely
noticed- iq but I hard the second one coming and
turned bff into the woods that seemed suddenly clean
and bright and new.
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l7/Thoreou Sumrner

I sat noked in the warm rain of my eighteenth summer
watching the storm that had begun more than a day
before. I had not moved very much, and I had taken my
eyes off the sky only intermittently to watch the way the
Iand reacted to the changes above it. From time to time,
I glanced at my own bare footprint deteriorating in the
rain. I had seen that process unfold a thousand times,
but it never failed to fascinate ma The steady drop by
drop erosion of the track was different each time, and I
learned an unappreciated nuance or a new insight every
time I watched it.

I had watched the storm in the same way, backtracking
it down the sky. The high, wispy fingers of cloud
stretched down the long incline of the cold front to a
bunched shoulder like an ann reaching througlr a slot
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into the unknosvn. I watched the fingers of cloud gope
abovq Dc, fasten somewhere beyond ttre horizon behind
my head and begin to drag itself ponderously up the
ramp of coldcr air. Hundreds of miles away, stacks of
clouds separated one after another and bean to climb
th.e line of t€mperature.
" Hour by hour the clouds thickened and fluffed and

darkened, otrd with every change in the sky, the colors
in the pines changd. The wildlife began to move faster
and more frequently, like shoppers trying to get in one
last errand before the storm. I felt the wind shift and the
pine needles lift slightly in the breeze. I had to wait a
long time for the great thunderheads to come toyering
across the sky trailing wispy tentacles of rain like a Por-
tuguese man-o'-war floating in on the tide.

Bit by bit, the sky came down and squeezed the in-
visible layer between it and the earth; the trees and
bushes bunched and sprawled accordingly. The wind
became a loud voice announcing the coming of a greater
power. Animals huddled as if the angel of death were
passing over, but to me there was only magnificence.
The crackle of lightning lit the sky out of its noontime
dark, and'the rain came down like a message of un-
solvable 'cpmplexity. The clouds rumbled silently
overhead thinning gradually into sunlight that dried
everything except the deeper puddles,

For two months I had been living outside. of time
watching the Pine Barrens dance toward fall. My days
had no names, hours were meaningless. Some shift in
the season would tell me when it was time to go. In the
meantime, I roamed invisible in the deepest part of the
forest. I ate when I was hungry, if at all, or nibbled as I
went on berries and roots. Sometimes I ate a snapping
turtle or a fish in a fine soup of sparkling Pine Barrens
water and herbs. At tim€s, I belio'e I went foodless for
days without noticing.

I slept bef*een expericnces, sometimes in the day,
sometimes at night, whencver I couldn't stay awake any
Io$ger or when one inesistible mystery was tcmpgrarity
solved and the next had not yet begun. But there was so
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much to see and do that I doubt that I slept much more
than I ate. And yet I had gained weight and felt stronger
and more rested than at any time in my life before or
since,

It took weeks to disentangle myself from the pattern
of the world, but I had begun in early spring, and by the
time unofficial summer came, I had lost my sense of
time and obligation. I had my knife, and the Pine
Barrens gave me everything else I needd. For
amusement, I had a sky full of fascinating riddles
moving whole nations of animals through the intricate
patterns of their daily life. For enlightenment, I had the
question of how.

I don't know exactly when I took off my clothes, but
I believe it was early summer, though the whole season
carne and went so smoothly and so quickly that a day
was indistinguishable from a week. But I remember it as
a conscious act, a declaration of freedom. f did not put
my clothes back on again all summer, except to watch
the dogs. {

They were my obsession for a time, and I studied
themr crawling so close that if the wind changed direc-
tion they would have been on me before I could run. I
watched the l4O dog pack coalesce and then separate,
according to some canine logic, into foraging groups
that went out from the dump for days at a time. I
watched the hierarchy of bite and bluster work out its
differences as dogs gained and lost their positions in the
pack.

I saw the hard, older dogs break in the new ones,
reteaching them the things civilization had taught them
to forget. I watched the new dogs learn what their teth
were really for, and I listened to them practicing their
growling in the dark. When they stayed in the dump, I
watched them, and when they went out along the four
looping runs that formed a propeller with the dump as
its hub, I watched their trail. Only once did it lead out of
the woods completely.

In the seconi weir I watchd than, four dogs brol(e
from the pack unobtrusively, as if they were sneaking
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away to share somecommbn secret. I follwcd them out
of thc dump and through thc woods until they same to
fiour houses set almost beside one another, where they
fawned and bcgged and waggd their tails at masters
who had no idea itrat they had Even been gone. Near the
houses, they were docile, friendly dogs that anyone
could go up to and F€t, but I could not go closp to the
house. I was not that kind of animal anymore, one that
could live in the woods and still go home and beg for
handouts. Months without the clock had made me a
wild creature with no tolsance for civilizd things.

The sight of housq made me nervous and when the
pople'came out, opaning the screen doors with one
hand to s€t down a beggnr's bowl of fpod, I had to look
away to kwp from being drawn back into that walcing
drcasr. I. kncw that whatwer I did, I would nwer colrl-
pletely be a part of that tameness again. I might, whm
times got hard, drift back into the world my parents
considered ral, but in my depths, the only truth was the
passing moment and its infinite variety.

lVhCn the four dogs cam€ back, they were sniffed and
$utroundd likc strangers, and I knew what the wild
dogs were smelling, the groveling loss of substane that
was the price of living easy off the machine. None of
those dogs ro$e to first bite, or even fifth. Thcy ran a
little behind th€ rest, deferentially, as if they knew that
th€y were only pretend dogs, some human being's idea
ofa dog.

But one or two other new recnrits would stay whsn
the summer ended and the forasing $ot hard and the
winds cold. One in five worild regpin its heritage and
becomc a true carnivore , ag3in. The rcst would stay
man-Cogs, half cteatures, with no senee of themselves or
their proper plilce. Dogs of the interface, they qould
run tf,e between-world, too advcnturous for the lawn
and a short chain but too hrrrranized to make the break
complete. -

I ahink that of all th3 creaturs I sew in thc wods,
those, hdf-wild doSF werc the least nf,f$ral, thcir reflexes
slowcd by connnnii, tffir $cnsg$.dulld btt thg odor of
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machines and the apparatus of mankind. Nothing they
did ever had the style of true dogs; they always seemed
to be holding back, os if they thought the discovery of
their clandestine life would cost them their pension. I
was no longer like that. I had become animal in some
important and irreversible ways.

All $ummer I went through the woods from special
place to special place looking for tidemarks, places to
measure from while I was gone. Althouglr I would be
there in the Pines all winter, I knew as I walked that it
would be years before I saw the Pine Barrens again in
$ummer. In a year, I would be on journeys to other
places, taking what I had learned and pitting it against
what I had not learned to see what would happen.

The woods had changed since I had started to come
into them. Some oil roads had become macadam, and
some trails had become major, if short, highways for
people looking for adventure of one kind or another.
There were tracks near the Good Medicine Cabin that
summer, leading in from the easy access of the power
line roads. Their illegal drinking interrupted by police
patrols, half-tame people dove into the woods in their
dilapidated old cars and cancerous trucks until the
Township's lone police car went by.

Sorne of them, drunk or in blind flight, apparently
got lost, on the trails and then finally found their way
back again. Probably they came back sober and tried to
retrace their steps, learning new trails all the time.
Perhaps one out of fifty of them might eventually get
out of their truck and begin to explore on foot, gaining
a reverence for the woods as they went. But most $rere
looking for greater danger or a safer place to hide.

Stage by stage, I watched their tracks go from short,
hesitant explorations of the major trails to highspeed
search-and-destroy missions down otherwise trackless
trails. Only one trail had the steady motion of someone
who thinks, "It-all-comes-out-someplace, enjoy-the-
ride." One set of tracks hinted at someone who might
eventually come to understand the woods. I could read
the drunkenness in the rest, leaping and wallowing
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downhill, skidding oornens sloppily, crashing througlr
Uud puddles headlight high and tganng up half an acne
of trs to throw under the wheels for traction. More
than one I found half their load dropped in thc dark
aloqg a staggering path of tracks and broken shnrbs.

giit ttreir foonsnness bothered me less than the
fasriliarity I read in their tracks. The tracks had a bold-
ness that comes only when an animal knows his terrilory
well and is tsting himself against it for the first time. I
had seen new dogs stumble clumsily over the dumps
until they learnd to walk leaning into' the slope. It
always made them reckless when they first learned it.
The ,intruders were the same. They knew'a few square
rniles of road well. They drove them drunk. It was only
a matter of time before they stopped for one reason or
another and saw the cabin through tbe trees. I had to
prevent that.

I held that ground sasred then, thinking my skill came
from the place rather than the experience. It sremed to
nte that my survival was at stake, and yet I did not feel
the rage that I had felt against the poachers, and I did
not want violence. I went back to the tracks aggin and
again as if by being there I could somehow keep tlgm
away from the cabin. If I could kecp them from finding
it until the first frost, it would be all right after that. The
woods would be eurpty again until spring, and I would-
worry about spring when it catrte.

nut there was nbthing I could do to stop them, and I
watchd in helpless frustration :as the tracks movd
closer and ctoser to the cabin. I nded'the Good
Medicine Cabin; I needed to take- its image with me in--
tact when I left the pines.

AII summer I wandered down from time to time to
watch the tracks creep closer likc a gartly rising tide. I
must have brcome obsessd with the idea bwause I
would find a track, just missing $ome poinl from which
th€y could see the cabin, andr I would hurry back tO
ctrcct it again e fqf days lats only to fitld that the track
wstl only"a few hdns older than b$ore. I cursed the,m
for brirrFng time back into my life.
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My days had sequence but not chronology. I could
rernember the sequence of weather for days back, but
night and day were only facets of the unceasing flow of
weather around and over me. I could not have given any
day but the frrst a date or a name, and I do not know
when I first became aware of the tracks as a danger. But
I knew that there was always danger when carnivores
met in the woods and that man is the most dangerous
carnivore of all.

What happens when carnivores confront is governed
by the necessity to survive. The initial response of a car-
nivore to surprise is flight, since those who un-
derestimate the danger of the unknown tend. to perish
oftener than those who overestimate it. Most animals
flee unless they are sure at a glance that the odds are
heavily in their favor. A species that attacked
automatically instead of preparing to flee would have to
have an extremely low population in a given region or it
would kill itself off as members of the species kept run-
ning into and attacking one another. Thus, most
animals will flee if startled, and the vast majority of
animals will avoid a confrontation with man if they
have a clear escape route. Except in cases where aban-
doning the field threatens the survival of the animal
more than staying, an animal will run rather than at-
tack. When the pack got hungry, it was a lot harder for
the Alpha dog to drive a less aggressive dog off his
share of the food, and once while I watched, he had to
savage one of the newer dogs for not backing off
quickly enough.

However, when you corner an animal, especially if
you come upon it suddenly, cutting off its only escape
route, it will attack. Biological imperatives drive it to at-
tack. How close you must come depends on the animal,
but there is a point for every species past which all ac-
tion is interpreted as an overwhekning threat, and the
only response isATTACK! !

Having once cornered an animal and escaped without
injury, only a fool would pursue it and corner it again.
Even the normally timid rabbit will attack when there is
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no other avenue of ac,tion. Every animal has a point
where it wilt turn and fight because it sees that further
flight is innpssible and death is the obvious alterrnative.
OnlV a very hungry predator takes its prey when the
pr€y has turned instead of while it's on the ruIl. A
fteCing animal is a vulnerable animal. A trapped animal
has nothing else to lose. And sometimes, the unex-
pectedness of its ferocity creates enough space for it to
e$cape. The cornered attack is a last chance, however
unlikely, 8t survival.

All summer the tire tracks Uackcd me into a corner at
the Good Medicine Cabin. It was a sacred place. I did
not know then that an omen is preserved in the spirit,
and I believed that the Good Medicine Cabin was the
omen itself instead of being simply the place where
the omen had occurred. I had beome invisible thse.
The magicat deer had flowed from the woods there,
weaving me forwer into th€ pattern of the Pine Barrens.
They could not be abandoned. Confrontation became
inwitable. Even my dreams told me so.

