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First Impressions

The Wisdom of Cycles

The air is literally soupy with fertility this morning, as if spring arrived during the night
and freighted the very air with seeds and the medium in which they can grow. I can almost hear
things sprouting out on the prairie.

Not all efforts aimed at regeneration in this season of growth will be successful at
reaching their targets, as | am quickly learning, whether | want to or not.

Yesterday there was a funeral for the red heifer who was too young and small to deliver
her big calf last Sunday. The vet pulled the calf anyway, and though it was too late to save the
calf, a Caesarean-section might have saved Red 62. The might-have-beens are also moot. Jane
finally had to shoot her on Thursday night.

Yesterday we went down and pulled her body to a little drywash so she’d be out of sight
of the neighbor’s drive. The alfalfa that Jane had put in her makeshift pen became, in Jane’s
words, the funeral dinner for her closest friends. “They’ll come to see her after we move her,”
said Jane, “and then they’ll eat the jello and the casseroles.” Sure enough, the three cows and
their two new calves came by to view the body. We stood around and thought our own thoughts
about Red 62 and her untimely passing. | felt we were all uncommonly close.

The mothers and calves came to stand within a few feet of us and the body. Amongst us,
in that moment, Red 62 was so large a presence in sheer physicality, even while being severely
diminished. One might be able to brush off the death of a smaller animal like a squirrel or a
packrat, but a dead cow is no small matter and cannot be ignored. And, too, | think her untapped

potential as the mother of many calves was part of the significance of the loss. Her shrunken bag
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was particularly poignant, and | thought of the milk she’d made to feed her calf. More weight to
the loss. | made myself go behind the truck and unhook her hind legs from the chain we used to
pull her. 1 wanted to touch her, to make contact with the spiritless body, a little dance with my
own demons.

The little red heifer will feed the coyotes and the bugs and ultimately the land on which
she herself fed. This will be a giving back and a deposit in the bank of the grass that will rise to
continue supporting life.

For many years | have been interested in natural cycles and their inherent wisdom. This
new life of mine—in which the veil between nature and everyday life has been torn away—
offers me a prime seat on the action, which 1I’m not altogether certain I am ready to accept. | may

appreciate the necessity of cycles, but I still cry.

First Impressions Republic of Grass Page 2



Metaphorical Possibility

Nursing a tree-fire in a bog is not the easiest or most rewarding task, but for a Sunday
morning, the pace is about right. I started this fire in a pile of downed trees last night at dusk-
going-on-dead-dark and I found the total loss of my bearings to be a splendid metaphor for my
life right now. Most of the time I can only see my immediate surroundings, and even they are
relatively unfamiliar. There is no navigational point other than my own center, which is
constantly shifting. Shadows and light play tricks on the imagination; small things can loom very
large, while at the same time, substantial things escape notice.

The act of burning unwanted, invasive trees in order to heal the prairie also takes on
symbolic significance at this juncture in my life. Never before have | drawn such firm lines
between what will be burned and what will be allowed to remain. Perhaps this is a gift of middle
age.

Working in a spring-fed seep is a good metaphor too. In the dark, the difference between
solid ground and shoe-sucking muck is impossible to see in advance—Dbut if my shoes are tightly
tied and | keep advancing forward with confidence, | eventually get back to solid ground.

Finding my way home across the trackless prairie to the house played to metaphorical
possibility as well. I’ve always eventually found my way home, even when home was a

definition in flux.
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Sacred Booming Ground

| felt like a nine-year-old kid leaving on a trip early this morning. We set the alarm clock,
got up and brewed plenty of coffee, made a few slices of peanut butter toast to tide us over, and
took off in the truck as the very first light was touching the horizon and the sky was still filled
with stars.

We rode the ridges around the ranch, stopping from time to time to roll down the
windows, turn off the engine, and listen for a distinctive moaning sound, like the tones a
fledgling ten-person jug band might produce. What we were in search of was a prairie chicken
booming ground, also known as a courtship ground or lek, which is usually on a fairly high spot
with low groundcover at its center and taller escape cover nearby.

Imagine an outdoor singles club for birds in which the males must sing and dance so the
females can choose a mate. This is the annual spring mating display of the Greater Prairie
Chicken, a secretive, sensitive prairie grouse that is in danger of disappearing as more of the
tallgrass prairie is lost to development. The prairie chicken population is a gauge of prairie
health; unlike many other species, they do not adapt well to the presence of humans and our
improvements to the landscape.

Frankly, these chickens are a picky species. Dancing males require short grass for their
sexual display. Nesting females need grass tall enough to hide a football. The new brood must
have a particular mix of short and tall grass for food and protection from predators. In short, they
need diversity of habitat, what | have heard referred to as a shifting mosaic. As a rule, prairie
chickens avoid buildings, trees, towers and power lines from which predators can spot them and
attack the vulnerable ground-nesting birds with startling speed. Their natural enemies include

coyotes, raccoons, foxes, hawks and owls. A significant number of birds are also killed in
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collisions with fences and power lines. And despite their declining numbers, there is still a
hunting season for Greater Prairie Chickens in Kansas.

We scared up a few chickens in one pasture, seven in all. They hurtled skyward as if shot
out of a grass cannon and then leveled out in a low, erratic flight pattern—Dbeat, beat, glide, beat,
beat, beat, beat, glide—an unpredictability that is their only protection against predators,
including humans with guns in the fall. Jane was the first to hear the primitive booming sound
off to the east. Our excitement when she actually spotted a group of dancing males in our
northernmost pasture was hard to contain.

I pulled the truck as close as | could reasonably get so we could watch through binoculars
as the prairie chickens inflated bright yellow air sacs on their necks, erected the pinnae or ear
feathers on the tops of their heads, performed flutter-jumps, and rapidly stamped their feet. Even
at that distance we could hear their humorous cackles, raucous caws, and the haunting booming
sound. Inflation and release of the air in the pouches on the sides of their necks is what produces
this unique sound. Once you’ve heard it, you never forget.

Those twelve dancing birds were a glorious sight to behold, and gave me a feeling of
incredible richness, better than any amount of money on the bank, as if we had received the
coveted Prairie Chicken Seal of Approval, signifying that our part of the prairie has retained its
integrity. Greater Prairie Chickens are known to use the same general area for courtship year
after year. How ancient is this species? For how many years, | wonder, have they been returning

to this place as a haven? And what can we do to keep this sacred ground safe for their rituals?
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Setting the World on Fire

I’d heard about it, but I still could never have imagined the feeling. Me, sitting on the
passenger side of the off-road vehicle, handed a box of wooden matches by Jane on a breezy
afternoon, driving slowly through the dry grass, with only one simple, two-step command to
follow...a pyromaniac’s dream, “Light ‘em and drop ‘em.” Zigzagging back and forth across the
hills, I’m so absorbed in the rhythms of lighting one match after another, | have no idea of what
I’ve created behind me. “Look,” says Jane, “look at what you’ve done.” And I look back to see
acres and acres of prairie on fire. Wow! | did that.

The thrill of it...the freedom of it...the feeling of breaking all the rules without fear of
punishment. Incredible. Part of the freedom and delight came from the fact that it was a
completely worry-free burn. All of the margins had already been burnt last week, so there was no
fear that the fire would go out of control. Strike and drop, strike and drop. Set the prairie on fire.

After three days of laboriously tending tree-fires, it was like sheer play to light the
grasses on fire and just watch them burn at will, an expression of randomness and whimsy. I’ve
never experienced anything like it before in my life.

Fire is so primitive, so raw, so consuming. We spend all our lives being taught how to
handle fire with care, with control, with caution. Throwing caution—and matches—to the wind
was like breaking every rule and knowing | wouldn’t get in trouble.

I am now the veteran of about 1,300 acres of pasture burning, each experience a bit
different, with a new subtlety to learn with each burn. | walked a lot of miles and dropped many
lit matches along the way. Plenty of folks out here “string” fire with a device that hooks to their
off-road vehicles and dispenses a mix of gasoline and fire in a neat line. We prefer the subtler
approach, which is less apt to create a fire that can’t be controlled and also plays nicely to our

theory about the importance of randomness in supporting diversity.
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Perhaps the most dramatic portion of my Introduction to Pasture Burning was the last
burn of the day—and of the season—yesterday about 5 o’clock. The twenty-acre patch in the
McDowell House Quarter had a good load of dry grass for fuel. | walked the west edge to string
the fire guard, since the winds were out of the east. Jane came along behind me with the bucket
of wet sheets, just in case, but the green all along the draw provided a natural border for stopping
the fire without intervention.

Once | got to the east side of the pasture, I checked with Jane by radio before stringing
fire along that side. “You’ll start a headfire,” she said, “but that’ll be kind of fun.” And indeed it
was. The wind pushed the fire through the dry thatch with a throaty roar, and the two lines of fire
from west and east met dramatically at the top of a rise—fire fighting fire—and created
miniature tornados of smoke and ash. It was an awe-inspiring sight to behold.

