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“As you sit on the hillside,

or lie prone under the trees of the forest,

or sprawl wet-legged by a mountain stream,

the great door that does not look like a door, opens.”

[image: ] STEPHEN GRAHAM

“Our goal should be to live life in radical amazement, to look at the world in a way that takes nothing for granted. Everything is phenomenal; everything is incredible; to be spiritual is to be constantly amazed.”

[image: ] RABBI ABRAHAM JOSHUA HESCHEL

“There are some who can live without wild things and some who cannot.”
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Prologue
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I WAS NINE YEARS OLD when I first glimpsed Paradise.

Crushed and buff-colored winter grasses flowed off the hilltop where I stood, and the scatter of April’s lilacs, hawthorns, and crab apple trees below had just begun to leaf out in a blush of lime green. I could track the tea-colored Conestoga River, left to right (east to west) as it sliced through a spongy water-meadow of wet spring earth to make a sharp turn south at the cedary western edge.

Neighboring farmer Robert Ritch had grazed his cattle for decades on much of this land, keeping at bay the eastern white cedar forest that already covered almost a third of the property’s sixteen acres. On lazy summer days, these animals made their sluggish way home, moving up the slash of gully that drained the pastureland on the far side of the dirt road behind me, lumbering under a concrete bridge to my left. On the first of May in that year—1957—my parents purchased those sixteen acres then in Peel Township, Southern Ontario, Canada, for a thousand dollars.

Two vinyl-sided five-room cottages now grace the property’s northside hill. Built by my dad in the late 1950s, they have been maintained for over sixty years, the last twenty or so by me and my husband Dan.

We took full ownership of the land in 2010.

Like most children, I was too young in the beginning to fathom the fragility that lay before me, to walk among elementals, as Jan Shepherd wrote in her engaging book, The Living Mountain: A Celebration of the Cairngorm Mountains of Scotland. That the natural world could bring infinity within sight was beyond my understanding. Nor was I aware, as John Muir was, that “between every two pines is a door leading to a new life.” In my case, that door would lie between eastern white cedars.

But I knew the magic of night air. I prized the owl-light that came with sundown. I believed trees could have spirits. And though I could never have voiced it, I knew nature’s undersong could illuminate the ordinary world.



ALL OF LIFE IS FORGED IN NATURE. At a time when “media is the big idea” (U2, “Kite,” All That You Can’t Leave Behind) and our world is fully plugged in, we find ourselves on the cusp of losing any kinship with the natural world. Yet groundbreaking studies have shown that in the sea of circuitry that comprises contemporary living, wild spaces, large and small, are essential to our mental and physical well-being. A walk in the woods can alter the whole tone of life, promoting relaxation, addressing chronic illness, combating stress, and improving creativity, sleep, and social ties in each of us. Encountering nature with each of our senses is the very definition of being fully physically alive.

“You should sit in nature for twenty minutes a day,” a Zen Buddhist koan advises, “unless you’re busy. Then you should sit for an hour.”

Nature sparks in us a renewed sense of wonder, a longing for oneness with the earth and its creatures.

Today, when our battered world reels with erratic energies indifferent to humanity, optimism seems mercurial. We clear-cut our forests and shroud them in acid rain. We drive our fellow creatures to extinction with over-hunting and habitat destruction. We poison our oceans and our skies so that little remains that is either idyll or ideal. Catastrophic forces in the form of monster hurricanes, deadly wildfires and tornadoes, drought, flooding, and pollution have intensified in our lives, with the predominantly human scourge of climate change.

And yet life is eternally buoyant. Constantly on the move. Persistent and flexible. Riches remain. We have only to look with fresh eyes on all that is still right with our world.

Each one of us is a child of the landscape that surrounds us. We can make a choice to stay open to the splendid life-forms that live close by near our homes, in our yards and gardens, in our neighborhoods, and in our parks, preserves, and refuges. No piece of nature is insignificant, and, as Florence Williams writes in her book, The Nature Fix: Why Nature Makes Us Happier, Healthier, and More Creative, “Pretty much any slouching screen fiend can spend time in a pocket of trees somewhere.”