It was not alw{ys the same dream at first, but it was
always similari and it came to me off and on throughout
the $runmer until it finally worked itself into a ller-
manent version that catrre back two nights in a row
before it drove me down to the Good Medicine Cabin.
In the dream, three men got out of their jeep and came
into the clearing where the cabin was. They were drunk,
and they started to kick the cabin down, but it wouldn't
go doryn because I was inside.holding it up. They got
thirsty with effort and got more and more dryik, the
harder they tried to kick:it down. Then one of them
threw a bottle up agninst it, and the cabin burst into
flbmes. They Uurnidlhe cabin to the gf,ound with me in-
side it; dancing around it, white renegades pretending to
be Indians to shift the blame. They laughed and threw
their beer cans into the fire, and one of them staggered
up to water the flames. He eame so close that his clothes
wcre smoking when he, turnd around half finished and
s-tag[gered away. When the fire wa$ done smouldering,
tttc,y ldckcd thc charc a*ay, and I rose up out of the
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ashes like the Jersey Devil and ate them alive. Or at least
I was always on my way to eating them alive when I
woke up, sweating and thirsty.

I hated that dream, both the part where I was
destroyed and the part where I was the destroyer. It was
a bad medicine dream full of bad medicine death,
useless death from which nothing can be learned and
nothing taken. I had almost had a death like that once
when kids opened fire on our camp from across the
stream, not knowing we were there. We crawled,
howling and cursing, into the underbrush while half
spent bullets dug themselves into the trees. For weeks
afterward I thought how uselessly we might have died.

I wanted a death that would be an omen to anyone
rvho saw it. I wanted a spectacular death, full of final in-
sights. I did not care if it was a painful death as long
as it was one from which something could be taken. I
wanted my last track to be the sign of a struggle. I
wanted a death where the signs of my going would say
to whoever read them that if there was nothing beyonil
life but the abyss, I had gone into it taking il[ best of
mysglf with me in one joyous leap. I did not want a bad
medicine death.

There were so many kinds of bad medicine death.
Killed by boredom and the tiny, unconnected in-
significance of civilized life that hits like a predator
coming in from above and behind you, as silent as night
except for a little muffled rattle of wings and, if you are
lucky, an awareness of the last, bright instant of pain
and pleasure. Cancer. Heart attack. Stroke. Em-
physema. Any number of insults to the body that come
striking down out of the air or the water like flashing
jaws snapping at your face out of the bushes. Useless
death. Bad mdicine death. Killed by accident by
drunken idiots having a piece of sadistic fun. To disap-
pear without a trace, buried in some shallow grave and
added to the list of victims of the Jersey Derril. In a way,
it really was the Jersey Devil that pursued il€, and it was
the myth of the Jersey Devil that saved me in the end.

It happened just around the bend from the Good
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Mdicine Cabin. The tracks wcrc startlingly slose. Fresh
tracks; not more than an hour old. firey had the weave
of som@ne driving just short of the dangcrous side of
dnrnh going slowly, looking for landmarks or trying to
establish ones for finding their way back. I knelt by thc
tracks in the shadow of the bank. It was a bright night,
but I had to feel the tracks for a while until I could get
my cyw dimmd &wn to thc tevd where tlre,y matdred the
dar*mcss of the bmk ard I could soe rnorc or hs cbqly.

One s€t of tracks overlapped the other. The ones
going in were unsteady or cautious, moving at five or
ten miles an houf, weaving slightly. It was the track a-driver mlght make leaning forward over the steering
whel and looking out and up through the windshield
from time to time. If I had followd it a whil€, I would
have comg to a srnall swerve or two where he took
another drink from a passed bottle. Given a day to
follow the trail both ways, more than a stone's throw in
either direction, I would eventually have found the
bottle, a crushed cigarette pack, or a mound of butts.

Just up the road, there would be skid marks and
plumes of strewn gravel where drivers had chfrged and
someon€ aggressive, almost to th€ point of craziness,
had taken the wheel. The tracks went off around the
bcnd on the wrong side of the road, gaining speed. I did
not need to go down the trail to know that I would find
branche snapped off all the way along like bent blades
of grass, dirt kicked out of the wheelruts on every cutve,
and handfuls of gravel scattered where it shouldn't have
ben, lighter side down.

I reached into the shadow of the bank to feel fbr th€
divots of scattered stones. If they had gotten out of the
truck where the traeks stopped.and staild, they could
have ssen the cabin. If thCrb was one stone overturned
anywhere on that bank I wanted to find it before I went
blundeqins into them in the dark without surprise on my
side. I knew that thse was nothing more dangerous in
thc deep woods af niglrt than e half drunk man o.nt$idc
the reech'of any reetraint €,xcspt his ane$hetizd Con-
sci€,nce ad his power to destroy.



Thoreau Summer I7g

I had abandoned the knife days before to live in the
woods with only what the woods gave me. It was a
good, bountiful summer, and the Pine Barrens took
care of D€, sheltered ffi€, fed me. I was better off
without it. The violence of the poachers had soured me
even on revenge, and I did not want to harm them as I
might if cornered and armed.

I could feel a disturbance in the boulder field at the
foot of the bank. I closed my eyes to heighten the sen-
sation in my fingers, focusing the whole of my attention
on what I felt. Something made me turn my head to the
left. Even through my eyelids, the lights were suddenly
blinding.

I opened my eyes and the headlights were a flare of
unbearable light. The roar of the engine sounded like
the growl of a dog up close to my face. I dove blindly
into the underbrush, feeling for a place to hide until my
sight came back. By the time the jeep screeched to a
stop, I sat wrapped around a short pine, my heart
pounding like a deer's, waiting for the hunters to go by."
The limbs went back out over and around me and I was
buried in the tree. I broke two branches to cover up the
bare spots near my face, and waited.

I had been so long in the woods alone that it did not
occur to me that they were human like myself, that I
might reason with them, or threaten them, curse them
out, or simply talk to them. It never occurred to me to
have any conversation with them any more than it
would have to a deer. They were the hunters, I was the
hunted.

The jeep stopped exactly where I had come diving
into the woods. I wrapped my arms tighter around the
trunk and hugged closer to the tr€, losing myself deeper
in its branches. I heard a door bang open and somebody
thunder out. I heard somebody else shout, "What the
hell wos it, you guys?!"

A gruffer voice said, "A naked guy. He jumped in the
bushes right here." Thetre was a laugh that sounded like
alcohol and the clatter of somebody inept climbing out
of a jeep. "You sure it wasn't the Jersey Devil?"
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"Naw, it was s guy" I'm telling ya, and *hcre there's
a'nnkd guy, there's got to be a naked broad." Th€V
milled qround the jeep like a pack at the crossroads of
two sccnts,

tel.et's get her!" The voicr was the bay of a dog that
always charges out of the confusion, howling after a
false trail. No one moved. 

'

"lVhat the hell are you worried about, you won't get
her till last anway." The voice was the gruff growl of
the Alpha man.

The voice of the Beta man answered from the jeep out
of the sound of things being tossed around. "Where's
the goddam flashlight, Jimmy?"

One of them climbd up the side of the jeep and
turned a spotlight into the woods above me. I could tell
it was the clurqqy onC. The beam played erratically in the
ffeetops as if he had somehow got it tangled in the
branches. The Alpha voice barked, "He's not in tbe
trees, asshole!"

There was a whimper in the answer. "Well, what are
we chasing him for airyway?" The gruffer voiie laughed
like two stones being grated together. "He'll teil us

- where she is." He must have turned toward the woods
because his voice got louder. "I'll cut him a new hole if
he doesn't." I peeked out through the branches. The
laugh was grittier than before; it sounded like two six-
packs of warm beer poured into a moron and allowed to
ferment. The voice sounded like an an being slarnmed
into a live tree out of boredom.

I could see them only as shifting flashes of darkness
flitting through the headights, but l-could hear them
perfwtly, and I knew which was which by the way they
came' into the woods. The one called Jirnrny came
crashing in, knocking the branches out of his way or
jerking them up over his head and out of his face at the
last second. His fret carne kickirU through the tang[e
around his ankles

Off to his left, I, could hear the clurnsy one start in,
picking his way as he w.ent, without a planr following
the lead of the qth€r tsro. If either of thcm eflqqked; he
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would join in just to escape being the scapegoat if the at-
tack failed. In better compatry, he might have gotten a
Iot out of the woods, but he was a danger at that
moment, whatever his out-of-the-woods character.

Probably the Alpha man was all mouth out of the
woods, but he would have to prove himself if they
found me. He would have'to use the knife he apparently
talked so much about or admit being a coward, and
there was too much alcohol in his voice for me to
imagine him doing that. I heard the clumsy one stop and
pick out a path and then stumbled down it a few feet
before he stspped again. "C'morr" he whined, "he's
probably leading us away from her. This is a waste of
timg, t t

The Alpha man grunted. "Nawr" he said, "he
probably pushed her into the woods ahead of hirn,
that's why he was still on the road. n' He pushed
branches aside and peered into the underbrush. r'she's
probably laying in here somewhere." He sounded like a
poacher looking for a wounded doe.

The voice of the Beta man came out of the darkness
to his left. "You sure you saw him?" There was a
challenge in his voice. "Or are you jerking us around
again?"

The answer was belligerent. "Naw, I didn't see him.
It was the Jersey Devil." The laugh that followed it was'not as cqnfident as it wanted to sound. f could hear the
clumsy one crackling twigs back toward the jeep. The
Beta man was making short soft steps turing him back
toward the trail. I thought for a minute that they were
going to leave, but the knife-holder rnoved irresolutely
forward. Voices alone followed him deeper into the
woods. rt had become a matter of not losing face now.
"C'motr, you'll never find him in there, Jimmy." I
could hear the Beta voice turning to go, and I almost
lowered the two branches I held in front of my face.

But the Alpha man's answer made me keep them
where they were. The animd panic that had held me had
begun to dwindle. I could see my position as a man
would see it. If I attacked, I could probably get all three
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of them. Surprise, darkn6$, and the woods were all on
my side, but what had happened at the poacher's cabin
fcll acros$ me like a restrainini hand and I would have
crouched there until they went away if the one with the
knife hadn't stumbled into me.

He t*g to kick tris *ai-ihrough some brambles,
cursdd, Iurched and fetl forward int6 the tree. lVhen he
grabbed for a branch to steady himself, he caueht my
wrist. I jgrked it back and he gave a shriek. My rvrist
ca{ne out of his grasp like an adult's hand being pulled
free of a child's. 

-I 
could feel the fear in his fingeriips as

they slid over my wrist. I had only a split second to take
advantage of it and'everything from that point on was
reflex.

Had I paused for rationality, I would have come up
out of the bushes, screaming threats and curses, or
stayd where I was, afraid to risk the vulnerability of a
nakd man. But there was no time for rationality, and I
knwr intuitively that if I could turn their fear to panic, tr
could turn their attack into a rout. I rose shrieking from
the bushes, hoping all those times jumping out at nict
had not been for nothing.

The knife man staggered backward. Two steps back,
he got momentary control of his fliefit and slashed out
with the knife at one of the branchesl had broken off to
shield myself with. The branches extended my arms by a
foot and must have made me look like some deformed
cr@ture reachingqut gf legend for a bloody mouthful,

Probably I could have come up screarning "Apple
Pie!" And it would have worked. Everything was in my
favor. I was coming out of nowhere at a man in a
wrlnerable position. I was startling him. His natural
reaction would be to flee. Two quilk strokes with the
branches knockd the flashlight out of his hand and sent
him toppling backward over a small pini. The spotlight
Ftayed directly at me for a secotrd, but there wcre hall a
dozen'trees in the $ray and, if'anything, the tight must
have made me look ev€n more unieal. flre pin; needles
that had ctuck to'my sweity body sevc mb eteoat of haif
all ove;: snd the oies t hait stuikln ny hafi snd Uaara
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for camouflage made me look like The One True Jersey
Devil. The bianches completed the picture with hairy
lower arms and hands big enough to tear an ox in half.

The Alpha man rolled backward over himself and ran
shrieking- for the jeep. The Beta man turned and ran
with hishashlight bointing down in front of his running
feet. Almost out 6f tne woods, hd stopped and shined
the flashlight back at me. I liked that trait, tlat not
being ablJto wait until he was safe, to see what in-
credlble thing was after him. It was something Rick
would have dbne. I waved the branches in front of my
face and leapt toward him.

