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CHAPTER ONE

“Incapable of Being Indifferent”
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It is a curious request to make of God. Shield your joyous ones, asks the Anglican prayer: Shield your joyous ones. God more usually is asked to watch over those who are ill or in despair, as indeed the rest of the prayer makes clear. “Watch now those who weep this day,” it goes. “Rest your weary ones; soothe your suffering ones.” The joyous tend to be left to their own devices, the exuberant even more so.

Perhaps this is just as well. Those inclined toward exuberance have enjoyed the benign neglect of my field. Psychologists, for reasons of clinical necessity or vagaries of temperament, have chosen to dissect and catalogue the morbid emotions—depression, anger, anxiety—and to leave largely unexamined the more vital, positive ones. Not unlike God, if only in this one regard, my colleagues and I have tended more to those in the darkness than to those in the light. We have given sorrow many words, but a passion for life few.

Yet it is the infectious energies of exuberance that proclaim and disperse much of what is marvelous in life. Exuberance carries us places we would not otherwise go—across the savannah, to the moon, into the imagination—and if we ourselves are not so exuberant we will, caught up in the contagious joy of those who are, be inclined collectively to go yonder. By its pleasures, exuberance lures us from our common places and quieter moods; and—after the victory, the harvest, the discovery of a new idea or an unfamiliar place—it gives ascendant reason to venture forth all over again. Delight is its own reward, adventure its own pleasure.

Exuberance is an abounding, ebullient, effervescent emotion. It is kinetic and unrestrained, joyful, irrepressible. It is not happiness, although they share a border. It is instead, at its core, a more restless, billowing state. Certainly it is no lulling sense of contentment: exuberance leaps, bubbles, and overflows, propels its energy through troop and tribe. It spreads upward and outward, like pollen toted by dancing bees, and in this carrying ideas are moved and actions taken. Yet exuberance and joy are fragile matter. Bubbles burst; a wince of disapproval can cut dead a whistle or abort a cartwheel. The exuberant move above the horizon, exposed and vulnerable.

Exuberance keeps occasional company with grief, though grief may command the greater mention. Blake’s belief that “Under every grief & pine/Runs a joy with silken twine” is a received theme in folklore. Our greatest joys and sorrows ripen on the same vine, says the American proverb. Danger and delight grow on one stalk, maintains the English one. Intense emotions inhabit a correspondent territory: joy may be our wings and sorrow our spurs, but the boundaries between the moods are open. Wings and high moods are shivery things; the joyous do indeed need shielding.

Exuberance is a vital emotion; it demands not only defense but exposure, for despair far more than joy has found sympathy with poets and scholars. Joy lacks the gravitas that suffering so effortlessly commands. Joy without reflection is evanescent; without counterweight, it has no weight at all. Or so one would think.

Yet joy is essential to our existence. Exuberance, joy’s more energetic relation, occupies an ancient region of our mammalian selves, and one to which we owe in no small measure our survival and triumphs. It is a material part of our pursuits—love, games, hunting and war, exploration—and it is a vibrant force to signal victory, proclaim a time to quicken, to draw together, to exult, to celebrate. Exuberance is ancient, material, and profound. “The Greeks understood the mysterious power of the hidden side of things,” wrote Louis Pasteur. “They bequeathed to us one of the most beautiful words in our language—the word ‘enthusiasm’—en theos—a god within. The grandeur of human actions is measured by the inspiration from which they spring. Happy is he who bears a god within, and who obeys it.”

Like many essential human traits, exuberance is teeming in some and not to be caught sight of in others. For a few, exuberance is in the blood, an irrepressible life force. It may ebb and flow, but the underlying capacity for joy is as much a part of the person as having green eyes or a long waist. For them, as the psalm promises, a full joy cometh in the morning. Not so for most others. Exuberance is a more occasional thing, something to be experienced only at splendid moments of love or attainment, or known in youth but lost with time. The nonexuberant lack fizz and risibility: they need to be lifted up on the enthusiasm of others; roused by dance or drug; impelled by music. They do not kindle of their own accord.

Variation in temperament is necessary. Exuberance, indiscriminately apportioned, is anarchical. If all were effervescent, the world would be an exhausting and chaotic place, driven to incoherence by competing enthusiasms or becalmed by indifference to the day-to-day requirements of life. Our species, like most, is well served by a diversity of temperaments, a variety of energies and moods. Exuberance is a fermenting, pushing-upward-and-forward force, but sometimes fixity is critical to survival. The joyous, and the not so, need one another in order to survive.

I believe that exuberance is incomparably more important than we acknowledge. If, as it has been claimed, enthusiasm finds the opportunities and energy makes the most of them, a mood of mind that yokes the two is formidable indeed. Exuberant people take in the world and act upon it differently than those who are less lively and less energetically engaged. They hold their ideas with passion and delight, and they act upon them with dispatch. Their love of life and of adventure is palpable. Exuberance is a peculiarly pleasurable state, and in that pleasure is power.

“Why should man want to fly at all?” asked Charles Lindbergh. “People often ask these questions. But what civilization was not founded on adventure, and how long could one exist without it? Some answer the attainment of knowledge. Some say wealth, or power, is sufficient cause. I believe the risks I take are justified by the sheer love of the life I lead.” Man’s exuberant spirit of adventure, Lindbergh argued elsewhere, is beyond his power to control. “Our earliest records,” he said, “tell of biting the apple and baiting the dragon, regardless of hardship or of danger, and from this inner drive, perhaps, progress and civilization developed. We moved from land to sea, to air, to space, era on era, our aspirations rising.”

Psychologists, who in recent years have taken up the study of positive emotions, find that joy widens one’s view of the world and expands imaginative thought. It activates. It makes both physical and intellectual exploration more likely, and it provides reward for problems solved or risks taken. Through its positive energies, it heals as well. One joy, the Chinese believe, scatters a hundred griefs, and certainly it can be an antidote to fatigue and discouragement. Into those set back by failure, joy transfuses hope.

Exuberance is also, at its quick, contagious. As it spreads pell-mell throughout a group, exuberance excites, it delights, and it dispels tension. It alerts the group to change and possibility. Ted Turner, who would know, believes a leader is someone with the ability to “create infectious enthusiasm.” This is a defining quality of great teachers, statesmen, and adventurers. Put to good use, infectious enthusiasm is a wonderful thing; used badly, it is calamitous.

Mostly, exuberance is a bounty and a blessing. It has its dangers, and we shall examine them in depth, but it is, all told, an amazing thing. Amazing and, on occasion, transfiguring. This was indisputably the case in May 1903, when two bounding enthusiasts hiked together in Yosemite. One was the President of the United States, the other a Scottish celebrant of the American wilderness. They were both, by temperament, utterly incapable of being indifferent.

