In the Aura of the Short-Faced Bear

Stories from Emerging Ecology’s Storytelling Weekend
July 22-24, 2016
International Storytelling Center, Jonesborough, TN
And
Gray Fossil Site Museum, Gray, TN

This document has been prepared by Emerging Ecology.

Page 2

In the Aura

Updated: August 8, 2016

Participants and Program

Participants (left to right): Tom Duckwall, Donna Scheidt, Rob Frederick, Elaine Stover, Annette
Bingham, Bruce Kirchoff, Charlotte Hamlin, Tim Leisman, Steve Barnes and Bill Bingham.

See the Past, Envision the Future
Friday, July 22

Saturday, July 23

Sunday, July 24

7:30 – 9:00 pm

9:00 am – 12:30

2:00 – 4:00 pm

7:00 – 9:00 pm

9:00 am – noon

Workshop:
Introduction to
storytelling

Visit the Gray
Fossil Site and
Museum

Attend the Story Crafters
presentation and visit the
International Storytelling
Center

Workshop:
Creating and
learning stories

Workshop:
Presenting compelling
stories

At Country Inn in
Jonesborough

At Country Inn in
Jonesborough

At Country Inn in
Jonesborough

The storytelling workshops were led by Charlotte Hamlin and Bruce Kirchoff.
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By a Factor of 24
In an hour, the two friends update each other on their lives,
Share coffee and agree on detailed plans for working together
Then shake hands and go on their respective ways.
In a day, the Earth turned once around its axis,
The sun rose over the eastern horizon and set again in the west
While the grass grew a bit longer in the lawns of everyone’s houses.
In a month, the moon journeyed through its phases in the dark night skies
Businesses executed their detailed monthly plans
And the weather embodied a relatively consistent phase.
Over two years, government elected congressional representatives
The house on the corner was designed, built and inhabited
And the tree on the edge of the forest grew noticeably taller.
After forty-eight years, the couple celebrated a long and happy marriage
Respected projects marked their successful careers and joint ventures;
Fond memories linger in the minds and journals.
Twelve hundred years passed between the days
When Charlemagne rode across Europe and Neil Armstrong walked on the moon,
And the human species flourished on Planet Earth.
During the span of thirty thousand years
Human consciousness blossomed on the Blue Marble
Through language, art and song.
Over the past six hundred thousand years
Upright creatures spread out of Africa, across now recognizable land forms
While the ice caps advanced and receded across the North American land mass.
Within the last 15 million years, the land beneath eastern Tennessee creating a lake
Which would become the fossilized resting place
For tapirs and giant sloth for millions of years.
About 300 million years ago, the great land masses collided
Beginning the uplift and folding of the Appalachian Mountains
While life-forms flourished beyond the oceans of Planet Earth.
Over a span of eight billion years,
In the aftermath of the explosion of an ancient supernova,
The shimmering Sun and its family of planets coalesced in a swirling system.