He took h few steps away and turned again. I had
grabbed the fallen flashlight by that time and as he
turned back again, I held it pointing upward under my
chin and madE a fact that would have made children
laugh in other circumstances. But it was enouglt !o give
his banic something concrete to feed otrr and he ran
shouting for the ieeb. I let out one of the long, wailing
growls that Rick-and I used to scare each other with in
tlre cedar swamp as they fought their way over each
other into the ieep.

They stalled out the jeep and I stood there praying for
them to get it going againbefore they calmed down and
saw ontfa nude man-waving pine branches at them in-
stead of the Jersey Devil. Finally, they ggt it going, ond
I leaped up again and gave another bloodcurdling hgyl.
The l.rp dug up fiftf feet of trail as it went streaking

\away into the dark.
I itood in the silence watching where they had been.

The blind animal panic I had felt was gone, b,lt in its
place was an equally animal exuberance that left me
howfing for the iheer pleasure of it long after they were
out of earshot.

It seemed to turn suddenly cold when I stopped, and
when I laughed I knew I had become human_again. I
could smef the coming of winter in the air. The next
day, I put on my clothes and ffune out of the woods. It
was a long time before I went back agnln in summer.
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Apprenticuhip was hord. Journeymarchip was long.
Sulking Wolf truined us for four !€a?s, the last two of
which twne intense enough to fu ofull-time o&urytion,
bqfore we came of age ond Wssd frcm apprentioe to
iourneynan. But thse wene two stage^s to jour-
neymanship; in the first, the journeyman is rully an
dwated dpprcntice. He ,s given mone and mone
knovldge, htt he uss it under the gradually loosening' sulwtbion of the master of the art.

Evcntualty, however, the journelman must tnrly be-
eone the man ufro goss on journeys. The.journeys he
gocs on are not quite important anough fo: ttrc master
to go ql, or they oome up when the master is busier
el$crvhsre and Ms a good r@rosentative. But th€y are

1&{



Iourneymon 185

journeys nevertheless, and while on them, the jour-
neynan is on his own, limited in what he can do only by
his skill and daring. There is not much practical dif-
ference between an independent journelman and a
master of the art.

I stopped being an apprentice at twelve, and I became
an independent journeyman at sixteen when Stalking
Wolf left. By eighteen, it had become clear to me that
although there were countless things worth learning in
the Pine Barrens, I was going to have to go somewhere
else to become a complete rnaster of my craft. At
eighteetr, I began the first of several journeys that would
take me to the Grand Tetons, the Dakota Badlands, and
the Grand Canyon. What finally set me moving was a
trail that I found on my eighteenth birthday. 

'

I was walking through the woods and I came across a
trail that was at least two months old. The ground had
frozen and unfrozen to different degrees all December
and January, but there was still a readable print left.
The tracks were erratic, and I followed them in
staggering, frenzied circles. The body was not far away.
I found his gun about thirty feet further on. I lifted back
the bushes and there was the body.

The next day I went back and followed his tracks
back to a jeep with a broken fanbelt. His tracks were all
around it, and I found the deeper heel mark where he
had jumped down. I followed the earliest set of tracks
around the car. At almost each corner of the car there
were sideward ridges on the print as if he had stopped
and looked around. He had apparently ridden the jeep
in circles until it died.

Panic must have set in a long time before or he
wouldn't have run the engine past where he overheated
it. If he had gone in short, quarter bursts and coasted
when he could, he might still have gotten out without a
fan belt and without overheating. But he must have
jumped out of the jeep and mn around the car looking
for something, anything, that would seem like a key to
the way out. The tracks dug in at the toes in a sort of
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frenzied shuffle around the €r, checking each n€w
horizon for some way to cscape. fn his growing panic,
he was still methodicsln organizd. Snap drcisions kitted
him. It must have dawnd on him, wnen the heat in-
dicator went or, that pretty soon he was going to have
to $tart walking through that wildernss, so yast and in-
tricate, that he had been riding througlr alt morning
trnng to get out.

I beliwe he did not start running until late morning
- b€cause a prudent maqr would have sat still until he had

some li$rt to distinguish the trails by. If he had starfed
running in the night, it might have ben because he was
feeling the first hints of the oncoming heart attack that
finally killed him. But I don?t think he did. If he started
driving even late at night, he would probably have
outnrn tris panic by tate rnorning when the car-finally
broke completely.

But the Inan-who jumpd out of the sar and ran
around it looking for a way out was still in the throes of
a growing panic. He did not just spring from the car and
start nrnning. He looked around, perhaps frantically,
beforb he set out, and he had the fresenb of mind i6
take his gun. He had come fhere to hunt, and it was
probably in his mind that there were things in the
woods, wild dogs at least, that might be hunting him.

That fear may have quickened his steBs and sct tim
running instead of coruerving his energy. With the gun
and the abundanw of watsr in the Pine Barrens, he
should have been able to kocp himself alive a good long
time, wen in Dwember and January.

But he was not usd to that kind of situation, and he
paqieked and started to run, looking for an exit. Sti[, it
was not a blind panic. The footsteps went in rushes and
pausg.s as if he looked, decided, flnd then took off as

1 fast as he could thc w.ay he had chosen. But eventually,
the feet droppd to shuffle and not'muclr further oq
they s!?rted to become erratic, where the h.eart attack
probably happened.
. , 1, 

hed,followed hig tracts around the heart-breating
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circles of the hopelessly lost. I had watched the circles
get tighter and tighter as he speeded uP, frantically
looking for something that might lead him out. Not
long after they began io shuffle, the tracks went erratic
and began to stagger. He carried that heavy gun with
him almost to the end.

I could see him in his tracks going along trying to use
what skill he had but not sitting down and considering
all the alternatives, not looking for solutions other than
flight. Lost is probably when you can think of no other
altirnative to being where you are than flight. Maybe
the pain kept him lrom hearing the traffic noises, ald
maybe he heard them after all and was trying to_make
for them through the blindinghaze of his pain. He was
going parallel with the Parkway when he finallffell,-btt
he may have lost the direction of the sound. The_place
was far south on the untraveled part of the New Jersey
Parkway, and there may well have been no traffic noises
for him to follow.

Atl along his trail, I could see a resourceful man who,
even in thJfirst stages of panic, kept his wits about him
and might well havE made his way out of the woods, if
his body had not given out on him, or it he hadn't
pushed it so much. I could see him going to what he
ihought were the limits of his skills in the woods, and
getting more and more afraid because those skills were
leaving him just as lost as before.

Perhaps if he had said to himself that he would have
to live off the land for a few Weeks, he would have
relaxed and come to the right trail eventually. Probably
he did not think of all the-organizational skills he used
at other times in his life. I doubted that he organized his
search for a way out as he would have organized a job.
He had taken the guo, but he hadn't fired it to summon
aid. Maybe he wls saving that for the end when he
couldn't go any farther. I looked at his trail for a long
time and I wondered what I would do in a place as alien
to me as the Pine Barrens had been to the hunter. I knew
my skills were more than adequate to exist where I was,
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but the huntcr had skitls that had allowed him to live the
day-to-day life of Northern New Jersey. He had traa tiii
runs and his trails there, his snares to ivoid and his sur-
vival drills !o golhrougtr. r wondered how *eii ;t o*n
skills would work in other parts of the country. f went
off all the next four summers to find out.
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Over the next ten years I spent alrnost every summer I
testing my skitts in different-parts af the3ounlry-; in the I
Dakolo badlands, Death Valley, the Grand Canyon,- |
and the Grand Tetons. I first hitchhiked west when I I
was nineteen. I made California eventually, but I sow I
mtost of the other states either o'rr the way there or on the I
way {ack. I stept in barns or in the woods in Penn- |

Isylvania, in the fteld in Ohio and Indiano- 

|
I went to the Dakota Badlands to see if I could survive. I I
had ten dollars in my pocket when I teft and after living I
off the land for three months and working my way as I I
went, I came back ten pounds heavier and ninety dollars I
richer.

Wherever I went, I tried to make contact with old I
trackers or hunters and with the Indians. I was 

"-]
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lucky in that I was allowed to stay with a tribe I ran into
going up .river in'the Grand canyon, and I learnd a
grcat deal from the oldest man in the tribe. I learned
almost as much in the Badlands from an old wanderer,
and in Death Valley from an old prospector. Every-
where I went it seemed I found som@ne with something
to teach me.

The Badlands were arid and beautiful, full of gullies
and stands of rock almost as colorful as the rock bf tne
Painted Desert. The most difficult part of the stay was
the water, At the ehd, I was on my knees prayrng for
rain. I got rewarded with torrential downpours that
almost drowned me i$ a flash flood. Thereafter, I did
not seek divine intervention but worked, as Statking
lVolf had taught rtr€, to rnatch myself to the patterns ol
nature rather than bend them to suit me. I was hungry,
thirsty, or both most of the time I was out there, UItit
did not exceed my limits, and as I adusted to it, the
fascination of so much new to learn first-hand made me
enjoy my stay more, the longer I was there.

I watched the animals and trackd them. I watchd
how their tracks deteriorated in the arid air, so I would
remember it if I ever had to track there some day. When
the summer was over, I had been hungry and thirsty and
still I had stuvived and had been content. I did not hear
an airplane for weeks at a time, and that alone almost
made it worth the trip. In the end, I was living well
erxrugh not to want to l-eave.

Next, I trid Deqth valley. It was a hotter anvil than
the Badlands, and the food was much scarcer. I left my
car with an Indian who ownd a scrvice station and toli
him I was going to go live in the desert for six weks and
that if I wasn't back out in ninc, I watr probably dead.
He snorted and said, "You aintt gonm live that long
anyways, $o don't-worry about it." I didn't bother
arguing with him.

I had a fen' cans of high protein food, and a knife,
and a pieca of plastic to-mahe a sotar sau. strddej
down into a thre foot hole rfuith a rock in the center, the
shwt of plastic caught evaporatiqg water oq it$'un-
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derside and funneled it down into the can in the bottom
of the hole. I could get more than a pint a day in the
driest place with my length of tubing stretched down
into the can like a straw.

I lost track of time and spent almost eight weeks out
there instead of six. I could have spent ten years there
without scratching the surface of what there was to be
learned.

I thought I had been thirsty in the Badlands, but
Death Valley was a nightmare. The heat was worse as
well, and I spent most days sleeping aqd then explored
at night. I didn't expect to have much light to go by but
I wai surprised. After sunset, the landscaqe seems to
turn an eerie blue. The stars are incredibly bright, and
when the mo6n comes uP, you can almost see to read a
book. Everything else seemed to come out at night as
well, and I was Rever without something to see oldg.-^-

Tfie desert had a vastness to it that made me feel like
the only spark of life in a dark, end]es9 - place. TiTt
seemed-to stretch away over the whole history of the
desert, ffid I was in the middle of it, millions of years
from its birth or death. I wandered without the re-
straints of place or time.

Things were easiest when I met some local Indians
and wai allowed to witness some of their ceremonies.
Things were also easy the week I spent travelitle-Ytth an
old firospector who wandered the desert- picking -up
enougtr gbta nuggets a year to make him still believe that
therJwis somelhing worth finding out there. He was
really well past any pleasure money could buy for him,
and i Uetieved the gotd was only his excuse for living olt
where everybody else thought only a $ary man would
live. I knew whit he felt like. It seemed to comfort him
that I would have tived his way gladly, but without the
pretense of prospecting. He was a Parched old man with
i face like the weatheiing wood of a ghost town, and I
learned a good deal just being around him.

The rest of the time, I lived alone, watching every-
thing I could. I made camp in a lar99 caye at the base of
an outcropping ofrock. I noticed that in the daytime I
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$hard the save with two rattlesnake$, and I was
thinkiry of moving rather than having to icin them, but
the,y samed to sense that and seemed willing to ignore
the ancient enmity between rRan and snake as long as I
stayd on my side of the cave. The pack rats madsno
such compromises and stole my knife, which made the
last few days an interesting test.

I ate lizards and snakes and a couple of other animals,
but mostly it seemed, I ate sand and more sand. There
was rr€ver anything to burn and a fire was rare, so 4 lot
of what I ate went uncookd. \Mater was the big
problem and thirst ptrshed me well beyond the limits I
had had to pass in the Badlands.

But the desert was so full of life and beauty that I did
not mind the thirst. A lot of times I wgnt two or three
days on half a canten of water. When I ran out corn-
pletely, I milked cactu$. But at the end of the journey, I
found again that I had not passed the ends of my r+
sources. I had ben hungrier and thirstier than I had
been in the Badlands, but I had not reached my limits, I
had learned a lot more about tracking and in the long
iltr, it was worth far more than it cost.