Life for Theodore Roosevelt, said one friend, was the “unpacking of endless Christmas stockings.” This would have gotten no argument from Roosevelt, a man who well into his fifties delighted in Christmas as an occasion of “literally delirious joy,” and who believed that the entirety of life was a Great Adventure. The man “who knows the great enthusiasms,” he held, lays claim to the high triumphs of life.

Born in 1858 into one of New York City’s wealthiest families, Theodore Roosevelt seems to have burst into the world a full-throated exuberant. For this, he owed a considerable debt to his father. “I never knew any one who got greater joy out of living than did my father,” he wrote, and the seasons of his childhood, so beholden to his father’s love and enthusiasms, “went by in a round of uninterrupted and enthralling pleasures.” From his earliest days he exulted in life. At the age of ten, he wrote to his mother with breathless enthusiasm: “What an excitement to have received your letter. My mouth opened wide with astonish [sic] when I heard how many flowers were sent in to you. I could revel in the buggie ones. I jumped with delight when I found you heard the mocking bird.”

Roosevelt, years later, was still jumping. One debutante said he did not so much dance as “hop.” Another recounted his “unquenchable gaiety” and his unerring ability at formal dinner parties to send her into such uncontrollable fits of laughter that she had no choice but to leave the table. His Harvard classmates depicted him as a fast-moving, rapid-talking enthusiast who often wore them out with his boisterous exuberance. He held his far-flung interests with delight and stocked his college rooms with piles of books, a large tortoise, sundry snakes, and a collection of lobsters. He zoomed, he bolted, he boomed and gesticulated wildly as he went.

Roosevelt’s vivacity receded when his father died. He felt, he said, as though “I should almost perish.” It was a devastating loss. For the rest of his life he would miss, though himself incorporate, his father’s rare mixture of infectious joy and keen sense of public duty. “Sometimes, when I fully realize my loss,” he wrote in his diary a few months after his father’s death, “I feel as if I should go mad.”

Stoked by a restless energy not uncommon in those with exuberant temperaments, Roosevelt drove his desolation into action. He rowed, hiked, hunted, boxed, and swam furiously during the fevered weeks following his father’s death. With slight cause other than annoyance he impetuously shot and killed a neighbor’s dog. He nearly drove his horse into the ground through reckless gallops in the Oyster Bay countryside and was no easier on himself: “He’ll kill himself before he’ll even say he’s tired,” remarked one doctor of Roosevelt’s frenetic behavior. Yet through it all there remained an irrepressible sense of life: “I am of a very buoyant temper,” he wrote his sister not long after their father died. It was a temper that would serve him well and ill, but mostly well.

In the years immediately following his father’s death, Roosevelt fell passionately in love, married, graduated from law school, and published the first of the nearly forty books he would go on to write. In 1881 he was elected to the New York State Assembly, where, as he put it, he “rose like a rocket.” An ardent reformer, and lustily so throughout his political life, he became a mercurial, unstoppable irritant to his fellow Republicans.

Roosevelt’s life in politics was abruptly broken when, on St. Valentine’s Day of 1884, both his wife and his mother died. “You could not talk to him about it,” said a close friend. He drew a cross in his diary for the date of the fourteenth of February and wrote, “The light has gone out of my life.” In a pitch of energy reminiscent of the period following his father’s death, Roosevelt abruptly took off for the Dakota Badlands, where he lived out his conviction that “black care rarely sits behind a rider whose pace is fast enough.” He hunted, wrote an improbable number of books, and ran a cattle ranch. The hard work ultimately made wide inroads into his grief. “We felt the beat of hardy life in our veins,” he wrote later in his autobiography, “and ours was the glory of work and the joy of living.” Despite his distress, he said, “I enjoyed life to the full.”

He returned to the East, remarried, and threw himself back into politics with gusto. He became a gale force in Washington. President Benjamin Harrison, who had appointed him civil service commissioner, said that the crusading Roosevelt “wanted to put an end to all the evil in the world between sunrise and sunset.” Rudyard Kipling found himself caught up in a gentler form of Roosevelt’s persuasive energies and, like most, he was completely captivated. After dining with him one evening at the Cosmos Club in Washington, Kipling knew himself bewitched: “I curled up on the seat opposite and listened and wondered until the universe seemed to be spinning around and Theodore was the spinner.”

Roosevelt loped onward from post to post. He served energetically as assistant secretary of the Navy, and then led the 1st U.S. Volunteer Cavalry, the “Rough Riders,” during the Spanish-American War. His zest for war, as for life, knew few limits. He had, one journalist put it, enough “energy and enthusiasm to inspire a whole regiment.” Roosevelt exulted that the war was “bully,” “the great day” of his life. It was, he said, his “crowded hour.” He seemed to relish his brushes with death as passionately as he loved the rest of life. He was recommended for the Medal of Honor and returned to politics a war hero, a legend. He was elected governor of New York and then, within a few years’ time, vice president of the United States. When William McKinley was assassinated in September 1901, Roosevelt became, at the age of forty-two, the youngest president in American history. He was also the liveliest.

The new president’s exuberance was captured by a reporter from the New York Times: “The President goes from one to another … always speaking with great animation, gesturing freely, and in fact talking with his whole being, mouth, eyes, forehead, cheeks and neck all taking their mobile parts.… A hundred times a day the President will laugh, and when he laughs he does it with the same energy with which he talks. It is usually a roar of laughter, and it comes nearly every five minutes … sometimes he doubles up in paroxysm. You don’t smile with Mr. Roosevelt; you shout with laughter with him, and then you shout again while he tries to cork up more laugh[ter] and sputters: ‘Come gentlemen, let us be serious.’ ” Another journalist wrote, “You go into Roosevelt’s presence … and you go home and wring the personality out of your clothes.”

The White House rang out not only with laughter but with the squeals of children and the clattering of their ponies going up and down the marble stairs of the presidential mansion. Roosevelt was frequently to be found chasing or being chased by his children and their animals around the White House grounds. “You must always remember,” said a British diplomat, “the President is about six.” Certainly Roosevelt did nothing to dispel that impression. His zeal was infectious. His magnetic force, said one observer, “surrounded him as a kind of nimbus, imperceptible but irresistibly drawing to him everyone who came into his presence.” Roosevelt used his infectious enthusiasm, which was tethered to a highly disciplined intelligence, to render unprecedented reform through the actions of the federal government. Nowhere was this more obvious and lasting than in his drive to conserve the American wilderness.