All my life I’ve dreamed of setting the world on fire.
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Sunset Symphony

The hills were a saturated sienna brindled with bits of green this morning. The frogs and
meadowlarks seemed extraordinarily happy about the rain. The phoebe in the truckery was
evidently spending the rainy morning in bed.

I’ll spare you my semi-annual rant on daylight savings, but | will say that what time it is
has even less meaning than ever here in this earth-based life in which light means everything and
time counts for very, very little of consequence, save coordinating our schedules with the rest of
civilization.

This life so appeals to me, in which daily routine is rarely daily or routine. Each day
brings a different sequence of familiar, but not predictable activities that change with the season,
need, and sometimes just whim. | like this life.

This has been an incredibly full and busy week, my first real taste of intense physical
labor and long workdays. When we left the ranch for eight or so hours yesterday to run errands
in Cottonwood Falls, Strong City and Emporia, Jane noted that it was only Friday and we had
already worked a good sixty-hour week. Work follows weather out here, and we kept busy from
sunup to sundown on the days that were hospitable. Yesterday was rainy and so is today, a
wonderful gift to the recently-burned hills, which will utilize every nourishing drop in order to
achieve the dramatic transformation from stark black to velvet green.

The rain is a gift in another way as well; it brings a shift in the rhythm of work, allowing
us to linger a little longer over coffee and find chores to do in the house. This life fits me loosely
and comfortably, like my new overalls after their third or fourth washing.

When the clouds cleared off in the evening, Emma and | sat outside the west door of the
house and listened to the sunset. Well, we watched the sunset, but there was so much music, it

felt like a concert or a movie of sunset with a soundtrack. Sparrows were calling back and forth,
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cheer-cheer-cheerily and off in the distance the redwing blackbirds were singing, Marva Lee-
Marva Lee, and the occasional meadowlark piped up with one of the fifty or so songs in its
amazing repertoire.

On the other side of the house as | write this, looking out the east door, the nearly full

moon is rising in hazy gold, a hue as rich and soothing as the songs of the birds marking vespers.
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Pleasant Occupations

After years of servitude to a desk, a computer and deadlines, I am enchanted by the
variety of tasks that end up on my to-do list these days.

Jane set me down one afternoon in the apparent middle of nowhere, with instructions to
walk a little over a mile back to the road and count all the fenceposts along the way. The unit of
measure between fenceposts is known as a rod, and there are 330 rods to a mile. I was well-
equipped with cold water, my little moleskin notebook, peanut butter crackers and toilet paper. It
was a beautiful day for a hike, and the irrepressible kid in me invented little songs to make the
counting fun. Of course, | couldn’t resist my usual habit of scanning the ground for interesting
treasures. | have had to severely curb the urge to pick up rocks in the Flint Hills because there are
so many beautiful ones. I did, however, pick up a very nice, totally intact box turtle shell and
eight different kinds of wildflowers that were blooming, only a couple of which I knew by name.
In all, there were 397 fenceposts on my route, which equals 1.2 miles.

Another fine job was moving three heifers and two calves from one pasture to another.
My job was to sit on the back of the feed truck and shake the bag of cow candy, a compressed,
stogy-shaped snack the cows apparently adore. As Jane drove the truck, I shook the bag and
occasionally shouted WOO-EE, which you really have to hear in person, as it is quite impossible
to spell clearly. I am by no means a professional cow-caller as yet, but there is only one way to
learn. The cows humored me by following enthusiastically, even breaking into the occasional
gallop, with a few kicked-up heels for good measure. And why not—it was a beautiful spring
day!

In the afternoon | strapped on my pack and binoculars and went for a ramble down in the
south part of the McDowell. The old McDowell Ranch features many fine examples of dry-stone

corrals, which are still standing over a hundred years after they were built. The walls are like a
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museum of all the different kinds of rock in the Flint Hills. | also hiked along Thurman Creek
and was ridiculously happy that my waterproof boots are really waterproof.

| find it perfectly amazing and wonderful that | now have at my disposal thousands of
acres on which to hike and explore to my heart’s content, and the chances of running into anyone
else along the way are slim to none. | love my new office—the tallgrass prairie—with no walls
and the big blue sky for a ceiling. It will take years of wandering to catalog all the natural
wonders on this expanse of land.

I think about all the years I’ve been drawn to the land, healed and soothed by rocks and
streams, walking with soft step and open eyes. All of my life | have searched for secret little
places in which I could find solace and solitude. The ones to which | returned repeatedly are still
quite clear in my mind, they were so very rare and precious. As early as the first grade | learned
about trespassing, when Gerry Waters showed me the “shortcut” between Pleasant View Drive,
our dead-end road, and Sunny Ridge Elementary School. How many times since then have |
known the mixed thrill and trepidation of trespass? It was nearly always beyond my ability to
ignore the call of a certain alluring patch of ground—there was so much | wanted to see.

I cannot adequately capture the extent of my delight now at the prospect of all these acres
at my disposal, with blanket permission to walk every square foot of it, if I so desire. | am
overcome by the sheer plenty of it all. Here on this ranch, as | said to Jane, are hundreds of
places like the few | found and loved over the years. | scarcely can comprehend this level of
abundance.

| feel like I’ve been given the keys to a kingdom that is plenty big enough to keep me
pleasantly occupied for the rest of my life. My heart fills up with infinite joy at all of these

blessings piled one atop the other and spilling over onto the ground.
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A Lot of Bull

Yesterday | noticed that Oscar, the new Red Angus bull, was out of water in his stock
tank, so | climbed the fence at the pens and started the water running. The last time I’d done this
chore, he’d maintained a healthy distance between us. Yesterday, probably because he was
thirsty, he ambled straight toward me. | wasn’t sure whether a wiser person might get the heck
over the fence with haste, but | followed the instinct to stay and talk...about the weather, the nice
cool water | was giving him, the pretty cows up on the hill, whatever I could think of that might
interest and sooth him.

Oscar, who weighs just this side of a ton, put his massive nose up to my shoe and gave it
a couple hearty sniffs and a slobber for good measure. | kept talking, perhaps just a wee bit
nervously. | remembered what Jane likes to say about the thin line between confidence and
naiveté (a diplomatic word for foolishness) when it comes to handling animals who are big
enough to kill you. I looked over my shoulder to gauge the distance to the fence and plot a plan
of escape. Basically, | realized in short order, if Oscar made a sudden choice to charge me, | was
flat out of distance, time and luck.

As if to reassure me of his good intentions, Oscar snuffled my pant leg from ankle to
knee, a bovine how-de-do. Apparently satisfied with my responses to his overtures, he stepped
back to look me in the eye, gave a little huff (of approval or thanks, I assume) and thus sealed

some sort of an understanding. I’m not sure, but I think we’ve just started a relationship.
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Rural Life

I”ve lived so long in the wary city, the pace and values of rural life strike me with
particular force. Yesterday we had a number of errands to run, the first of which was to go by the
Chase County Sheriff’s office in Cottonwood Falls for a vehicle inspection for my truck so I can
get a Kansas tag.

As | walked up to the front door, a woman sitting in a car rolled down her window and
said, “Ma’am, one of my boys noticed that your rear tire is very low.” | said thanks and went on
my way, thinking how unlikely such helpfulness would have been in the city. According to
Linda in the sheriff’s office, who was also helpful and friendly, the officer who needed to inspect
my truck was out on a traffic stop and would be in before long. By the time I got back out to the
parking lot to give Jane the news and check my tire, it was totally flat. While | rummaged in the
back for the jack, along came a Chase County administrator, who Jane introduced as Jay.
Apprised of my plight, he quickly offered to get a bubble of air from the shop to fill my tire
enough to buoy me the few blocks over to Cottonwood Falls’ only full-service gas station.

Dieker’s, a classic corner service station catty-corner from the Courthouse, has oil-soaked
wooden floors, odds and ends of candy and beef jerky and soda, and very friendly employees. A
young man immediately came out and jacked up the truck, removed the tire, and had it fixed in
less than twenty minutes. During that time Jane and | perused the local auction notices and
chatted with the other employees about how they were closing at noon because last year on Good
Friday there just wasn’t enough business to bother staying open. When we went out to the truck,
we ran into Pat, the Presbyterian minister who helped with burning on Wednesday.

We got back to the sheriff’s office in plenty of time, and the inspection, conducted by
Officer Jody, a cordial, open-faced fellow who commented on how it was probably a bit quieter

out in the Matfield Green vicinity than in Kansas City, turned out to be only a verification that
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the VIN on the truck and the title matched and had not been tampered with in any way. Years in
the city have trained me to anticipate suspicion from officers of the law and rudeness from civil
servants of all sorts. | have been repeatedly surprised, and pleasantly so, by this rural world in
which integrity and helpfulness seem to still be watchwords of society. Not long ago, as |
prepared to leave the ranch for Kansas City, | referred to my departure as heading back to
civilization. Jane was quick to set me straight. Excuse me, but what exactly is civilized about the
city?

