
ANNIE DILLARD [b . 1945] 

Seeing 

Born in 1945 in Pi t tsburgh, Annie Dillard is best known as a na ture 
writer. Pilgrim at Tinker Creek (1974) won a Pulitzer Prize and estab
lished he r as a wri ter whose na tu re walks lead not just into the woods 
bu t also upward, to spiri tual considerat ions . In her nonfiction, fiction, 
and poetry, including he r autobiographical An American Childhood 
(1987), she has cont inued to descr ibe the world a round her in close 
detail and then to leap off into the metaphysical . Dillard teaches cre
ative wri t ing at Wesleyan University in Connecticut . 

In "Seeing," from Pilgrim at linker Creek, Dillard uses specific details 
and precisely crafted imagery to share he r appreciat ion for the gifts 
na ture somet imes reveals to the for tunate observer. To see such beau
ties in na ture , she writes, "I try to keep my eyes open." She prizes the 
fleeting m o m e n t s when "the world [is] unraveled from reason," when 
visions powerful a n d sublime rise out of m u d d y silt, shoot through the 
heavens, or transfigure a simple tree. Dillard closes her essay by not ing 
tha t "the vision comes a n d goes, most ly goes, bu t I live for it, for the 
m o m e n t when the mounta ins open a n d a new light roars in spate 
th rough the crack, and the mounta ins slam." 

W h e n I w a s six o r seven years old, g r o w i n g u p in P i t t sbu rgh , I u s e d t o 
take a p e n n y of m y o w n a n d h i d e it for s o m e o n e else t o find. I t w a s a 
cu r ious c o m p u l s i o n ; sadly, I've n e v e r b e e n se ized by it s ince . F o r s o m e 
r eason I a lways "hid" t h e p e n n y a l o n g t h e s a m e s t r e t ch of s idewalk u p 
the s t ree t . I 'd c r ad l e it a t t h e roo t s of a m a p l e , say, o r in a ho le left by a 
chipped-off p iece of s idewalk . T h e n I 'd t a k e a p iece of cha lk a n d , s t a r t i n g 
at e i t h e r e n d of t h e block, d r a w h u g e a r r o w s l ead ing u p to t h e p e n n y 
from b o t h d i r ec t ions . After I l e a r n e d to w r i t e I labe led t h e a r r o w s "SUR
PRISE AHEAD" o r "MONEY THIS WAY." I w a s grea t ly exci ted, d u r i n g all t h i s 
a r r o w d r a w i n g , a t t h e t h o u g h t of t h e first lucky pa s se rby w h o w o u l d 
receive i n t h i s way, r ega rd l e s s of mer i t , a free gift f rom the un ive r se . B u t 
I n e v e r l u r k e d a b o u t . I 'd go s t r a i g h t h o m e a n d n o t give t h e m a t t e r 
a n o t h e r t h o u g h t , un t i l , s o m e m o n t h s later, I w o u l d be g r i p p e d b y t h e 
impu l se t o h i d e a n o t h e r penny. 
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T h e r e a r e lo ts of t h i n g s t o see , u n w r a p p e d gifts a n d free su rp r i s e s . T h e 
w o r l d is fairly s t u d d e d a n d s t r e w n w i t h p e n n i e s ca s t b r o a d s i d e f rom a 
g e n e r o u s h a n d . B u t — a n d th i s is t h e p o i n t — w h o gets exci ted b y a m e r e 
p e n n y ? If y o u fol low o n e a r row, if y o u c r o u c h m o t i o n l e s s o n a b a n k to 
w a t c h a t r e m u l o u s ripple thr i l l o n t h e water , a n d a r e r e w a r d e d b y t h e 
s igh t of a m u s k r a t k i t p a d d l i n g f rom i ts d e n , wil l y o u c o u n t t h a t s igh t a 
c h i p of c o p p e r only, a n d go y o u r rueful w a y ? I t is very d i r e pover ty 
i n d e e d for a m a n t o b e so m a l n o u r i s h e d a n d fa t igued t h a t h e w o n t s t o o p 
t o p i c k u p a penny . B u t if y o u cu l t iva te a h e a l t h y pove r ty a n d simplicity, 
s o t h a t finding a p e n n y will m a k e y o u r day, t h e n , s ince t h e w o r l d is i n 
fact p l a n t e d in p e n n i e s , y o u h a v e w i t h y o u r pove r ty b o u g h t a l i fe t ime of 
days . W h a t y o u see is w h a t y o u get . 