The early environmentalist Henry David Thoreau believed that landowners were imbued with responsibilities to the land. Robert Macfarlane, in his remarkable book Landmarks, wrote, “Once a landscape goes undescribed and therefore unguarded, it becomes vulnerable to unwise use and improper action.” The beauty and meaning of such places may be lost forever. As botanist Diana Beresford-Kroeger said in her book, To Speak for the Trees: My Life’s Journey from Ancient Celtic Wisdom to a Healing Vision of the Forest, “Today it is necessary to see the world around us with a new vision and to understand it with new words.”

The core of living lies in what we love, and the key to knowing a place inside and out is to return to it over and over. I don’t know if it is possible to love the whole planet, but we can love a place we can see and touch and smell.

It is my hope that the stories I tell here will transcend the singular space from which they come. That the pure perception born of my own fascination with the natural world will move past the subjective to touch the collective spirit. That by describing openly and honestly the sixteen acres in rural Southern Ontario that my mother called Paradise, I will not only honor this unique place through seasons and storms, through time and tranquility, through life and death, but as Stephen Graham stated, “the great door that does not look like a door” will open, and you will fall in love again with the complexity and endless beauty and power of the natural world.
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“When despair grows in me

And I wake in the middle of the Night at the least sound

in fear of what my life and my children’s lives may be,

I go and lie down where the wood drake

rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds.

I come into the Peace of wild things

who do not tax their lives with forethought

of grief. I come into the presence of still water.

and I feel above me the day-blind stars

waiting for their light. For a time

I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.”

[image: ] THE PEACE OF WILD THINGS, WENDELL BERRY

“I believe in the forest and in the meadow

and in the night in which the corn grows.”

[image: ] HENRY DAVID THOREAU

“I believe in God beyond God.”

[image: ] JOSEPH CAMPBELL






The Footpath Tour
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An Introduction

A FOOTPATH MEANDERS through Paradise, from Wood’s End in the west to Castor’s Landing in the east. Here at the west side, we look out to the river, framed in cedar boughs, as through a window. Snatches of opaque umber water flash above a sweep of wildflowers and high summer grass. On this late July morning, the air swells with birdsong. We hear northern cardinals, red-winged blackbirds, robins, house wrens, song sparrows, and many more.

The owners of the first farm on the main road to Drayton have slung their summer fence across the river, and we can see russet-colored cows cropping the lea that forms the tip of the thumb of land where the river turns south. Belted kingfishers will soon perch on the top wire to launch their small blue-gray bodies into the river like arrows, looking for a meal. In a month or so, Canada geese will begin to gather in the deep curve of the river, just out of sight, beyond a jut of hillside.

The oldest trees of The West Woods almost encircle us, stalwart and indomitable, with four-, five-, even six-trunk collectives. Behind us, to either side of the pathway, their offspring, no longer limited by grass and brush, march off across the western slope to angle northward toward the two cottages—Edna’s and Russell’s.

We’ll turn our back on the river now and move deeper into The West Woods, where the slope of the western hill is shallower, cool, and still. A patch of toothy-leaved herb Robert, its tiny pinkish blooms already nearly done, spreads out in emerald-green beneath a rift in the canopy of young cedars. In a few short weeks, we’ll see the yellow-orange spurred slippers of spotted jewelweed in their place.

But for a smattering of mushrooms on tree trunks and forest floor—bronze to amber, pale ivory to teakwood—The West Woods lacks an understory or even any ground cover. Our footsteps fall in silence on a cushion of compacted leaves and fallen twigs. Near the top of the western slope, a sag of wooden fencing marks the boundary of the neighboring property, and to the right, the green-wall growth of the water-meadow glimmers between bared trunks. And then, passing under an arched arbor entrance, we leave The West Woods behind, emerging in the open space of Russell’s Cottage.

Named for my father, Russell’s was built in 1958 and serves as our guest accommodation. Aside from the parking area on the hilltop from which I first viewed Paradise, Russell’s boasts the only other bit of mown-lawn domesticity. The canopies of the sixty-foot-tall sugar and Norway maples already rustle with the crispness of summer’s nearing end, as do the trembling aspens in a stand at the bottom of the north slope behind us.

