This is the kind of April morning no other month c;: touch: g
watercglor pastels of redbud, dogtooth violet, and gentle m
beginning to shrug off winter; the dark, leggy maple woods m shot th
with gleaming constellations of white dogwood blossoms. The road wir
through deep forest near Cumberland Falls, Kentucky; carrymg us the
Cumberland Plateau toward Horse Lick Creek. Camill’e is quiet beside me in
the front seat, until at last she sighs and says, with a child’s poetic logic, “This

o
'gl‘s, E reminds me of the place I always like to think about”’

‘ r 4 Me too, I tell her. It’s the exact truth. I grew up roaming wooded hollows
*of like these, though they were more hemmed-in, keeping their secrets between
‘L,” the wide-open cattle pastures and tobacco fields of Nicholas County, Ken-
S tucky. My brother and sister and I would hoist cane fishing poles over our
en shoulders, as if we intended to make ourselves useful, and head out to spend a
52 Saturday doing nothing of the kind. We haunted places we called the Craw-

dad Creek, the Downy Woods (for downy woodpeckers and also for milkweed

" fluff), and—thrillingly, because we’d once found big bones there—Dead
i Horse Draw. We caught crawfish with nothing but patience and our hands,

boiled them with wild onions over a campfire, and ate them and declared them
% the best food on earth. We collected banana-scented paw-paw fruits, and were
! tempted by fleshy, fawn-colored mushrooms but left those alone. We watched

birds whose names we didn’t know build nests in trees whose names we gener-
ally did. We witnessed the unfurling of hickory and oak and maple leaves in the
springtime, so tender as to appear nearly edible; we collected them and pressed
them with a hot iron under waxed paper when they blushed and dropped in
the fall. Then we waited again for spring, even more impatiently than we waited
for Christmas, because its gifts were more abundant, needed no batteries, and
somehow seemed more exclusively ours. I can’t imagine that any discovery I
ever make, in the rest of my life, will give me the same electric thrill I felc when
I first found little righteous Jack in his crimson-curtained pulpit poking up
from the base of a rotted log. -
These were the adventures of my childhood: tame, I guess, by the stan-
dards established by Mowgli the Jungle Boy or even Laura Ingalls Wilder. Nev-
ertheless, it was the experience of nature, with its powerful lessons in static
change and predictable surprise. Much of what I know about life, and al
everything I believe about the way [ want to live, was formed in those woo
In times of acute worry or insomnia or physical pain, when I close my
to mind the place I always like to think about, it looks '
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es, herbicid mldpesﬁcide use, and literally an :
: My seinimp 1‘? a thing as mud might not seem hazardo
fine silt clogs the gills of filter-feeding mussels, ;aSphy:ﬁates;
turn starves out the organisms that depend on the filter feeders. Habitat
tion can be A0 subtle than a clear-cut or a forest fire; sometimes it’s
invisible. Nor is it necessarily ugly. Many would argue that the monoculture
an lowa cornfield is more beautiful than the long-grass prairie that made way
for it. Bl:lt \Yhén human encroachment alters the quality of a place that has sup-
ported h.fe in its particular way for millions of years, the result is death, sure and
multifarious. The mussels of Horse Lick evolved in clear streams, not muddy
ones, and so some of the worst offenders here are not giant mining conglomer-
ates but cattle or local travelers who stir up daily mudstorms in hundreds of spots
where the road crosses the creek. Saving this little slice of life on earth—like
most— will take not just legislation, but change at the level of the pickup truck.
Poverty rarely brings out the most generous human impulses, especially
when it comes to environmental matters. Ask a hungry West African about the
evils of deforestation, or an unemployed Oregon logger about the endangered
spotted owl, and you'll get just about the same answer: I can’t afford to think
about that right now. Environmentalists must make a case, again and again, for
the possibility that we can’t afford not to think about it. We point to our wildest
lands—the Amazon rain forests, the Arctic tundra—to inspire humans with
the mighty grace of what we haven’t yet wrecked. Those places have a power
that speaks for itself, that seems to throw its own grandeur as a curse on the
defiler. Fell the giant trees, flood the majestic canyons, and you will have hell

and posterity to pay.

But Jackson County,
as we bounce along: Who will complai
bats, if we muddy Horse Lick Creek?