The landscape in Death Valley defied descniption. But
nothing was more indescribabte than the Grand
Canyon. I lived in it for a month, and it was neiver really
credible to me that something that huge and that in-
finitely varied could exist. I could have learnd all there
was to know about tracking just following a trail from
the subatpine rim of the canyon to the desert aridity of
its flodr. The canyon fascinated o€, and I sat at evgry
sunsef and watchd the impossible colors of the canyon
wall change with the dnrU sun. d

I swam in the Colorado River and went up and dorvn
its banks with my horse and pack mrile. I learned every
animal up and down that,bank, I lernd every rock,and
bushn:and I loved every second of it. The canyon wgs
like a time nt'achine. Eviry foot I went down I w6nt back
into the history"of the Earth, until I yas milIions of
)@r$ eway by the time I reachd thc garryoR floor.

I worked all the levels, mining ttrem for inforqadon,
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I studied tracks at every level of the canyon and spent
days going up and down the pack trail reading the
variations as altitude changed the heat and humidity. I
used to wait until just after the first mule train full of
tourists had stalted back up and I would read the tracks
and form desciptions of who had made them. Then I
would catch ,up with the mules and check my descrip-
tions. Each walk is so unique that I had no trouble
matching the tracks with the people who m.ade thern.

I heard the howl of a coyote up the canyon one night,
and the next day I went exploring up river, hoping to
find a track or a skull. I found a tribe of Indians in-
stead. There were two tribes actually although they had
one name. One tribe lived up where the tourists could
give them a living, and the other, made up mostly of old
medicine men, camped in the ravine and kept the old
ways. I went to the oldest and asked him to tell me his
stories as I had done with Stalking lVolf. I sat there with
him for two days listening as he told me the history of
the canyon and its secrets. He was almost a hundred
years old, but we had more in common than he had with
soine of the younger men.

I had grown up in similar ways, and we had an instant
friendship. I believe he saw the hand of Stalking Wolf s
teaching in rt€, and he accepted me instantly and taught
me a great deal about tracking and about the unique
way the spirit-that-moves-in-all-things moved through
thecanyon. We had a comrnon heritage, and a common
hatred for the men who had destroyed so much of the
land. I wanted to stay with the Indians forever, but I
had commitments and obligations. lVhen the summer
began to wind dowtr, I moved west toward the final leg
of my circle for that year.

I went to the Grand Tetons twice during my jour-
neying, and for sheer beauty neither the Grand Canyon
nor anyplace else, not even the Pine Barrens, topped it.
I had seen the Rockies and the Sierra Madres, and I did
not think I would ever see more impressive mountains;
but when I first came in sight of the Grand Tetons,
rising out of the plain, I was stunned.
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There are som€ things that a cam€ra trivializes, the
GranS Canyon was one. It is too wide and too deep and
too majetic to fit into the lens of a sarnera. The sheer
scale of it cannot be reduced to inches and focal lengths.
The Grand Tetons are the sane. Other mountains are
hrgher, but none are more beautiful. They semd made
of clouds, and in the middle of them the Snake River
plunged over cliffs and sucked down eround rocks on its
way south, like a living thing.

I rented a pack horse and stayed in the,mountains the
whole summer. If there is a place nature lovers go when
they die, it must look like the Grand Tetons. I wanderd
through them atl summer long, poking in the aban-
doned villages and mining towns, climbing some pealcs,
flg$ing down the snake River in an inner tubb past
*i$oey€d tourists going down the same rapids in huge
rubber rafts. They shouted to me that I was crury going
donh the most treacherous stretch of white water on ttle
continent in an inner tube, but no one had bothered to
tell me it was impossible before I did it. I shot past
tfrem, and when I looked back they were still shaking
their heads at my craziness, os their raft caught the last
rock and spilled them into the rivetr.
- Befor. Io"i; ililr out of the current and eliding

4ong, slower than walking. The river was an opcn zoo.
Moose ate at the side of the rivei as I floated by like a
drifting log. Beaver paddled across my bow. Catfish
m?ded the inner tube. Trout jumpd in the cool morn-
ing air. I floated without time or rn€mory.

The tube went ag:round on its own, and went up the
bqnk and aloqg the rivetr. I found the tracks of a moose
befbre I had gone fifty yards. I had stumbled into one of
his runs and I vowed to stay there until either he came
back or wintcr did. I had to wait less than an hour by the
side of the trail before he came past.

srhen he did, I could not believe hory bis he was up
close ! His head alone see,med to be a full-sized animal-I
was so astoturded 6t the sfue of hig body that I stood up
out of thc bushes closc enough t6 touch hi$ flant s$ it
went by. tr could not sse ovcr himl very quietty, I clscod

: ' a  
:
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my mouth and crouched back down, hoping he hadq't
noticed me. When he was gone, I got back in my tube
and went on down the river, but it was not the same
river, and I was not the same person I had been before I
had sen the moose. I went away from it filled with awe
and a sense of having been close to a completely new
mystery.

But the moose was nothing compared with the
gnzzly. I saw my first one fishing at the side of the river
is I went by on my inner tube, and the sight of him was
greater than the sight of the mountains. For the flrst
iime, I realized just how difficult it would be to stalk up
to a bear like that and smack it as Stalking Wolf's friend
had tried to do. Bending over fishing, the bear was enor-
mous. When he stood uP, there was nothing in the
forest half as tall, even the trees.

I knew he could run as fast as a horse, and for an in-
stant, I wondered if he could swim as fast as the current
was carrying me in my inner tube. But he had no interest
in me, and I was staying as far outside his range as I
could. Seeing him was the higlr point of an incredible
day, but I was glad to get beybnd even the illusion of
being within his reach. I was still learning my craft, and
I was no match for a grizzly and I knew it.

I had forgotten that particular limitation the next
time I came to the Grand Tetons, and it almost cost me
dearly. I still spent most of the year in the Pine Barrens
between jobs, whose hours I whittled down until the job
would disappear completely. I spent too much time in
the company of people and too little in the woods for a
while, and it was a bad point in my life when I went
back to the Grand Tetons.

Even the trip out restored rl€, and I was full of the
elation of having come alive after a long time of hiber-
nation when I got there. I left my jeep at the ranger
station and went out into the mountains. Everything
was as wonderful as it had been before.

I livd more easily than the first time, and when I was
ready to go home I knew I was going in the right dir-ec-
tion again. It was probably that exuberance after such a
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long stalerress that made me overconfident. I saw ttp
bcar on the way out as he was going over a little knoll
and into a glade. f stopped the jeep and got out.

I went up over the knoll following the smefi of bear as
easily as its tracks. It was picki4g berries at the foot of
thc knoll when I first saw it and I came up on it like a
moving shadow. I expected to smack it on the rurnp and
nm away with a tale to tell Stalking lVolf when we met
qgnin on the far side of the skull. I was about twenty
yards from it in a direct line, but there were two ste€p
rocks to climb down or make a thirty-yard detour. It
wa$ probably that extra distane that saved me when the
twig broke.

It was carelessness that shamed me. I had gottan so
cauglrt up in the majesty of the bear that I had moved
my foot without feeling where it was to come dowir, It
took the bear a second to locate me and I was alrgady
running when he startd to turn his head. I boundd out
of the treo and down a little hitl to the jeep. I ran
beyond my abilities; if Rick had been there with a
twenty yard head start, I would have pabsed him by the
tenth step. But as I came down the hill, the bear was
risht behind me.

I decided the jeep would be no protection and I
scrambled up the tree that ended in a broken split about
twenty-five fet high. The bear made a halfhearted ef-
fort at climbing and then stood up at full length and
swatted at me. I was as high in the tre as I could get and
sweating.

He was too heavy to climb, md I thougtrt he would
get tired of leaning and looking up at the bottom of my
feet straddling the branch. But a S1i?zly bear is no wild
dog, He had-no intention of waiting 

-around, 
and he

stood,on his hind legs again like a pick-up truck being
stood on its rsar bumper.

When he slamrhed against the tree, the impact almost
threw me out of it. I muld not betieve someone hadn't
just run into it af high speed with my jep. Bur one look
down into that angry face told me that I would have
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been a lot better off if it had been a jeep. I had the
feeling he was going to stretch up on his toes and slap
me from the topmost branch. The second time he hit the
tree, it picked up out of the ground and started to lean.
For a minute I ihought I saw him smile, and I got to a
place where I could hang on in case the tree went down.
But I had no time to prepare because he hit it a third
time and pushed against it until it fell. I couldn't believe
it,

Certainly the tree was old, but he had uprooted it iust
by leaning on it heavily. I wasso amazed at the strength
he had that I did not prepare my fall well enough. The
tree landed with a crash, and it was only by dumb luck
that I wasn't under it. The largest branch shattered into
the ground, and the jolt of landing whipped me off the
top and sent me tumbling toward the jeep. Only a lucky
roll saved ilt€, and I got to rny hands and knees trying to
clear my head.

I was stunned momentarily, but that would have been
easily enough time for the bear if he hadn't ben leaning
on the bottom third of the tree with one Plw, admiring
his handiwork. He took two steps toward me and I was
well under the jeep. I curled there, stuck on the horns of
fascination and total terror.

The jeep shook as if something heavy had just run
into it, and for a rninute, I was afraid he was going to
turn it over tike a rock to get at me. But the jeep banged
back down on its tires and I scrambled to the far side
underneath. The size of the paw that reached under for
me could not possibly have been as large as it seemed,
but it tore off the rnuffler just the same and left it in
shreds, slammed up against the rear tire. He did it with a
mere flick of his wrist.

When I saw that impossibly bie hand clawing under
the jeep for Dc, I felt more naked terror than I had felt
since the Jersey Devil had come to my camp when I was
twelve. But legitimately frightened as I was, I was
nowhere near panic. lVhen the claw raked under the
jeep I simply scrambled to the far side, almost out from
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under the icep until hc pulld that huge paw-back out. I
curled up and got as far away from those enonnou$
claws as I could.

when he did not get me, he started on the jerp. There
was I crash that picked up the front corner 

-of 
the jeep

and almost tiftd it entirely off me. As it slammd back
down, I could see the bumper ftnng end over end into
the underbnrsh. The bang that followed it would have
been enough to demolish the average car. But the Land
Cruiser held solid. The ieep wallowed down over itself
with thc next blow and I knew that when I looked at my
iew again I would find the headlight and part of the
fender missing.

He went around the jeep trnng to fish me out with
those huge claws from every angle. Every time he
missed, he would pull his paw bick with a roar of bad
temper and slam the jeep. The headlights and tait lights
w€re gone by the time he tried tifting the jeep again. He
rocked it up off its wheels twice before he gave up on it
and left me huddling near the far end. He moved
around the jeep like a fox, going in orrc direction until I
scrambld away from him,-then reversing his field and
taking a swipe under the opposite end of the car. At one
point my farc was inches from his hind foot while his
fto$ pay tore the air under the front part of the jeep
looking f91 me. I founcl it so interesting that ! forgot I
was afraid and started to watch how the bear's 

-foot

ggrled up out of the ground leaving a perfect print.
There nrere a million things I had questions about when
I lookd at the shaggy l"g ro close to my face. But he
fisured gut where I ws, and as he came lunging
around, I scrambled backward and almost out from
unfu the far side of the jeep. This time tre stood rp and I
could not resist tryrng to sce wha! he looked like stand-
ing that close. I slid forward and lookd out at him
under the radiator through a hole where the front bum-
per was supposed to attach. It was a mistake.

Just as r boked out, the bcar roared out his ragc and
btought his paw stadning down on the l-qrd tfre ah;
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fist of a drunken hunter making a point. I thought the
jeep was going to break in two and leave me staring up
at itre bear without a hiding place. I felt like a mouse
waiting for the cat to rip away its hiding place and
devour it. I scrambled backward under the car and the
bear reached over the hood. I heard the crash of the
windshietd going. The little squares of safety glass
bounced like hail off the metal floorboards above my
head. I waited for one more howl that would tell me he
was about to pick up the jeep and break it in half. But
eventually he got tired of pounding my jeep to get me
out from under it. He came close a couple of times,
when I was sure he was going to drive the frame down
through the chassis and crush me. But I kept my head
and moved in a tight little ball as far out of reach as I
could get.

