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.. . Thoreau anticipated many of the central ideas and issues that are routinely
observed in American nature writing of the past fifty years: for instance, concern
about the effect of industry and technology on the natural world and human society;
fascination with the relationship between the human mind and nonhuman nature;
emphasis on local, everyday phenomena rather than exotic, extraordinary things and

events; and appreciation of simplicity in nature and human life.!
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Greatly altered in appearance — in places to the point of unrecognizability — Cape
Cod nonetheless remains as fundamental, challenging and unexhausted a departure
point for discovery and self-discovery as it ever was. After more than three and a half
centuries of occupation by Western man, the real Cape still eludes us, offering and

withdrawing its mysteries with the tides, saying follow me, know me, live with me.?
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Oceanographers estimate that for every five acres of shoreline lost to erosion, only two
are replaced with new land in the form of barrier beaches or sand hooks. There is little
doubt that the Cape’s ultimate fate is to return to the sea that spawned and shaped it.
At current rates of sea-level rise, Cape Cod has at best only another five to six
thousand years before the Puritan preacher Cotton Mather’s prediction comes true,

and “shoals of codfish be seen swimming on its highest hills.”
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So man makes cosmetic changes on the shoreline, building dikes and sea walls, filling
in swamps and marshes, dredging harbors and rechanneling streams. But the older,

deeper currents continue to run in the daily tides, like the schools of alewives . .. .}
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. . . the beaches were remarkably clean, a thousand times healthier than the lingering
air of desolation and degradation that hangs over areas of human despoliation even
before final abandonment and decay set in .. . . . It reminded me of old construction sites

cleared away before new building began, a kind of marine urban renewal.’
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At the end of The Outermost House, Beston makes his famous statement, ‘Creation is
here and now.’ Its converse, of course, is that destruction is also here and now, and this
moment it seemed to be the stronger truth. But they are really two sides of the same
coin, or rather, a single indistinguishable process that human beings have divided into

‘creative’ and ‘destructive’ force to express its effects on their own interests.’
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The air itself was full of the miist of its destruction, intersecting rainbows and flashes
of light, and it smelled sweet, new-made, and wonderfully exhilarating. In no other
place I know can you get so close to ultimate, unbridled forces with so little risk as on

the ocean shore.®
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It is true that in the long run the C\ape is losing ground, or at least attenuating, century
by century. But along its edges, at least, the processes are not so simple. Average rates
of erosion are just that, averages. Some beaches, especially at the extremes of the

Outer Cape and along the Bay shores, are actually accreting and extending.®
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We need to look more at insects, if only to recognize them for what they are. We avoid
them so deliberately that I doubt if many adults could give a reasonably accurate,
objective description of the commonest garden bugs we spend so much time trying to

get rid of .12
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But these terms seem more revealing of human analogies than of the realities of insect
societies, whose superficial similarities to our own only tease us into a recognition of

much more profound differences.!2
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No, these insects were still puzzles, red-and-black hieroglyphs of a summer saga,

written in an ancient tongue I had neither the wit nor the perception to read.’?
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These creatures tease me with their unconscious competence, a sureness that implies
not so much prowess as belonging, of knowing where and who they are, of being local

inhabitants in a way I am not.*

There is no Gordian knot to cut here. Every part of the maze is a knot tied to every
other part. To cut down the trees and scatter the animals, to make broad paths and
wide clearings, is not to solve or enter the mystery, but to obliterate it and erect empty
designs in its place. Such acts may give me passage and room to move about, but not

entrance, and entrance is what I crave.’®
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What by day had been a route so familiar and benign that I had ceased to notice it, was
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now all at once menacing and totally alien. Though I was certain I was less than a
hundred feet from my house, I felt effectively marooned and blind. I suddenly realized
that I did not know these woods at all. It was a face I had looked on for months and
months, and yet because I had no cause to see it, I found I had not the crudest notion

of its features.!®
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And vet, for that moment, because of a woodcock seen briefly at sunset on a windy
ridge, I stood apart and unconnected with their lives. I was a deer staring in, my head

turned, slightly curious, slightly wary, but ultimately unattached and passing on."”
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If they <whales> deserve our admiration and respect, it is because, as Henry Beston
put it, “They are other nations, caught with ourselves in the net of life and time, fellow

prisoners of the splendour and travail of life."®
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We need plants, animals, weather, unfettered shores and unbroken woodland, not
merely for a stable and healthy environment, but as an antidote to introversion, a
preventive against human inbreeding . . . . To confine this world in zoos or in

exclusively human terms does injustice not only to nature, but to ourselves as well.!®
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