Russell’s overlooks the water-meadow, reduced in size over the years by tree lines advancing from east and west and by the broad umbrella of a gigantic white willow on the riverbank. Annual spring run-off and occasional seasonal flooding have curbed any competition from white cedar, though American elm comes and goes, leaving behind gray skeletons, matchless staging areas for our blackbird murmurations.

Today, the meadow shimmers in green with apple, beryl, olive, sap, and jade stems and leaves. We know the dips, hollows, and hillocks shelter red-winged blackbird nests, garden spider webs, and rodent byways. On warm July nights, fireflies replace the cabbage butterflies, monarchs, painted ladies, and white admirals of late-summer afternoons, and the buzz of July’s cicadas will soon give way to crickets and the odd mournful gruffness of bull frogs.

The glowing apricot trumpets of orange day lilies lean southward from the lip of the hill, nodding over four-foot-high grasses. Across the meadow, the soft radiance of spotted Joe-Pye weed in dusty mauve and amethyst has opened up and will stay until mid-fall. We see hardy, yellow-rayed elecampane growing on lofty stalks. There’s Queen Anne’s lace, black-eyed Susan, and water parsnip. By summer’s end, sprays of deep-purple New England aster will dominate, along with a half-dozen species of goldenrod, the white froth of calico and swamp aster, and Canada fleabane.

The open space where we’re sitting, and on through to the far side of Edna’s Cottage, has been formally designated by local botanist, Jim Dougan, as Cultural Woodland—a mixture of ornamental perennials with planted or regenerated coniferous and deciduous trees scattered among outbuildings and other purposed structures. Two five-room cottages. A viewing deck. Sheds. Wooden swings. Picnic tables. A covered Greek-key shower with a span of adjacent wooden steps. A fifteen-foot pressure-pump well dug midway between the cottages. A railed polymer staircase dropping down from the top of the hill.

Fifty feet east of Russell’s, Edna’s Cottage, named for my mother, lies in the deep shade of soaring sugar maples, white spruce, black walnut, and eastern white cedar. Those nostalgic childhood winters we spent threading toboggans through leafless lilac bushes and hawthorns over snow-covered slopes vanished long ago. But on late summer evenings and long summer nights, raccoons, red fox, rabbits, skunks, and groundhogs are still afoot. Even now, midafternoon, eastern chipmunks and red squirrels scurry branch to branch, shadow each other through the periwinkle and lily of the valley, or scold us from the safety of a tree limb like fishwives.

Beyond Edna’s Cottage shed though, the forest is well-established. We’ll leave the cottage behind and make our way to the seasoned eastern woods. The footpath, paved from here to The Gully with irregular stone slabs, inclines to a three-tiered walkway (built by my son Dustin) that spans an occasional seep that trickles down from the slopes above. Water often pools in the hollows here, the water-meadow having crept closer, and the glimmer of meadow grass flickers behind widely spaced trunks of maple, spruce, and willow.

Just past the walkway, an abandoned one-room cabin—sagging porch, peeled paint, and mossy roof—molders beside a five-foot-high tract of early goldenrod on the verge of blooming. Last summer, a mother raccoon with four feisty babes set up an intermittent den there.

Stopping for a moment, we’ll take in the woodsy wet-earth smells as the west wind rummages in the treetops. Behind us, stretching to the river, the water-meadow rolls out its glowing summer greens and cedars on the northern hillside shimmer in dappled sunlight.

At the base of The Gully, just short of its plank bridge, an apple tree uprooted in a windstorm in early spring has opened a window to the flood plain for us. Already, fallen apples litter the ground. By mid-September, the tang of ripening fruit will infuse the air. Towering over The Gully Bridge, a single American basswood with twin intertwined trunks dwarfs creeping bellflower stalks at its base, their blue elongated flower clusters tilting over the footpath. Now we can see a fringe of willow shoots on the opposite riverbank draped with tendrils of wild cucumber like strings of pearls.

Today, The Gully’s channel draining the apple and cedar groves at the top of the hill is nearly dry. The uncluttered-V of its past is glutted with vegetation. We watch as water trickles under a boardwalk (thrown together by my brother David, nicknamed Ebe) to vanish in the burgeoning undergrowth of the flood plain.