Finally, he stood up and up and up. He jer!.ti Jhe
jeep to one side, lifted one wheel a foot, and let it fall. I
herird the hood rip away like a boxtop and crash into the
underbrush. I waited for the end, thanking the spirit-
that-moves-in-all-things for the great opportunities to
learn as much as I did and to see as much as I was for-
tunate enough to see. At last the bear got down on all
fours and shambled away up the rise and into the trees
again.

I was never happier to see a specimen go away, but I
was also fascinated by what he had done. I clawled out
a few minutes later and looked at the damage. It was
spectacular. It was going to cost me long hours of
boring work to get money to fix it, but it had been worth
the price.

The smell of grinly that close, the sound of his claws,
like can openers, tearing up the metal, the swipe of his
great hand that would have broken the neck of a bull as
easily as it had snapped the lock bolts on my buryper
and sent it spinning into the woods. It had been a small,
continuing miracle. I went over the tracks for hours
matching 

- 
what he had done with the shape and

placement of the' print.
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I stood by the jeep and recounted the damage as if I
expffted some of,it to have healed. It would have to be
repaired before I went much further west, and I would
have to take a short job to pay for it. Still, it was
driveable enough to get me out of there before the bear
same back. Only his deep throaty growl from far in the
woods set me reluctantly toward the trail again. All tte
time I was under the cff, the world had been reduced to
a horizontal plane of light between the bottom of the
jeep and the ground where the bear's feet shuffled and
danced in the dust. Everything of importance in the
universe had happened within that narrow plane. Space
had been reduced to a sliver, time to a moving point.
The vividness of every detail still amazed and astoundd

, me. Even as I leaned against the jeep, that impossible
brightness still danced around ffie, and I rejoiced in the
simple miracle of being alive.

I was there for a long time reconstructing it, but the
bear never came back. I had overreached my limitations
and lived to tell'about it. Nothing was more exciting
than that, and I swore to myself that I would not do it
again. But it was not the last time I was inches from
death.

About a week later, I was climbing a rock dome to get
a better view, when I found myself past the safety mark
of the curve and sliding toward the rim of the dome and
the drop-off beyond it. I spread eagled and tried to dig
my fingers into the stonen but I never got a decent
handhald until I caught the raised lip of the rim as I slid
oyer it. I hung there, too terrifid to screaffi, trying to
gct one leg back up over the lip. I hooked a knee over
the rim and hung there trnng to gather enough strength
in my rubbery arms to pull myself the rest of the way up
while I caught my breath. I looked over both shoulders
at the view: the sheer wall of rock patterned and etched
for countless centuries, the spilis of ancient stone
sloping away from huge monofiths, the Snake River'like
a silver thread tylng ev€rything together. *

If I had fallcn lhen, i wo[H 
-have 

died happy with
whet I had $scn. I exppctcd at lcast the grand-sights of,,
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ry life to flash before my eyes when I fett myself going
ver the lip of the dome but instead I relived only one
rcident. For an instant, I was ten again, stipping down
re curved dome off the water tower. I did not catch the
m that time and, until I hit the catwalk ten feet below,
experienced the perfect illusion of falling death. I was
'azy to have climbed both places, but the best seats
tve always entailed the greatest risks, and I was always
iady to pay the price. The bear had been a spectacular
low.
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In the pines, the wild dogs were tlreir own justiftcat
They guarded the pinu and ran free between the du
and the woods living off the land. They wffered t
outraga of winter, hunger, and cold; they' had fot
&tmmers when the packs swelled with omoteurr.
moved within the pottern of the woods; they had a
there and a duty. But by 1977, the peks had begun ii
erercingly to go bod.

Politicians, pumping up business, illd
SrdV for a short term profit, have been whittling
at the Pine Barrens for years, and as more pople
they carne into conflict more often with the dogs.
the years, the Atpha pack had moved deeper into
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woods, but tlrc.re were still isolatd packs of



Outlow lbgs n3

primarily wild from birth, who had left the woods and
had begun killing livestock and attacking people.

I had been on dog hunts before, finding their hidden
lairs for the police and the sharpshooters when a child
had been mauled or a pet had ben destroyed. I had
dogs of my own, and the dogs of the pines had my
grudging respect. I did not want to kill thon, but there
was no other choice.

The pack I had been asked to hunt had been killing
sheep and harassing farmers for two yiars. Police had
tried poison and traps, but nothing had workd, and
they settled on the hunt as a last resort. The S.P.C.A.
tried to rnake it harder by insisting on the use of
tranquilizing darts, ignoring the fact that tranquilizers
had to be administered in proportion to the body weight
of the animal. If all doses were set for the weight of the
biggest dog, half of the dogs would be killed by the
overdose; anything less would leave the larger dogs
unaffected. There was no way to stop a chargtng dog in
the underbrush, guess his weight, calibrate the dart, and
then shoot him with it.

The people who suggested it had never even seen a
wild dog and knew nothing about them. They had the
mistaken idea that the dogs were just cute little house
pets with bad manners. They could not have been more
wrong. The pack had developed a taste for blood and it
was not going to go away. They had learned to kill for
pleasure, like human beings.

I started out tracking around the farms that had been
hard,est hit. The southernmost of the three farms had
not been bothered by the dogs for five or six weeks, but
the northernmost had lost oyer $8,000 worth of shep to
the dogs. The farmer was angry and disheartened when
he talked about it. He started to tell me what it had ben
like, coming out of his field in the morning, to find the
mutilated sheep, some still not dead, lnng around the
field like the victims of a really bad car wreck.'But he
turned away and let the ida trail off into disgust and
impotent rage. "They didn't even eat more than one or
two of themr" he said. "They just killd the rest for the
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fun of it." I had ssen thc potioe pictures of the mutilrted
$heep, and I kncw what he must haye felt like.

The farm in the middle had suffercd the rl(xft. The
woman there came out whm she sary me.lookiqg at thc
tracks and offered any help she could grve in catching
the dogs. The pack had killd her cat$ and the family
dog, and she hated them as much as h€r children did.
After a few ysars, a dog or cat is like anothtr child in the
family, and their prematurc violent death is one of the
worst traumas of childhood.

Shc told me how she had come out and trid to drive
the dogs off after they had cornerd her cat nsar the
porcb.. But the dogs had ignord the broom and had
turned on her and driven her into the house before they
rippd the cat to streds. I listened to her tell how she' and the kids had carried,the bloody body of the family
poodle to the station wagon for the useless ride to the
vet. She was almost bcside herself when she started to
talk about the dogs.

Thry had attaEked her horse as well and pulled it
down, tearing open its stomach and stripping the flesh
off its back legB so that it lay aU night in the freld and
had to be shoiwhen her husband found it in the morn-
ing. After the horse, the dogs had gone after the pmple.
"They come running up on thc porch horvling and
baying." she said. "They just go round the house agpin
and again all niSht long. The kids are afraid to go to
slq." The children had good rcason to be afraid, ThG
dogs had caught hgr $on a little way from the house and
had chased him horte, snnpping at his hecls. T e boy
had dived through the storm aooi just ahqad of the dog,
who threw him$clf against thc storm door and smasffi
its windows. The woman said she had fird three shots
at it through the door, but had not hit it.

ttre co6ttrii cliasea nirtGua"o as *cll, trwing hin
for aB hour until police same to drive them off; One of
the dogs had even attacked a potie offrecr, but h had
killd it with his fbhlisht. Thc dogp had kilhd a calf
there as well, just tcaring it apart fq ryort as the,y had
the hortc.

'.'''I
i.r
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"They never leave us alon€r" the woman said. Her
voice was shaky with long strain. She asked me if I was
going to kill the dogs, and I said I didn't know, f was
iust tracking them for the police and what would be
done after that Was up to them. She looked disap-
pointed. "Well, iflou kill them," she said, "f want the
body of the big one." I cocked my head. "You want its
body?!" She nodded. "f want to give it just one good
kick," she said, "for what it did to Wintergreen." Her
voice was helpless with anger and grief. I said I would
do what I could. But I had no intention of dragging a
body back for her, especially one as full of infection and
disease as the wild dogs would be.

I had seen that kind of pack before, a litter of dogs
abandoned in the woods and raised wild. They would be
full of disease and infectior, starved and emaciated,
covered with wood ticks, bloated on bad blood and with
ulcers left untreated. Some of them were almost cer-
tainly rabid, and the bite of any one of thern probably
carried a host of diseases.

The third farm had not been bothered
weks, but they had had their pets mauled, When

for five or six
the

family shepherd had stood up to the pack, as it came
marauding through, they had killed it. The other dogs
and cats had all been bitten, and the family had been
terrorized at night. None of them had any idea where
the dogs came from or disappeared to.

There were not many tracks left around the third
farm but there were worn runways connecting the first
farm with the second and third. Runs coming out of the
Ihird farm came back toward the macadam road. All
trails came to the same place, a hole in the fence of a
government installation. I had no doubt they had gone
in there, and I followed them in, wondering what I
would tell the MP's if they caught me sneaking onto a
Iovernment post.

The trail went in and skirted the C-shape garbage
lump. It ran up into the trees and down into a strep
iratural amphitheater. They were laird up in a
lepression in the bottom of the bowl, a shallow recess
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coyered with trees. I did not stay to watch them cominsl
and going. When I reportd where they were, thc poticel
got the permission of the base commander for us to gol
in and try to track th€m down. I

There was no doubt in my mind that they werq
probabty rabid, and killing thern would be mercy.l
Rabics is a torment; the animal bite out of the un-l
bsarable frustration of his pain. I went in to the dumpl
the next morning with thre of my ex-Boy Scouts armsdl
wittr shotguns. The police had allo*ed me to bring inl
my owR people. I remembered the dog hunt I hadl
tracked when I was sixteen, a bloodbath of in-l
dissiminate shooting. It had been a wonder that no onel
had been killd, except one p€t dqg and most of thc
pack. I did not want to se that happen again nor did I
want to find rnyself drivilU the do$ out of hidlng aenin
and into a hail of shotgun fire that is also coming at me.

Harsh ntressities drove nie. The dogs were my re-
sponsibility. They had their corrective dutiw in the
woods, and I had mine. I went to the dump and climbed
a slope into the woods on the far side of it. The big
Alpha dog saw me and dove back into the woods. I
watched the dogs a while and then went back to the jeep
and put out ttrc bait. The dogs charged over the lip of
the hill a little later, and came at a full run down the
slope. lVe opend fire before they were fully down. Two
turned to run, the rest chargd. I saw one of my bo s
flre three tims at a charging dog and hit him all three
tirnes without knocking him off his feet. In the end, he
had to club it aside with the stock of his gutr, as the dogs
overran us. The gunfire turned some of them arotrnd,
and four of thc nine remaininC dogs ran back up intg
ttre wods. The police killed four more of those who
had run past u$, but we were fucd with: going into the
underbrush after the sthers, where the a&utage would
be aII theirs. \ilhen wG got out of the woods, *e found
there wene syen gtreater obstacles.

AccordfuU toa r€pgrt€r, the S.P.CA; wasl suppoaed
no h suins me :for haring kitled thc dogs. First I wrs
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hurt, and then I was angry. I could not understand
people like that. They actd as if I was a sadist out
ki[ing dogs for fun. It was hard, dirty work, and I did
not like doing it. But I believed it had to be done-The
dogs could not be left to rearn free, killing at will.

itre SPCA's suggested iltCrnatives wde ridiculous at
best. The dogs could not be trapped or poisoned. It was
not even certain that they could even be hunted suc-
cessfully. \Ve could not get close enough to them the
whole morning to get a shot, and they had circld
around us most of the afternoon. The SPCA wanted
them driven into nets.

According to the rumor, the lawyer was going to sue.
me for oiganizing the hunt even though I had written
authorization from the chief of polie and he was going
to have me prosecuted for not holding the dogs five days
before killing them. It seemd completely $azy to me.
But most of what I saw outside the woods seemed in-
sane, and I believed it was true.

I had an absolute horror of courtrooms. They seemed
to me the most intricate and frightening of alt in-
stitutions. They were so complex that even citified
people did not enter one without a lawyer to explain
what was going on. Even the thought of hiring a lawyer
seemed terrifying. Lawyers had to be so crafty to do
what they did, that even if they were on your side, it
would be like being friends with a fox, What was worse,
when it came to lawyers, I couldn't tell a fox from a
wolf, or a wolf from a witd dog. lVhen I heard the
rumor, I wanted to pack up everything and leave.