Everywhere | go out here it helps, of course, that | am associated with Jane, who seems to
know everybody in the county. I trade on her name with no shame whatsoever; it’s my secret
password. She’s introduced me at all of the places where she has accounts, so that if | go to the
gas station in Cottonwood Falls, the grocery store or feed store in Strong City, or Blue Stem
Farm & Supply in Emporia, | can simply charge ranch expenses by signing the ticket.

I did have to go all the way to The Mall in Emporia (it really is the only mall in Emporia)
to get my driver’s license, as the Chase County Courthouse is not equipped to do that. Although I
still don’t have my tags (the courthouse was closed on Good Friday), | do have my Kansas
driver’s license and am registered to vote. Since I’m already receiving my mail here, | feel like

I’m just one step short of being a full-fledged resident of Chase County, Kansas.
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Prairie Spring
When the earth’s clock strikes April,
she dons the sheerest of slips,
so gauzy and pale as to merely suggest
the color green.

The delicate fabric settles with
a silken sigh over her breasts and hips,
every curve a different nuance of green,
dappled with tiny hints of white,
yellow and violet that can only be
seen if you’re close enough to
reach out and touch her.

She behaves as if she has all the
time in the world to ready herself:

stretching with delicious slowness in

the warm light of the going-down sun,
she languorously leans back and allows the
wind to arrange her hair;

she leans down to slip on her stockings,
which are a bolder shade of green and
which do honor to the arched foot and

the strong calf and the dimpled knee.

It’s nearly May before she reaches
with lazy sensuality for the
vivid velvet of her dress.

By subtle increments she slides it
down over her sharp-boned white shoulders,
and it drops slow as the outgoing tide of
the ancient inland sea, down past the
softer planes and angles of waist and thigh.

This shocking gown is green beyond all reason,
it covers the pale, dainty slip with a
color so saturated and electric as to

cause an unusual sort of temporary blindness:
you think there has never been such a green,
that there has never been any other
color but green, and that there is absolutely
no one else at the Spring Ball but she.
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Midwifing the Day

When | got up at 5 o’clock the stars were shining brightly with no moon for competition.
Out here it is easy to see from whence cometh the milk in Milky Way. The stars were clotted
thick as cream against the black sky. Off to the southeast a bank of full-bodied clouds was so
close to the ground I felt I could almost lasso and haul it down to earth. But there was no need;
the clouds came down of their own accord during the next two hours, settling in amongst the low
valleys between the hills like a down comforter.

When Emma and | got on the four-wheeler to go check Red 60, our little red heifer who
is about to calve, we zipped through the clouds as if we were in a tiny flying machine instead of
on the ground. Red 60 was fine for the moment, but she’s a first-calf heifer and awfully small
and young to have her first. She may very well need us to midwife.

The birds were in full chorus down at the McDowell this morning, and Oscar the bull was
peacefully munching grass in the clouds, a fine sight. The beauty of the day struck me like a
clapper on a big brassy bell and my heart was filled with an exuberance so grand and glorious, |
almost needed to cry out with joy lest my body burst open from trying to contain the feeling.
Emma evidently felt it too, and she came leaping through the dewy grass and ran at me full tilt. |
wondered if that was what flowers felt too, just before they busted into bloom.

Now the sun burns off the blanket of clouds and the hills are revealed to be even greener
than they were the day before. Here comes the sun from behind the clouds and the whole world
has that busting-open look to it, of fertility and fecundity, of a flower about to bloom, an egg
about to crack open, the whole earth about to give birth to a new day, and just by being in

attendance, | midwife the day.
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Conversational Arts

I’ve always had a very active dialogue with nature and with animals. 1’ve conducted
extensive discussions with cats and dogs, had conversations with insects and chats with rocks.
This practice has never seemed strange, and was often infinitely more soothing and satisfying
than communicating with humans. Now that the number of human conversations | have each day
are drastically reduced, these other dialogues have increased exponentially.

Certainly | have many more occasions to talk with cows. This has been quite enjoyable.
They are very good listeners, but occasionally pipe up with a well-timed comment or two. When
I led fifty or so cows down from the McDowell to the Eastman pens for sorting, | talked rather a
lot to the lead cows who were making my job so much easier. | mentioned to the Watusi, who
was trotting along right next to the four-wheeler, that 1I’d very much appreciate it if she did not
shake her head yes or no while traveling in such close proximity. I told her I loved her proud
horns, but that 1’d prefer to admire them from a distance. | always say hello to the proud Zebu
and the mischievous Brahman, both from India, the fierce Watusi from Africa and the gentle
Tarentaise from France. Who knew these hills would be host to a daily meeting of the United
Nations of cows?

Anyway, after 1I’d successfully led my parade of cows up and down the hills, across the
stream and through the woods to the pens, | was inspired to bow and offer the greeting, Namasté,
the divinity in me greets the divinity in thee, for certainly that was the case.

I expect | will soon have a conversation with a snake or two. | saw my very first
Massasauga rattlesnake the other day. They are quite common out here, but shy of human
contact. I don’t expect to have any close relationships with snakes, but | would very much like to

have a respectful understanding. As Jane says, they were here first, and | honor their right to
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inhabit the prairie in peace. | won’t talk too terribly much, but I will at least say thank you
whenever we pass each other amiably.

I have always talked with birds and tried to learn their languages. | have been fairly
successful in getting cardinals and catbirds to converse with me, and blue jays are often willing
to engage in a little repartee. There is a particularly verbal bird out here on the prairie, the upland
sandpiper, that sounds like it’s giving you a very appreciative wolf-whistle learned from hanging
around construction sites. | was sitting outside the west door watching the sun go down one
evening, experimenting with talking to the sandpipers. First of all, I said in English, “I think
you’re beautiful, too,” and then I returned the whistle, attempting to match the precise pitch and
duration of the call. I was very excited when the birds began to answer me every time | called. |
could hardly wait to tell Jane of my success. As | got up and turned to go in the house, she was
standing just inside the door behind me looking smug. “I was wondering how long it was going

to take you to catch on,” she said. I guess I’m not the only one who is learning to speak bird.
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Stars and Rocks

I recall quite clearly that my two favorite elective classes outside my major in college
were astronomy and geology. | have now arrived in a place of many stars and many rocks. I am
very happy. The stars | admire from a distance. The rocks are another matter. | am in the middle
of a geology project that is also a landscaping project. For years | have referred to this kind of
activity as rearranging God’s furniture. This morning, for example, Emma and | took the feed
truck to check on the red heifer, and we could not resist driving around a little in search of rocks.
I picked up about ten or twelve and brought them home. They are becoming a border along the
walkway to the house. | have in mind to display as many different types of Flint Hills rocks as |
can find.

It is only incidentally a pun to say that all these rocks ground me. They truly do. The rich
geologic history of this tallgrass prairie is a narrative written in stone. The ancient inland sea is
not very difficult to imagine; | have stood on a high point here to look out over the hills and seen
the sea instead, the gentle undulation of the grasses a spark for my imagination. | flew on a little
trip through geologic time and saw how those rich waters built these hills and how the wind
burnished them. The sea still tells its story; its marine creatures and plants are writ in stone like

the Ten Commandments.
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No Fences

From where | sit on ancient earth taking staples out of a hedge fencepost older than I am,
hearing only the susurrus of the wind punctuated by bird calls, I can see the ceaseless traffic on
the turnpike in the distance. | have not seen or spoken to another soul in over two hours, yet the
traffic goes by, a parallel universe of which | am not a part. | would far rather go my own way at
my own pace than follow in a line of traffic going somewhere other than here.

Storm clouds are hanging low in the expansive prairie sky this morning. The wideness of
the sky out here makes my heart open wide. There is room here for all of me, especially the wild,
uncivilized parts that | used to button and zip up each day before | went out into the world. |
have been working this week on removing fences—restoring open range. As | drop the strands of
barbed wire to the ground, | appreciate the metaphor for what is happening in my life. No fences.

The external mirrors for the internal condition also include keys and locks, or rather, their
absence. The doors to the house are never locked (Jane says she probably couldn’t find the house
keys to save her life). Keys to vehicles are left in the ignition. | simply do not carry keys;
everything is open and accessible. | had a terrible time holding onto my keys when we went to
the city yesterday.

All my adult life I have carried keys—house, car, business—and felt slightly more
important and responsible the more keys | carried. Now | carry no keys at all, and | feel neither

important nor unimportant, just incredibly light and free.
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A Calf is Born

Yesterday | learned all the different categories of heifers: calf, replacement, first-calf,
feeder, fat. We’ve been keeping an eye on two first-calf heifers for the last two weeks, and
yesterday afternoon we got a call from T.W. (tee-dub-ya), who leases pasture from Jane, alerting
us that our Brahman first-calf heifer was in labor down at the Eastman pens. | have been waiting
for two months to witness this miraculous act. Last time a calf was born | was stuck in a snarl of
traffic on the freeway in Kansas City and missed a picture-perfect birth in which the heifer was
thoughtful enough to go into labor within easy view of the fence.