Midway through our footpath tour, the true forest begins. Tunneling up a hillock of cedars, the track opens a door from the lush green of the water-meadow to the haunt of beaver, muskrat, mink, deer, heron, and goose. Below, the river slips westward, bordering the southside cedars, where another blanket of herb Robert ruffles in the breeze.

A beaver dam once crossed the stream at The Dam Rapids. One year my parents watched it rise through an entire summer.

We’ve made our way now from The Gully to Harold’s Tea Deck, planted on the shoulder of the first hill in the eastern woods, in the footprint of a long-gone cabin. A cement slab marks the entrance stoop to that first-built cottage on the property, a two-room building raised in the summer of 1957 for my maternal grandfather Alvin Ott and his eldest son, my Uncle Harold. A silence, broken only by buzzing cicadas, sporadic but distant traffic, and the occasional caw of a high-flying crow, settles on us amid mottled green goutweed plantings, blue violets, wood sorrel (still sprinkled with tiny yellow cups), and ostrich ferns brought over years ago from the patch of wild across the river.

The footpath wends across an undulating hillside on a muffle of fallen leaves, skirting old beaver cuttings, and then, banking left, moves deeper into the woods. Before we follow, we’ll drop down to sit a while at Black Bass Bend, where the river has widened behind a bristle of gray trunks.

Any watercourse embodies perpetual change. The slice of bank where we’re resting has recently subsided and collapsed, revealing a thousand roots stretched like pulled taffy. One or two cedars overhang the water, mirrored in its surface. They’ll be gone with next spring’s flood, if not before.

The far shore is shallow and stone-lined. But we’re four feet or more above the water-level here, and the stand of cedars beside us has been raked and mauled to another four feet by the ice of last spring’s thaw. Wide and silent, Black Bass Bend curls out of sight in a sharp bend to the left. To the right, we can just make out the gentle burbling at The Dam Rapids.

A jungle of shoreline vegetation defines the small but pristine wilderness across the river. Never grazed or farmed, this ancient floodplain, backed by a forest of mature cedar, elm, and willow, is bordered by dense, chest-high ostrich ferns and by chains of tufted vetch, riverbank grape, Virginia creeper, false bindweed, ground ivy, and wild cucumber. A primeval forest dedicated to all things wild, this is the dwelling place of Jan Shepherd’s elementals, a labyrinthine sanctuary of old flood channels, where the smell of the earth is the smell of life itself . . . where shadows conjure a northern woodland white-tailed deer . . . where great blue heron stalk the water’s edge.

The cedars across the river, along with others on this side, comprise the mother trees of the forest, some of them over a century old. But there are also elms and maples, and on the riverbank, white willow.

As we make our way to Castor’s Landing, which lies just short of a beaver lodge (a jumble of driftwood, fallen logs, gnawed saplings, and animal trails), the forest widens, broader hillsides littered with deadfall: stumps, sprigs, fallen limbs, and leaves. And where there’s a break in the overstory, we can see stippled sunlight firing up further pockets of herb Robert and the broad, heart-shaped, emerald fronds of coltsfoot. In the marshy bottomland near the river, pickerelweed flourishes among old beaver cuttings, and farther inland, a colony of terrestrial crayfish has raised a scatter of mud chimneys over their burrows. White-tailed deer tracks on the pathway will lead us to Castor’s Landing.

With an embankment chewed by meltwater year by year, the river has created a table at Castor’s Landing from what was once a backless bench between cedars. We’re well above the waterline here, with old mother-trees at our back. Some of them, anchored by an imposing scramble of roots, have up to sixteen variously conjoined trunks. Beyond us to the east, the path rises to the road, but a deer trail carries on through the woods, down past the beaver lodge, and into the high grasses of the eastern rapids, where flood plain, pathway, river, boundary fence, and grazing cattle meet.

A hundred yards on this side of the rapids, beyond a bed of wild mint and between two white willows, lies the beaver lodge, and on the far shoreline, half a dozen cedars list over the river, the ground beneath them undercut to snaky roots. Willows dip their arms in the water and banks of ostrich ferns fade into enchanted wildwood openings on the forest floor.

