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STEPHEN TRIMBLE

these cued my father’s steering-wheel lectures about western his-
tory and geology. “Maryhill Museum: what’s there, Daddy?”
“What happened at Big Hole Battlefield?” “The map shows
Crystal Ice Cave ten miles off the highway. Do we have time to
go?” From my fathcr, I learned abour the Lake Bonneville flood,
the differences between gneiss and schist, the route of Lewis and
Clark down the Clearwater, and how Chief Tommy Thompson
used to fish for salmon at Celilo Falls on the Columbia River
before the dams.

My father, Don Trimble, worked as a field geologist for the
U.S. Geological Survey for more than thirty years. Every sum-
mer, our family left home in Denver to spend the three months
between school terms in a town near his field assignment, rent-
ing a house near whatever quadrangle he was mapping. In my
infancy and early childhood, his mapping projects circled Port-
land, Oregon. In summers from second grade through high
school, we lived in southeastern Idaho, in Aberdeen and in
Pocatello.

Setting out across the western states, my mother drove our
Dodge, my father the government Jeep. When I rode with my
mother, we looked for music on the AM radio, hoping for jazz.
When I rode with my father, he told me stories. When we all
rode together during vacations, we alternated between these
diversions. Boxes of gear for the summer’s field season filled the
rear of the Jeep and the trunk of the car: dishes, clothes, cam-
eras, map cases, a Brunton compass, rock samplc sacks scwn from
white canvas and permanently scented with acrid basin and range
alkali dust, my bicycle (and, once, in the rear window, my pet-
store turtle in a Skippy peanut-butter jar, forgotten and inadver-
tently boiled when we stopped for lunch one day).

Connection to the natural world can begin with snakes, shells,
or stars, birds, beetles, or blackberries. For me, connection

18
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STEPHEN TRIMBLE

Route-finding, remembering a sequence of landmark relation-
ships, comes later. Experience with my own children belies this
model: at one and a half, my son chanted, “Mama, mama,” as
soon as we came within five blocks of home on our return from
the babysitter at the end of the day. At two, his sistcr delightedly
spotted her personal landmarks on our drives around town:
“There’s Kevin’s office [our pediatrician]. That’s Mom’s old
work. There’s Bartie’s house.”

Many studies indicate that accurate mental map-making
increases with active participation—with walking through an
environment. Tying together a sequence of places works even
better if those sites are connected by stories. One’s own stories
surely work best—the ones we create whilc walking tou school or
exploring a neighborhood gully. Even preschoolers can learn
such sequences—following a baby clephant through a model
jungle, for instance, if they learn the elephant’s route in associa-
tion with a story. Only older children can construct maps in
which routes and smaller regions fit within some larger frame of
reference. Recognizing printed maps as representations of places
can happen as early as three years of age, though grasping their
complexities proceeds slowly after that, in parallel with develop-
ing symbolic and spatial skills (just as Piaget, the dominant theo-
rist of child development, would predict).

My own childhood mental maps of the West were fuzzy except
when I could connect them to the stories I knew: the unfolding
of our journeys from Denver to Pacatello, the paths of Lewis
and Clark or the Oregon Trail traced on the maps, geological
“creation legends” absorbed from my father. We learn our home-
land from storics, just as we learn nearly everything from stories.
Anthropologist Keith Basso has noted that Apache children in
the Southwest constantly hear their elders link landscape features
with the ethics of living correctly as an Apache. Listen to Benson
Lewis, a Cibecue Apache elder:
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STEPHEN TRIMBLE

magical code of our genes. The bent of personality that makes a
girl or boy receptive to natural history may well be something we
cannot instill, but rather something with which an individual
starts. Nevertheless, genes work in context. No personality or
process is independent of environmental and social dimensions.