Roosevelt’s passion for the American land and for natural history went back to his childhood. His father, one of the founders of the American Museum of Natural History, enthusiastically encouraged his young son’s collecting and stuffing of animal specimens for the “Roosevelt Museum of Natural History,” which the boy set up in the family’s New York City mansion. He wrote in his autobiography that he had “fully intended to make science my life-work,” an ambition reflected by his being first in his class in zoology at Harvard. When Roosevelt returned to New York from the Dakota Badlands, he formed the Boone & Crockett Club to promote preservation of big game animals and to encourage forest and land conservation. It was an effective group, later influential in establishing Yellowstone Park and in saving great stretches of timberlands.

By the time Roosevelt became president, America’s natural resources had been stripped. Native bison herds were decimated; only eight hundred or so of the original sixty million animals survived. Many other species of birds and mammals were on the edge of extinction and nearly half of all forest lands had been logged. “Ever since man in recognizably human shape made his appearance on this planet,” wrote Roosevelt, “he has been an appreciable factor in the destruction of other forms of animal life.”

Roosevelt acted quickly to stop the destruction. “There can be no greater issue than that of conservation in this country,” he declared. “We do not intend that our natural resources shall be exploited by the few against the interests of the many, nor do we intend to turn over to any man who will wastefully use them by destruction, and leave to those who come after us a heritage damaged by just so much.” He ended his remarks in revival fervor: “We stand at Armageddon, and we battle for the Lord.”

Roosevelt engaged not only the Lord, but the Congress and the American public as well. With characteristic vigor he set out on a campaign of persuasion. Action must be taken, it must be bold, and it must be now. His outrage was visceral, and his persuasiveness nearly absolute. “He is doubtless the most vital man on the continent, if not the planet, to-day,” observed the naturalist John Burroughs. “He is many-sided, and every side throbs with his tremendous life and energy.… His interest in the whole of life, and in the life of the nation, never flags for a moment. His activity is tireless.”

Roosevelt’s exuberant campaign was manifestly successful. He doubled the number of national parks, created 150 national forests, added nearly 150 million acres of timber to the government reserves, set up more than fifty federal wildlife preserves, initiated thirty major irrigation programs, and established sixteen national monuments. One journalist commented that if Roosevelt continued to create reserves “there would be little ground left to bury folks on.” The president’s own summing up of his conservation efforts was different but equally succinct: “During the seven and a half years closing on March 4, 1909, more was accomplished for the protection of wildlife in the United States than during all the previous years, excepting only the creation of the Yellowstone National Park.” He had been audacious in his use of the presidency and deft in his employment of conviction and enthusiasm.

Roosevelt’s passion for saving the wilderness stayed with him. “Wild beasts and birds are by right not the property of the people alive to-day, but the property of the unborn generations, whose belongings we have no right to squander,” he wrote a few years before he died. “It is barbarism to ravage the woods and fields, rooting out the mayflower and breaking branches of dogwood as ornaments.” These were sustaining passions—“A grove of giant redwoods or sequoias,” he believed, “should be kept just as we keep a great and beautiful cathedral”—and these passions and great enthusiasms made Roosevelt the activist he was. Without them it is unimaginable that the nation’s wilderness would be as vast and wonderful as it now is.

Shortly before Theodore Roosevelt went to Norway to accept his Nobel Peace Prize in 1910 he gave a lecture at the Sorbonne, in Paris. It was his most eloquent tribute to the centrality of exuberance in action: “It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly … who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who have … known neither victory nor defeat.”

John Muir was different from Theodore Roosevelt in a thousand particulars. An immigrant Scot who knew neither a loving father nor a privileged upbringing, he preferred the company of mountains to that of men, had no desire to govern, and did not willingly put down in cities. But, like Roosevelt, he had a passion for wild places and a persuasive exuberance that vaulted passion into action.

Muir was born in 1838 on the east coast of Scotland. His lasting childhood influences, he said, were the sea and hills and his father’s restless, often cruel, evangelical Presbyterianism. Nature was Muir’s deliverance: “When I was a boy in Scotland,” he wrote, “the natural inherited wildness in our blood ran true on its glorious course as invincible and unstoppable as stars.… Kings may be blessed; we were glorious, we were free—school cares and scoldings, heart thrashings and flesh thrashings alike, were forgotten in the fullness of Nature’s glad wildness.”

“Glorious” was a term Muir would invoke time and again in his accounts of nature, despite his conscious attempts to eradicate it from his writing. “Glorious” and “joy” and “exhilaration”: no matter how often he scratched out these words once he had written them, they sprang up time and again to dominate his descriptions of the world as he experienced it. His exultant roots were deep, and never, as a writer or as a speaker, was he fully able to bridle the abounding delight of his language.

The Muir family emigrated to America in 1849. Young Muir worked at a brutal pace on their Wisconsin farm until he was able to escape, first to Madison and then, as a student, to the University of Wisconsin. A chance lesson in botany from a fellow classmate who queried him on the unlikely similarities between a straggling pea vine and the hardwood locust tree sent Muir “flying to the woods and meadows in wild enthusiasm.” Before long, his college room, like Roosevelt’s at Harvard, was brimming with life but instead of lobsters and tortoises he kept gooseberry bushes, wild plum, posies, and peppermint plants. He collected the specimens and studied them late into the night: “My eyes never closed on the plant glory I had seen,” he later recalled.

Muir left Madison without a degree and wandered off, as he put it, into the “University of the Wilderness.” This “glorious botanical and geological excursion” would last for the next fifty years. On the flyleaf of his journal, with the expansiveness that would characterize his life and writings, he inscribed: “John Muir, Earth-Planet, Universe.”

When Muir was thirty years old he saw Yosemite for the first time. He fell in love. Everything, he wrote, was “glowing with Heaven’s unquenchable enthusiasm.… I tremble with excitement in the dawn of these glorious mountain sublimities, but I can only gaze and wonder.” Watching the sun come up between the mountain peaks and over the rock domes of Yosemite, he proclaimed what he experienced: “Our camp grove fills and thrills with the glorious light. Everything awakening alert and joyful … every pulse beats high, every cell life rejoices, the very rocks seem to thrill with life. The whole landscape glows like a human face in a glory of enthusiasm.” With good cause, Muir’s My First Summer in the Sierra has been described as the journal of a “soul on fire.”

The mountains, the trees, and the air were, he effused, “joyful, wonderful, enchanting, banishing weariness and a sense of time.” The streams “sing bank-full”; they leap, shout in “wild, exulting energy … joyful, beautiful.” Muir joined in the exuberance of nature: “I shouted and gesticulated in a wild burst of energy,” he wrote. “Exhilarated with the mountain air, I feel like shouting this morning with excess of wild animal joy.” He climbed to the top of a hundred-foot Douglas spruce in the midst of a winter gale and, clinging to the tree, joined in its “rocking and swirling… [its] wild ecstasy.” Never, he said, had he enjoyed “so noble an exhilaration of motion. The slender [tree]tops fairly flapped and swished in the passionate torrent, bending and swirling backward and forward, round and round, tracing indescribable combinations of vertical and horizontal curves, while I clung with muscles firm braced, like a bobolink on a reed.”