This event was even better because we’ve been keeping the heifer in the pens and
checking her a couple times a day. We threw on our coats on a cloudy, drizzly afternoon,
grabbed the camera, and headed to the bovine maternity ward. The last time | saw a calf born
was over thirty years ago and certainly not at this close range. Two little hooves, legs and a nose
were poking out of the birth canal when we arrived, a normal presentation. I’d just studied up on
normal and abnormal presentations the other day when Jane went to Emporia and left me in
charge of ob/gyn, with me praying that neither of the heifers would actually give birth while |
was alone on the watch.

It was not hard to see when she was having a contraction. She got up and turned and then
lay down on the ground, her side giving a giant heave as we stood in the cheering section and
urged her on. This contraction pushed out the rest of the head and neck of the little dark calf with
white markings.

In the same pen were two Brahman replacement heifers who’d been napping together
when we arrived. They ambled curiously over to see what was going on, and could not resist
giving a sniff and a lick to the newest arrival, even though he was only half born. These girls we

refer to as the auntie cows.
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While the mother-in-the-making rested between contractions, we could see the calf begin
to breathe on its own, its pink tongue poking out as it tested the air of the strange new world into
which it was in the process of arriving. We were riveted. One more contraction and the longest
part of the body was out. Here the process crawled to a standstill as the weary heifer rested on
her side, breathing heavily. Jane explained that if she’d just stand up, the calf would practically
fall the rest of the way out. Finally, Jane stepped in to assist in the final step of getting the back
hips and legs out. After her gloves slipped off the slick little legs, she looped a rope around them
and gave it some oomph. Out slid the rest of the calf, a little bull, who was quite alert and
immediately lifted his head.

In a few moments his mother got to her feet and stepped back a few yards to stand beside
the other heifers and look at the new calf as if to say, Where did that come from? The maternal
instinct is stronger in some first-calf heifers than others, and it took mom a little while to take to
her motherly duties. The little bull, after a good cleaning, turns out to be variegated shades of

cocoa brown with an endearing swatch of white across his forehead.
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Picking Up Chicks

More new creations! Yesterday morning we went to Strong City to pick up chicks...three-
day-old chickens at the feed store, that is. We picked out four each of four different breeds:
Black Australorpe, Light Brahma, New Hampshire, and Cinnamon Queens. It’s hard to believe
that these tiny birds will someday be laying eggs for us.

We’ve spent the last twenty-four hours trying to keep the chicks warm, dry, well-fed and
watered. They are quite comical in their explorations of their very small world, which is a big
box filled with wood shavings and kept toasty with a heat lamp. We had the chicks out in the
chicken coop in their big cardboard box until yesterday evening when the light blew out because
of a leak in the roof. The weather has been very windy and rainy, so we brought the box of fuzz
balls into the gray water room last night just to be on the safe side.

There are so many potential obstacles between these wee chicks and their future as
productive members of the ranch family. Amongst their potential predators are our very own
dogs and cats, not to mention snakes, coyotes, hawks, owls, disease and weather.

| feel like a nervous first-time mother.
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A Midwife is Born

Last night at 5:45 pm | thought of our little Red Angus heifer. Dinner was in the oven and
almost ready when | suddenly felt an urgency to go down to the barn, even though the weather
was quite inhospitable.

Sure enough, when | got there | could see hooves poking out, so | raced back to the
house, flung open the door and shouted, “We’re having a baby!”

Jane, the old pro, suggested we go ahead and eat our dinner, to give the heifer a chance to
progress on her own. When we went back at 6:30 or so, we were well-armed with veterinary
sleeves, obstetric chains, and a mechanical calf puller, just in case.

The wind was blowing dark clouds full of rain across the landscape and the road was
sodden and slick with mud. By contrast, the barn seemed snug and cheery, warm and dry,
scented sweetly with alfalfa. Unfortunately, little Red 60 had made no progress. | was about to
become a midwife.

Our first task was to slip a halter over the heifer’s head so we could secure her in the
small space. This task was a minor rodeo event, but very important. A well-timed kick or a break
for the gate could be tough on the midwives.

Jane invited me to join her in donning the veterinary sleeves, examination gloves that
extend up to the shoulder. Tentatively | slid my hand past the protruding hoof and leg to feel the
second foreleg and then the calf’s warm nose and head. Assured that the calf was in position for
pulling, Jane secured the small obstetric chains as far up on the calf’s legs as possible, to avoid
breaking a leg or hoof. Each of us held one chain and pulled in tandem on the legs, in a slightly
downward direction. With a bit more leg showing, and a little nose, we saw the calf’s tongue

move, and Jane said, “This calf is alive and | believe we can pull it!”
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We got set to attach the puller to the chains. A wide brace on the puller is set into position
across the cow’s hips, below the birth canal, and the chains are attached to a long ratcheting
mechanism that alternately pulls one leg and then the other. My job was to set the brace while
Jane hooked the chains, and then to keep the far end of the puller in a downward-slanting
position and move with the heifer as she shifted, which she soon did, from standing up to laying
on her side, a better position for what we were attempting. The birthing moved swiftly then, and
before long we had a slick little Red Angus bull in the world.

The description of mechanics does not do justice to the magic and intimacy of the
experience. Assisting in the delivery of a new life brought a sting of joyful tears to my eyes. We
quickly removed the equipment and freed mama from the harness. She immediately turned to the
first task of motherhood, briskly licking her new calf from head to tail.

Jane and | sat on upturned buckets, eating a dark chocolate bar with raspberries |
happened to have in my pocket, and watching the classic, pastoral scene. “This is the best show
in town,” | said, and a few moments later: “Right now, nothing else in the world seems of much
consequence.” And Jane agreed—even though she’s done this many times, it is still an
enrapturing experience.

By 8 o’clock the calf, after several rather comical failed attempts, was standing on
spindly, trembling new legs and searching for nourishment. Instinct is powerful and mysterious
to behold. Mama nudged and licked and guided him until he took his first tiny, tentative suckle
and then settled into noisy and lusty guzzling.

When | turned out the light and shut the barn door to go back out into the rain, | carried

my joy with me like a glowing lantern into the cloudy night.
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Defining Abundance

Today is May Day—the traditional marking of full Spring and flowers a-plenty, the
abundance of the earth. This morning I made a May Day bouquet of wild prairie flowers and
gave thanks for the bounty and beauty given freely by the land.

I’ve been thinking a great deal in the last couple of days about my growing consciousness
of resources and how | use them. Living off the grid and being dependent on sun and wind for
electricity, on the rain for water, on cattle and grass for a living, changes the way I think.

I like the way Jane put it last night: “We do not have unlimited resources, but most of the
time we have abundance.” | like this perspective. In the modern world, especially in the
American culture, | think we’ve come to equate abundance with not having to think at all about
running out of something. There is no sense of moderation or stewardship, we are simply
consumers calculating what we can afford.

Each morning on the ranch there are two important questions to ask: How much
electricity do we have? What is the forecast for sun and wind? The answers dictate how many
light switches we flip and how many electrical appliances we use during the day. This is not a
hardship or even an inconvenience; it is simply a clear awareness of the direct correlation
between supply and demand, weather and energy.

A digital display by the back door tells us exactly how much power we have at the
moment. The cistern, which pumps water from the well once a day, contains a graduated pole
that indicates how much water is available. A digital weather station in the window gives
readings on wind speed, indoor and outdoor temperature, relative air pressure and humidity. All

of these data enable conscious, responsible use of resources.
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I used to think, as I reached to adjust the thermostat, of what I could afford. How
expensive was gas or electricity? How much money did I have? Now I think quite differently:
What can the sun and wind afford today?

I wonder what the world would be like, how attitudes would change, if everyone were as
aware of what is reasonably available for their use. What if the earth had read-outs on available
resources so we each knew the impact we were having on the supply? We are all stewards,
whether we take the responsibility seriously or not. There will come a point at which it will not
matter how much money we have to spend on what we want and need; the bottom line will be
what the earth has left to give.

This life I’m learning to live requires cultivation of other simple awarenesses. All of the
household water we pour down the sink, the tub, the shower, and the washing machine drain—
called gray water after use—is cycled through a lava rock, sand, prairie dirt and living plant
filtration system before being released back out to the land from whence it came. When | think
about the lush, beautiful plants in the gray water greenhouse and the life-sustaining grasses out
on the land, I think twice about what | put down the drain.