Page 4

In the Aura

Updated: August 8, 2016

Over Time
Long ago, in the distant history of our planet Earth, somewhere between 4.3 and 7 million years
ago, located in a valley near what is now Jonesborough, TN, there lived a cute, little red
panda. Oh, he wasn’t a big animal like the giant black and white pandas we see in the zoos
today. He was about the size of a large cat. He had reddish-brown hair. His face was really
cute. He looked like a raccoon with a big white circle around his nose and half brown and white
circles around both eyes. His tail was 18 inches long with brown rings around it and a ball of
brown fur right at the end. He only weighed about 7 to 10 pounds. His name was, you guessed
it!, “Red”.
Red had heard about a tragic event down in the valley and he decided to go and
investigate. Besides, he was hungry and very thirsty, so he decided to go into the community to
find those things he needed.
What he found in the valley was shocking! There was a large sink hole down in the valley. He
saw that a large pond had formed at the top of the sink hole. This large pond provided fish, water
plants, and other goodies for the local community. An old gizzard alligator, by the name of Al,
lived in the pond. He often waited cautiously to catch animals for his consumption when he
became hungry. The animals who lived close by knew to be very cautious when they went to
get food or water from the pond. New-comers were not so lucky. The locals could hear the
screams of those animals as they fought “good ol’ Al” to stay alive. When Al finished, the rest
of the hide and bones of the animals would fall to the bottom of the sink hole. They laid there
over the years until they became fossilized.
Nobody could remember how the sink hole grew from a small pond to a large lake. They
suspected that the sandstone and carbonate stone eroded as water percolated through the ground.
The water eroded the carbonates and washed away the particles, creating a void. Thus the
materials on top had no support and the sink hole was formed. Then, as time went on, more of
the same process continued and the hole grew bigger in all directions.
Red looked all around. He decided to do as some of the other smaller animals had done. He
would go and find a better place to catch fish and get water. Maybe he could even find a better
place for his home. So, he took off over the mountain tops with the other creatures leaving the
Sinkhole Community.
A few thousand years later, another animal moved into the Community. She was a tapir, a large
herbivorous mammal that looked very much like a pig. She was about three feet tall at the
shoulders. She weighed about 500 pounds, something she was not too proud of. Her snout or
proboscis was made in such a way that it could twist and turn in almost any direction so she
could grab plants to eat and could use it to “smell things out.”. She was proud of her lovely gray
fur coat. She had decided to try out this community because she had met Red “over yonder” on
the other side of the mountain, and he had spoken highly about this particular community. It was
lovely – the valley was green and there were delicious looking plants that she “was eager to sink
her teeth in.” But she was surprised because, Red had spoken about a pond being there. But, it
was larger than she had anticipated.
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A few days after her arrival, she went down to the over-sized pond for some water and for some
of the delicious water plants she had heard some of her relatives talk about in their home where
they gathered together for protection. She was enjoying a nice stroll by the pond when all of a
sudden a large alligator jumped out of the water and attacked her. She hardly had time for a
scream before she found herself under the water. Her lifeless body floated to the bottom of the
sink hole after he had enjoyed some of her fleshy ribs. It was indeed a sad day in the
Community. Ol’ Al had struck again.
So now we are getting closer to the present age, about a million years ago, another young animal
decided to come to the valley to live. He had heard stories from many years ago that this was a
fine place to live. He decided that he would go and try it out for a few weeks and see if he could
find a good place for food and an adequate supply of water. He was a Gomphothere, a relative of
the Elephant. This guy’s name was Gomphor. He looked very much like an elephant, but he was
particularly different in that his tusks and proboscis were shaped differently than an
elephant. His tusks were shorter than an elephants and his lower teeth looked like a
“shovel.” Thus, he was known as a “shovel tooth elephant.” With his teeth were shaped as they
were, he could cut through vegetation in a special way. The food he was looking for was wood
plants, pollen grains, spores and fibers.
One afternoon, Gomphor went out into the wooded area of the mountains and found some woody
plants that he enjoyed. After eating those and some pollen grains, he was very thirsty. He had
not tested the water hole. He had been told was about the size of a large pond. What he found
was a body of water the size of a good-sized lake. He was told by the locals that it was about
140 feet deep and had grown to have a surface area of about five acres.
As he put his head near the larger lake for some cool and refreshing water, a large old alligator
rose up and hit him on the side of the head. Before he knew what was happening, he slipped into
the water and sunk to the bottom of the sink hole. Ol’ Al had struck again, but he was too old to
do battle with such a large animal and went to bed with an empty stomach.
So now after 7 million years, there lies at the bottom of that 5 acres by 140-foot-deep sink hole
near Gray, on the outskirts of Jonesborough, TN a large group of plants and animals (so many
that some scientists say it will take them 200 years to dig them all up, others estimate it could be
several thousand years of excavating) that have turned to fossils just lying there, waiting for
someone to come and dig them up so their stories can be told.
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Short

Latitude 36 degrees north, Longitude 82 degrees west, 400 million years ago.
Long before the telling of this story, a great ocean covered much of the land that we now know as
Appalachia. Strange life forms swirled about the water, thriving. On the verge of the Cambrian
explosion, great change was about to occur.