Castor’s Landing breathes tranquility in sweet white clover, damp earth, and cedar. Over the whir of summer cicadas, tree branches click and creak in the wind. As autumn approaches, these eastern woods will resound with the clamor of roosting blackbirds.

The temptation to sit for hours in the peace of a riverbank beguiles with a promise of turtles, muskrats, racoons, deer, beaver, pike, bass, Canada geese, and great blue heron.

“Occasionally one sees something fleeting in the land,” Barry Lopez writes in his Arctic Dreams: Imagination and Desire in a Northern Landscape. “A moment when line, color and movement intensify and something sacred is revealed.”

One long-ago afternoon in late May, Dustin stretched out in the high grass of the now vanished slope below Castor’s Landing, the buzz of cicadas in his ears, eyes closed to the sun, and wind in his hair.

“The only thing that could make this moment more perfect,” he said, “would be to open my eyes and see a beaver swim by.”

And then he did both.

“Never hurry through the world, but walk slowly and bow often,” the great Mary Oliver advised in her poem, “When I Am Among the Trees.” Somewhere, something incredible is waiting to be known.
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Part One
SPRING


“Sit quietly, do nothing, spring comes,

and the grass grows by itself.”

[image: ] ZEN SAYING
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“All in the wild March morning, I heard the angels call.”

[image: ] ALFRED LORD TENNYSON

r 1 March r

THE WIND swirls a fistful of snow in my face as I scramble down the snow-banked steps to Edna’s Cottage. With the thermometer hovering at 31 degrees Fahrenheit, I’ve no intention of loitering or even stepping inside. Ice-patched tufts of brittle, brown grass in the clearing at the top of the hill are being raked by frost fingers and will soon vanish in a billow of drift. Elsewhere, a mantle of heavy, wind-driven snow lies two or three feet deep in places, capping evergreens and bare winter limbs. And when I’ve slogged my way to Russell’s Cottage, I see an unblemished depth upward of three feet on the meadow. The day stands crisp and motionless.

Except for one or two shredded blots where a gush of water has breached the ice, the Conestoga is locked in winter’s whiteness, as are most of our year-round residents. Combined winter flocks of goldfinch, black-capped chickadees, white-breasted nuthatches, Canada blue jays, downy woodpeckers, and northern cardinals might be flitting about, woods to woods, if we were game enough to watch for them.

The first of March marks meteorological spring in the Northern Hemisphere, though no hint of it has thus far escaped the bounty of snow. Life rekindled awaits the future. No gray-white mist. No hollow blatter of rain. No pleading nestlings, watery sun, or hints of bloom. Nothing disturbs the black and white melancholia of winter.

Yet we know that March as a month is all action. Our red squirrels, striped skunks, cottontails, eastern chipmunks, raccoons, and mink breed in March, red fox and beaver as early as February. Always and forever, as the hit TV series Game of Thrones tells us “winter is coming,” and the next generation needs to mature and toughen in order to survive.

So, too, do our year-round, winged residents. Over the past several days, I’ve enticed a half dozen inquisitive and hungry black-capped chickadees into eating sunflowers from the palm of my hand. A quarrelsome bunch with more than fifteen distinct vocalizations, each flutters over my hand scolding before its tiny feet prickle my skin. And then they eat with great gusto, zipping off into the trees between tidbits, dangling upside down from some snowy twig, munching insect eggs.

The fairy-tale flashes of a deep green summer are both a distant memory and a distant dream.

r 5 March r

THE THERMOMETER on Edna’s porch reads 42 degrees Fahrenheit. We might half expect some nuzzling rain. March bridges the abyss between winter’s last stand and the foreshadowing of spring. It means nothing to us if not capricious weather, and tomorrow may throw up a blizzard.

Edna’s steps were nearly clear of snow this morning when we arrived, but the snowy meadow still hunkers against the cold, the snowbound river sluicing between ice sheets.

March marked the first of the year to the ancient Romans. The opening of their campaign season is named for Martius/Mars, the Roman god of war. For many, March is almost always a battle.

The First Nation Ojibwe/Chippewa, who live an hour’s drive north of us on the shores of Lake Huron, call this the Broken Snowshoe Month. Late winter can compress snow into such a hard-packed ice-crusted mass that snowshoe lacings are easily rasped away.