Our trash gets sorted for recycling. | begin thinking about the things | buy and how
they’re packaged. Can they be reused or recycled? Are they friendly to the earth? There is still
weightier emphasis on convenient and disposable in the marketing world than there is on
recyclable. And why not? Most people have weekly trash service that carts away what they don’t
want anymore. Not so out here. This lifestyle is much more akin to the pack it in, pack it out
ethic of camping in wilderness areas. | have no choice but to confront my trash. To care about
recycling requires a connection to and understanding of cycles...the food chain, the web of life,
the direct consequences of how we choose to live. What if every single item we sent to the

landfill required that we sign it like we would a check, to be debited from our Earth account?
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All of our food waste here gets composted, including human waste. We have a
composting toilet that requires only a few handfuls of sawdust a day and a little weekly and
monthly maintenance. It’s a bit challenging for most people to think romantically or poetically
about what remains after our bodies utilize the nutrients in food and drink, but for a land-loving
poet like myself, the equation is simple and philosophical: we are composed of earthy elements;
everything we eat is from the earth; what we do not use can, with a little care, be safely returned
to the earth. | grew up in a very sanitary, arm’s-length, flush-oriented world. And away go
troubles down the drain. It’s where most of us live. There’s something profound about staying

around to take responsibility for the ultimate destination of your own crap!
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Barn Swallows

Grace, cooperation, patience, purpose—these are the words that best describe the barn
swallows who are crafting their nests on the side of the house. They take turns politely swooping
in on the brisk prairie winds to cling to the wall for a few moments, bracing themselves with
their delicately forked tails just long enough to strategically place a small bit of mud and straw
on the vertical surface.

There is great care and precision in the way each tiny component is placed, and | marvel
at how the blueprint must be etched into each bird’s genetic memory, passed down on a strand of
DNA, just as the route to Mexico is coded into each generation of monarch butterflies. | wonder
if the patience | see exhibited here is native as well—it takes days and days for the nest to take
shape.

How many humans could cheerily accept the task of building an abode with only what
they could carry in their mouths, and flying against the wind to do so? Each nest, according to
my Birds of Kansas Field Guide, takes up to a thousand beak-loads of mud.

* % *

A few more words about barn swallows: now I’m questioning my assumption that
swallows are born with architectural know-how. It has become increasingly apparent that the
project has a construction supervisor who has quite a lot to say about how things are done.

Now that it’s warm enough to have windows open much of the time, I’m often awakened
before sunrise by this particular bird’s morning instructions to the crew. Actually, it’s very hard
to keep from laughing. The shrill speech calls to mind human lectures punctuated at regular
intervals with the phrase “and one more thing....” From the tone and pacing | gather other bits:

“You expect to get any work done? It’s nearly 6:15—daylight’s burning! And you—yes, you!
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Does this look like a day camp? No, it’s a construction site, so let’s quite horsing around and
start moving some mud. Move it, move it, move it.”

Yesterday’s rain made the swallows’ work a great deal easier. We watched with interest
as each bird in turn flew out to the grass for a bit of vegetation and then stopped by a patch of
bare earth for a dab of mud. For days the nest looked like somebody had been spitting chewing
tobacco at the side of the house for sport. Now | can see a graceful roundedness begin to take
shape, and the nest is deep enough that it can actually be sat upon.

What a wonder are the ways of nature, the so-specific and marvelous gifts of individual species.
Each tiny detail is its own miracle. | could no more build a house with mouthfuls of mud than the

barn swallows could use this computer. Ain’t diversity grand?
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Arias on the Prairie

One morning last week the day was unfolding in full spring glory—crisp edge to the air,
crystal-cut azure sky, warm sun. We were out with the truck and trailer on a mission: to haul
five-year-old bales of Indian Grass (from the very same batch Jane used to build the house) and
spread them out in a dry wash to encourage regrowth and prevent erosion.

Getting the bales to the draw, however, was taking a ridiculously long time—bales kept
bouncing off the trailer whenever we hit a bump, which became kind of funny after awhile, even
though I was the one who had to keep jumping out of the truck to reload the errant hay.

The point of this recounting is not really what we were doing, but the soundtrack that
accompanied the work. Jane had the truck’s radio tuned to a public radio station and | was
bucking bales on a pristine tallgrass morning to strains of opera wafting across the prairie.

I must forgive myself for the long-held stereotype of ranchers and farmers driving in
pickups and listening exclusively to twangy, beer-soaked, heart-broke country music. Why not
opera? The music elevated the experience, lifted me up above a narrow-minded assumption, and

made my heart soar with joy.
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Back in the City

Spring in the leafy city—it’s so very disconcerting being back in the metropolis, hearing
a different chorus of birds and other morning sounds, most notably the hum of city life. | never
used to notice the traffic sounds and the steady thrum of the built environment, which is strong
evidence that a fair amount of desensitization is required in order to live in the midst of urban
density.

One is allotted only a modest patch of sky between buildings and trees here in the city;
seeing the horizon is out of the question from where I sit this morning (out on the ranch I can
watch thunderstorms in three states). My chest doesn’t heave open to allow my heart to rise up
and greet the morning like it does out on the prairie. Jane used to mention a certain point on the
freeway, south of the city, at which she ceased breathing deeply when driving into the
metropolitan grid, and at which she could once again expand her lungs to full capacity on the
way back out. Now | know what she meant.

All of these industrious morning sounds are still familiar, but I find I miss the ebullient
bellowing of cows locating their calves, the joyous song of meadowlarks, the soft, dependable
interjections of bobwhites.

This city is still easily navigable, but it is clearly no longer my heart’s home. My inner

compass points southwest and | will follow it as soon as | am able.
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Chickens and Freedom

Our chickens are now fully feathered, although they still peep and cheep rather than
cluck. We removed their small enclosure this week so they have the run of the whole chicken
coop. One morning | went in to check them and found that they, a week or more after learning
how to jump up on their boundary board to roost, had rather belatedly discovered that nothing
held them back from freedom on the other side. They simply had to step off the edge.

Now we’ve set up a 240 square foot pen for them outside. | spent most of yesterday
enclosing the top of the pen with chicken wire to protect my chicklets from becoming a snack for
a hawk or other predator. Now their little door into the big world is open, with a ramp down to
the grass, and so far no one has availed herself of this larger definition of the world. I’ve spent a
bit of time watching the door to freedom, hoping to be there when the first chicken broke through
the invisible barrier of fear.

Jane, master of incisive plainspeak, commented this morning: “Doesn’t this remind you
of humans? We’d rather sit in a dark little room in our own poop than step past our fears into all
that’s available on the other side.”

One by one the birds take turns parading past the door—some with the courage to poke
their necks out into the sunlight—then they each turn tail and go back into the darkness. | have

new insight into why chicken is a synonym for afraid.
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Cow Society Report

The huge, rust-red and white Zebu—I named her Noblesse, Blesse for short—had her
calf yesterday. We’ve been watching her closely for ten days or so because she lost her first calf
last year and is therefore at risk. She’s my personal favorite—she has such a proud and elegant
bearing and wise eyes—a living embodiment of sacred cow. Her calf is a Brahman-Zebu cross—
pure white with a light bronze face—and he is as big as the other ten-day-old calves, big-boned
and long-eared like his mom. No wonder Blesse had such a hard time with labor and delivery last
year!

Our other most exotic cow, the Watusi, just had her calf last week, also a Brahman cross.
I’m afraid | must now wait quite a long time before answering the challenge made by one of my
friends in Kansas City. She dared me to hang a feather boa on the Watusi and take her picture.
The fact that the Watusi has horns that are each over 2 feet long is what makes this a true
challenge. The fact that Watusi are incredibly protective of their young is what makes the boa a
really bad idea until January or February of next year.

I understand a great deal more about cow society, cow culture, and cow community after
working closely with them for a few months. As often happens with increased knowledge and
understanding, there is a correlative increase in appreciation and respect. Longfellow’s reference
in the Psalm of Life to dumb, driven cattle does a terrible disservice to the species, especially
cows. To be clear about my use of the term cows, cattle refers collectively to the species; cow
and bull describe the sexually mature female and male; in calves, heifer and bull are gender
identification; however, a bull who’s been relieved of his testicles instantly becomes a steer.
There are many other subtleties to the nomenclature, but these are some of the basics.

So, as | was saying, | personally don’t think of cows as dumb or driven. Longfellow’s

reference, however, is a bit more understandable if he’d watched a hundred yearlings, either
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heifer or steer, being pushed through a loading chute just before he wrote the Psalm of Life.
Yearlings out in the pasture have an uncanny resemblance to human teenagers in large groups,
and the Group Intelligence Quotient can be ascertained by taking the highest single 1.Q. and
dividing it by the total number of either teenagers or yearlings. One yearling can have a really
stupid idea and twenty-five others will cheerfully copy the behavior. If you’ve ever had a
slumber party for teens at your house, you probably recognize some parallels.

In a cow-calf operation like we have here at the ranch, however, there is very little that
would evoke either dumb or driven. Placid, yes. Contented, certainly. But | would also add:
curious, nurturing, patient, communicative and cooperative.