Latitude 36 degrees north, Longitude 82 degrees west, 4 million years ago.
Short woke up, stretched, and grumbled. He was full from the night before but thirsty and ready to go
down to the waterhole. Short wasn’t short – in fact, when he reared up on his hind legs he was taller
than any other animal around! As he lumbered down the slope, he heard a familiar, squeaky voice.
“What’s stuck in your gullet today?” Up in the trees was his friend Red. Red was the culprit behind
nicknaming him Short, since Red has such a long snout and Short’s was so squished in.
“Get down here so I can show you!” Roared Short, galloping off towards the water hole. Red darted
through the trees in pursuit, his bushy striped tail bouncing along behind.
When Red leapt off the last branch before the watering hole, he saw that something strange was
happening. Short was talking with Timmy Tapir! Now Timmy was something of an investigator so Red
knew there was a mystery to solve – and he soon saw why. The bank of the sinkhole showed smeared
tracks – someone had fallen in!
There were a whole host of animals who couldn’t swim, and they used the buddy system to make sure
when they went to get a drink at night, they didn’t fall in. Someone must have forgotten their buddy –
and the worst happened!
“That’s not quite all, though,” replied Timmy when Red shared his theory. “See the rock above those
tracks? There’s some broken off! The limestone under there must be soft and flaky – someone thought
they had their foot planted, but the rock crumbled and they slipped in. Gentle friends, I do believe we’re
looking at the early stages of a sinkhole, indeed!”
Red and Short stood above the edge of the watering hole, which now looked more like a terrifying ocean
than the oasis they knew. On the verge of leaving to the north, to look for safer grounds, they knew
great change was about to occur.