Seeing with a naturalist’s eye is neither eccentric nor artificial.
Human brains evolved in the natural world, not in a clinic or lab.
Infants prefer patterns a lirtle different, but not too different,
from those they have seen before. And so, once children learn
“bird,” they may naturally move on to observing the differences
between a robin, a sparrow, a blackbird, and a jay. Infants push
out toward the adventure of the unknown, but only so far: the
security of the known tempers their reach. This tension between
the old and the new, safety versus growth, dominates much of
infancy and childhood.

Tiny humans begin their journeys in the haven of family-—a
safe place, we hope. They test their wills against the giants, the
grown-ups, as they struggle to define unique relationships to the
world. Each moves from there into the land, adventuring. The
expanse of sky and ocean and prairie humble and overwhelm.
Nowhere, it seems, do human concerns matter less. And yet,
nowhere else is the simple fact of our existence so exhilaratingly
clear. Nowhere do so few trivializing and demeaning assaults on
cgos exist. Nowhere do humans matter more.

By forging connections with plants, animals, and land, by
finding ways to experience some relationship to the Farth, indi-
viduals can gain a sense of worth. Herein lies security. Edith
Cobb, in analyzing the roots of creativity in great thinkers,
found that many had expericnced a pivotal childhood “disconti-
nuity, an awareness of [one’s] own unique separateness and iden-
tity, and also a continuity, a renewal of relationship with nature.”
Cobb marveled at what can grow from this paradox: «. . . a
delighted awareness that knowing and being are in some way

22
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STEPHEN TRIMBLE

intimacy to the act. One friend’s son collected “dinosaur eggs”
all over the West—an increasingly heavy crate of stream cobbles
and river gravel. Rocks, bugs, feathers, bones—many of us
remember our treasures.

The summer I was cight, I caught frogs. We were in Aberdeen
that field season, a tiny town on the western shore of American
Falls Reservoir, surrounded by Idaho potato fields strewn with
sprinkler pipe and, beyond, the black lava of the Snake River
Plain. What mattered to me, however, was the grid of ditches
that lined every street and allowed the mostly Mennonite and
Mormon families of the town to flood-irrigate their lawns on
hot summer mornings. With two buddies, Tony and Billy, the
sons of my father’s ficld partncr, I scarched for frogs.

The frogs were tiny—young leopard frogs. Adult frogs must
have lived nearby, but I remember only the delicate animals an
inch long. I lay on the banks and peered under the plank bridges
where footpaths crossed the ditches. The silver surface of the
water mirrored the hazy cloudless summer sky. With luck, a small
amphibious head would break the surface, two bulbous eyes
peering off to the sides. I lay in wait, then lunged. I harassed far
more individuals than I caught, but the captures excited me as
much as the first kill must for a boy in a hunting culture. I
plunked the little frogs into empty coffee cans to take them home
for a night, and then returned them in the mornings, sluggish
but surviving.

Simply discovering that the frogs lived in rthose ditches in our
front yards brought the wildness of other beings into my life. I
acted with a child’s need to handle and possess them. Each frog
was distinct, but I had yet to develop any curiosity about the
contrasts among groups of frogs, the species and genera and tax-
onomic identities of the forms of life that writer Henry Beston
called “other nations.”
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STEPHEN TRIMBLE

ideal, “a living ecological relationship between . . . a person and
a place”—topophilia, rootedness, placeness, knowing where
home is.

Found objects from nature can define a home and nurture self-
esteem. Think back to your feelings as a child: wandering, you
find wonders, identify them (sometimes), take them home to
your room, show them off to friends, and protect them. No one
has a conch shell or chip of obsidian or fragile wisp of snakeskin
or sack of chestnuts or nub of deer antler just like yours. Your
possession is unique; thus, you are unique. Annie Dillard writes
eloquently of such experiences in An American Childhood. Here
is her description of a 1919 dime she once discovered in her alley:

Treasure was something you found in the alley. Treasure was some-
thing you dug up out of the dirt in a chaotic, half-forbidden, for-
saken place far removed from the ovdinary comings and goings of
people who earned salaries in the light: under some rickety back
stairs, near a falling-down pile of discarded lumber, with people
yelling at you to get away from there.