Jane, only slightly tongue in cheek, often notes her desire to write a book entitled,
“Women Who Run With the Cows” and also likes to say that “it takes a whole herd to raise a
calf.” I have seen this with my own eyes. There are clearly auntie cows without calves of their
own who are in attendance at births, graduations, celebrations and funerals. There are also
daycare cows who serve on a mysterious rotating schedule as supervisors and caretakers of
calves whose mothers have gone off to graze for a bit. Whenever | see one of these pastoral
clusters, | want to take a picture: one to three cows will be babysitting up to a dozen calves.
Oftentimes all of the calves will be curled up cozily on the grass while one cow stands facing
them. You cannot convince me that they are not having Story Time.

I saw a daycare group that surprised me today. It demonstrated flexibility and integration,
which is not always evident when two herds have been put in the same pasture as they have here
this spring. A neighboring rancher who rents pasture from Jane recently turned out a herd of sale
barn gummers and their calves in the McDowell with our herd. Gummer is a not particularly
delicate term for an old cow who has very little left by way of teeth. After raising their calves,
they are destined for the livestock market, probably as canners and cutters, another less than

delicate term for older cows that won’t sell as higher quality beef. I get a little sad for the old
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gals because | know that these are their last calves and this is the last sweet springtime of their
lives. On the other hand, there’s little I like better than a beef roast. I’m still coming to terms
with this cognitive and emotional dissonance between my love of beef on the hoof and beef on
my plate.

Anyway, | was checking cows yesterday when | happened upon a daycare group
supervised by Blesse the Zebu from our herd, who was watching a group of calves for the
gummer gals. This is really kind of unusual, especially because there were no other members of
our herd anywhere around, only kindly Blesse and her new calf, volunteering for duty in an
adopted cow community. Talk about civic engagement. | love that cow.

There’s little doubt in my mind that cows have emotions: pleasure, outright joy,
frustration, anger, fear, love, and grief. The most compelling demonstration of the latter is that a
cow whose calf has died will wear a circle in the grass down to bare dirt pacing around and
around her calf’s body. Early on, Jane gave me an article to read on Cow Psychology. It wasn’t
about how to do therapy on a troubled cow, but rather, how to understand what cows can see,
how they think and react, and what makes them balk or bolt.

Cow communication is also an interesting field of study. There’s nothing quite so
plaintive as a calf calling for its mother, or so urgent as the bellow of a cow who’s lost track of
her calf in the course of her daily ruminations. When calves are weaned, both cows and calves
will call across the fence until they’re hoarse. It’s enough to break your heart. The most tender
and dear form of cow communication is between a mother and her newborn calf. Jane thinks the
cattle are lowing in Away in a Manger describes this sound a mother makes, so sweet and soft,
starting low in the chest and belly, and gently resonating in the throat.

Calves respond with little sounds of their own, soft little emmms and ummms and ommms,

like embryonic moos. | have yet to discover exactly what cue a mother gives to her calf when |
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get too close in the pasture, but it’s easy to tell when she’s given the signal; her calf gets up and
follows closely at her side, away from perceived danger.

There is a great deal of nonverbal communication between cows as well, a variety of
licks, nudges, kicks, head-butts and even caresses. Cows are actually quite delicate and
coordinated when they need to be. I’ve seen a huge cow scratch an itch under her eye with her
hind foot. | expected her to poke herself in the eye and promptly tip over, but the maneuver was

as gracefully executed as a dancer’s plié.
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Gift from the Permian Sea

Back in April | fell in love with a rock. It seemed a modest enough desire to want that
rock close to the house. The weathered gray limestone was pocked with mysterious caves and
tunnels, with grasses and wildflowers growing in a few of its pockets. One of the hollowed-out
basins on the top of the rock was as big as a soup bowl, ringed inside by the story of rains that
have come and gone. Jane fell in love with that rock, too, and we’ve taken several visitors out to
see Marva’s rock.

A few days ago we began to consider how to get it back to the house. The rock wasn’t
terribly big—thirty inches long, eighteen inches wide and about a foot tall. Obviously it was too
big to move by hand, but we have a lot of tools at our disposal. We took the one-ton feed truck
out to the site; it has hydraulic arms with enough muscle to move a 1,500 pound hay bale. The
rock budged just a little, but still clung to the earth like a tooth with very healthy roots.

We dug around the rock with a sharp shovel, loosening the tenacious network of roots
that made sodbusters weep when they first tried to break the land in the 1800s. The root systems
of prairie grasses and forbs go down as far as sixteen feet into the ground. According to my
grassland bible, Pasture and Range Plants, “It is almost impossible to imagine the enormous
tonnage of root material hidden away in the soil of a bluestem range. Detail weight checks show
6,000 to 7,000 pounds per acre of plant material in the first six inches of soil under excellent
bluestem grassland.” This is difficult to fathom, but trying to chop through it with a shovel helps
to bring the message home. Still, digging down six inches or so did little to loosen the rock.

I went back the next day with my shovel and dug even more, seeking the outer limits of
the rock. | found a spine of rock below the surface that added another foot to the rock’s length. It
was impossible to gauge the full extent of the undertaking, but by then we were thoroughly

engaged in the challenge. Yesterday we went back with a John Deere tractor and tried lifting it
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with the enormous hydraulic-driven bucket on the front of the tractor. The front wheels of the
John Deere popped a foot off the ground. It was becoming obvious that our rock might well bear
comparison to an iceberg, seven-eighths of which is typically below the surface of the water.
Turns out | was not too far off in drawing this parallel.

At the controls of the tractor, Jane jockeyed the rock a little at a time while | shouted
encouragement. The rock was moving, but then again, so was the surface of the ground two feet
out from the rock. We stopped and dug by hand for awhile, loosening more roots, and then
leaned the tractor into the task once again. Finally the earth gave a heave and a pop and
reluctantly gave up the rock into our possession, and Lord have mercy, it was huge and
wondrous to behold. We wrapped a chain around its tapered middle and hooked the chain to the
top of the bucket on the tractor. Jane drove gingerly home across the pasture with that beautiful
rock dangling in the air.

I measured the rock when we got home. According to my calculations, nearly three-
quarters of it’s bulk had been underground, and every little cleft below the surface was jammed
full of rich, black prairie earth and thousands of roots. “Wow! This rock must be thousands of
years old,” said Jane as we stood and admired our new sculpture. “More like millions,” said I,
just before running into the house to reread an article 1’d found on Kansas geology.

I have in my office a picture that purports to show what you might have seen if you could
have gone snorkeling in the Permian Sea that once covered most of Kansas for millions of years.
I have been deeply drawn to the idea of this sea and the chapters of its story left to be read in the
language of rocks and soil. | just have a very hard time wrapping my head around the numbers.

The Permian Period was the last in the Paleozoic Era—just before the dinosaurs—and
most of the rocks near the surface in the Flint Hills were created during the almost 42 million
years the Permian Sea rose and fell, leaving layers of rich sediment that would become the

limestone, shale and chert (also known as flint, which, when partnered with steel, gives birth to
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fire) that form our hills. It’s also worth noting that all of this occurred 248-290 million years ago.
How am | supposed to run this data through the little tiny computer in my head? The morning
weather report will be on in fifteen minutes—how can | even conceive of 290 million years?

To further boggle the brain, seas covered Kansas long before that; 545 million years ago
Kansas was perhaps as dry as it is now, but for about 300 million years it was mostly under
shallow seas, rich with marine plants and creatures, salts, sand, silt and clay. Alternating with
changes in climate that caused the seas to rise and fall, violent uplift occurred from time to time.
Many of the Permian-age rocks we find in the Flint Hills are at odd angles, vertical rather than
horizontal to the surface, like little white gravestones clustered along the brows of the hills. |
believe that our rock is an example of this powerful shifting and heaving of the earth. “Our
rock,” I was dazzled to report to Jane, “is probably at least 250 million years old.”