Latitude 36 degrees north, Longitude 82 degrees west, in the 21st Century.
“Hey, what gives?!” Toni, the foreman bellowed as Short hopped down from his bulldozer.
Short responded with his own bellow: “Hang on! I saw something weird!”
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He had just been added to the road construction team and really needed this job, but his curiosity
overcame him. After scraping away a surface layer of grass and clay, some strange colored soil and
starkly white rocks started showing up in his bulldozer piles. Seeing a particularly big and sharp rock
sticking out of the soil, Short had to investigate.
“It’s a tooth!” He called. “A tooth of something bigger than anything you’ve ever seen!”
Toni ran over to confirm and, seeing what appeared to be the tooth of a massive bear, pulled out his cell
phone.
As he waited for his friend from Eastern Tennessee State University to answer, Toni and Short surveyed
the busy highway construction site.
“You know,” intoned Short, “I bet that great change is about to occur”.
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Bearing Down
Prologue: About 5 million years ago, not far from Greensboro, there began a great clash of civilizations
when the dominant group, giant short-faced bears, began to feel the pinch of another creature much
smaller in size but in many ways more creative. One bear had unusual insight, although not a detailed
knowledge of the real source of his future problems, and tried to get the word out as follows:
My fellow Bears:
It’s great to see you all today around the ol’ watering hole—thanks for taking a time-out and maybe
postponing a happy meal, but don’t worry—those silly deer and alligators will still be on the menu when
we’re done. So welcome to this great meeting of the GAGS BS (Gray Area Giant Short-faced Bear
Society)!
Now as you all know, I’ve been on staff here for quite a while, and it’s been a great privilege to serve,
especially since I’ve been able to share my gift of “second sight” that lets me look ahead time-wise in a
way that others can’t. Like when I told Martina and her mom (may she rest in peace) to get out from
under that big tree where they were staying out of the rain, and the next thing you know, a bright flash
came down from the sky and that tree fell right where they’d been standing! I still don’t know what the
Great Bear was so mad about, but somebody must have messed up big-time.
But now I have to tell you, I’m looking at a really big problem here that will get us all if we don’t make a
plan. It’s those rotten red pandas: they’re plotting against us all the time! I’ve seen it back behind my
eyeballs and now I know what they’re up to. You know those long skinny toes they have—on all their
feet? Those little devils actually have a name for every one of them! And I’ve seen ‘em lining up sticks
or rocks and using those same names for them! They call all this their “digital system” and are figuring
out more and more wicked tricks to do with it. I’ve heard words like “multiply” and “subtract” that I
don’t exactly understand, but, my friends, it for sure can’t be good.
As any decent bear learns when you’re a cub, the only numbers you need are 0 (nothing to eat), 1 (a
good meal), and MANY (something for tomorrow too). But these red panda rascals are up to something
way more advanced. In fact, they think they’re so smart they can set themselves up a “government”
that could even overrule this great bear assembly. Just because there’s so many of them, which they’ll
be only too happy to prove with their silly numbers! A pandemic, indeed!
We all know that we are the biggest and best, in fact the highest possible kind of creature, and all these
others (especially pandas!) were just planted here by the Great Bear to keep our paws busy and our
bellies full. So here’s what we need to do to keep our rightful place: Smack! Crunch! Gulp! Every day,
pandas for dessert—gotta catch ‘em all!
Now it did occur to me that we could line up some rocks all around us and stack ‘em higher than pandas
will climb (they’re scared of falling, now that they have a number for how high it is), but that would be a
lot of trouble and they’d probably just wiggle through the cracks anyway. So
remember: Smack! Crunch! Gulp! LP/BTA (Less Pandas, Better Times Ahead)!
Elections are coming up, and I’m hereby raising my paw to offer my services as Chair Bear for as long as
it takes to pop these pandas back in their holes and make the Great Bear proud of us! Thanks for your
vote, and enjoy those red-tailed desserts!
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Holding On, Letting Go
I am a rock; this is my story.
You can see pictures of me at the Gray Fossil Site Museum in eastern Tennessee. When you enter
the big exhibition hall, I’m the rock by the pond, just beyond the nose of the alligator. I’m also
visible in the fine video that the visitors see before they go out to visit the digging sites. But, these
are just snapshots of moments in time. I’d like to tell you my whole story.
If you look carefully at the mural on the wall, the one opposite the reconstructed alligator, you will
see a deer jumping away from the pond. I’m the rock holding up his back foot. I remember the day
well. It was a warm summer day about five million years ago. Many of the animals from the
surrounding forest had come to the pond to meet their friends and get a cooling drink of water. All
of the regulars knew that alligator lived in the pond. Everyone was all too well aware of the
importance of staying out of the grasp of his mighty jaws. When deer arrived, alligator was
nowhere to be seen. Deer drank his fill, then began to sense impending danger.
Just as deer turned to leave the border of the pond, alligator poked his nose above the rippling
water and began to lunge at the deer hoping to catch him by the ankle. I bore the whole weight of
the leaping deer as he straightened his rear legs and leapt for his life. I used all my rock-inherent
strength to hold on to the bank and keep my little platform in tact so that deer could get over the
brush and fallen trees that surrounded the pond. I held firm and deer survived the ordeal.
Later that day, a new tapir arrived at the pond. Over the years, I had come to know most of the
animals by the shape of their feet on my smooth flat top. This tapir, I realized, had not been to our
pond before. He put his four-toed front foot on me and bent over to lap up the thirst-quenching