But it was nol as simple as that. If I let myself be
scared off from what I knew was right, I would have to
aCeept the responsibility for what would happen. If I
stopped hunting until everything went through thq
courts, the dogs would be long gone, and not until ttrey
had struck again would I be able to find their trail again.
Even if it only took a wek, a thunderstonn during that
time would have wiped out everything. It had taken
three days to pick up and follow their trail, the next time
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might take a lot longer. I would have to take respon-
sibllity for all the damage those dogs would do until I
tracked them down apin if I let them get away.

Sooner or later, the dogs would catch something
$mall and human out in the open. Only a week before, a
domestic dog had torn a baby out of its carriage and
would not stop gnawing on its head even when two men
beat and kicked it. The child survived, but I would not
want thc memory its mother carries. I had boen too
close to those teeih too often not to have slmpathy for
the victims. A wild dog would have gone for the throat.
I would not be responsible for letting that happen.

The worst of the dogs were still out there. Both the
Alpha and the Beta dog had gotten awal. Alpha was the
leader onty by virtue of his size, and the mqqler Feta
dog challenged him constantly. It may well have been
tht rivalry betrveen the two lead dogs that turnd the
pack to kl[ing for the sake of kilting. $oyling..around
ihe house at fught and attacking people in their front
yards may havC been outb,reaks of the-power st{lgqle
wittrin thi pack, as each of the leaders tried to outdo the
other in daring and viciousness. It was a battle that
would go on as long as both of them were alive.

If I *aited until morning, they would be gone. They
would have gone back to the tair after the attack to form
the survivori into a pack again, and when it got dalk'
they would moye somewhere else. Even if the iudgg
Uuhd the SPCA out of court in the morning, the pacF
would be gone. There was nothing to do but go back
out. I too[ my Srnm Mauser and a slip of shells and
crawled down a hundred yards of dog run to the top of
the amphitheater. The moon was rising as I ctawled,
and when it was full up they would come pouring over
the lip of the depression and down the run$.

I ciawld foriara untit I'cotrld hear their growls, then
I slipped off the run and into a clump 9f brush to wait
for 

-the 
tr}oon to rise' I listened to the niglrt' insect

sound, animal sound, wind sound. Everything sgemed
to blffid tog€Chcr, the thatc} of pine nedles pfcssing'
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against my jeans was one with the musty, downwind
odor of the dogs.

I had rubbed skunk cabbage leaves over my body to
kilt my scent, and I had come up the wind. If t was
going to get all of thern, it was necessary for them not to
know I was there until it was too late. Any dogs I rnissed
would be gone, free to ambush me on my way back out
and I had no doubts that that was what they would do.
The pack had the same military precision I had seen in
the Alpha pack, and an ambush was a maneuver I had
seen wild dogs pull a number of times. In the dark, with
surprise on their side, the odds were in their favor. t
came alert to the sound of claws scrambling over the rock
lip of the lair as thi dogs ran toward me inthe night.

I took them as they came up the slope toward me. All
I could see of them was their eyes and the vague dark
shadows of their bodies. They came toward me silent as
ghosts. They might just as well have been the spirits of
the dogs leaving. I stood and killed them as they came.

The Alpha dog died hard. The fifth bullet dropped
him near my feet, but he wriggled close enough, while I
fired again, to sink his teeth into my boot. t kicked him
away and fired at the next animal up the slope. He was
dead by then anyway. When I had the chance to think
again, I wondered how much pain it took to generate
that kind of rage. I had had no time to count the dogs.
They had come in bunches after the Alpha dog's charge.
The only rational thought I remember having was that I
might not have enough ammunition, and then
everything was still. The silence seemed to roar with
echoes. I almost didn't hear the claws going up the far
bank.

The Beta dog had gone down in a tumble in the first
wave out of the lair; the bodies of the other dogs littered
the slope. Running last up the hill, he must have seen
that, and decidd there was no pack left but himself. Of
all the dogs, he was the one I would never have let
escape. I would have gone into that dark after him with
a knife if I had to.
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end, charging up the slope at the head of the,pack, but
the BGta dog was sornething far tnore dangerous, a
ngtural surrrivoi. I admired him for that, but he was far
too deadly to be let escape to start another blood pack
sonx€n'here elsc. I kitled him with the first shot, qhort
and clean.--Triooa 

looking down the dim slope at the bodies for a
momcnt,'wishing I did not have to go down among
them. But I weni, hoping they were atl dead, and shot
those that still seemd to be alive. I trid not to.look at
thcrn. They were starving, sick, and diseased dogs,
scrambling against impossible odds to stay alive. They
rvere full of sorcs, 8II craekd and broken open. Ticks
the size of my thumb clung to thern all over. Th'eir ears
werc ma$$es of chiggers and unhealed wounds. The
Alpha dog had a drep abscess in his side that must have
driven him crary when he ran fast.

It was hard to say why they had .become outlaws;
from the craziness of Pain, from the frustration of un-
c€sing hunger, for pleasure, or to prove a dominance.
It did not matter. I had had no thought of vengeanc€,
and I had no thought of remorse. It was a hard iob, and

' I had done it, but I did not like it and I did not want to
do it again. I hauld the bodies dorvn into the swamp.
The $wamp sucked them under and buried'them. Even-
tually only thcir bones would hang suspended in the
mud, waiiing for the spade of some fossil hunter's
curiosity to free them. I dug out a pit 4d watched tlte4
go undii and down into the soft mud. It was pro@b"V
softer than any place they had lain down duqrng their
lives.

In the morning I would get my summons, I supposed,
but I had done what I thought was right. If there were
punishments for that, I was ready t9 t?ke them. Wheq
ihe last dog was in the ground, I picked up my gun a$d
trudgd back upthe rise.

It-hsd bs i nsra track, and wcn harder stalking. I
hsd usad srrrch of my knowlcdgc and most of my $!int
and I wfis prqrd'of th way thcy Ed worked, But thcfd
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was no elation in it. I had done a difficult thing well, but
I could not exult.

It did not s€m the tnre thing for which I had traind
so long, snd I wondered where in the scheme of things I
was supposed to be. As I looked down the slope, I knew
that it-was not there or anpvhere like it. It was false
dawn when I got back to the ieep, and the birds were
just coming awake, but true dawn was just behind it,
ind the sui rose as I drove away like the promise of
something bettbr.
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., T?acking is grueling worV. I go over the ground faster
tlwn a dog locked on o sc€trt, ond I have collapsed
during q rearch more than once becouse my fascination
with the trail drove me without stopping. The trail
stretchq out in front of me like something about to
dissolve, ond I go tracking down it like someone
posessed.

when I get that trail, I follow it with all my con-
centration. Everything else disappearr, except the trail
and the person at the end of it. Usually, tiffie is crucial. I
rarely gct into a case before hundreds or thousands of
searchers have chumed up the ground looking without
suc€ss, and it takes the longest part of rny time to find
the first print in the chain.

But whm I do, it's like a reflex from then oo, and I go

2r2



Seorch 2lg

charging down the trail, picking out each print, filling in
the ones that are missing, watching the personality
emerge frorn the tracks, reading the flow of energy in
the depth of the footprint. Sometimes the track is hard
to come by, and sometimes there is only tragedy at the
end of it. But most of the time, especiatly if I can get to
the track early, there is a lost hunter, or a family, or a
child at the end of the trail.

There is nothing in the world that can compare with
the sense of joy, accomplishment and rightness that
comes with finding a person still alive that everyone else
has given up for dead. Every time it happens to rne, I
have the same intensity of feeling that I had the first
time, but there is one time that stands out above all
others, because at the end of that trail I found myself,

It happened in 1977. It seemed to me that for ten
years I had been asked over and over why tr wasn't in
college, why I didn't have a permanent 9-to-5 job, why I
wasted so much of my time running around in the Pine
Barrens, and I had begun to wonder if perhaps my life
really was a waste after all. I had begun to wonder if t
hadn't just mistaken a fascinating hobby for a lifetime
purpose. As some people I knew were fond of pointing
out, I not only wasn't rich and farnous, I hadn't even
achieved the commonplace. I had no job, rlo house, no
family, tto life insurance, and no sit-on lawn mower. I
began to wonder what my purpose in being alive was,
and where I fit in the scheme of things. The trail of a
person tr will call Tommy changed all that.

Tommy was a five-year-old boy in a man's body. He
had aged thirty-one years, but he had the same shy in-
nocence he had had at five. He loved picnics. He loved
to go into the woods with his father, who was getting
too old to go into the woods with ease. One Saturd,fly,
he packed a lunch, put on two pairs of pants and two
sweaters; he carried another sweater along with him. He
wore one pair of boots and carried another. He also
took along several of his favorite record albums to listen
to in case he got lonely.
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By late Saturdoy, I S.W.A.T. tcam, a hclicopta, two
dog packs, and a thousand soldiers, police, and volun-
tecrs werle. in the area searching. Papers caniod stories
of the retardd man lost in the woods and speculated on
his chances as the temperature fell or it began to rain. It
was early May, but the weather was still late March, cod
twicu it droppd to freezing. One day it rained. By, the
fourth day, they had unofficially grvm up.

It was lmprobable, they said privately, that a five-
ycar-old could be outside in that kind of weather for
four nights and still be alive. I think the polie had
thought of Tommy as a five-year-old so often that they
forgot. that his body wa$ considerably older and
stronger than his logic. I found out about the search
Wednesday morning and called the police to offer my
ssvices. The chief told me to report to a captain who
looked at me as if I told him I was a witch when I told
himlwasatracker.

"So you're the grcat tracker who's gonna find this
kid and make us all look like fools," he said. He had the
most sarcastic smile of any man I had evcr met. "WelI,
you can go look, but you're not going to find anything:
there's ben a thousand nrcn through hcre, and it's
gomg to rain pretty soon, good and hard."
. :'Why don't you just show me where you lost the

'Tiiii#S 
sheepish. "tve'tl show you where wc think

,' he went." He shgwed me a map with the house on it.
The bottom land and gravel pit southwest of it had ben
thorougilrly searched. I ssid I would need to sw a pair of
his shoes and to talk with his parents first, and the €&F-,
tain assignod me a patrolman either by way of puni$h-

:ment or because hb looked least busy.

' said Tornny was esBcciatly shy of strengers anA was
probably runni$g fiom thc sarchersr if 'he was still
alive. I said I'd look anA askcd the scrgpant to show me
Tommy's tracks, It hrrnd out thet ttc,y, had nevsr
fodnd any tracks: They tqak mo to a Slri ,road thgy

' ,thought he hSdgqnq Aerr'n fbr-noother,rpeson than tht
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that was the way they would have gone. It was not
where I would have gone.

It began to rain and the patrolman said he would wait
in the iar. I nodded, and when he was gone I walked
back up to the house and started criss-crossing the back
of thi btop.rty, Iooking for his tracks. On my second
pass I found them. The incongruity of the mansized
footprints and the almost skipping walk made an un-
mistakable gait. The tracks went at a gGdegree angle to
the road, and the vast area of bottom land that had been
trampled through by searchers. The trail led into some
thick woods behind the house where Tommy had been
used to going on picnics with his father before his father
had gotten so strangely small and slow.

It was a hard track from beginning to end. The trees
were thick and the brush between them was even worse.
Thorn vines twined through interlocking shrubs and
wild hedges, making the whole groundcover a waist-
high mat. If I could have found a deer trail and gone on
all fours in a low crouch, I might have gone quickly and
easily through the woods. But I had to follow the tracks,
and the tracks were harder than any I had ever seen to
put together into a trail.- 

I needed a logic to thread them together. The logic of
a fox, a rabbit, atr otter is easy to cornprehend.
Curiosity, whimsy, and passion for variety do not seem
to count for much with them, and it is easy to look
ahead down the unseen part of the track toward where
you know there will be water or food and a good place
for that kind of animal to live or lay over while
traveling.

A fleeing man is even easier; his way through the
woods will vary with his personality, but either he will
go through whatever is in his way, or he will pick the
easiest route around it. In either case, his logic is escape,
and the quickest way will always'take precedence over
the easiest.

But Tommy's logic was a bewildering blend of sharp
pragmatism and erroneous assumptigq. He sometimes
itartea out to do a thing without any idea of how to go
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about it, and his tracks wcre often a bewildering ma:ze
until I realized that for most of the trail, his trac[s *ere
like mine. Every few f,eet, they went off on a tangent
after something interesting.