Kentucky, is nobody’s idea of wilderness. I wonder, 10
n, besides the mute mussels and secretive

Polly and Tom Milt Lakes cettled here a hundred years ago, in a deep hollow
above the creek. Polly was the county’s school teacher. Tom Milt liked her
looks, so he saved up to buy a geography book, then went to sc'hool and
her to marry him. Both were in their late teens. They raised nine chil
banks of Horse Lick. We pass by their homestead, where feral jonc
of a front porch long gone. "l Lok i RS




1 the road, so that we
own into their upper branche . e
light through maple leaves gives a green glow to -thta creek bellciw'gs.fd i
gmw in bright assemblies like crowds of ram—shck.umbré as; réh refm
~ and wild ginger nod from the moss-carpeted banks. G1n§eng grows : e .
according to Jim, many a young man makes his truck insurance payment@i

digging “Sang,” ¥ ; .

Deep in the woods at the bottom of a hollow we find Coo} Sprmgg; ;
spot where the rocky ground yawns g underground
stream. The freshet merely surfaces an

open to reveal a rushin ‘ &
d then runs away again, noisily, under a
deeply undercut limestone cliff. I walk back into the cave as far as I can, to
where the water roars down and away, steep and fast. I can feel the cold slabs of N
stone through the soles of my shoes. Turning back to the light, I see sunlit spray
in a bright, wide arc, and the cave’s mouth framed by a fringe of backlit maiden-

hair ferns.
Farther down the road we find the “swirl hole”’—a hidden place in a

rhododendron slick where the underground stream bubbles up again from the
deep. The water is nearly icy and incredibly blue as it gushes up from the bed-
rock. We sit and watch, surrounded by dark rhododendrons and hemlocks,
mesmerized by the repetitious swirling of the water. Camille tosses in tiny' ‘
hemlock cones; they follow one another in single file along a spiral path, around
and around the swirl hole and finally away, downstream, to where this clear
water ;jrc;lins th]f opaqﬁe stream of Horse Lick Creek itself.

e pollution here is noticeable. Upstream we passed wild: ip mines.
bulldozecf flats, and many fords where the road passfs through .Eﬁ:: Szizﬁum
traffic we've seen on this road is recreational vehicles. At one point we encou ¥
m;gd two stranded young men whose Ford pickup was sunk up to usd@a et
‘ they called a “‘soup hole,” an enormous pothole full of water hat lo

ﬁm thm it turned out to be. We helped pull them mw S

M coughed muddy water omtthaztaap' ;

- them, they were headed back to town or




Saleiiiatin ol iU LRI S
‘watershed is a jigsaw puzzle of public
largest holding lies at ?he lower f::];f the valley. We
e land to get to it, and park just short of a creek crossing
: y tributaries come together. Some of the streams are stained with
a;@deep? clear orange. I lean against the truck eating my sandwich while
pem oL .sta%ks the bUtterﬂies that tremble in congregations around the mud
puddles—tiger swallowtails. She tries to catch them with her hands, raising a

Janguid cloud of yellow and black. They settle, only mildly perturbed, behind
us, as we turn toward the creek.

We n.m!ge our way across a fallow pasture to the tree-lined bank. The

water here is invisibly clear in the shallows, an inviting blue green in the deeper,
stiller places.. We are half a mile downstream from one of the largest mussel
shoals. Camille, a seasoned beachcomber, stalks the shoreline with the delicate
thoroughness of a sandpiper, collecting piles of shells. I'm less thrilled than she
by her findings, because I know they’re the remains of a rare and dying spe-
cies. The Cumberland Plateau is one of the world’s richest sites of mussel evo-
Jution, but mussels are the most threatened group in North America. Siltation
is killing them here, rendering up a daily body count. Unless the Conservancy
acquires some of the key lands where there is heavy creek crossing, these species
will soon graduate from “endangered” to “extinct.”’

Along the creekbanks we spot crayfish holes and hear the deep, throaty
clicking of frogs. The high bank across from us is a steep mud cliff carved with
round holes and elongated hollows; it looks like a miniature version of the
windswept sandstone canyons I’ve come to know in the West. But everything k
here is scaled down, small and humane, sized for child adventures like those 1 |
. d with tireless enthusiasm three decades ago. The hay fields beyond these |

~ woods, the hawk circling against mackerel sky, the voices of frogs, the smells
mud and leaf mold, these things place me square in the middle of all my ’
hood memories. : : .
I recognize, exactly, Camille’s wide-eyed tbrﬂl when we discover a traiul of
cks in the soft mud among bird-foot violets. She kneels to examine :;
ter of fern fiddleheads the size of her own fist, and is st,artled by a mpummg-
butterfly (which, until I Jearned to read field guides, T undﬁrstoad s
k™). Someone in my childhood gave me the impression &
o cloaks were rare and precious. Now [ realize they
“of eastern fauna and flora,
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young, golden coyotes who come down to our pond for a drink. The frag
desert becomes more precious to me as it becomes a family treasure, the
she will a}ways. like to think about, after she’s grown into adult worries and
need for imaginary refuge. | i
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