Unfor tuna te ly , n a t u r e is very m u c h a now-you-see- i t , now-you-don ' t 
affair. A fish f lashes, t h e n dissolves in t h e w a t e r be fo re m y eyes l ike so 
m u c h sal t . D e e r a p p a r e n t l y a s c e n d bod i ly i n t o heaven ; t h e b r i g h t e s t o r i 
ole fades i n t o leaves . T h e s e d i s a p p e a r a n c e s s t u n m e in to s t i l lness a n d 
c o n c e n t r a t i o n ; t h e y say of n a t u r e t h a t i t concea l s w i t h a g r a n d n o n c h a 
l ance , a n d t h e y say of v i s ion t h a t it is a de l ibe ra t e gift, t h e r eve la t ion of a 
d a n c e r w h o for m y eyes on ly flings a w a y h e r seven veils . 

F o r n a t u r e d o e s revea l a s wel l a s concea l : now-you-don ' t - see- i t , n o w -
y o u - d o . F o r a w e e k th i s S e p t e m b e r m i g r a t i n g r e d - w i n g e d b l ackb i rd s 
w e r e feed ing heavi ly d o w n b y Tinker Creek a t t h e b a c k of t h e h o u s e . O n e 
d a y I w e n t o u t t o inves t iga te t h e r acke t ; I w a l k e d u p t o a t r ee , a n Osage 
o r a n g e , a n d a h u n d r e d b i r d s flew away. T h e y s imp ly m a t e r i a l i z e d o u t of 
t h e t r ee . I s a w a t r ee , t h e n a w h i s k of color, t h e n a t r ee aga in . I w a l k e d 
c lose r a n d a n o t h e r h u n d r e d b l a c k b i r d s t o o k flight. N o t a b r a n c h , n o t a 
tw ig b u d g e d : t h e b i r d s w e r e a p p a r e n t l y we igh t l e s s a s wel l a s invis ible . 
Or, it w a s a s if t h e leaves of t h e Osage o r a n g e h a d b e e n freed f rom a spell 
in t h e f o r m of r e d - w i n g e d b l ackb i rd s ; t h e y flew f rom t h e t r ee , c a u g h t m y 
eye i n t h e sky, a n d v a n i s h e d . W h e n I l o o k e d a g a i n a t t h e t r ee , t h e leaves 
h a d r e a s s e m b l e d a s if n o t h i n g h a d h a p p e n e d . F ina l ly I w a l k e d d i rec t ly t o 
t h e t r u n k of t h e t r ee a n d a final h u n d r e d , t h e r ea l d i e h a r d s , a p p e a r e d , 
s p r e a d , a n d v a n i s h e d . H o w c o u l d so m a n y h i d e i n t h e t r e e w i t h o u t m y 
see ing t h e m ? T h e Osage o r a n g e , unruff led, l o o k e d j u s t a s it h a d l ooked 
f rom t h e h o u s e , w h e n t h r e e h u n d r e d r e d - w i n g e d b l a c k b i r d s c r i ed f rom 
its c r o w n . I l o o k e d u p s t r e a m w h e r e t h e y flew, a n d t h e y w e r e g o n e . 
S e a r c h i n g , I cou ldn ' t s p o t o n e . I w a n d e r e d u p s t r e a m t o force t h e m to 
p lay t h e i r h a n d , b u t they 'd c r o s s e d t h e c r eek a n d sca t t e red . O n e s h o w to 
a c u s t o m e r . T h e s e a p p e a r a n c e s c a t c h a t m y t h r o a t ; t h e y a r e t h e free gifts, 
t h e b r i g h t c o p p e r s a t t h e r o o t s of t r ees . 

