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If a child is to keep alive his inborn sense of wonder without any
such gift from the fairies, he needs the companionship of at least one
adult who can share it, rediscovering with him the joy, excitement and
mystery of the world we live in. Parents often have a sense of inadequacy
when confronted on the one hand with the eager, sensitive mind of a
child and on the other with a world of complex physical nature, inhabited
by a life so various and unfamiliar that it seems hopeless to reduce it to
order and knowledge. In a mood of self-defeat, they exclaim, “How can I

possibly teach my child about nature—why, I don’t even know one bird

from another!”

1 sincerely believe that for the child, and for the parent seeking to
guide him, it is not half so important to £zow as to feel.\[f facts are the
seeds that later produce knowledge and wisdom, then the emotions
and the impressions of the senses are the fertile soil in which the seeds
must grow. The years of early childhood are the time to prepare the
soil. Once the emotions have been aroused—a sense of the beautiful, the
excitement of the new and the unknown, a feeling of sympathy, pity, ad-
miration or love—then we wish for knowledge about the object of our
emotional response. Once found, it has lasting meaningﬂt is more im-
portant to pave the way for the child to want to know than to put him

on a diet of facts he is not ready to assimilate.”y ~
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If you are a parent who feels he has little nature lore at his disposal
there is still much you can do for your child. With him, wherever you
are and whatever your resources, you can still look up at the sky—its
dawn and twilight beauties, its moving clouds, its stars by night. You
can listen to the wind, whether it blows with majestic voice through
a forest ot sings a many-voiced chorus around the eaves of your house
or the corners of your apartment building, and in the listening, you
can gain magical release for your thoughts. You can still feel the rain
on your face and think of its long journey, its many transmutations, from
sea to air to earth. Even if you are a city dweller, you can find some place,
perhaps a park or a golf course, where you can observe the mysterious
migrations of the birds and the changing seasons. And with your child
you can ponder the mystery of a growing seed, even if it be only one

planted in a pot of earth in the kitchen window.
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Exploring nature with your child is largely a matter of becoming re-

ceptive to what lies all around you. It is learning again to use your
eyes, ears, nostrils and finger tips, opening up the disused channels of
sensory impression.

For most of us, knowledge of our world comes largely through sight,
yet we look about with such unseeing eyes that we are partially blind.
One way to open your eyes to unnoticed beauty is to ask yourself, “What
if I had never seen this before? What if I knew I would never see it

again?”

Bark of a tree with sap flowing
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I remember a summer night when such a thought came to me
strongly. It was a clear night without a moon. With a friend, I went
out on a flat headland that is almost a tiny island, being all but sus-
rounded by the waters of the bay. There the horizons are remote and
distant rims on the edge of space. We lay and looked up at the sky and
the millions of stars that blazed in darkness. The night was so still that
we could hear the buoy on the ledges out beyond the mouth of the bay.
Once or twice a word spoken by someone on the far shore was carried
actoss on the clear air. A few lights burned in cottages. Otherwise there
was no reminder of other human life; my companion and I were alone
with the stars. I have never seen them more beautiful: the misty river of

the Milky Way flowing across the sky, the patterns of the constellations

standing out bright and clear, a blazing planet low on the horizon. Once

ot twice a meteor burned its way into the earth’s atmosphere.

It occurred to me that if this were a sight that could be seen only
once in a century or even once in a human generation, this little headland
would be thronged with spectators. But it can be seen many scores of
nights in any year, and so the lights burned in the cottages and the
inhabitants probably gave not a thought to the beauty overhead; and

because they could see it almost any night perhaps they will never see 1t

An experience like that, when one’s thoughts are released to roam
through the lonely spaces of the universe, can be shared with a child even
if you don’t know the name of a single star. You can still drink in the

beauty, and think and wonder at the meaning of what you see.