He was a mixture of reason and whim that was hard
to make sense of, and I spent as much time figuring out
a track once I found it as t had taken to find it fi the
first place. I had one piece of luck: the giround was soft
snd wet but firm enough to make an excellent track and
hold it a good long timE cespite the drizzle. A downpour
would wash the tracks away or soak them into oblivion,
but even four days had not made them invisible. It was
four o'clock when I started to track, and'it was getting
dark when I finally came out of the woods.

The rain was corning down harder, and I was soakd.
The soft ground I hadtome through was lower than the
strelm and the ground was dissolvirry with water, un-
s'rinkling the prints. By morning, there would be
nothing to follow if I did not get a trail and follow it to 

-

high ground and a solid track. without that one good
track, it might take days to find the parts of his trail that
were still trackable.

on the far side of the woods, there was a chicken
coop and when I looked in it, I found lay marks in the
old straw; There were prints under the doorway where
he had'srawled up and in. His toes were dragging, crd
they had'been dragging for the last hundrd yards. The
plums of dirt in front of each print had softened to

- puffs of smoke, but the faint unshapd toe and the rim
of the hard-hit heel seid he had come to the abandoned
chicken coop at about four on Saturday afternoon and
had slept in the coop for a few hours.

irrcgtrlar way, tnd he was,not in gpod condition. His
wdk was not strong, but it had ,tae enduranoe of
fascination, trd when he matched both goal and route,
he ould mov€ at a gqod pace for,,a sulprisirUty long
way. Hc ffiq droppiqg thiqgs evry so often on his wat

; to the cgotr, brrt hedid,Rot lbve in it.
,: I trsnrlcd besk o,trt'of thc mo.i. and wcnt wer thc
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tracks looking for later prints, and I found them easily.
They went south from the chicken coop. f was losing the
light and I was getting worried. The ground sloped
gradually away from the coop down into a softer almost
marshy area with a stream running through it. If the
rain kept up, the ground would be too wet there to hold
a track, and I would have to begin circling on the next
piece of solid ground, a process that might take me a
day and a half.

If I had one print on solid ground that the drizzle
wouldn't affect, I would be all right. But the light w:ls
going more and more rapidty as I pressed on toward the
stream. The worse the tight got, the closer I had to get to
the ground. I moved on all fours a lot in the woods. It is
simply the fastest way to move. The animals like the
deer who make the runs, wear away tunnels in the
gf,o$rth that don't grab at every step. Using the runs in
dense growth saves a lot of energy, but you have to go in
a crouch and all fours is the easiest way. After a while it
becomes habitual.

I scramble along a trail like a half mad toad leaping
from one track to the next. I go like a dog, running
along the ground or stopping motionless trying to catch
what shade of disturbance has caught the eye of my
training. If I look long enough I always find it.

I went flying over the ground at first, but I went
slower and slower as the light went, until I came to the
stream bank. I would have seen his treasures easier in
the daylight, but I had no doubt that that was where he
had sat to rest.

I looked at the broken fiddleheads. He loved the
small curved plants, and I had found them broken off
all through the woods. Wherever a print took a funny
angle I could be sure he had bent while going by and
plucked one off with a sweep of his hand. I loved the
way he traveled, scooping everything up on the fly like
that.

The prints had staggered going away from the chicken
coop, and I could see him waking up out of a terrible
dream about going on a picnic and getting lost. The hay
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was thrashed where he woke up startld and bewild€red,
and there was a touch of helplessness in the way tnc
track woye right and left as if stopping every few feet tg
bq qld from someone who wasn't there.

I could see him holding his hands cuppd in one
another and talking to himself, telling himself not to bc
afraid, that his daddy would come, tryiqg to figre out
where he was. His feet draggcd for a while as the sen$c
of lostness overn'hetmed hfon. But he did not let it panic '

him. If he sat down and cnied about his predicament, he
did the least of what peoplc who are bit do when they
think ttrcy are gone forever. He had not panicked. f :
prayed that he was still alive, because I loved. anybody
who could go from the dragging feet of despair, to skip
prqg less than fifty feet later.
l" ti-nce tre naa awiaea that he was lost, he sct out to Gx-
plore until his fiather eame for him. He ran a tittle, but 

'

he tired easily, and he must have taken a long time going
in, meandering through the low land. The prints w€re
getting fainter, but they were at least regular for a while. ,

I got closer and closer to the ground as the light went, :
until I was feeling the prints as Rick and I had done
when we tracked the Rabbit King in the grass. But thc
rain was soaking them and tuggrng them back into tr ,,
smooth, loose line. The trail waverd a little as he
followed something I could not see to track, and if he
had gone on in that way, I would have lost the trail to
the rain. But just when I thought it was going to dissolve
in front of me there in the da-p lowland-woods, the ,:
lrail srddenly started moving straigfit and active towad .
high€r and more solid gtround.

I naa been on mftrands and knes in the sogpp :
ground -a dozrn times trying to find the next straight
stcp in his winding erratic course. But once hp starid'.
for lhe rlse to the south, he went straight for it with a
singleness of purpose mmt pcople 'coule not haw
generated.

I w€qt scrambling after him covered with mud,
ssratchd by thorne, Gold, snd tir6d. I had boen ,
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on all fours, crouching, climbing, walking, jumpitrg,
crawling, doing most of the things he had done in a full
day, in only four hours. I had a good idea where his
footprints would be up on top of the rise when I got
there but following them out of the swamp would save
me precious time in the morning.

It was full dark when I followed the last footprints up
the rise, feeling them with the tips of my fingers
brushing back and forth as Stalking Wolf had taught
me. I reached out the length of his stride and moved my
hand over the width of his straddle. I felt for the
diagonal line of his foot as it toed outward or for the
last fading wedge of a heel print. He was hitting hard on
the toes because of the incline, and the prints were ever
deeper than I needed to get along them quickly.

I was tired, and I wanted to stop, but I had to have a
solid print the rain would not take completely away.
Finally I collapsed, pantitrg, on top of a good one a little
way off the dirt road. The police assumed he was run-
ning away, although they never said whY, and they
assumed that he would logically take the nearest road.
But he had come to the rgad by a circuitous route and to
a large extent by accident.

The road was familiar to him, but there is not nearly
as much of interest on a road as there is off in the woods
alongside it, and that was where he had walked. I un-
derstood that. It was where I would have walked, and I
could see the fascination with small and ordinary things
that characterized my own walk. I might as well have
been tracking rnyself the way it wound and meandered.

I had no doubt that the trail that I would pick up in
the morning would begin wandering no more than fifty
yards down the road. Still, I had a solid track. It was
three days old, but I knew it would lead me to him, if he
survived the night. I believed he was still alive, and I
knew the odds were a lot more in -his favor. than the
poliee thought they were. He had taken shelter again.
He had eaten a couple of his sandwiches as he walked,
and hunger was a problem more than a threat.
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If he kept sucking on the fiddleheads he plucked,
evCntuf,lly he would get hungr,y,enough to eat them, and
they alone would keep him going for a while. He was
capable of finding his own shelter and with a little luck I
believed he would rnake it. His track showed a gift for
seing the wondrous that I almost envied. He may have
been worried that he was lost, but it did not dampen the
delight he seemed to find every few feet.

I hoped he would find himself shelter from the storm
and something to eat. I went out and made a marker in
the road opposite the track and backtracked to where I'had found his lunc! and clothes. He had left the albums
stacked, os if he had expected to come back fbr
them once he got himself oriented. They were not just
droppgd, and except for that heartbreaking shuffle of
helpless tracks just outside the chicken coop, he had not
gven way to panic or despair. I did not know many

: people with Ph.D.'s who could have kept themselva
alivi as well.

I lay on the track, deciding whether to go on all night.
If I tracked by feel all night, I might move a quarter of a
mile up his trail by morning. In daylight, it would be an
hour.'s work. The tracks I was following were still from
Sunday, and I knew that unless he was-dead, I was not
within eariy reach of him in the dark. So, I picked myself
up and went back and collected his valuables and took
them to his father for identification.

The father said they were Tommy's, and he looked at
m€ as if he expected me to say I had found them near a
qody. But his Ws said that the true feelings of a parent' 
did not tell him Tommy was dead, and that until he felt, it in his heart, hc would not :grn up believing in

- , Tonlqy's safe return. I told him I could not be sure, but
' that I beliwe$ Totrmy was still al,ive, that he had ben

taking mver and foraging for food an0 had a chance of 
'

survifrng. I had his triit ind by the end of the neril day I
would know hsw close I was.

I took the clothes and records with me to the car; the
sergeant threw hi$ cigarette out thc window qnd toot mC ,
down to the fkchouse to repgrt. I was 'still wet anU

: :  .  ' , '
. . i : -  . 1 , .
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muddy, md my arms were scratched. I looked like I had
been dragged up and down the road behind a car. The
sergeant looked at me like I was enjonng getting mud
on the seatcovers. f was too tired for either an argument
or an apology and I said nothing. He drove off.

Only forty men were left after sunset, and most of
those had gone home or back to the firehouse for a
quick beer after a hard day. They had spent a long day
in the woods and they had come up with nothing. The
woods were too thick for even the dogs to pick up a
scent. They were all sure he was dead. If they were
troubled by it, it didn't show. The fire chief looked me
up and down and shook his head like a mother who is
going to have to wash the clothes. "Did you have fun
playrng in the rain, Piney?"

I had the jacket bundled up under my arm. They saw
nothing but the mud anyway. I said nothing. The chief
looked like he would have washed me out of any
training program he'd ever run. "}Vell, tracker, what
did you find?"

I unfolded the jacket and took out the lunch bag and
slammed it on the table in front of him. "There's his
lunch! There's his extra shirt! There's his hat! There's
the record albums he took with him, and there's his
extra shoes." I spread the jacket over all of them. "And
here's his coat. He's alive. He's been living in chicken
coops and things and eating his lunch and fiddleheads."

There was a stunned and awkward silence that
deepened with each object I slammed down on the table.
The silence hung in the air for what seemed like an hour.
The fire chief shook his head in rueful disbelief like a
man who has bluffed against a full house. Then he
turned over his shoulder and shouted, "Hey, Larry, get
the tracker a beer." I took a coke by way of com-
promise because I did not want to reject his hospitality.
If I had thought about it, I suppose in their position I
would have been sceptical too. Besides, I was used to it.
I told them what I had found where and they were full
of questions about how I had done it.

lVhen I left, the chief asked if there was anything I
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n*ded, and when I'$aid I didn't think so, he said th€y
would Sive ne a walkie-talkic I could direct the heliwF
ter with when we got close. If he still believed I woulddt
geJthat close, it didn't show in his face.- 

The next morning it n"as drittitu;u"t the rain cleard
. gff by midday. The second day was more grueling than'thq first. The temperature was way below norrnal, and

the drizzle had a late winter sting to it. I was wet before I
start€d, but the trail looked promising, and I wa$

, anxious to get at it.
, Tommy [aO Ueen holding his own, but he had ben
lucky, and I was worried. So many days had passed be-
twcen when he had started and when I had. The trail ran
paratlel with the road for a while and I went flnng along
it, watching the dg-tags come back into it. I think he
was Soing the wrong way and didn't realize that the
landmarks he recognized ev^ery onse in a while should
have been running in the other direction. Maybe lre was
just happy to see something familiar.

Once hl seemed to trimslf to be on the road for home
again, his curiosity took over and his trail went in but-
terfly loops and flitters along the road and then down
toward the stream. The ground softened up a little, but
the prints still held. And then they disappeared.

I had to go slowly and track by the broken branches
and kicked-oyer stones. Even where the prints rrere
Bood, the briars had thickened up and the undergronrth
was alnrost inpenetrable. I rvas scratched bloodybefore

, I had,gone half an hour. Tlr€ trail wcnt up one rise after
ahothern snd "the tracks got fainter as they went uphill. I,
had to track along the ridge by misplaced stongs and
broken branchelr over hard terrain.