It 's all a m a t t e r of k e e p i n g m y eyes o p e n . N a t u r e is l ike o n e of t h o s e l ine 5 
d r a w i n g s t h a t a r e p u z z l e s for ch i ld ren : C a n y o u find h i d d e n in t h e t r ee a 
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duck , a h o u s e , a boy, a b u c k e t , a giraffe, a n d a b o o t ? Spec ia l i s t s c a n find 
t h e m o s t inc red ib ly h i d d e n t h i n g s . A b o o k I r e a d w h e n I w a s y o u n g r ec 
o m m e n d e d a n easy w a y t o find ca te rp i l l a r s : y o u s i m p l y find s o m e f resh 
ca te rp i l l a r d r o p p i n g s , l ook u p , a n d there ' s y o u r caterpi l lar . M o r e r ecen t ly 
a n a u t h o r adv i sed m e t o se t m y m i n d a t ea se a b o u t t h o s e p i les of c u t 
s t e m s o n t h e g r o u n d in g rassy fields. F ie ld m i c e m a k e t h e m ; t h e y c u t t h e 
g rass d o w n b y d e g r e e s t o r e a c h t h e s eeds a t t h e h e a d . I t s e e m s t h a t w h e n 
t h e g ra s s is t ight ly p a c k e d , a s i n a field of ripe g ra in , t h e b l a d e w o n ' t 
t o p p l e a t a s ingle c u t t h r o u g h t h e s t e m ; i n s t ead , t h e c u t s t e m s i m p l y 
d r o p s vertically, h e l d i n t h e c r u s h of g r a in . T h e m o u s e severs t h e b o t t o m 
a g a i n a n d aga in , t h e s t e m k e e p s d r o p p i n g a n i n c h a t a t i m e , a n d finally 
t h e h e a d is l o w e n o u g h for t h e m o u s e t o r e a c h t h e seeds . M e a n w h i l e t h e 
m o u s e is posi t ively l i t t e r ing t h e field w i t h i ts l i t t le p i les of c u t s t e m s i n t o 
w h i c h , p r e sumab ly , t h e a u t h o r is c o n s t a n t l y s t u m b l i n g . 

If I can ' t see t h e s e m i n u t i a e , I still t r y t o k e e p m y eyes o p e n . I 'm a lways 
o n t h e l o o k o u t for a n t Hon t r a p s in s a n d y soil , m o n a r c h p u p a e n e a r mi lk
weed , s k i p p e r l a rvae i n l ocus t leaves . T h e s e t h i n g s a r e u t t e r ly c o m m o n , 
a n d I've n o t s een o n e . I b a n g o n h o l l o w t r ee s n e a r water , b u t s o far n o fly
ing squ i r re l s h a v e a p p e a r e d . I n flat c o u n t r y I w a t c h every s u n s e t i n 
h o p e s of see ing t h e g r e e n ray. T h e g r e e n r a y is a s e l d o m - s e e n s t r e a k of 
l ight t h a t rises f rom t h e s u n l ike a s p u r t i n g f o u n t a i n a t t h e m o m e n t of 
sunse t ; i t t h r o b s i n t o t h e sky for t w o s e c o n d s a n d d i s a p p e a r s . O n e m o r e 
r e a s o n to k e e p m y eyes o p e n . A p h o t o g r a p h y p ro fe s so r a t t h e Univers i ty 
of F l o r i d a j u s t h a p p e n e d t o see a b i r d d ie i n midfl ight ; i t j e rked , d ied , 
d r o p p e d , a n d s m a s h e d o n t h e g r o u n d . 

I s q u i n t a t t h e w i n d b e c a u s e I r e a d S t e w a r t E d w a r d W h i t e : "I h a v e 
a lways m a i n t a i n e d t h a t if y o u l o o k e d closely e n o u g h y o u c o u l d see t h e 
w i n d — t h e d i m , h a r d l y - m a d e - o u t , fine d e b r i s fleeing h i g h i n t h e air." 
W h i t e w a s a n excel lent observer , a n d d e v o t e d a n e n t i r e c h a p t e r of The 
Mountains t o t h e sub jec t of s ee ing deer : "As s o o n a s y o u c a n forget t h e 
na tu r a l l y o b v i o u s a n d c o n s t r u c t a n artificial obv ious , t h e n y o u t o o wil l 
see deer." 

B u t t h e artificial o b v i o u s is h a r d t o see . M y eyes a c c o u n t for less t h a n 
1 p e r c e n t of t h e w e i g h t of m y h e a d ; I 'm b o n y a n d d e n s e ; I see w h a t I 
expect . I j u s t don ' t k n o w w h a t t h e lover k n o w s ; I can ' t see t h e artif icial 
obv ious t h a t t h o s e in t h e k n o w c o n s t r u c t . T h e he rpe to log i s t a s k s t h e 
na t ive . "Are t h e r e s n a k e s i n t h a t r a v i n e ? " "No, sir." A n d t h e h e r p e t o l o g i s t 
c o m e s h o m e wi th , yessir, t h r e e b a g s full. Are t h e r e but te r f l ies o n t h a t 
m o u n t a i n ? Are t h e b lue t s i n b l o o m ? Are t h e r e a r r o w h e a d s h e r e , o r fossil 
fe rns i n t h e sha le? 