Damsel fly

Y'And then there is the world of little things, seen all too seldom.
Ma;y children, perhaps because they themselves are small and closer
to the ground than we, notice and delight in the small and inconspicuous.
With this beginning, it is easy to share with them the beauties we usually
miss because we look too hastily, seeing the whole and not its patts.
Some of nature’s most exquisite handiwork is on a miniature scale, as
anyone knows who has applied a magnifying glass to a snowﬂake\?\)

An investment of a few dollars in a good hand lens or magni%dng
glass will bring a new world into being. With your child{look at objects
you take for granted as commonplace or uninteresting,’ A sprinkling of
sand grains may appear as gleaming jewels of rose or ctystal hue, or as
glittering jet beads, or as a mélange of Lilliputian rocks, spines of sea
urchins and bits of snail shells.

A lens-aided view into a patch of moss reveals a dense tropical
jungle, in which insects large as tigers prowl amid strangely formed,
luxuriant trees. A bit of pond weed or seaweed put in a glass container
and studied under a lens is found to be populated by hordes of strange
beings, whose activities can entertain you for hours. Flowers (especially
the composites), the early buds of leaf or flower from any tree, or any
small creature reveal unexpected beauty and complexity when, aided by a

lens, we can escape the limitations of the human size scale.
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Hearing can be a source of even more exquisite pleasure but it
requires conscious cultivation. I have had people tell me they had never
heard the song of a wood thrush, although I knew the bell-like phrases of
this bird had been ringing in their back yards every spring. By suggestion
and example, I believe children can be helped to hear the many voices
about them. Take time to listen and talk about the voices of the earth and
what they mean—the majestic voice of thunder, the winds, the sound of
surf or flowing streams.

And the voices of living things: No child should grow up unaware
of the dawn chorus of the birds in spring. He will never forget the ex-

perience of a specially planned early rising and going out in the predawn

darkness. The first voices are heard before daybreak. It is easy to pick out
these first, solitary singers. Perhaps a few cardinals are uttering their
clear, rising whistles, like someone calling a dog. Then the song of a
whitethroat, pute and ethereal, with the dreamy quality of remembered
joy. Off in some distant patch of woods a whippoorwill continues his
monotonous night chant, rhythmic and insistent, sound that is felt almost
more than heard. Robins, thrushes, song sparrows, jays, vireos add their
voices. The chorus picks up volume as more and more robins join in,
contributing a fierce rhythm of their own that soon becomes dominant in
the wild medley of voices. In that dawn chorus one hears the throb of

life itself. .
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There is other living music. I have already promised Roger that
we'll take our flashlights this fall and go out into the garden to hunt
for the insects that play little fiddles in the grass and among the shrubbery
and flower borders. The sound of the insect orchestra swells and throbs
night after night, from midsummer until autumn ends and the frosty
nights make the tiny players stiff and numb, and finally the last note
is stilled in the long cold. An hour of hunting out the small musicians
by flashlight is an adventure any child would love. It gives him a sense of
the night’s mystery and beauty, and of how alive it is with watchful eyes
and little, waiting forms.

The game is to listen, not so much to the full orchestra as to the

separate instruments, and to try to locate the players. Perhaps you are

drawn, step by step, to a bush from which comes a sweet, high-pitched,
endlessly repeated trill. Finally you trace it to a little creature of palest
green, with wings as white and insubstantial as moonlight. Or from
somewhere along the garden path comes a cheerful, thythmic chirping,
a sound as companionable and homely as a fire crackling on a hearth or a
cat’s purr. Shifting your light downward you find a black mole cricket
disappearing into his grassy den.

Most haunting of all is one I call the faity bell ringer. I have never
found him. I'm not sure I want to. His voice—and surely he himself—
are so ethereal, so delicate, so otherworldly, that he should remain in-
visible, as he has through all the nights I have searched for him. It is
exactly the sound that should come from a bell held in the hand of the
tiniest elf, iﬁexpressibly clear and silvery, so faint, so barely-to-be-heard

that you hold your breath as you bend closer to the green glades from

which the fairy chiming comes.