-« . In spring I pried flat rocks from the damp streambed and
captured red and black salamanders. . . . In the fall I walked to col-
lect buckeyes from lawns. Buckeyes were wealth.

The key then is to plant the buckeye, feed the salamander, invent
a story about the dime. With these acts of extension, children
begin to cultivate relationship—and the concomitant risks and
rewards of sharing, of giving, of love. By moving beyond simple
ownership they avoid the trap of permanently linking their self-
cstcem with what is only the first step—acquisition. Eventually,
the discovery suffices for power; observation serves as posses-
sion; and we leave these objects where we find them, transcend-
ing the old dead-end of human domination over nature.

26
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STEPHEN TRIMBLE

little animals, conkers [chestnuts], fallen leaves, mud, fir cones
and winged seeds; they provide a suitable backdrop for every
conceivable game of the imagination.”

4

Middle childhood comes after what psychologists call the five-
to-seven shift. The brain is finally fully developed. Children
become capable of far more sophisticated learning, what Piaget
calls “concrete operations.” In other primates, this shift leads
right into puberty. Humans, however, have postponed the hor-
monal rush until the teenage years, opening up a six-year interval
when childhood brains receive and learn in a uniquely fresh,
receptive, and playful way. Edith Cobb emphasizes the potency
of this time when children are “in love with the universe” and
poised “halfway between inner and outer worlds Here, she
says, lie “latent power and purpose, the seeds of the writer’s art,
the painter’s vision, the explorer’s passion.” As Melvin Konner
notes in his fine book, Childhood: “These are the years when the
child is seen by societies throughout the world as a vessel into
which knowledge, skill, and tradition—in short, culture—can be
steadily and reliably poured.”

Writer and educator Paul Shepard speaks of “the ark of the
mind,” a lovely phrasc. “A decade, from the beginnings of speech
to the onset of puberty, is all we have to load the ark.” With ani-
mals, with plants, with place, with sunrises and moonsets. With
wildness.

This is the decade that I have remembered in my stories of
maps and frogs, the years in which I was a vessel for my teachers,
family, and peers to fill. I vividly remember the last travels of
those years, park by national park, snapshot by snapshot. The
year I turned chirteen, my ability to focus on the same experi-
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STEPHEN TRIMBLE

nections to other creatures mattered as much as my humanity. I
saw details with a little of the attentiveness of a writer. My abil-
ity to see and understand beyond my personal boundaries passed
a crucial threshold.

Ever since, I have seen these trees as my fricnds. When they
grow along my path, I reach out to them, draw their needles
through my hands, and smile. say their names, an acknowledg-
ment of kinship—like a formal genealogy, another chapter of
Scripture. Psendotsuga. Picea. J uniperus. Abies concolor. Pinus
Sflexilis.

“Psendotsuga. Douglas fir. I am here, too.”

Not every child has the predilection to become a naturalist. And
it may take time to develop. For instance, I did not see beyond
my adolescent self until twenty-one.

I started lucky—with a secure middle-class background, decent
self-esteem, curiosity, and a privileged education. My childhood
experiences with maps and geography and exposure to open
country gave me an underlying understanding of environment
ready to populate with animals and plants. Not until chance
encounters in my last years of college, however—my best friend’s
passion for field biology, another friend’s stories of working as a
park ranger, encountering mentors—did I begin to see as a natu-
ralist, watching the telephone poles for raptors, carrying binocu-
lars to identify the warblers in riparian woods, learning the
telltale characters of borage, mustard, and sedge. Only then did I
come to believe that natural history was as important as civil
rights, American literature, or having a romance in one’s life,
And not until I began to read the literature of natural history
could I articulate my belief in the Earth as grounding and faith
and guide.
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