Peep ing t h r o u g h m y keyhole I see w i t h i n t h e r a n g e of only a b o u t 30 per
c e n t of t h e l ight t h a t c o m e s f r o m t h e s u n ; t h e r e s t is i n f r a red a n d s o m e 
lit t le u l t raviole t , perfect ly a p p a r e n t t o m a n y a n i m a l s , b u t invis ib le t o m e . 
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A n i g h t m a r e n e t w o r k of gangl ia , c h a r g e d a n d firing w i t h o u t m y knowl 
edge , c u t s a n d spl ices w h a t I d o see , ed i t ing it for m y b r a i n . D o n a l d E . 
C a r r p o i n t s o u t t h a t t h e s ense i m p r e s s i o n s of one-ce l led a n i m a l s a r e n o t 
ed i t ed for t h e b r a i n : "This is ph i losoph ica l ly i n t e r e s t i ng in a r a t h e r 
m o u r n f u l way, s ince it m e a n s t h a t on ly t h e s imp le s t a n i m a l s perce ive t h e 
u n i v e r s e a s it is ." 

A fog t h a t w o n ' t b u r n a w a y drifts a n d flows a c r o s s m y field of vis ion. 10 
W h e n y o u see fog m o v e aga in s t a b a c k d r o p of d e e p p i n e s , y o u don ' t see 
t h e fog itself, b u t s t r eaks of c l ea rnes s floating a c r o s s t h e a i r i n d a r k 
s h r e d s . S o I see on ly t a t t e r s of c l ea rness t h r o u g h a p e r v a d i n g obscur i ty . I 
can ' t d i s t i n g u i s h t h e fog f r o m t h e overcas t sky; I can ' t b e s u r e if t h e l ight 
is d i r ec t o r reflected. E v e r y w h e r e d a r k n e s s a n d t h e p r e s e n c e of t h e 
u n s e e n appa l l s . W e e s t i m a t e n o w t h a t on ly o n e a t o m d a n c e s a lone in 
every c u b i c m e t e r of in t e rga lac t i c space . I b l ink a n d squ in t . W h a t p l a n e t 
o r p o w e r y a n k s Halley 's C o m e t o u t of o rb i t ? W e haven ' t s een it yet; it's a 
q u e s t i o n of d i s t a n c e , densi ty, a n d t h e pa l lo r of ref lected l ight . W e rock , 
c r a d l e d in t h e s w a d d l i n g b a n d of d a r k n e s s . E v e n t h e s i m p l e d a r k n e s s of 
n i g h t w h i s p e r s sugges t ions t o t h e m i n d . Th i s s u m m e r , in Augus t , I 
s t ayed a t t h e c r eek t o o la te . 

W h e r e Tinker Creek flows u n d e r t h e s y c a m o r e log b r i d g e t o t h e tear-
s h a p e d i s land , i t is s low a n d shal low, f r inged th in ly in ca t ta i l m a r s h . At 
th i s s p o t a n a s t o n i s h i n g b l o o m of life s u p p o r t s vas t b r e e d i n g p o p u l a 
t i o n s of insec t s , fish, rep t i les , b i r d s , a n d m a m m a l s . O n wind l e s s s u m m e r 
even ings I s ta lk a l o n g t h e c reek b a n k o r s t r a d d l e t h e s y c a m o r e log in 
a b s o l u t e s t i l lness , w a t c h i n g for m u s k r a t s . T h e n i g h t I s t ayed t o o la te I 
w a s h u n c h e d o n t h e log s t a r i ng s p e l l b o u n d a t s p r e a d i n g , reflected s t a ins 
of l i lac o n t h e water . A c loud in t h e sky s u d d e n l y l igh ted a s if t u r n e d o n 
b y a swi tch ; i ts ref lect ion j u s t a s s u d d e n l y m a t e r i a l i z e d o n t h e w a t e r 
u p s t r e a m , flat a n d floating, so t h a t I cou ldn ' t see t h e c reek b o t t o m , o r life 
in t h e w a t e r u n d e r t h e c loud . D o w n s t r e a m , a w a y f rom t h e c loud o n t h e 
water , w a t e r t u r t l e s s m o o t h a s b e a n s w e r e g l id ing d o w n w i t h t h e c u r r e n t 
i n a se r ies of easy, we igh t less push-offs , a s m e n b o u n d o n t h e m o o n . I 
d idn ' t k n o w w h e t h e r t o t r a c e t h e p r o g r e s s of o n e t u r t l e I w a s s u r e of, 
risking s t i ck ing m y face in o n e of t h e br idge 's s p i d e r w e b s m a d e invisible 
by t h e g a t h e r i n g da rk , o r t a k e a c h a n c e o n see ing t h e c a r p , o r s c a n t h e 
m u d b a n k in h o p e of see ing a m u s k r a t , o r follow t h e las t of t h e swal lows 
w h o c a u g h t a t m y h e a r t a n d t ra i l ed it af ter t h e m like s t r e a m e r s a s t hey 
a p p e a r e d f r o m di rec t ly below, u n d e r t h e log, flying u p s t r e a m w i t h t h e i r 
ta i ls forked, so fast. 