Mirroring the ice-blue tinge of our Paradise snowdrifts, the primary gemstone of March is the aquamarine, a variety of beryl, an aluminum silicate mineral related to the emerald. A pale-to-rich deep blue with an occasional tint of green, aquamarine, known as “the gem of the sea,” results from small quantities of iron that have been trapped in beryl crystals as they formed in ancient slow-cooling igneous/magma rock known as pegmatite. Ferrous iron gives aquamarine the trademark blue color many of us are familiar with. Ferric iron lends a green tint. Beryl has no hue, and raw aquamarine, more of a greenish blue, is heat-treated to remove most of the greenish hue.

Some aquamarines appear almost colorless by daylight, taking on a deeper tone indoors or by candlelight. Darker stones can also change dramatically in color when viewed from a different angle.

“Aquamarine” comes from the Latin words aqua (water) and marina (of the sea).

Thought to be a prize of mermaids, stones were frequently worn by sailors and other seafarers as a talisman for protection against drowning, shipwreck, or seasickness. Sailing ships decorated with the gemstones were intended to attract tranquil seas.

Sumerian, Egyptian, Greek, and Roman references to “sea-green beryl” have proven that aquamarine was well known and used as far back as the 6th century BCE. The Flemish mineralogist and physician Anselmus de Boodt first suggested the name aquamarine in his 1609 work, Gemmarum et Lapidum Historia (The History of Gems and Stones). The earliest modern-day discovery of aquamarine came from the mountains of Siberia in 1723.

Today, commercial stones come largely from mines in Brazil and Mozambique, and to a lesser degree from Nigeria, Pakistan, Myanmar, Madagascar, Colorado, and other areas.

Santa Maria Aquamarine describes stones of a deep vibrant blue from the Santa Maria de Itabira mines in the Marambaia Valley of Brazil. With the original mine exhausted, Santa Maria Aquamarine is extremely rare. Mozambique stones of similar clarity and tone are known as Santa Maria Africana or Santa Maria Afrique. Rich, sea-blue Pedro Azul Aquamarine comes from the Minas Gerais region of southeastern Brazil, a leading source of the gem.

Aquamarine symbolizes courage and hope, something few of us can afford to be without in these, the dark days of March.

Though the morning broke mild and spring-like, satiny mounds of old snow still lie across the water-meadow in velvet-blue—aquamarine—shadow. Conjuring daffodils out of snowdrifts may seem preposterous, but the daffodil has long been designated our flower of March. One of the earliest blooms of the year, its brilliance signals warmer days ahead with the promise of rebirth and new beginnings. Over sixty years ago, Uncle Harold planted a dozen butter-yellow double-daffodil bulbs outside his eastside cottage. A handful still fire up the tea deck every spring.

The daffodil, an ancient perennial also called trumpet narcissus or jonquil, belongs to the Amaryllis family. Native to the Iberian Peninsula, Southern France, and North Africa, and introduced to the Far East around the 10th century, the daffodil now grows in temperate climates all over the world. Six smooth white or yellow petals surround a trumpet-shaped corona, long, narrow leaves rising from the base of a single stem.

The word narcissus has been linked to the Greek word narcotic, originating with the Greek physician Galen, referring to substances that numb or deaden. Galen, in turn, probably based narcotic on the Greek word narcosis, used by Hippocrates in describing the process of numbing. Among several other plants, narcissi produce an alkaloid that can be poisonous if ingested, a property exploited in the production of the alkaloid galantamine used in the treatment of Alzheimer’s disease.

“Daffodil” likely derives from affodell, a variant of asphodel, a name the narcissus/daffodil was frequently given in antiquity. Asphodel comes from the Greek asphodelos meaning “lily.” Why the initial “d” was added remains a mystery, though from at least the 16th century, the daffodil, sometimes known as the lent lily, was also called daffydowndilly.