After the saond rise, I skippd going up any hill or
ridge and went around them looking for the tracks
coming back down agnin. They wer€ always dears in
ttle softer soil of the bottom of the slopen and it savdl
Erc hours.,sometime he,would come d-own a littte left
of whcre I expcctcd, but generally he came down the
rieht side a$ a rh&t-hander would.

ii:. .

i : , , '
i f i ' : i
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He crossed the stream, but the trail was easy to pick
up on the other side of it. The ground went uphill again,
and the underbrush got thicker and thicker. r had been
going for several miles through very rough territory as
fast as I could, and I was out of breath. I was sweating
with the exertion, but my hands were cold and my
fingers were frozen from running through the wet gtrass
or grasping the wet branches to see how they were
broken and when.

I found two more lay spots where he had stopped to
rest, and I believed that he rnust have come out on the
macadam road very late in the day. But his tracks ended
at the road. They had a number of soldiers waiting
along the road to be told where to go in, but there was
nothing I could tell them. The tracks had come out onto
the hardtop late Saturday, and there was only one way
to find where he had gone from there. A half hour later
I was walkint ; lw;6 foo tzieneacross the road, fronl
one shoulder to the other, looking for the tracks he
would have begun to make when he came off the road
again.

I found them about two hundred yards north on the
left side of the road. From the road, they went to the
farmhouse, but there must not have been anybody
home, and probably the dogs frightened him away-
Near the lay spots near the stream, I had found places
where he had knelt and hid, probably from the
searchers. It must have been terrifying for him, all those
strangers calling his name, all that noise, those dogs
barking, and that helicopter going back and forth over
his head like it was after him.

I could se his pace pick up. They must have been in
the woods after him after his nap, and he heard them
and took off. Well behind the farrnhouse there was an
old chicken coop and a good warm barn. I followed the
tracks to the chicken coop and looked inside. I found
his lay marks in the straw where he had slept. From I
there, his prints went across to the horse barn. But be- |
tween the two, the prints went back and forth in a I

__l
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borilderirrg pattern oi *ntting, crouching, sgurryilg,
bach dnd forth like a mouse going between food and its
hole.

He must have slept inJhp horse barn and then moved
to the abandond chicken coop before anlone got up.
He had been raised on a farm, and he knew the hours"
There was a lot of fear and indecision in some of the
tracks, as if sometimes he went back to the coop out of
boredom or to get somethitrg, and at other times, he was
tryrng to hide.

I Efther the people had"ban away, or he had kept out
of sight remarkably well. There was a hint of play in the

i footsteps as well, as if he was certain he was hiding for
hi$ life from the strange men but couldn't divorce it
from the game of hide and seek. lVhen I went over to
the horse barn, I knew he was still alive somewhere.

In the horse fed, which comes as a sticky mixture of
i grain and mdldsses, someone had ignored the scoop and

dawed out a handful to eat. I went around the room
and found more of it droppd in the corner of one of the
stalls, where he had apparently cowered and gobbld it
down. There were some old apples lytng in a half barrel,
and he had gotten into them qnd eaten the cores and
what was still edible on them. He had nibbled the corn" that had ben left lnng around as well. He had kept
himself better fed than I had been able to do in Death' 
Vatley; and eyery time I fotrnd something of his, my ad-

' miration for him grety. He had, according to the tracks,
stayed there probably Sunday, Mond&y, and Tuesd&yt
which meant he had been in the relative wannth of the
horse barn when the temperatures had dropped below
freezing and the searchers started looking for the blue

, fringed corpse that the freeze should have left them.
, It took me a long time to decipher the tracks, to figure
'; out how long he had been there and when he had left"
i, Apparently, he had gone away fforn the barrf on
,, \ilednesday in the morning when the weather had been
,,,.. betts and had gone exploring nofih. A mile or so dQtm
i,,. the road. I followod his tracks around thc perimete of d
.'rt large dog lre'n. He had come closc to it and the.n iumpd
; . . . ' .  
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back and started running away from it, probably as the
dogs had come howling and barking towird the fence.

The dogs came barking toward me as well as I went
Fst, and the woman who owned them came out to see
what was going on. She said the dogs had been dis-
turbed Wednesday rnorning and again later in the day. I
knew we were getting close to him.

His trail crossed the strearn again and went through
more rough country. But I was getting more and more
worried. Unless we found him before nightfall, he was
probably going to have to spend the night in the open,
and I was not sure how much strength he had left. There
was still an exuberance in his walk, but it slid into the
shuffle of fatigue more and more often as the struggle
wore him down.

By the time I recrossed the road, tr had spent another
three hours of steady moving on the trail. When I find a
trail, I move along it with total concentration, and I
sometimes run into things. Stray branches had caught
me in the head or tore at my anns, and I had deep
scratches aknost everywhere that kept bleeding. But
there was no time to stop and clean them uF, just so they
would look good. My total absorption in the track kept
the pain away. Nothing kept away the frustration.

I stopped at the side of the road gasping, in almost
complete despair. I had been so close to him so oftetr, I
could almost see his feet leaving the marks I was begin-
ning to pick up. But the going had been alternating runs
and dead stops, all of it through the tightest tangle of
brush and vines that I had ever tracked through before.
I had gone over equally bad country following deer, but
then I could go down the same path of least resistance'
the deer had worn down.

But this was practically a continual fight through
almost jungle-thick undergrowth. I had been at it for
seven hours, and I was exhausted. My breath came in
gasps and my hands stung with numbness. I looked at
the road and cursed. I had come so far, and I knew I
was close, so close!

I almost cried I wanted to find him so badly, but my
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body did not want to go any further. I sat slumped at
the side of the road. If his track was not straig[rt acros$,
it would take hours to find it. I would have to snake
back and forth across the road agnin, and the warming
trail I coutd feel bringing me nearer to him would go
cold.

I had come to the breakrng point again. I was tired
and thirsty and flustratd beyond words because it was
taking me so long to find him when neither of us had the
time. The temperature was going to go down below
freezing again, and I did not think he could find his way
back to the horse barn as he had when the dogs had
frightened hiqr. If we didn't find him soon, I was not .
$ur€ he would make it.

I sat looking forlornly at the road. Out at the edge of
your will and stamina, there is always a place where you
come upon despair. Maybe it's a thing of the blood. Ths I

waste products build -up -trrth extended exertion and
your spirit plummets like the twenty-mile depqessiqn of
the marathoners. I had had it before and I waited for it
to burn past me and leave me in the flowing carter of
energy that always followed the crash.

In a few minutes I was asking myself what the hell I
was sitting there for like I had nothing better to do than
fcel sorry for myself. I got up and crossd the road, and
there on the other side, almost directly in line, was the
rct of his traitr. I looked at it with elation. The prints
were almost new, I was almost tripping his heels.

1 felt th€ nrsh of my second wind go through trtG, and
I plunged into the underbrush \pith a little cTy of ioy. I--
knew he was only a little way ahead of me, iltd I could
fee! myself getting stronger and stronger. B-ttt the woods
were the worst of all I had ben througlr, and instead of
I mat of brarrches tied together b: the creeping thorny
vine, there were whole patches of briars to be gone
around.

But Tommy had not gone around them; he hnd
duckd down to decr-high and hed gone low, cawliqg
rin:his hands Nnd knees &wn the ruits. I went aftcr hin

' tisithc same wgy; buf I'rytq a ht bissFr, and'fu,,briars
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tore at me until my shirt was in tatters and there did not
seem to be a running inch on my arms or face that was
not scratchd. I was a smear of blood and mud, but I
kept pressing after him.

I would have overtaken the brightest Ph.D. in a few
hours, but Tommy stayed outside my grasp, tormenting
n€, and I wondscd what all that training was for, and
all that suffering and learning when I couldn't get the
man who was running just beyond my reach, perhaps to
his doom. I was almost about to let the helicopter boys
have it when I found the first of his footprints in the
swamp. They were just beginning to fill with water!

I stifled a shout of joy. He was within hearing dis-
tance. I was right behind him. I crashed across the
swamp and picked up the trail again. I groand when I
saw where it went.

The briar patch must have been fifty yards across,
and he had gone down on his knees into it. If I went
around, I would lose precious time. If I went through, I
was going to have to pay a heavy price I didn't think I
could pay. I knew he could be no further away than the
far side of the briars and I called the helicopter to come
in about a hundred yards ahead of me. A second or two
later, it clattered in over the land on the far side of the
briars. ,

I heard the pilot shouting that he saw him lyrng down
but apparently alive. I gave a sigh of relief. The helicop
ter pilot gave his report and someone ordered the troops
along the roadway to come in through the woods to'
surround him. They closed in on three sides, leaving
only the briars in front between us. He was alive and
that was all I cared about.
only the briars in front between us. He was alive 

"ncthat was all I cared about. i
I slumped down and let the tiredness that I had been I

holding back so long wash over me. Atl I wanted was a I
hot bath, hot coffee, and a long sleep. My walkie-talkie I
crackled as the helicopter swayed back and forth over I
Tommy, trying to shout down to him with the bullhorn. I
I paid no attention to it until the pilot shouted, "He's I
running! Oh; hell, he's running again!" Th€re was only I
one place he could nm and that was into the briars, 

1
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',if he made it Uact in at any other place than the run,I
,, s8$ iq front of, we mrght n€yer find hirn.
: The soldiers wire still too far away from him to stop
, 'hirn. I plungd into the briars. The run$ beneath them:
- w.GrG far too small most of the time, and the dayglo vest
they had given me was nothing but strips of cloth by the
tftqe I came out thc other side. My flannel shirt was
shredded and my thermal undershirt was ripped from
neck to waist and flapped open as I ran. I cari'i think of
a place I dil not have a thornscrape or a tear.

I came staggering out of the briars in time to see the
S.W.A.T. tearn'running at him from the other side of
the cleiring. He had stopped running not 20 yards from
where I was and I ran to*ard him. fie had rillen to the
ground 4nd wa$ cringing there. The helicopter clattered

' above him shouting instnrctions that disintegrated ten
ree[ o€row tne Duunorn. .tommy

hdplessly for the strange men tr
f€et below the bullhorn. Tommy seemed to be

to do whatever terrible
o be waiting

' things strangp men did when they caught someone. The
S.W.A.T. men got to him first. Thef were happy to
have found him, but they were more afraid that he
wonld run away again, and they wanted a good hold on
hir-n more than anything else. 

-They 
pu[d him to his

r',f,G t, and he struggled. But they ryere very big men and
't€ had no chance. Still, he keptthrashing and I admired' his, sourege as much as I had admired his resounse-'r fulngss. He made sounds that were too terrified to be
speech and the soldiers tightened their Srip on his anns
to krep him from getting away again.

; Hc looked like the rabbit who is about to turn and' hsh out'with everything hc has because the only otber
,'alternative is death. His scr€m pried his mouth open,
,. 'f,nd I pceled the wrapper off the Tastycake I had been
,. r csrrJrililB tucked in the pocket of the vest. I stuffed it into
i',his mouth andhis fear melted.
i;', ,, Hg stoppd resistlng and the soldiers loosened their
hif,Ftp" Tommy putled free and threw his arms around me
li;snd hugged m€ a$ if he had bs$ waiting for me to come
il-and Sct hi* for a long time. I put my arms around hirr,
R'jt[d hG bcgan tb cry thc ws$ ady a child can wl,rcn,h's
i l t  .  . " '  : . -



safe enough to afford lhe luxury. He had come a long
Iay on his own. He had survived when nobody believed
he could. He had overcome obstacles everyonb thought
utterly beyond him.

He had done what the articulate and brilliant could
never have done, he had survived five days on only his
resourcefulness and his daring and hii unshaliable
belief that sooner or later his-father or sorneone he
could trust would come along and take him home again.
I could feel the relief forcing his sobs, and I cried-wittr
$m, because he was there ana aHve and if my life ended
in the next instant, all lhe years I had spentiearning to
track had been justifled. I was where tr should be. aio t
was happy and thankful to be there.

I
s

.-t-
--t
-r
III TD
r-
--t--

(S
arrt

-r-
.l-rt*---

ar-E-
F_:_,

---
=--

CODCAT

.*:
-

a-
-t--



syouknow
from reading this booh sharing
the wilderness with Tom Brown, Jr.,
is a unique experience. FIis books
and his world-fiarnous survival
school have brought a new vision
to thousands. If you would like to
go further and discover more,
please write for more information to:

TheTrqcker
Tom Brown, Tracker, Inc.

P.O. Box I75
AsbuW, N.J. OB8O2-Ol7s

(2Ol) 479-469r
frscklng, 11aftrre, Wflderness'
' . tr 
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