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As a part of its on-going series of Contextual Education
Programs, Emerging Ecology sponsored a story-telling
weekend centering on a reflective walk through the Joyce
Kilmer Memorial Forest. Gary Kaufmann, chief botanist with
the National Forest Service in North Carolina provided detailed
background information and insightful guidance during the
walk.

After spending time in the forest, the group devoted two
workshops to giving written form to the voices of the trees,
rocks and streams. This document includes a poem, a song
and a short story that arose from the group’s work.

For other information about the Emerging
Ecology contextual programs visit
www.EmergingEcology.org/reimagining.html.

Page 2

When Trees Talk

Updated: September 28, 2017

We can all Band Together
(Tune: When the Saints Go Marching In)
Elaine K. Stover

Oh! when we start to see the world
In need of so much care and repair,
We can all band together
To make a diff’rence we can share.

Oh! when we all pick up the sign
To come along and do our share,
We can all work together
To make a mark that shows we care.

The forest stands to greet us all
Majestic poplars, oaks and pine
We can all stand together
To make a diff’rence for all time.

The water falls with giant force
It’s clear and cool and feeds us all
We can all work together
Let’s join as one to heed the call.

(Repeat first verse)
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Forest Time

The melon-sized hole in the flattened boulder on the winding forest trail
Had, once again, filled with water on the day the hikers passed by.
How long, one walker wondered out loud to the breeze,
Does it take for snowflakes and flowing streams
To bore a hole in a rock?
The breeze reminded the walker that in the forest everything
has just enough time.

Across the valley at the foot of a flowing waterfall,
Rapidly flowing water poured through a crevasse
between two boulders.
The weary hiker sat with his feet in the cool mountain water
Which called him to look at the ever-so-slowly
growing indentation it was carving
In the floor of the streambed.
The water reminded the walker that in the forest
everything has just enough time.

The giant poplar trees stretched
out their leafy branches
Catching the incoming sunlight and
casting a quiet shade
over the landscape below.
Though no one knows for certain,
the hikers realized that many
of these poplars
Had watched the sun head south
while the winter snows fell
For, probably, more than
four hundred times.
The trees, themselves, served to remind
everyone that in the forest
everything has just enough time.

A blanket of moss thrived atop the once vital tree trunk
That now lay horizontally along the sloping valley floor.
The resident expert who had studied well the habits of plant communities
Suspected that this lush carpet of bright green moss
Had taken forty years to grow to its current expanse.
The moss assured everyone that in the forest everything has just enough time.
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The botanist with a magnifying ring paused by a tree along the trail
To minutely examine the lichens and mosses
growing in the cracks of the bark.
His carefully trained eyes found five different species,
Each thriving in their own unique way,
Sharing a space hardly visible to the casual observer.
The botanist, the hikers and the moss had just enough time to commune
with each other in the forest.

The car with four hikers departed a bit later than planned
On the appointed day for the journey into the Joyce Kilmer Memorial Forest.
The worried team tried in vain to contact the other vehicle that was to meet them
But city-based cell phones could find no connecting tower.
So, the walkers waited and fretted as the meeting time passed.
Before visiting the trees, streams and mosses there seemed to be not enough time anywhere.

Storm clouds gathered in the skies as the hiking party drew near the end of the trail,
And sounds of thunder called tentative warnings of potential dangers.
While the walking party agreed to limit further in-depth investigations
Their pace varied little from the observant watchfulness of the previous hours
As they headed back to their cars and set out to find a spot for lunch.
The forest had taught them that there is always, everywhere, enough time to carefully pay attention.
F. Nelson Stover
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CLOSE ENCOUNTER
OF ANOTHER KIND

Tom Duckwall

A few minutes after our group assembled at Joyce Kilmer Memorial Forest (JKMF) and met Gary, our guide, we
were on an upward trail heading toward the very large trees for which the area is famous. Soon we were
crossing the narrow bridges and carefully planning our steps as we travelled a well-worn path that rose steeply
on one side and dropped off sharply on the other.
It wasn’t long before we reached a tall tulip poplar at least thirty feet around, and we moved apart so each had a
slightly different view. From my vantage point I could look straight up the trunk, but at the height of the first
branch my view of the leaves was very fuzzy. The rest of the group was within six or eight yards, but I also began
to sense the presence of someone else who might have arrived with another group, but seemed more likely to
have already been there. I frankly could not tell if the haze surrounded only me, just the other one, or both.
Ordinary speech was of no consequence between us, but mutual awareness came quickly. Names had no great
meaning either, but I gave mine and heard something like “Sanor” in return. We bypassed the ordinary
exchange of background details and arrived quickly at the reality of our common location, each wondering how
the other perceived it. I explained that JKMF was not unlike some places I’d been, although more pristine and
less populated, but Sanor’s reaction was far more complicated. “This is close to where I’ve lived most of my life,
although at a much later time than yours. In our deepest memory, there are only whispers of such a place, and
of creatures like you that may have given rise to the ones we find in our earliest histories. This is a journey I had
not intended, but having so arrived I will make a good use of it and will need some assistance if you are willing.”
Not an offer I could turn aside, right? But I said, “Look—I’m not the best one to help you—there are many
others in every field that are far more qualified than I….” “That may be so, but here we are and it is best to
begin while we can. To start, who are these large friends of yours and why do they look so different? Or if
they’re not friends, how do you expect to move among them and not be absorbed into their great mass?”
In a few seconds, I realized Sanor meant the trees themselves, and explained about different life forms and
functions, and boasted a little that my species was more of a threat to the trees than vice versa. “And how
could that be?” Sanor inquired. I explained the use of logs for fire, shelter, ships and paper and was interrupted
with, “So these beings, their corporeal substance living or not, are by definition yours to use as your needs or
desires lead?” Well, in a way that’s true, I supposed, but always within accepted social and economic limits….”
which must not amount to much,” Sanor interjected, “since there is no discernible record in my time that this
sort of life conglomeration could have ever existed. We would hold that life emanates from and ultimately
returns to what you call a ‘test tube,’ followed by a little mixing and heating which leads to another cycle. I
myself am no more or less than the product of such a repetition, but now I wonder if our group has been
somehow deprived of its real heritage.”
“That could be so,” I conceded, “since without a full complement of resources, many artificial substitutes would
have to be contrived in order to continue life. There is a trend in that direction here and now, as natural
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systems are being modified constantly and some people are objecting to the effect on air, land, water, animals,
and plants. How that will be resolved remains a great unknown.”
“Unknown to us both until now,” was the reply. “It is for you here in this time to listen and act on those
objections, which I can tell you barely begin to outline the shape of your future and our present. We are
depending on your wisdom and discretion to reset the course for lives worth living here on this third planet,
which I have at last seen clearly.”
Just as quickly as we had come together, a parting: my group reassembled and compared notes on matters both
obvious and obscure (except to Gary) while I wondered where my mind had just been. I looked down and saw
just one odd print—not a boot or shoe, or a bare human foot, but not entirely different, either. I knew it would
be a long way home.

Page 7

When Trees Talk

Updated: September 28, 2017