Our rock may be big, but its age is an even bigger matter to contemplate. It makes me
feel extraordinarily small and temporary. “What is man, that thou art mindful of him?” is a
perennially pertinent question posed by the Psalmist and echoed by St. Paul. More contemporary
contemplators upon the divinity in all nature asked companion questions. In the late 1800s John
Muir asked, “Why should man value himself as more than a small part of the one great unit of
creation?” In 1923 Aldo Leopold queried, “Was the earth made for man’s use or has man merely
the privilege of temporarily possessing an earth made for other and inscrutable purposes?”
Leopold also said, “It just occurs to me, however, in answer to the scientists, that God started his
show a good many million years before he had any men for audience...and it is just barely
possible that God himself likes to hear birds sing and see flowers grow.” Muir, after his first

view from the rim of Yosemite Valley in 1869 wrote this:

When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find that it is bound fast, by a thousand invisible
cords that cannot be broken, to everything in the universe. I fancy I can hear a heart beating in
every crystal, in every grain of sand and see a wise plan in the making and shaping and placing of
every one of them. All seems to be dancing in time to divine music.
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Some of that music, it seems to me, was written when our rock was young, and even now
all of creation is woven in glorious interdependence just as tightly as the prairie roots that bound
our rock to the earth for hundreds of millions of years before | came along to dance my small bit
in the universal show. A little less hubris and a little more humility does not threaten the stability
of my faith. “A little lower than the angels” is too high for me; I’d be quite content to possess the

same divine significance as the rocks and roots of the prairie.
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Preserving the Wild Things

At this time of year it does little good to put several of our reference books back on the
shelf; one of us will undoubtedly pull them back out tomorrow. Tallgrass Prairie Wildflowers,
Birds of Kansas Field Guide, A Guide to the Great Snakes of Kansas, these all end up on the
kitchen counter, the coffee table or the desk. Binoculars and a camera are also close at hand. The
prairie is a busy, busy place in the spring and it’s a fulltime job to keep up with everything that’s
a-blooming and a-borning.

The other day we sat down and completed an inventory of all the birds we’ve seen or
heard this spring and came up with a list of thirty-eight. We’ve seen bullsnakes (also known as
gopher snakes), common kingsnakes, and a Massasauga, the smallest Kansas rattlesnake. We’ve
spotted deer, coyotes, bobcats, skunks, packrats, mice, cottontails and jackrabbits.

I have found it impossible to keep track of the wildflowers, they are so incredibly
profuse. Pasque Flower, Blue Toadflax, Blue Wild Indigo, Prairie Ragwort, Fringed Puccoon—
the list of what we see and learn each day goes on and on. My sprinting mind, always at work on
some little puzzle or another, has begun coping with the excess of wildflower data by fixating on
those that would make good aliases, cartoon characters or vaudeville stage names. Here are a few
of my personal favorites: Daisy Fleabane, Virginia Spiderwort, Meadow Parsnip, Scurfy Pea,
Sneezewort Aster, Rose Vervain.

These are our precious wild things on a bit of holy ground in the Flint Hills of Kansas.

Just this week we received a draft document prepared by some concerned citizens who’ve
been leading the fight to save the Flint Hills from becoming home to industrial-scale wind
energy development. You might wonder why we’d be opposed to development of renewable

energy. We’re not. We just don’t want hundreds of 400-foot-tall wind turbines in the middle of

1 A word of reassurance for those of you who care about my well-being, and also for those of you who like me enough (or Jane or the Flint Hills)
to come out for a visit, according to A Guide to the Great Snakes of Kansas, “Death from snakebite in the wild is a rarity; there has been only one
fatality from that cause in Kansas since 1950.” Jane has never been bitten in her 25 years on this land. Emma the dog has been bitten twice and
lived to tell about it; Jane no longer rushes her to the vet for expensive anti-venom, she just gives her some Benadryl.
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such an environmentally significant area. The blades on the industrial turbines are as long as the
tower for our little residential-scale wind generator is tall. The amount of concrete it takes to
secure a 400 foot tower brings to mind Joni Mitchell’s they paved paradise and put up a parking
lot. Here’s a paragraph from the document that helps put the significance of my new home and

work into perspective:

North America’s native grassland is some of the most diminished and threatened ecosystem in the
world. More than 96% of the original Tallgrass Prairie in North America has been lost (Dr. David
Hartnett, KSU). No other major North American ecosystem has been as severely impacted.
Nearly two-thirds of the continent’s surviving Tallgrass Prairie resides within the Flint Hills. This
unique landscape is still relatively unspoiled by the pressures of modern development and is
worthy of meaningful preservation.

I like what Peter Forbes says in The Great Remembering: Further thoughts on land, soul and

society (2001), a book that everyone who loves the land ought to run right out and buy:

In too many places, this culture of ours has planed away the rough edges to give us a world that
has become soft, similar, and unspectacular. When we have little sense of where we are, we also
have little sense of who we are. If both land and people lose what is most unique and irreplaceable
about themselves, all of us risk being homeless.

Soft, similar, and unspectacular strikes me as a nearly perfect description of newer
suburban subdivisions with their off-the-rack floor plans and standardized palette of bleached-
out browns and grays. And here’s a scary statistic from Peter Forbes: American countryside is
being transformed by sprawl at 365 acres per hour. At that rate, it would take less than 11 hours
to decimate the Homestead Ranch, a heaven-crammed bit of earth upon which we hope to
preserve as many rough edges as we can.

I think I’ll go out and sit on a 250 million year old rock to put all this into perspective.
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Microcosm in Balance

A New Art

I need a new art to augment my writing, something capable of capturing things too big
for words: rain, wind, lightning, floods, birth, death, the constant movement of energy. | need a
giant drum to beat or an oversized canvas and paints. | need a full orchestra to conduct or hands
that know how to sculpt things on the scale of Mt. Rushmore.

Failing that, I wish | had a black box in my head, a tiny flight recorder that could be
removed each day and downloaded, so there would be some manageable way to track my
trajectory through these remarkable days.

I am consumed and subsumed, stymied and flummoxed. On many days | find myself
uncharacteristically speechless.

This landscape is far too grand for the meager art | bring to all that begs to be given

expression.
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Chickens with Built-In Timers

I get asked about my chickens fairly often. Seems most people like chickens and have a
grandma or a neighbor who used to raise them. Lots of people ask if we have a rooster. We
don’t. A rooster is unnecessary to the getting of nice brown eggs; he is only essential to
producing future generations of chickens. Roosters are famous for having a built-in timer (not to
be confused with a pop-up timer, which is an entirely different matter), for crowing loudly at
predictable times of day. Chickens, it seems, are every bit as reliable, just not in a noisy way.

Here’s how | know. At the advice of Kathy at K & K Feed in Strong City, | have begun
letting my chickens out of their pen for about an hour-and-a-half in the evening. “Throw ‘em out
a little wheat and you can train ‘em to do about anything,” she advised. Perhaps I should get a
little tiny piano and some percussion instruments.

| started letting the girls out at about 7:30 pm. I’d throw a little wheat on the ground
outside the pen and say chick-chick-chick like my Grandma Pauline used to do. Pretty soon |
didn’t even have to throw any treats, | just opened the gate and they came running out to feast on
grasshoppers, gnats, mosquitoes, and the luscious little seeds on grasses. When | wanted them to
go back inside, I’d walk toward them and say shoo-shoo-shoo and they’d grumble, but they did
consent to be herded in a fashion. One night | was out fairly late doing chores. When | got home
I noticed the chickens had put themselves to bed on their own. | started paying closer attention.
At 7:30 they all gather round the gate waiting to be let out. How do they know? I check for little
tiny wristwatches. If I leave them alone, they have a grand time until a silent alarm goes off at
about 9 o’clock and they all run into the chicken house. This amazes me.

My chickens are growing up. All sixteen of them now speak fluent adult chicken. There
is one with such a deep-chested cluck, it sounds like a dog barking. They are practicing their

flying. I imagine it’s about like the early days at Kitty Hawk; they run like the dickens to propel
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themselves about a foot off the ground and then careen madly forward through the air about three
or four feet, cackling all the way, with a loud “BOCK” upon landing.

Just last week we graduated from chick-sized feeding and watering devices to higher-
capacity equipment. | also rigged up a cable system that allows me to open and close their little
chicken door without going into the pen or the chicken house. One of these days, though, I’ll
have to check the chicken house every day, as soon as these girls start laying eggs, which could
be any minute now. When I do, my new muck-boots will come in very handy. Chickens are
prolific poopers and they are not the least bit particular about where they do so.

The chickens are quite comfortable with me. They’re interactive and responsive. During
the heat of the day they tend to stay in the chicken house, but if | open the gate to throw them
some watermelon rinds, green bean tips, mushy cherries or other delectables, they come running
out with great enthusiasm. Every morning | count to sixteen, making sure my girls have come to
no harm. At night I like to listen in at the window after they’ve put themselves to bed. It sounds

like a cabin at girl’s camp: jostling, gossiping, kvetching, shushing, saying goodnight.
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At the Old Ball Game

If you’re looking for the heart in the Heart of America, the youth summer baseball league
in Kansas will get you there. We’ve been following the Chase County 12-and-under boy’s team
all summer because Jane’s nephew Jim is on the team. Bring your portable chair, your cooler,
your pistachios and Bing cherries, whatever’s in season. Or buy some popcorn and a Coke at the
concession stand. Find a spot in the close-clipped grass, visit with people you know and some
you don’t know yet. Watch the big orange sun slide lazily down toward the western horizon.
Root-root-root for the home team. Win or lose, you’re proud and filled with an inexpressible
gladness. Gather with family and friends after the game to celebrate a birthday with homemade
ice cream and brownies in the stone picnic pavilion.

This is summertime in rural America at its very best.