B u t s h a d o w s s p r e a d a n d d e e p e n e d a n d s tayed . After t h o u s a n d s of 
y e a r s we ' r e still s t r a n g e r s t o d a r k n e s s , fearful a l i ens in a n e n e m y c a m p 
w i t h o u r a r m s c ro s sed over o u r ches t s . I s t i r red . A l a n d tu r t l e o n t h e 

b a n k , s ta r t led , h i s sed t h e a i r f r o m its l u n g s a n d w i t h d r e w t o i ts shel l . An 
u n e a s y p i n k h e r e , a n u n f a t h o m a b l e b l u e t h e r e , gave g r e a t s u g g e s t i o n of 
l u rk ing be ings . T h i n g s w e r e go ing on . I cou ldn ' t see w h e t h e r t h a t r u s t l e I 
h e a r d w a s a d i s t a n t r a t t l e - snake , sl i t-eyed, o r a n e a r b y s p a r r o w k ick ing 
in t h e d r y flood d e b r i s s l ung a t t h e foot of a willow. T r e m e n d o u s a c t i o n 
ro i led t h e w a t e r e v e r y w h e r e I looked , b ig ac t ion , inexp l icab le . A t r e m o r 
wel led u p bes ide a g a p i n g m u s k r a t b u r r o w in t h e b a n k a n d I c a u g h t m y 
b r e a t h , b u t n o m u s k r a t a p p e a r e d . T h e ripples c o n t i n u e d t o fan u p s t r e a m 
w i t h a steady, power fu l t h r u s t . N i g h t w a s k n i t t i n g a n eyeless m a s k over 
m y face, a n d I still s a t t ransf ixed. A d i s t a n t a i r p l a n e , a de l t a w i n g o u t of 
n i g h t m a r e , m a d e a g l id ing s h a d o w o n t h e creek 's b o t t o m t h a t l o o k e d l ike 
a s t i ng ray c ru i s ing u p s t r e a m . At o n c e a b l a c k fin sli t t h e p i n k c l o u d o n 
t h e water , s h e a r i n g it in t w o . T h e t w o ha lves m e r g e d t o g e t h e r a n d 
s e e m e d t o dissolve before m y eyes. D a r k n e s s p o o l e d in t h e cleft of t h e 
c reek a n d rose , a s w a t e r col lects in a wel l . U n t a m e d , d r e a m i n g l igh t s 
f l ickered over t h e sky. I s a w h i n t s of h u l k i n g u n d e r w a t e r s h a d o w s , t w o 
pa l e sp l a shes o u t of t h e water , a n d r o u n d ripples ro l l ing c lose t o g e t h e r 
f rom a b l a c k e n e d center . 

At las t I s t a r ed u p s t r e a m w h e r e on ly t h e d e e p e s t violet r e m a i n e d of t h e 
c loud , a c loud s o h i g h i ts u n d e r b e l l y still g lowed , i ts feeble co lo r 
reflected f rom a h i d d e n sky l igh ted in t u r n b y a s u n ha l fway t o Ch ina . 
A n d o u t of t h a t violet , a s u d d e n e n o r m o u s b l a c k b o d y a r c e d ove r t h e 
water . H e a d a n d tai l , if t h e r e w a s a h e a d a n d tai l , w e r e b o t h s u b m e r g e d 
in c loud . I s a w only o n e e b o n y fling, a h e a d l o n g dive t o d a r k n e s s ; t h e n 
t h e w a t e r s c losed, a n d t h e l igh ts w e n t ou t . 