Whether he was climbing in the Sierra or exploring the crevices of an Alaska glacier, Muir’s fiery, joyous relationship with nature burned on. A friend described Muir’s reaction to seeing a thick spread of mountain flowers in Alaska: “Muir at once went wild.… From cluster to cluster of flowers he ran, falling on his knees, babbling in unknown tongues, prattling a curious mixture of scientific lingo and baby talk.” He felt himself to be “doomed to be ‘carried of the spirit into the wilderness,’ ” and at times expressed concern that he was out of control: “I feel as if driven with whips, and ridden upon,” he wrote his sister. “I am swept onward in a general current that bears on irresistibly.”

Muir’s exuberance found a match only in Nature’s: “Every summer my gains from God’s wilds grow greater,” he wrote his fiancée from Alaska. “This last seems the greatest of all. For the first few weeks I was so feverishly excited with the boundless exuberance of the woods and the wilderness, of great ice floods, and the manifest scriptures of the ice-sheet that modelled the lovely archipelagoes along the coast, that I could hardly settle down to the steady labour required in making any sort of Truth one’s own.”

“Manifest scriptures” is a telling phrase. Muir’s capacity to exult in nature, and his feeling of unity with the mountains and trees, led inexorably to a deep mystical appreciation of the world as he experienced it. The great sequoias were not just magnificent, they were sacred. The light that streaked through the sequoia woods was oracular, the tree sap sacramental. In a rhapsodic letter to a friend, written with the sap of a sequoia tree, Muir let his devotions tumble out: “Do behold the King in his glory, King Sequoia! Behold! Behold! seems all I can say. Some time ago I left all for Sequoia and have been and am at his feet; fasting and praying for light, for is he not the greatest light in the woods, in the world? … I’m in the woods, woods, woods, and they are in me-ee-ee. The King tree and I have sworn eternal love.… I’ve taken the sacrament with Douglas squirrel, drunk Sequoia wine, Sequoia blood.… I wish I were so drunk and Sequoical that I could preach the green brown woods to all the juiceless world, descending from this divine wilderness like John the Baptist … crying, Repent, for the Kingdom of Sequoia is at hand!”

Having taken communion with the woods, Muir offered up their liniment: “There is a balm in these leafy Gileads—pungent burrs and living King-juice for all defrauded civilization; for sick grangers and politicians; no need of Salt rivers. Sick or successful, come suck Sequoia and be saved.” The salvation of the wilderness was not an abstraction to John Muir. He understood nature, felt nature, and then illuminated her to those who did not. The slaying of the wilderness was to him personal and intolerable.

With an almighty energy, Muir threw himself into saving the great groves of the sequoias and the mountain ranges of Yosemite. He brought into words the beauty he had seen and viscerally knew. He became an interpreter of nature, a prophet. “He sung the glory of nature like another Psalmist,” said Muir’s editor, Robert Underwood Johnson, and “as a true artist, was unashamed of his emotions.” Muir took Johnson camping in Yosemite in 1889 and together they drew up plans for a campaign to establish what is now Yosemite National Park. Muir’s writings and compelling enthusiasm were essential forces leading to the preservation of that part of the Sierra. When the Sierra Club was founded in 1892 to preserve the American wilderness, Muir became its first president; he held that office until his death twenty-two years later.

Muir branded others with his own almost painful awareness of the wilderness, attempting to make them feel some measure of what he himself felt so acutely. One friend, in discussing their exploration of Alaska, said, “Muir was always discovering to me things which I would never have seen myself and opening up to me new avenues of knowledge, delight, and adoration.… How often have I longed for the presence of Muir to heighten my enjoyment by his higher ecstasy, or reveal to me what I was too dull to see or understand … for I was blind and he made me see!” Person after person acknowledged a debt of profound comprehension: “To have explored with Muir the great glacier which bears his name,” proclaimed one, “to have wandered with him in Yosemite and the Kings River Canyon, is to have come, through his enthusiasm and vision, a little nearer the hidden mysteries of nature.”

Emerson, who visited Muir in Yosemite, said that Muir’s was the most original mind in America. Muir used this originality to advantage, pouring it into persuasive, exultant language. His speech was described by those who heard him as nonstop and magnetizing—it had a “spell of fire and enthusiasm and glowing vitality,” said one acquaintance—and Muir talked to all who would listen about the need to conserve the wild. He barraged lawmakers with letters and petitions and poured his heart into writing the books that would eventually bring the world’s attention to the spectacular Sierra Nevada and its great stands of sequoias.

One of those who paid attention was the president of the United States, Theodore Roosevelt. “I write to you personally to express the hope that you will be able to take me through the Yosemite,” he requested of Muir. “I do not want anyone with me but you.” Muir agreed, and in May 1903 he met the president and together they set off with packers and mules. For several days they hiked and camped in the Sierra, an experience they both recollected with great pleasure. Muir wrote to his wife, “I had a perfectly glorious time with the President and the mountains”; to a friend he said, “I fairly fell in love with him.” Roosevelt, who declared he had never felt better in his life, was no less enthusiastic in his letter to Muir: “I trust I need not tell you, my dear sir, how happy were the days in the Yosemite I owed to you, and how greatly I appreciated them. I shall never forget our three camps; the first in the solemn temple of the great sequoias; the next in the snow storm among the silver firs near the brink of the cliff; and the third on the floor of the Yosemite, in the open valley fronting the stupendous rocky mass of El Capitan with the falls thundering in the distance on either hand.”

It is not possible to know the extent to which Muir’s contagious enthusiasm for Yosemite and the sequoia groves influenced Roosevelt’s subsequent actions. Roosevelt was already committed to the idea of conservation and had been for many years, but there is no doubt that he felt an additional sense of urgency after hiking with Muir. Immediately following his trip to Yosemite, Roosevelt delivered what was to become one of his most famous speeches. “I have just come from a four days’ rest in Yosemite,” he said to a gathering of people in Sacramento. “I want [the trees] preserved because they are the only things of their kind in the world. Lying out at night under those giant sequoias was lying in a temple built by no hand of man, a temple grander than any human architect could by any possibility build, and I hope for the preservation of the groves of giant trees simply because it would be a shame to our civilization to let them disappear. They are monuments in themselves.” He talked about the need to conserve American forest lands and then closed with a plea for the rights of future generations: “I ask that your marvelous natural resources be handed on unimpaired to your posterity. We are not building this country of ours for a day. It is to last through the ages.”