The national flower of Wales, the daffadowndilly often blankets the Welsh countryside by March 1, St. David’s Day. We are not so lucky here in Paradise. Still, those golden beauties at Harold’s Tea Deck will no doubt have bloomed by the end of the month.

r 6 March r

A BLANKET OF OLD SNOW deep under the cedars and packed in hollows and shady spots like raw unwashed cotton spreads across the water-meadow, where earlier this morning the thick-wet of fog crept up from a partially open river. On the maple slope at Russell’s, the day’s unseasonable mildness has laid bare patches of frozen earth for the first time since winter’s descent. The Finns call March the Earth Month for this reason.

In the coming weeks, after the spring snowmelt has come and gone, we’ll prowl the land again, taking note of the adjustments winter’s passage has affected—trees collapsed or vanished under the weight of ice or snow or water and the shift and flux of the riverbank.

Wherever we live, ancient landscapes have emerged and crumbled with time and catastrophe for eons. Paradise, a pinprick just off the southern edge of the Canadian Shield, is, like all of the planet, the culmination of vast swaths of geological time.

Southern Ontario blossomed from ground moraine, a vast wrinkled sheet of till—assorted clays, silts, sands, pebbles, cobbles, and boulders—that formed the bottom of an ancient glacial lake extending broadly from the base of the Canadian Shield.

Also known as the Laurentian Plateau, the Canadian Shield, over a hundred miles to the north, makes up 50 percent of Canada’s land mass and extends in a horseshoe shape from Labrador and the Arctic through most of Quebec, much of Ontario, Manitoba, the Northwest Territories and Nunavut, into northern Saskatchewan, northeastern Alberta, and the northern states of New York, Wisconsin, and Minnesota.

The only exposed portion of the North American Craton—the earth’s underlying Precambrian continental crust that stretches from Greenland to Northern Mexico, making up the greater part of the Canadian Shield—was forged three billion years ago by the workings of plate tectonics, glaciation, and erosion. The expanse contains some of the oldest rocks in the world, mostly granites. Blocks of core crust, fused by collision, created the Grenville Mountains, perhaps the largest range ever to exist on earth. Spreading from Quebec to Texas, the Grenvilles eroded away at least 800 million years ago, leaving behind the Canadian Shield’s present low profile.

The youngest portion of the Canadian Shield, the Grenville Province (170–570 million years old), spans an area from Sudbury, to the southeast, to the St. Lawrence River.

During the Paleozoic and Mesozoic eras (from 570 to 63 million years ago), basins off the Canadian Shield—the Hudson Bay and Moose River Basins in the north and the Superior, Southern, and Grenville in the south—filled up with sediment, with limestone from the sea creatures of primordial reefs, salt deposits from evaporated inland seas, and conglomerates, sandstones, and shales from ancient mountains and the Shield itself. From Windsor to Goderich to Sarnia, a massive saltwater lagoon flourished, though few pockets of its thick sedimentary bed remain.

About 66 million years ago, at the end of the Mesozoic Era, ice began to thicken, triggering the advance and retreat of glaciers in the Quaternary Period, which began 1.75 million years ago. This development, incidentally, led to our ancient ancestors, Cro-Magnon humans, venturing into Alaska on a land bridge from Siberia.

The Laurentide Ice Sheet, which began its final advance 115,000 years ago, covered all of Ontario and much of the northern United States. The Laurentide began to melt about 18,000 years ago, ending about 8,000 BCE. Sea levels then rose, and the land began to rebound.

Some of it still rebounds.

Over eons, these retreating ice sheets laid down the glacial deposits that produced the fertile soils still farmed today in Southern Ontario, the most common precipitate being till. Heaps of such rubble, formed between the fingers or arms of a glacier, are known as glacial moraines. The nearest moraine to Paradise, which lies in the Grenville Basin, is the Oak Ridge Moraine, located on high land that rises between Lake Ontario and Georgian Bay.

Sitting on the crest of the north hill, our eyes skim the snow-covered tips of maples and white cedars. The apple trees beside us, gnarled and stooped, spread out their limbs like open arms. We all await another springtide, breathless in the cold for what seems like eons more.

r 9 March r

THE FULL CROW MOON or Full Snow Crust Moon—the first full moon of spring—is riding high in the southeast as I step out into a bitterly cold but crystal-blue night. This year’s March full moon appears especially large and bright, a supermoon making one of its closest orbital approaches to the earth for the year. We’ll witness a second supermoon next month.