I w a l k e d h o m e in a sh iver ing d a z e , u p hill a n d d o w n . L a t e r I lay o p e n -
m o u t h e d in bed , m y a r m s flung w i d e a t m y s ides t o s t e a d y t h e w h i r l i n g 
d a r k n e s s . At th i s l a t i t u d e I 'm s p i n n i n g 836 m i l e s a n h o u r r o u n d t h e 
e a r t h s axis ; I feel m y s w e e p i n g fall a s a b r e a k n e c k a r c l ike t h e dive of 
d o l p h i n s , a n d t h e h o l l o w r u s h i n g of w i n d r a i ses t h e h a i r s o n m y n e c k 
a n d t h e s ide of m y face. I n o rb i t a r o u n d t h e s u n I 'm m o v i n g 64 ,800 mi l e s 
a n hour . T h e so la r s y s t e m a s a w h o l e , l ike a m e r r y - g o - r o u n d u n h i n g e d , 
sp ins , b o b s , a n d b l inks a t t h e s p e e d of 43 ,200 mi l e s a n h o u r a l o n g a 
c o u r s e se t eas t of H e r c u l e s . S o m e o n e h a s p iped , a n d w e a r e d a n c i n g a 
t a r an t e l l a un t i l t h e s w e a t p o u r s . I o p e n m y eyes a n d I see d a r k , m u s c l e d 
fo rms cu r l o u t of water , w i t h flapping gills a n d flattened eyes . I c lose m y 
eyes a n d I see s t a r s , d e e p s t a r s giving w a y t o d e e p e r s t a r s , d e e p e r s t a r s 
b o w i n g t o d e e p e s t s t a r s a t t h e c r o w n of a n infinite c o n e . 

"Still ," w r o t e Van G o g h in a letter, "a g r ea t dea l of l igh t falls o n every
th ing . " If w e a r e b l i n d e d b y d a r k n e s s , w e a r e a l so b l i n d e d b y l ight . S o m e 
t i m e s h e r e in Virginia a t s u n s e t l o w c l o u d s o n t h e s o u t h e r n o r n o r t h e r n 
h o r i z o n a r e comple t e ly invis ible in t h e l i gh ted sky. I on ly k n o w o n e is 
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t h e r e b e c a u s e I c a n see i ts ref lect ion i n still water . T h e first t i m e I discov
e r e d th i s m y s t e r y I l o o k e d from c l o u d t o n o - c l o u d i n b e w i l d e r m e n t , 
c h e c k i n g m y b e a r i n g s over a n d over, t h i n k i n g m a y b e t h e a r k of t h e 
c o v e n a n t w a s j u s t p a s s i n g b y s o u t h of D e a d M a n M o u n t a i n . Only m u c h 
l a t e r d i d I l e a r n t h e exp l ana t i on : po l a r i z ed l ight from t h e sky is very 
m u c h w e a k e n e d b y reflect ion, b u t t h e l ight i n c l o u d s isn ' t po la r i zed . S o 
invis ible c l o u d s p a s s a m o n g visible c louds , till all s l ide over t h e m o u n 
t a in s ; so a g r e a t e r l ight ex t ingu i shes a l esser a s t h o u g h it d idn ' t exist. 

I n t h e g r e a t m e t e o r s h o w e r of Augus t , t h e Perse id , I wa i l all d a y for t h e 
s h o o t i n g s t a r s I m i s s . They ' r e o u t t h e r e s h o w e r i n g d o w n c o m m i t t i n g 
ha ra -k i r i i n a f lame of fa ta l a t t r a c t i on , a n d h i s s ing p e r h a p s a t las t i n t o 
t h e o c e a n . B u t a t d a w n w h a t looks l ike a b l u e d o m e c l a m p s d o w n over 
m e l ike a l i d o n a po t . T h e s t a r s a n d p l a n e t s c o u l d s m a s h a n d I 'd neve r 
know. Only a p i ece of a s h e n m o o n occas iona l ly c l i m b s u p o r d o w n t h e 
in s ide of t h e d o m e , a n d o u r loca l s t a r w i t h o u t s u r c e a s e exp lodes o n o u r 
h e a d s . We h a v e rea l ly on ly t h a t o n e l ight , o n e s o u r c e for all power , a n d 
yet w e m u s t t u r n a w a y f r o m it b y un ive r sa l dec ree . N o b o d y h e r e o n t h e 
p l a n e t s e e m s a w a r e of t h i s s t r a n g e , power fu l t a b o o , t h a t w e all w a l k 
a b o u t careful ly ave r t ing o u r faces, t h i s w a y a n d t h a t , les t o u r eyes b e 
b l a s t ed forever. 