Regular season is over now and Jim was good enough to make it onto the Cottonwood
Valley team, made up of former rivals from Chase County, Marion and Hillsboro—the cream of
the crop. This weekend they played, along with teams from Lyons, Moundridge, Hesston,
Council Grove and Newton in the Cal Ripken District 4 Tournament in Peabody, population
1,384. Tonight our boys play Council Grove for the championship.

What is it about a city park on a summer evening with a baseball game as centerpiece? If
only it were possible to bottle that mysterious mixture of hope, pride, nostalgia and camaraderie!
Each game begins with a recitation of The Sportsmanship Code of the Babe Ruth League and the
national anthem belted out by a 7" grade girl from Peabody who obviously loves both her
country and country music.

There’s a timelessness about the park and the game itself, about the sweaty, earnest,
eager boys of summer. It could easily be 1970, 1960, 1950 and you could be anywhere in small-

town America. Every hour the train goes by, blowing its resonant whistle at crossings. Children
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race barefoot after foul balls, for each one is worth 25 cents. The announcer punctuates the play-
by-play with trivia questions: Who invented baseball? Alexander Joy Cartwright. Who was the
original Louisville Slugger? Pete Browning. What’s the only game in which Babe Ruth did not
play? A night game. Each correct answer is worth a tournament t-shirt, a corndog or an order of
nachos from Sharon’s Rollin” Kitchen (Have Food, Will Travel), an old travel trailer serving up a
variety of treats, none of them priced over $3.50: brisket, German sausage, Polish sausage,
hotdogs, corndogs, funnel cake, ice cream sundaes, root beer floats.

This is the heart of America and it is most assuredly still beating.
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Tangled Up in the Devil’s Rope

We tried to save the life of a deer this June, but we failed. She was a nursing doe.
Somewhere out there in the tall grass or the trees was a motherless fawn we did not find, and |
have been struggling to make sense of all the layers of significance in this particular saga.

If the tallgrass prairie was still like it used to be 200 years ago, which is part of the vision
that fuels our work out here, 1 would not be writing this story. Three main components of the tale
would not have converged in 1804, for this is a unique tragedy of civilizing influences. Allow me
to take the long way around to the rest of the story, kind of the foot bone’s connected to the ankle
bone route to the heart of the matter.

First of all, the tallgrass prairie 200 years ago had very few, if any, white-tailed deer.
They’re here in significant numbers now. Why are there so many woodland citizens in a
grassland? This is a dangerous question because it has a long and complicated answer. I’ll try to
be brief, but forgive me, I’ve been thinking about this for almost a month. In a nutshell, we have
deer on our grasslands because the prairie has been gradually becoming more like a woodland,
not because of a natural evolution, but as a result of human intervention.

The presence of trees on the prairie is due in part to a couple of pivotal pieces of early
legislation—The Homestead Act and the Timber Culture Act—both of which focused on
cultivation of plants not native to the prairie.

The Homestead Act was passed by Congress during the Lincoln administration in 1862
and took effect January 1, 1863. In a somewhat subtle irony, this is the same day the
Emancipation Proclamation became effective, granting freedom to people we never had the right
to enslave on the very day we systematically began to put into bondage land that was never truly
ours to own. | may appear to digress, but in truth, everything is connected. But back to the

legislation, in brief, the Act declared that any citizen (and this included the slaves who were now
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theoretically free) or intended citizen could claim 160 acres—one quarter square mile, also
known as a quarter section—of surveyed government land. Claimants were charged with the
responsibility to improve the plot with a dwelling and cultivated crops. After five years, if the
original filer was still on the land, it was his or her property, free and clear.

The Timber Culture Act, introduced ten years later by a Senator from Nebraska, was
another law that encouraged civilization of what had once been referred to as The Great
American Desert. If a settler planted forty acres of timber (reduced to ten acres in 1878) and
fostered their growth for ten years, the individual was entitled to that quarter section of land. The
Act also permitted homesteaders who occupied their land for three years, with one acre of trees
under cultivation for two of those three years, to receive a patent to the land. The law was
eventually repealed in 1882; it was a little too easy for land speculators to take advantage of its
intentions.

Considering the fact that most of the pioneers came here from places in which trees were
abundant, they were more than happy to plant them on the range for windbreaks and shade, for
firewood and fenceposts, and to make the treeless prairie seem just a little more like home. This
brings up a question: why have we historically been so eager to make the places we go look as
much as possible like the places from which we came?

Planting trees on the prairie has only recently come to light as a bad idea. Russian olive,
black locust, honey locust, Osage orange (known locally as hedge), Eastern red cedar, blackjack
oak—these trees are the legacy of The Homestead and Timber Culture acts. Although it is rare to
see a tree from an original claim, the sons and daughters of those trees have been carried down
through the years by wind, water and birds. The seedlings seek and find their fortune along
creeks, in abandoned fields, or in poorly-managed pasture. Once established, locust and hedge in
particular are stubborn and persistent. If you cut down either one and fail to treat the stump with

a herbicide, it will promptly sprout a dozen shoots with which to replace itself.
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Other efforts to accomplish dominion over these wild, windy, rocky grasslands—
cultivation of extractive crops and fencing the open range, for example—were equally
presumptuous and ultimately damaging to a complex and delicate system. “We can never know,”
wrote George Perkins Marsh in 1965, “how wide a circle of disturbance we produce in the
harmonies of nature when we throw the smallest pebble into the ocean of organic life.”

The Homestead Range Renewal Initiative (HRRI) we are undertaking here on the ranch
is driven by the vision of returning our small section of the prairie to its original treeless state.
There are a great many trees between us and this vision, a fact that has given me much to
consider. The truth is, | am a lover of trees. | have planted trees, climbed them, sheltered often in
their shade, and yes, hugged trees on numerous occasions. Just the other day, working cattle in
the full-on sun of a July afternoon, | would gladly have given about anything for a tree to shade
the pens I shared with a bunch of hot-bodied, uncooperative cows. This blunt wisdom from
Randy Rodgers, a wildlife biologist from Hays, has helped me begin the monumental task of

letting go of the trees:

...itis as much an act of redemption for us to kill trees that invade our prairies as it is for others to
plant trees in a forest clear cut. It is not for us on the plains to grow second-rate versions of the
great deciduous forests of the east or the conifer forests of the west. Our responsibility is to guard
our precious remaining prairies for ourselves and our children, for spectacular prairie chickens and
tiny grasshopper sparrows, and for the other people and creatures of the Earth.

So, gathering the threads of my story so far—deer and the trees that provide them with
suitable habitat—I highlight a third thread, sort of the villain of the tale. | already mentioned this
element briefly as one of humanity’s tools for dominion over wide-open spaces: fences.

Nine patents were issued between 1868 and 1874 for various improvements on what
ultimately became known as barbed wire. This invention has been credited with affecting
political, social, and economic practices throughout the region, ranking with the rifle, six-
shooter, telegraph, windmill, and locomotive as the primary tools that tamed this part of the

country. According to one source:
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The widespread use of barbed wire changed life on the Great Plains dramatically and permanently.
Land and water once open to all was fenced off by ranchers and homesteaders with predictable
results. Cattlemen, increasingly cut off from what they regarded as common-use resources...first
filed land-use petitions and then waged fierce range wars against the property-owning farmers.
Gradually, there was a discernible shift in who controlled the land and thus wielded the superior
power. Living patterns of nomadic Native Americans were radically altered as well. Further

squeezed from lands they had always used, they began calling barbed wire "the Devil's rope."2

The Devil’s rope is ubiquitous now. It has been used everywhere from farms to ranches
to prisons to concentration camps. For our part, we’d like to get rid of as much barbed wire on
this ranch as we can. So far this year we’ve removed nearly a mile and a half of fence.
Altogether, if you calculate the length for all five strands of wire on a fence, we’ve taken down
2,285 rods, or about seven miles of wire.

So, if you’ll permit me one last frantic knitting session to pull all the strands together, or
to connect the foot bone to the ankle bone to the leg bone, I’ll at last get around to telling you the
actual story of the deer, which is heartbreaking and troubling at an even deeper level for all this
connectivity.

Because the white pioneers came west with the intent to break the wild prairie before it
broke them, they cultivated the land and planted trees and otherwise exercised dominion, with
blessing and subsidization by the U.S. government. The crops and trees reduced the quantity and
vigor of the native vegetation, but provided inroads for wildlife like the deer. Trees and deer are
opportunistic and adaptable; prairie chickens and Henslow’s sparrows are not. The land, seized
from a common pool of resources used with reverence and thrift by indigenous peoples long
before any European explorers ever landed, was surveyed and platted and claimed and fenced
with the Devil’s rope. Those fences created thousands of tiny monarchies in which cattle were
each king’s highest priority, and so the predators of cattle, such as wolves, which were also the
predators of deer, were systematically extirpated. The system of natural checks and balances that

had functioned perfectly well for thousands of years was fatally disrupted. And the doe we tried

2 http://inven