Muir expressed the same desire differently. “Any fool can destroy trees,” he wrote. “They cannot run away; and if they could, they would still be destroyed.… It took more than three thousand years to make some of the trees in these Western woods—trees that are still standing in perfect strength and beauty, waving and singing in the mighty forests of the Sierra. Through all the wonderful, eventful centuries since Christ’s time—and long before that—God has cared for these trees, saved them from drought, disease, avalanches, and a thousand straining, levelling tempests and floods; but He cannot save them from fools—only [the government] can do that.”

Muir knew in his marrow that wilderness was a necessity, that “going to the mountains is going home.” It was scripture: in wilderness “lies the hope of the world.” To save nature was to save oneself. “The galling harness of civilization drops off,” he said, “and the wounds heal ere we are aware.”

John Muir and Theodore Roosevelt were exuberant men. Infectiously enthusiastic, stupendously energetic, they left the country a wilder and more beautiful place because of their vision and action. Both registered the mountains and lands so keenly that they could not but act with urgency when the wilderness was threatened. Their receptive natures allowed them to feel and see that which was essential in the lands, that which could not be gotten elsewhere. Neither was capable of doing nothing when there was much to be done. Their joy in the wild was contagious to those around them. Both were persuasive by temperament and able to convince others of what they felt to be a moral imperative. Conservation was in their blood, not just in their intellect. It was elemental.

For Muir, it was a single, sustained, and consistent life’s passion to preserve the wilderness. For Roosevelt, there would be many other crusades to engage his energies over a long and diverse political life. But because Roosevelt was a politician, because he had so many other passions and commitments, he was in a wider arena, with a more powerful scope, and therefore better able to act on behalf of the lands they cherished in common. “All of us who give service, and stand ready for sacrifice, are the torch-bearers,” wrote Roosevelt. “We run with the torches until we fall, content if we can pass them to the hands of the other runners.… These are the torch-bearers; these are they who have dared the Great Adventure.”

John Muir spoke of a more inward journey: “I only went out for a walk,” he wrote, “and finally concluded to stay out till sundown, for going out, I found, was really going in.”


CHAPTER TWO

“This Wonderful Loveliness”

[image: ]

(photo credit 2.1)

In the exuberance of nature begins our own. And nature is self-evidently exuberant. One pair of poppies, given seven years and the right conditions, will produce 820 thousand million million million descendants. A single pair of spiders over the same time period and under ideal circumstances will give rise to 427 thousand million million more spiders. The fertility and diversity of nature are staggering. In a sliver of Brazilian forest only a few kilometers square, scientists have counted more than 1,500 species of butterfly. Lichens, among nature’s oldest and slowest of living things, grow nearly everywhere—together with blueberries under the snow, on stained-glass windows of churches and cathedrals, in deserts and in birch woodlands, on the backs of tortoises—and an individual community of lichen may survive longer than most human civilizations. (One in Swedish Lapland is thought by scientists to have begun its collective life nearly nine thousand years ago.) The 13,500 known species of lichen are as exuberant in color as they are diverse in form and habitat, showing themselves in scarlets, snow whites, emerald greens, blacks, and sulfur yellows.

The abundance of nature is most obviously seen in the diversity of species, those “endless forms most beautiful” before which Darwin stood in awe. There are a million and a half species of fungi, eight million of insects (including 350,000 varieties of beetles alone), and more than a million species of bacteria. Nowhere is the exuberance of nature more apparent than in the tropical rain forest. Tens of thousands of species of animals and plants live on or under the forest floor, twine around the trees, or perch in the branches. Vines and orchids and fruits and flowers proliferate wildly under the canopy of the high trees. The rain forest is, as E. O. Wilson puts it, a “green cathedral,” a teeming marker to nature’s fullness and variation. But it is not the only luxuriant place. John Muir wrote of the layered richness of the Yosemite wilderness: “How deeply with beauty is beauty overlaid! The ground covered with crystals, the crystals with mosses and lichens and low-spreading grasses and flowers, these with larger plants leaf over leaf with every changing colour and form, the broad palms of the firs outspread over these, the azure dome over all like a bell-flower, and star above star.” Each place he looked, everywhere in the mountains and valleys, Muir saw examples of nature’s exuberance.

Nature’s lavishness is not limited to the rain forests or to the Sierra Nevada, of course, although in those places it is spectacular. It is also evident in the dispersal of plants and animals across the earth and throughout the seas, in the snowflakes that fall by the skyful, distinct yet innumerable, and in the thickness of the starfields. Astronomers live among numbers that are unimaginable, fabulous, and terrifying. The universe, they believe, contains at least 1021 stars—1,000,000,000,000,000,000,000—and is home to more than 125 billion galaxies. The Milky Way alone, scientists reckon, contains 1041—100,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000, 000,000,000,000—grams of diamond dust; or, differently put, a million trillion trillion trillion carats. Nature is impossibly fertile.

“Exuberance,” derived from the Latin exuberance—ex, “out of,” + uberare, “to be fruitful, to be abundant”—is at its core a concept of fertility. Exuberance in nature is defined by lush, profuse, riotous growth; it is an overflowing, opulent, and copious abundance. Early uses of “exuberance” in English were mostly in the context of descriptions of nature, of profuse crops or of kinetic natural phenomena such as shooting stars, sulfur springs, and waterfalls. A fruitful outcome of an alchemy experiment, for instance, was characterized as “exuberated earth” in 1471, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, and in 1513 a particularly luxuriant plant was said to be “a pure perfyte plante … Marvelous by growynge … of grace exuberaunt.” Two hundred years later, in “Spring,” the Scottish poet James Thomson addressed not only “exuberant Nature,” but the exuberant emotions provoked by nature:


Of mingled blossoms; where the raptur’d eye
Hurries from joy to joy …
·    ·    ·    ·    ·    ·    ·    ·

Then spring the living herbs, profusely wild
O’er all the deep-green earth, beyond the power
Of botanists to number up their tribes.



Over time, the definition of “exuberance” evolved; where it had focused on the fertility of nature, it began to center on the fertility and force of human energy and mood. Samuel Johnson, in his dictionary published in 1755, gives an example of “exuberance” taken from the writings of Joseph Addison. Its meaning is modern not only in the mood it describes but in the infectiousness of that mood: “that exuberant devotion, with which the whole assembly raised and animated one another.” In our time, “exuberance” usually denotes a mood or temperament of joyfulness, ebullience, and high spirits, a state of overflowing energy and delight. It is more energetic than joy and enthusiasm but less intense, although of longer duration, than ecstasy. The origins of the concept of exuberance in the cyclic fertility of nature, now largely forgotten, remain critical to understanding it as a primitive life force vital to survival.