liquid. Then he lifted his head to let the cooling water trickle down his long throat.
I could not warn him of the great risks of his moment of indulgence. While his eyes wandered
among the leaves waving in the breeze, alligator made his move. Making less noise than a fluttering
leaf, the great alligator rose above the water’s surface, opened his monstrous mouth and latched
on to the front leg of the tapir. An unbearable pain shot throughout his entire body and he
collapsed into the pond. The alligator enjoyed his dinner though the tapir’s pointed head remained
just below my long-held position in the hillside at the edge of the pond.
Over the ensuing centuries, dirt and debris from the forest floor up the hill washed down into the
pond. After countless risings of the beautiful full moon, the tapir’s head and I were ensconced in a
solid mass of ever-hardening clay.
Before I go on to relate how I showed up in the Museum’s contextual video, you need to know how
I got to be positioned by the pond next to the tapir. My ancestor’s memories go back six billion
years when they were born in the incredible heat and pressure which developed in the core of a
dying star, Tiamat. Located on the outer fringes of the Milky Way galaxy, Tiamat had shone brightly
as had her mother and grandmother before her back to the time when stars first ignited in the
galactic clouds. In her stellar core, the hydrogen fused into helium some of which eventually
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became iron. When the interior pressure could no longer be released, the whole star exploded. In
the turmoil of unimaginable magnitude, all of the heavy elements which would eventually form
rocks like me as well as tapir, deer, alligators, humans and bulldozers were formed.
In the center of the swirling debris field, a great cloud of hydrogen atoms collected until the
temperature caused by their repeated collisions rose to the point where another solar fire was
ignited. Around this new sun, the heavier elements, attracted by their own gravitational fields,
spent a billion years forming planets which continued to circle the Sun. On the third planet, a Blue
Marble, the liquid water and solid minerals separated into oceans and continents. I showed up on
the eastern shore of what would eventually be known as the North American continent.
Over the span of 500 million years, my home sank below widening seas where I was formed out of
the seabed where debris from small dying animals was pressed into material washing down from
the neighboring hillsides. Eventually, this part of the continent rose above the receding waters and
fractured into rocks like me. Over several hundred million years, an underground river washed
away much of the rock below my home. One fateful day, the surface collapsed into a five-acre
sinkhole. While my neighbors fell into the deep pit, I held on to the still solid hillside. As the
torrential rains filled the hole, I continued to hold fast; I was still there on the day of the scene in
the mural when the deer ran away but alligator caught the newly arrived tapir.
Over a period of five million years, the sun passed over head during the day and the moon lit the
night sky. The tapir head and I lay next to each other as his bone turned to rock and the bonding
material between us became ever more rigid. Then, one day in the opening years of the 21st
Century we heard a rumbling and rattling never before known in our realm. The ground around our
stable home began to shake and wiggle in unfamiliar ways. Soon, I could see a yellow giant crawler
with a silver blade in front. It was belching black smoke as it headed directly toward us. Though I
could not help the tapir on the fateful day when it looked up into the sunlit trees, I did not intend to
let it be destroyed by the approaching machine. I held on, tightly.
The lumbering machine stopped. People came up to look at what was sticking out from the hillside.
The next day, a friendly archeologist arrived to gaze at the tapir’s skull that I was steadfastly holding
on to. Slowly and carefully the man picked off the surrounding residue until the shape of the skull
became clear. Then, the news media arrived to take the pictures which you saw in the film. I knew
then that the tapir was, finally, in safe hands. It was time for me to let go. So I did.
As your read this, I’m lying around on the hillside awaiting my next adventure. In the meantime, my
presence reminds passersby to be aware that some moments are times to hold on and others
require letting go.
Thank you for listening to a rock.
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A Universe Filled with Stories
The old man opened his Bible and his eyes together, in so doing he saw a Universe filled with
stories of beauty, awe and wonder intertwined with faith, hope and love.
Bill received a Bible from his father at Christmas in 1946. The front page of his Bible proclaimed
that this was the AUTHORATAIVE VERSION, translated from ancient texts under the watchful
guidance of King James the First of England and Ireland during the early 1600’s. Furthermore,
Bill’s edition contained a carefully calculated chronology prepared by Bishop James Ussher who
famously served as the Irish Archbishop of Armagh and Primate of All Ireland between 1625
and 1656. In between the columns of text with the chapters and verses of Bill’s Bible were the
dates at which each of the particular events occurred. The dating began with the all too
familiar first verse of the Book of Genesis, “In the beginning ….” Bishop Ussher and his
associates had precisely calculated this event to have occurred at "the entrance of the night
preceding the 23rd day of October... the year before Christ 4004"; that is, around 6 pm on
October 22, 4004 BC according to the currently used calendars.
Bill, was Junior to no one and Senior to none – he wasn’t named directly after his father, and
named none of his children after himself, intentionally. Furthermore, he lived his whole life as
everyone’s equal, self-consciously. Bill, was just Bill. He was, however, the son of a minister
and would eventually become the father of another. Growing up in a preacher’s home during
the blossoming middle years of the 20th Century, Bill came to appreciate the deep roots of his
Christian heritage. He was also fascinated and intrigued by the technological possibilities
becoming available to households across the country and around the world. So, Bill made a