D a r k n e s s appa l l s a n d l ight dazz les ; t h e s c r a p of visible l ight t h a t 
doesn ' t h u r t m y eyes h u r t s m y b r a i n . W h a t I see se t s m e sway ing . S ize 
a n d d i s t a n c e a n d t h e s u d d e n swel l ing of m e a n i n g s confuse m e , b o w l m e 
over. I s t r a d d l e t h e s y c a m o r e log b r i d g e over l i n k e r Creek i n t h e s u m 
mer . I l ook a t t h e l igh ted c reek b o t t o m : sna i l t r a c k s t u n n e l t h e m u d i n 
q u a v e r i n g cu rves . A crayfish j e rks , b u t b y t h e t i m e I a b s o r b w h a t h a s 
h a p p e n e d , he 's g o n e i n a b i l lowing s m o k e s c r e e n of silt. I l ook a t t h e 
w a t e r ; m i n n o w s a n d s h i n e r s . If I 'm t h i n k i n g m i n n o w s , a c a r p will fill m y 
b r a i n till I s c r e a m . I look a t t h e wate r ' s sur face : ska te r s , b u b b l e s , a n d 
leaves s l id ing d o w n . Suddenly , m y o w n face, reflected, s ta r t l es m e wit
less . T h o s e sna i l s h a v e b e e n t r a c k i n g m y face! Finally, w i t h a s h u d d e r i n g 
w r e n c h of t h e will , I see c louds , c i r r u s c l ouds . I 'm dizzy, I fall in . 

Th i s l ook ing b u s i n e s s is risky. O n c e I s t o o d o n a h u m p e d r o c k o n 
n e a r b y P u r g a t o r y M o u n t a i n , w a t c h i n g t h r o u g h b i n o c u l a r s t h e g rea t 
a u t u m n h a w k m i g r a t i o n below, u n t i l I d i scovered t h a t I w a s i n d a n g e r of 
j o i n i n g t h e h a w k s o n a ver t ica l m i g r a t i o n of m y o w n . I w a s u s e d to 
b i n o c u l a r s , b u t no t , apparen t ly , t o b a l a n c i n g o n h u m p e d r o c k s wh i l e 
l ook ing t h r o u g h t h e m . I ree led . E v e r y t h i n g a d v a n c e d a n d r e c e d e d by 
t u r n s ; t h e w o r l d w a s full of u n e x p l a i n e d fo r e sho r t en ings a n d d e p t h s . A 
d i s t a n t h u g e object , a h a w k t h e s ize of a n e l e p h a n t , t u r n e d o u t t o b e t h e 
b r o w n e d b o u g h of a n e a r b y loblol ly p i n e . I fo l lowed a s h a r p - s h i n n e d 
h a w k a g a i n s t a fea ture less sky, r o t a t i n g m y h e a d u n a w a r e s a s i t flew, a n d 
w h e n I l o w e r e d t h e g lass a g l i m p s e of m y o w n l o o m i n g s h o u l d e r s en t m e 
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s tagger ing . W h a t p r e v e n t s t h e m e n a t P a l o m a r from fall ing, voiceless 
a n d b l inded , from t h e i r tiny, v a u l t e d cha i r s ? 