For all of nature’s exuberance, there are constraints upon it. Nature proliferates, but it also kills. Predators, disease, and drought impose limits on growth, as do fluctuations in light and temperature. Precarious balances are kept and broken, and exuberancies ebb and flow in response to the changes. Underlying everything is nature itself, and it is in response to nature that we have evolved the senses and temperaments by which we variously respond to the physical world. Nature is our literal world and the genesis of our imaginative one as well. It was, as Edward Hoagland has argued, the “central theater of life for everybody’s ancestors.”

The experience of nature is an idiosyncratic thing. The eyes of the poet are not the same as those of the farmer: needs are different. A poet may look from a mountaintop, as Robert Crawford has, and see the beauty in the “bens and glens of stars”; a farmer may see instead the grazing promise of the lands below. A passionate emotional response may be more natural to the former, pragmatic surveillance of more use to the latter. For most in a village, a mountain range may be the border they know to be inviolable, to be kept to, but for a few the mountains will be irresistible, an enticement to risk and rapture. Some see and feel nature’s presence acutely and are driven by restlessness, curiosity, or the possibilities of pleasure to explore it further. Others stay in the lands they know; they react not so passionately, seek out not quite so much.

This makes sense. It is essential that some feel so strongly that they are compelled to explore and to work out the ways of nature—it is they who discern the patterns of changing light, measure variations in rainfall, plot the movement of the stars; who monitor the sprouting of seeds or the darkening of grass, track the migration of caribou or mammoth; and who take note of the dangers of belladonna or the benefits of willow bark—for man’s well-being depends upon observing the behavior of nature. To observe is to make preparation possible, to predict. “Can you bind the beautiful Pleiades?” asks God of Job. “Can you loose the cords of Orion? Can you bring forth the constellations in their seasons? Do you know the laws of the heavens?” The complexities of nature are manifold, to comprehend the laws of nature infinitely seductive.

Exuberance is not necessary for keen observation, of course. Nor is it a requirement for ascertaining the underlying patterns of nature. But, as we shall see, those who are exuberant engage, observe, and respond to the world very differently than those who are not and, what is crucial, they have an intrinsic desire to continue engaging it. This engagement is generally not a muted one; rather, it is one filled with a sense of passion, if not actual urgency: “Who publishes the sheet-music of the winds, or the written music of water written in river-lines?” asked John Muir, with the intensity that shot through his life and work. “Who reports the works and ways of the clouds … And what record is kept of Nature’s colors?” Muir’s temperament vibrated in response to all that moved around him. He felt nature’s sounds and colors, experienced them with joy; he was compelled to keep a record of those colors and to publish the music of the winds.

There is little more important to us than to have some portion of our species respond acutely to transformations in the natural world. To hunt, plant, breed, harvest—all of these require an awareness of changes in the length of daylight and fluctuating fecundities in the physical world. Those most responsive to these changes surely had a survival advantage over those who were less alert. Many of our most intense emotional reactions tend to occur in response to precipitous changes in nature: our pulse quickens or slows; we stay in place, transfixed, or we bolt; we are filled with joy or terrified. These responses are deeply wired into our brains from our premammalian ancestors. Alertness is intrinsic to our survival. So, too, is joy. The pleasure and benefit we find in understanding a part of nature rewards our curiosity, our inquiry; expectation of pleasure makes it more probable that we will inquire yet again and act upon our curiosity in the future.

Much of our joy is in direct response to nature. “In the presence of nature,” writes Emerson, “a wild delight runs through man, in spite of real sorrows. Nature says, —he is my creature, and maugre all his impertinent griefs, he shall be glad with me. Not the sun or the summer alone, but every hour and season yields its tribute of delight; for every hour and change corresponds to and authorizes a different state of the mind.”

Our minds and our emotions mind nature. In her landmark study of ecstasy, Marghanita Laski found that the most common “triggers,” or inducers of transcendent ecstasies, are from nature: water, for instance, and mountains, trees, and flowers; dusk and nighttime; sunrise, sunlight; dramatically bad weather; and, of course, spring. Laski alleges, and in this she concurs with the ethologist Niko Tinbergen, that these “triggers” release biologically desirable responses of attraction. They are, in essence, attracting, engaging, and bolstering forces. The joy brought about by an ecstatic reaction to spring, for instance, makes it more likely that an individual will watch for signs of its approaching, attend to subtle changes in light and temperature, and actively participate in the season’s pleasures and demands once it has arrived.

We bring to spring the expectations planted by nature in the brains of our ancestors. They waited upon the sun’s return and, in the while, sent out their rainmakers and firemakers to coax the day into lengthening and to beguile the winter darkness into vanishing. They believed that to recapture long days of warmth and light they needed only to drape themselves in bark and leaves and flowers; that is, they needed only to look the part of spring. Magic could blandish nature into returning her plants and sunlight.

Later, when enough seasons had passed to brand their unvarying pattern upon those who kept watch on them, magical rituals turned increasingly to an invocation of the gods. The Greek, said Sir James Frazer, “fashioned for himself a train of gods and goddesses … out of the shifting panorama of the seasons, and followed the annual fluctuations of their fortunes with alternate emotions of cheerfulness and dejection … [which] found their natural expression in alternate rites of rejoicing and lamentation.” Dionysian worship—distinguished by ecstatic dance and music as well as sacrificial blood feasts—was one of the most evident of these rites. Exuberant behavior was meant to yield an exuberant harvest. An exuberant harvest, in turn, incited exuberant celebration. Man’s primitive gods, as well as his moods and actions, took their cue from nature.

Our dispositions and our generativity swing with the turning of the seasons. We wait for joy to return. “Nothing is so beautiful as Spring,” exclaimed Gerard Manley Hopkins. “What is all this juice and all this joy?” The contrast between the bleakness of winter and the “juice and joy” of spring; the sense of a greater distance from death; a hope for regeneration: all these go into our emotional responses to the change of seasons. Our vitalities change in response to the quickening we observe in nature. Our energy is fullest and our moods most expansive in the presence of long-lit days. They fall precipitously in the shorter, darker ones. We rejoice at the turning of winter into longer days. “The brooks sing carols and glees,” Thoreau wrote of Walden Pond’s transition into spring: “The sinking sound of melting snow is heard in all dells, and the ice dissolves apace in the ponds.… The symbol of perpetual youth, the grass-blade, like a long green ribbon, streams from the sod.” Such is the contrast between winter and spring, said Thoreau. “Walden was dead and is alive again.”

The festivals and celebrations to commemorate the return of light and renewed fertility are ancient, universal, and often spectacularly joyous. The Christian celebration of Easter, like pagan festivals before it, proclaims the great victory of light over the forces of darkness, of life over death. Easter, named for the Anglo-Saxon goddess whose festival was held at the spring equinox, is a movable feast: its celebration date—the first Sunday after the first full moon following the vernal equinox—is embedded in the cycles of nature, in the eternal wanderings of earth, moon, and sun. Indeed, common belief once held that the sun dances on Easter Day, a marvelous image of joy captured by the poet John Heath-Stubbs:


I am the great Sun. This hour begins
My dancing day—pirouetting in a whirl of white light
In my wide orchestral sky, a red ball bouncing
Across the eternal hills;
For now my Lord is restored; …
·    ·    ·    ·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Look, I am one of the morning stars, shouting for joy—.