deal with God: If you don’t make me become a preacher, I’ll live a life filled with devotion and
service. These, they agreed were mutually acceptable commitments.
Bill attended some of the great universities in the United States and in France. He studied
engineering and eventually began to teach these skills to others. He could calculate the load
bearing capacities of steel beams in the ceilings of large buildings and the forces twisting
platforms. He counseled students unsure of their future and helped them see their ways,
creatively, into the unfolding future. He used many of his vacations to participate in mission
trips into the underdeveloped communities of the Planet. He helped the villagers of Maliwada,
India find water for their wells. He built schools and hospitals in the remote hills of Haiti and
attended a planning consult in the remote Blue Mountains of Jamaica. His friends were both
gay and straight. He worshiped with Buddhists, Hindus, Muslims and Christians and befriended
atheists. Bill had dined with families spanning the economic spectrum. Bill lived a life of service
and devotion. In his every-day living he embodied faith, hope and love.
Bill often looked at the night skies with wonder, he watched the space probes travel past Mars
and Jupiter and read the latest scientific discoveries about the unfolding Universe. He visited
the ancient caves carved into the basaltic lava of the Deccan Plateau. The handicraft was
amazing and the rocks were extraordinarily hard, and exceptionally old – probably more than
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the 6,000 years calculated by Bishop Ussher. Bill knew the speed of light and could calculate
distances using triangulation; Bill could calculate. The Universe figured to be pretty big, and
really old. Bill experienced beauty, awe and wonder.
Bill was perplexed about how to reconcile the center column of his Bible with the dates down
the middle to his own understandings, calculations and experiences. Furthermore, some of the
practical advice of even the two outer columns limited or conflicted with his personal
experiences throughout his life of service and compassion.
Bill heard, one day, of a story telling workshop being held in the hills of eastern Tennessee near
the small town of Gray. Purportedly, the fossil site held the 4-million-year-old bones of red
pandas, short-nosed bear and giant tapir. Since the fossil site wasn’t far from the site of the
famous Scopes Monkey Trial, Bill thought he would take along his authoritative version of the
Bible and his life full of passion-filled service to see what confluence might happen. He knew
about a legal case that had occurred only two decades before he got his now tattered and
fragile Bible as a Christmas gift from his father. The infamous legal battle between a substitute
high school teacher, John Scopes, and the State of Tennessee was held in Dayton. There, Mr.
Scopes was accused of violating Tennessee's Butler Act, which had made it unlawful to teach
human evolution in any state-funded school.
Bill and his companions wandered through the exhibits of the Gray Fossil Site Museum. He saw
exhibits of how the limestone formed over millions of years and then eroded away to become a
5-acre lake. He read the stories of how the animals had come to the pond for food and water.
Bill listened carefully while the young guide explained how the lake had filled with sediment
and then, over time, had become the small hill on which Bill now stood. He looked into the
spotless laboratories where the careful scientists and technicians meticulously reassembled the
bones that had become fossilized by the gently flowing waters and the subtle chemical
transformations. While he knew he couldn’t, precisely, calculate the time that all this had
taken, he knew this involved millions, not thousands, of years.
Bill, then, knew for certain something that he had suspected all along. He realized that what he
had read in his holy books and felt in his passion-filled heart were all stories – stories about the
unbridled fire of creativity which throbs in every heart, stories telling of the love and passion
which empower every creature to capitalize on its unique capacities and stories which convey
practical lessons of how to thrive in an ever-unfolding Universe. From his university studies, Bill
knew how to calculate load-bearing capacities and tensile strength; these methods he had
taught to others. His class assignments required mathematical precision and decimal-point
accuracy from his students. However, his experiences with the villagers of Maliwada and the
tapir fossils of Gray required a different mode of transmittal, a different standard of veracity.
The old man re-read his holy books and reflected on his life of passion and commitment, in so
doing he heard the Universe sharing stories of beauty, awe and wonder intertwined with faith,
hope and love. …. And his heart and mind sang in divine harmony.
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Interrelating Stories, Worldviews and Actions
Everybody has a worldview. An individual’s worldview affects how they act. When
anyone acts and does something, then there are consequent results. When these
results are different than predicted, expected or desired, the person may evaluate
and/or change their worldview. Anticipated results reinforce existing opinions and
perspectives. Worldviews are shared with others through stories, songs and symbols.

Worldview Informs
Actions

Event-filled
Doing

Worldviews are
shared through
stories, songs
and symbols.

Resultant
Consequences
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Attributions
Although the stories were created in dialogues among the participants, each of the pieces was borne in
the hearts and minds of specific people. The primary authors are listed below:
By a Factor of 24
Over Time
Short
Bearing Down
Holding On, Letting Go
A Universe Filled with Stories
Interrelating Stories, Worldviews and Actions

Nelson Stover
Annette Bingham
Tim Leisman
Tom Duckwall
Nelson Stover
Bill Bingham (as told to Nelson Stover)
From Emerging Ecology

Rob Frederick created a podcast story from the trip which is available at:
https://soundcloud.com/theconjectural/013-conjectural-fossil.

Photos taken at the Gray Fossil Site Museum by Nelson Stover
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Above: Portrait of the Short-faced bear. Below: Creatures around the pond (sculpture).
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