Moonlight has painted a luminous haze-fire on the skim of snow that has freshened the meadow’s foot-deep crusted remnants. The ribbon of river runs swollen with ice chunks and glittering like a snow globe. We can hear it singing below, a frost-bound promise of warming days, clattering crows, and a thawing landscape.

r 19 March r

THIS MORNING, AN ice jam has flooded the flats, smaller floes coursing downstream between riverbanks still locked in ice. On March 21, 1971 (as my father’s cottage notebook reports), snow, drifted to twelve feet, clogged the top of the steps. More than we’d ever seen before. More than we’ve seen since. A shallow ridge of snow on the hill-top and a staircase hardened with rime seem trifling by comparison. Even with a forecast of eighteen inches or more in blizzard form, we can still withdraw in safety in an hour or so, before the first squall rolls in. Survival is not an issue.

Not so for the First Nations tribes, the French explorers, fur traders, missionaries, European immigrants, Loyalist refugees, and freed slaves who came before us. Regional histories rarely advance neatly or simply. Just to furnish some sense of the place Paradise holds in time, I’ll keep this one brief.

Paleo-Indians lived in our area as early as 9000 BCE, Archaic cultures flourishing from 5000 BCE to the early centuries CE. A thousand years ago, a woodland people known as the Attiwandaronk Nation held the central and southern portions of Ontario’s southwestern peninsula in which Paradise lies. They slipped through the thick forests on high ground or river trails that crisscrossed the land from Lake Ontario to Lake Huron, from Lake Erie to Georgian Bay. Some of them may even have walked or paddled the river just as we will in the weeks to come.

The name Attiwandaronk comes from the Huron/Wyandot Nation, a tribal people with whom the Attiwandaronk traded. The Huron/Wyandot, allies of the northern Algonquin, were then living on the shores of Georgian Bay. (The Algonquin, including the Ojibwe/Chippewa bands still holding reservation land to the north of Paradise on Lake Huron, Georgian Bay, and the Bruce Peninsula, originally lived in eastern Ontario and southern Quebec. The large group of Algonquin-speaking people, which stretches from Virginia to the Rocky Mountains and Hudson Bay, was named after the tribe.)

The Iroquois all but annihilated the Huron/Wyandot or Wendat people in the mid-17th century. “Attiwandaronk” translates as “people who speak a slightly different language,” referring to the difficulty the Huron/Wyandot had in understanding their southern neighbors. At the time of the European invasion into what was to them the New World, the Attiwandaronk—at least twelve thousand strong—occupied about forty small villages in Southern Ontario. They grew squash, beans, and maize, and gathered nuts and fruits. They also mined lead, copper, and flint fifteen miles to our southeast, just north of present-day Fergus.

The Attiwandaronk also bartered for tobacco with the Tionontati or Petun (the Tobacco Nation) of Lake Huron, and they traded flint to Huronia’s old enemy, the Iroquois, who were then living to the south in present-day New York State. French explorers and fur traders probably referred to the Attiwandaronk as the Neutrals for this reason.

In 1651, during the French and Indian Wars (1642–1698), the Attiwandaronk/Neutrals abandoned their villages in the interior following a battle with the Iroquois in what is now Hamilton, Ontario. Some Neutral survivors of this skirmish fled north, hiding out in the caves of Elora Gorge, twelve miles southeast of us, this side of Fergus.

French explorer Samuel de Champlain, who first arrived on the St. Lawrence in 1603, formed an alliance with both the Algonquin and the Huron. Champlain traveled along the shores of Lake Huron on a voyage of discovery, spending the winter of 1615 among the native people at Manisetung (present-day Goderich) about sixty miles directly west of the cottage, on Lake Huron. Returning to Georgian Bay, he crossed the height of land to the north, possibly passing very near to Paradise.

Also living among the Attiwandaronk at that time were
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Edna’s Cottage
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The Gully Bridge
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View from The Dam Rapids
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View from Castor’s Landing
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American Robin, April; photo by Dan Beeaff
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Canada Geese, May; photo by Dan Beeaff
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Rose-breasted Grosbeak, May; photo by Marie Laure Fontaine
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