The joy of the sun is ours.

Easter observations actually begin, however, in a deep darkness reminiscent of winter and death. On Good Friday, the day of Christ’s crucifixion, all that is bright or decorative in a church is removed: the altar cross is draped in black cloth; there is no singing. The Gospel reading tells of the death of a god, of betrayal and suffering. Church bells toll at three p.m., the time Christ is said to have died; a time, according to St. Matthew, when darkness covered the land. There is no remedy of light on Good Friday; only darkness obtains.

The oldest liturgy in the Christian church takes place the following night and it, too, begins in darkness. For two millennia, in open or furtive gatherings around the world, an Easter Vigil has been kept to mark the symbolic transition of darkness into light, the triumph of life over death, redemption over sin. Congregants wait for the first light from candle or fire and watch as the sun rises in the sky on Easter morning. For many, Easter Sunday is a deeply religious occasion, the celebration of the Resurrection of Christ. For others, it is different: an occasion of bright color and exuberant music, or a nod to the traditions of childhood. For most, whatever their beliefs, there is a remnant of the ancient desire to exult in the return of spring, to venerate the renewal of life.

Our response to the return of light is joy, and in that joy we recognize our beholdenness to the natural world. We believe in spring because we know we can, but we are experienced enough as a species not to take it entirely for granted. Joy recognizes these moments of uncertainty as certainly as it recognizes the glories of spring. “There was only—spring itself,” wrote Willa Cather in My Ántonia, “the throb of it, the light restlessness, the vital essence of it everywhere; in the sky, in the swift clouds, in the pale sunshine, and in the warm, high wind—rising suddenly, sinking suddenly, impulsive.… If I had been tossed down blindfold on that red prairie, I should have known that it was spring.” It comes in fits and starts, and we respond in kind. But we know it is spring.

Not only spring, but its passing into the long days of summer, has been cause for exuberant festivals. May Day, still celebrated in many places, albeit in a dampened way, was once one of the most riotously joyful occasions of the rural year. Festive bonfires were lit on the hills and young men and women went “a-maying” and followed the sounds of horns into the woods to cut down branches; these they decorated with flowers and hung over the windows and doors of their homes. Hoops were covered with greens and ribbons and laced with flowers, and May carols were sung. Maypoles, symbols of fertility, were cut from trees and garnished with bits of ribbons and cloth, leaves, colored eggshells, and bright flowers; villagers plaited ribbons as they danced around the maypole, celebrating the renewal of nature. “The earth/Puts forth new life again,” wrote Langston Hughes. “The wonder spreads.”

May Day ceremonies, and those enacted later on Midsummer Day, are rejoicings in the fullness of orchards and crops, days white with blossom and open to hope and possibility: “With the sunshine and the great bursts of leaves,” wrote Scott Fitzgerald in The Great Gatsby, “I had that familiar conviction that life was beginning over again with the summer.” The seasons of nature become the seasons and convictions of man. We celebrate spring because the sun is back, May because the trees and plants are flush, and the finish of harvest because the corn and apples are picked, the livestock ready. As days shorten and darkness dominates, we turn to midwinter fires or Christmas festivities for warmth and an assurance of the continuity of life. The joyousness of Christmas has few equals, and most of its great carols are no less exuberant than the exultant hymns of Easter—“the dark night wakes, the glory breaks,” rings out the carol, “And Christmas comes once more.”

From our dependence upon nature evolved senses and emotions able to respond to its danger, beauty, and opportunity. We are by our nature, by these adaptations, urgently connected to the natural world. “When we try to pick out anything by itself,” observed John Muir, “we find it hitched to everything else in the universe.” The hitching is the critical thing. Exuberance, as we shall see, makes the hitching stronger and the exploration of the universe more likely: it fuels anticipation; overlooks or minimizes risks and hardships; intensifies the joy once the exploration is done; and sharply increases the desire to recapture the joy, which in turn encourages further forays into the unknown. Those most enthusiastic and energetic in their responses to nature tend to be those who most profit from it in pleasure. They are also those most likely to expand their minds to comprehend it. The physicist Richard Feynman was certainly one of these. “The vastness of the heavens stretches my imagination,” he said. “Stuck on this carousel my little eye can catch one-million-year-old light. A vast pattern—of which I am a part—perhaps my stuff was belched from some forgotten star.” We are part of nature; we come from the stars and we reach out to apprehend them. We are stardust in spirit and in fact; and when we delight in this, we delight in this in ourselves.

This was certainly true for Wilson “Snowflake” Bentley, a New England farmer who pursued far smaller bits of sky, the infinitely various snow crystals, with a single-minded delight. He was as exuberant in his pursuit of them as they were in their numbers. Nature was to Bentley an unbroken source of joy.

It is a rare person who remains unmoved by a first snowfall. Snow is magic: it draws us in, jostles memory, and stirs desire. It enchants. For Snowflake Bentley, snow cast a lifelong spell. Like John Muir and Theodore Roosevelt, whose contemporary he was, Bentley was incapable of indifference to the world around him. When there was a winter storm and snow was flying, he was in the fields or hills; he could not stay indoors. His delight in snow made him an astute observer of it; it then made him an infectiously enthusiastic guide. Exuberance gave him passion, stamina, and a lasting voice to speak out for small beauties.

Wilson Bentley was born on a Vermont farm in 1865, just as the Civil War was ending. He was captivated by the beauty of snow crystals even when very young, and managed to persuade his parents to buy him a camera and microscope. By the age of nineteen he had taken the first ever photomicrograph of a snow crystal. He was irretrievably smitten. “Amazed and thrilled at their matchless loveliness,” Bentley wrote many years later, “the work soon became so all-absorbing that I have continued it with undiminished enthusiasm all these years. No words can convey the least idea of the intense enjoyment, the almost countless thrills, these winter studies have afforded me.” Unlike John Muir, who went from the exploration of the vast wilderness lands to the apprehension of self, Bentley went from study of the infinitesimal to contemplation of the grand: “The deeper one enters into the study of Nature,” he believed, “the further one ventures into and along the by-paths that, like a mystic maze, thread Nature’s realm in every direction, the broader and grander becomes the vista opened up to the view.”