The night is a time, too, to listen for other voices, the calls of bird
migrants hurrying northward in spring and southward in autumn. Take
your child out on a still October night when there is little wind and
find a quiet place away from traffic noises. Then stand very still and
listen, projecting your consciousness up into the dark arch of the sky
above you. Presently your ears will detect tiny wisps of sound—sharp
chirps, sibilant lisps and call notes. They are the voices of bird migrants,
apparently keeping in touch by their calls with others of their kind
scattered through the sky. I never hear these calls without a wave of feel-
ing that is compounded of many emotions—a sense of lonely distances, a
compassionate awareness of small lives controlled and directed by forces
beyond volition or denial, a surging wonder at the sure instinct for route
and direction that so far has baffled human efforts to explain it.

If the moon is full and the night skies are alive with the calls of
bird migrants, then the way is open for another adventure with your
child, if he is old enough to use a telescope or a good pair of binoculats.
The sport of watching migrating birds pass across the face of the moon
has become popular and even scientifically important in recent years, and
it is as good a way as I know to give an older child a sense of the mystery
of migration.

Seat yourself comfortably and focus your glass on the moon. You
must learn patience, for unless you are on a well-traveled highway of
migration you may have to wait many minutes before you are rewarded.
In the waiting periods you can study the topography of the moon, for
even a glass of moderate power reveals enough detail to fascinate a
space-conscious child. But sooner or later you should begin to see the
birds, lonely travelers in space glimpsed as they pass from darkness into

darkness.
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In all this I have said little about identification of the birds, insects,
rocks, stars or any other of the living and nonliving things that share
this world with us. Of course it is always convenient to give a name to
things that arouse our interest. But that is a separate problem, and one
that can be solved by any parent who has a reasonably observant eye and
the price of the various excellent handbooks that are available in quite

inexpensive editions.

Barnacles

I think the value of the game of identification depends on how you
play it. If it becomes an end in itself I count it of little use. It is pos-
sible to compile extensive lists of creatures seen and identified without
ever once having caught a breath-taking glimpse of the wonder of life. If
a child asked me a question that suggested even a faint awareness of
the mystery behind the arrival of a migrant sandpiper on the beach
of an August morning, I would be far more pleased than by the mere

fact that he knew it was a sandpiper and not a plover.
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What is the value of preserving and strengthening this sense of awe

and wonder, this recognition of something beyond the boundaries of
human existence? Is the exploration of the natural world just a pleasant
way to pass the golden hours of childhood or is there something deeper?

I am sure there is something much deeper, something lasting and
significant. Those who dwell, as scientists or laymen, among the beauties
and mysteries of the earth are never alone or weary of life Whatever
the vexations or concerns of their personal lives, their thoughts can find
paths that lead to inner contentment and to renewed excitement in
living.7Those who contemplate the beauty of the earth find reserves of
strength that will endure as long as life lasts. There is symbolic as well as
actual beauty in the migration of the birds, the ebb and flow of the tides,
the folded bud ready for the spring. There is something infinitely healing

in the repeated refrains of nature—the assurance that dawn comes after
night, and spring after the winter.

I like to remember the distinguished Swedish oceanographer, Otto
Pettersson, who died a few years ago at the age of ninety-three, in full
possession of his keen mental powers. His son, also world-famous in
oceanography, has related in a recent book how intensely his father en-
joyed every new experience, every new discovery concerning the world
about him.

“He was an incurable romantic,” the son wrote, “intensely in love
with life and with the mysteries of the cosmos.” When he realized he
had not much longer to enjoy the carthly scene, Otto Pettersson said to
his son:(“What will sustain me in my last moments is an infinite curiosity

as to what is to follow.’%f
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In my mail recently was a letter that bore eloquent testimony to the
lifelong durability of a sense of wonder. It came from a reader who asked
advice on choosing a seacoast spot for a vacation, a place wild enough
that she might spend her days roaming beaches unspoiled by civilization,
exploring that world that is old but ever new.

Regretfully she excluded the rugged northern shores. She had loved
the shore all her life, she said, but climbing over the rocks of Maine might
be difficult, for an eighty-ninth birthday would soon arrive. As I put
down her letter I was warmed by the fires of wonder and amazement that
still burned brightly in her youthful mind and spirit, just as they must
have done fourscore years ago.

The lasting pleasures of contact with the natural world are not
reserved for scientists but are available to anyone who will place him-

self under the influence of earth, sea and sky and their amazing life.