Bentley could not remember a time when he did not love the snow. Always, from the beginning, he said, “it was the snowflakes that fascinated me most.” From the first snowfall to the last, he was supremely happy. Passionate about snowflakes, he devoted his life to their study and preservation. “I found that snowflakes were miracles of beauty,” he once said to an interviewer. “It seemed a shame that this beauty should not be seen and appreciated by others. Every crystal was a masterpiece of design and no one design was ever repeated.” He was as stricken by their impermanence as struck by their beauty: “When a snowflake melted,” he lamented, “that design was forever lost. Just that much beauty was gone, without leaving any record behind.” One snowstorm brought him the most exquisite crystal he had seen to date, “a wonderful little splinter of ice, incredibly fragile,” but despite his care the crystal was broken while transferring it to a slide. Even after many years had passed he was to declare the loss of the snow crystal “a tragedy,” and only with effort would he be able to hold back his tears.

Bentley was insistent upon saving his “snow blossoms” for the rest of the world; he was possessed, he said, by a “great desire to show people something of this wonderful loveliness, an ambition to become, in some measure, its preserver.” Just as Muir and Roosevelt could not feel as they did about the American wilderness and not do everything within their powers to save it, so too Bentley looked at snowflakes, loved them, and then did all he could do to preserve their beauty. Snow crystals existed for a reason, he was convinced: “Perhaps they come to us not only to reveal the wonderous beauty of the minute in Creation but to teach us that all earthly beauty is transient and must soon fade away. But though the beauty of the snow is evanescent … it fades but to come again.” (Thoreau, who died only a few years before Bentley was born, also had a near-mystical response to snowflakes: “How full of the creative genius is the air in which these are generated!” he wrote in his journal. “I should hardly admire more if real stars fell and lodged on my coat. Nature is full of genius, full of the divinity; so that not a snowflake escapes its fashioning hand.” Nature, he reflected with hope, had “not lost her pristine vigor yet, and why should man lose heart?”)

Bentley’s calling was to preserve the snow crystals and, once they were preserved, to give their loveliness an exuberant voice. He did the former with a patience that is nearly impossible to imagine, painstakingly taking photographs of more than five thousand individual crystals during his lifetime. Winter after New England winter he stood in the freezing cold as the snows fell, capturing crystals midflight, transferring them to glass plates, and photographing them before they could melt. Later, when he published their delicate images in the journals of science, his exuberance danced across the pages.

Enthusiastic descriptions of the shapes and origins of snow crystals, which bubbled up irrepressibly in his writings, were utterly out of keeping with the more circumspect language of most scientists. Indeed, Bentley’s language would be stricken from any modern scientific journal; even a whiff of it would result in withering reviews and raised eyebrows from more measured colleagues. Strong emotion, more often than not, is at cross-purposes with accurate scientific description. Enthusiasm is meant to be kept on a tight rein and love itself on a short lead, although one could argue, as Cyril Connolly did, that he who is too much a master of his passions is reason’s slave.

Bentley need not have worried about such enslavement. In one scientific paper, published in 1902, Bentley used the words “beauty” or “beautiful” nearly forty times in nine pages. The paper was about the atmospheric conditions affecting the size and form of snow crystals, as well as the classification of crystals and their occurrence and distribution in relation to various drifts and types of clouds and temperatures. But Bentley also wrote about the loveliness of the snow crystals whose photographic images he had chosen to include in the paper. They were, he said, “marvelously beautiful objects of nature … the feast of [their] beauty fills these pages.” Snow crystals Nos. 716 and 718, he proclaimed, were “very choice and beautiful,” and Nos. 722 and 723 were “charming patterns in snow architecture.” He went on, enraptured by what he described as the “gems from God’s own laboratory”: “No. 785 is so rarely beautiful,” he enthused, and No. 781 is “wonderfully beautiful,” while the “great beauty of No. 837 will appeal to all lovers of the beautiful.” Other crystals were “exquisitely” or “exceptionally beautiful.” The snowstorm of February 1902, he gushed, contributed “choice examples of snow crystal architecture, as souvenirs of the skill of the Divine Artist.”

Bentley was unable to contain himself, even when making scientific hypotheses. In one scientific paper, he started his speculations about the growth of crystals in a straightforward way: “I assume that the configurations of the exterior portions of the crystals surrounding the nucleus must depend largely upon the initial and subsequent movement, or the flights, downward, or horizontally, of the growing crystals within the clouds,” he wrote. The objectivity of his language, to this point, is indistinguishable from that of any other scientist writing in the same journal. He continued for a while in a dispassionate vein: “We must therefore make a careful study and analysis of the interior portions of crystals.… These interior details reveal more or less completely the preexisting forms that the crystals assumed during their youth in cloudland.”

But then Bentley’s joy in the beauty of snow crystals breaks through: “Was ever life history written in more dainty or fairy-like hieroglyphics?” he asked. “How charming the task of trying to decipher them.” It would be impossible, he concluded, to find the ultimate snowflake, though that would not keep him from ardent pursuit. “It is extremely improbable that anyone has as yet found, or, indeed, ever will find, the one preeminently beautiful and symmetrical snow crystal that nature has probably fashioned when in her most artistic mood.”

Duncan Blanchard, an atmospheric scientist who has written the definitive biography of Snowflake Bentley, likens Bentley’s search for the “preeminently beautiful snow crystal” to Sir Galahad’s for the Holy Grail. This quest, believes Blanchard, “sustained and nourished Bentley with undiminished enthusiasm until his dying day. This was exuberance at its best.”

Certainly, twenty-five years after writing about the “preeminently beautiful” snow crystal, Snowflake Bentley was still enthralled. And still looking. Subsequent winters provided him a wealth of new crystal photographs, and forty of the new “snow gems,” he was sure, could be described as “wonderful” or “masterpieces.”

Individual crystals, he rhapsodized, had to be seen to be believed. “The beautiful branching one that fell December 9, 1921, No. 399, is a masterpiece of crystal architecture,” he exclaimed with his usual zeal, and No. 4215 was “thrillingly beautiful.” He wished that all readers of the journal in which his latest photographs appeared “could see and enjoy the snowflake masterpieces of this winter.”

The images of the snow crystals reproduced in the article are indeed beautiful, and Bentley’s ebullient portrayals very much make one wish one could have been there during the snowstorms as he captured the crystals falling to earth. Who would not have wanted to be there during the 1927 snowflake season as described by Bentley, especially during the “wonderfully brilliant closing” of one late February day recalled by him? On that date, he exclaimed, “the clouds for a while showered the earth with starry, fernlike gems such as thrill, amaze, and delight snowflake lovers.” His delight is contagious.

Bentley is famous for his declaration that no two snowflakes are alike. He and other scientists knew that the infinite varieties of temperature and humidity conditions act together in such a way as to idiosyncratically notch crystals on their downward flight; unless collected at very high altitude before its journey is done, each snow crystal will be unique. This is true even of crystals artificially created in laboratory snow tanks. No two will be alike
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