I ree l i n confus ion : I don ' t u n d e r s t a n d w h a t I see . W i t h t h e n a k e d eye I 
c a n see t w o mi l l ion l igh t -years t o t h e A n d r o m e d a galaxy. Of ten I s lop 
s o m e c r eek w a t e r i n a jar, a n d w h e n I ge t h o m e I d u m p it i n a w h i t e 
c h i n a bowl . After t h e silt s e t d e s I r e t u r n a n d see t r a c i n g s of m i n u t e 
snai l s o n t h e b o t t o m , a p l a n a r i a n o r t w o w i n d i n g r o u n d t h e r i m of water , 
r o u n d w o r m s s h i m m y i n g , frantically, a n d finally, w h e n m y eyes h a v e 
ad jus t ed t o t h e s e d i m e n s i o n s , a m o e b a e . At first t h e a m o e b a e look l ike 
muscae volitantes, t h o s e c u r l e d m o v i n g s p o t s y o u s e e m t o see i n y o u r 
eyes w h e n y o u s t a r e a t a d i s t a n t wal l . T h e n I see t h e a m o e b a e a s d r o p s of 
w a t e r congea led , b lu i sh , t r a n s l u c e n t , l ike c h i p s of sky i n t h e bowl . At 
l eng th I c h o o s e o n e ind iv idua l a n d give myself over t o i ts i dea of a n 
even ing . I see it d r i b b l e a g r a i n y foot be fore it o n i ts we t , u n f a t h o m a b l e 
way. D o i ts u n e d i t e d s e n s e i m p r e s s i o n s i n c l u d e t h e fierce focus of m y 
eyes? Sha l l I t a k e it o u t s i d e a n d s h o w it A n d r o m e d a , a n d b l o w i ts l i t t le 
e n d o p l a s m ? I s t i r t h e w a t e r w i t h a finger, i n c a se it's i xmn ing o u t of oxy
gen . M a y b e I s h o u l d ge t a t r op i ca l a q u a r i u m w i t h m o t o r i z e d b u b b l e r s 
a n d l ights , a n d k e e p t h i s o n e for a pe t . Yes, it w o u l d tell i t s fissioned 
d e s c e n d a n t s , t h e u n i v e r s e is t w o feet b y five, a n d if y o u l i s t en closely y o u 
c a n h e a r t h e b u z z i n g m u s i c of t h e s p h e r e s . 

Oh , it's m y s t e r i o u s , l amp l i t even ings h e r e i n t h e galaxy, o n e af ter t h e 
other . It's o n e of t h o s e n i g h t s w h e n I w a n d e r f rom w i n d o w t o w i n d o w 
look ing for a s ign. B u t I can ' t see . Te r ro r a n d a b e a u t y i n so lub l e a r e a 
r i b a n d of b l u e w o v e n i n t o t h e fr inge of g a r m e n t s of t h i n g s b o t h g r e a t 
a n d smal l . N o c u l t u r e exp la ins , n o b i v o u a c offers r ea l h a v e n o r res t . B u t 
it c o u l d b e t h a t w e a r e n o t see ing s o m e t h i n g . Gal i leo t h o u g h t c o m e t s 
w e r e a n op t i ca l i l lus ion. Th i s is ferti le g r o u n d : s ince w e a r e c e r t a i n t h a t 
they ' re no t , w e c a n look a t w h a t o u r sc ien t i s t s h a v e b e e n say ing w i t h 
fresh h o p e . W h a t if t h e r e a r e really g l e a m i n g , cas te l l a t ed c i t ies h u n g u p 
s ide d o w n over t h e d e s e r t s a n d ? W h a t l i m p i d l akes a n d coo l d a t e p a l m s 
h a v e o u r c a r a v a n s a lways p a s s e d u n t r i e d ? Unt i l , o n e b y o n e , b y t h e 
b l indes t of l eaps , w e fight o n t h e r o a d t o t h e s e p l aces , w e m u s t s t u m b l e 
i n d a r k n e s s a n d hunge r . I t u r n from t h e w i n d o w . I 'm b l i n d a s a ba t , s ens 
ing on ly f rom every d i r e c t i o n t h e e c h o of m y o w n t h i n c r ies . 

I c h a n c e d o n a w o n d e r f u l b o o k ca l led Space and Sight, b y M a r i u s Von 
S e n d e n . W h e n W e s t e r n s u r g e o n s d i scove red h o w t o p e r f o r m safe ca ta 
r a c t o p e r a t i o n s , t h e y r a n g e d a c r o s s E u r o p e a n d A m e r i c a o p e r a t i n g o n 
d o z e n s of m e n a n d w o m e n of all ages w h o h a d b e e n b l i n d e d b y c a t a r a c t s 
s ince b i r t h . Von S e n d e n co l lec ted a c c o u n t s of s u c h cases ; t h e h i s to r i e s 
a r e fasc ina t ing . M a n y d o c t o r s h a d t e s t ed t h e i r p a t i e n t s ' s e n s e p e r c e p 
t i ons a n d ideas of s p a c e b o t h before a n d af ter t h e o p e r a t i o n s . T h e vas t 
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majo r i t y of p a t i e n t s , of b o t h sexes a n d all ages , h a d , in Von Senden ' s 
o p i n i o n , n o i d e a of s p a c e wha t soever . F o r m , d i s t ance , a n d s ize w e r e so 
m a n y m e a n i n g l e s s syl lables . A p a t i e n t " h a d n o i d e a of d e p t h , confus ing 
it w i t h r o u n d n e s s . " Before t h e o p e r a t i o n a d o c t o r w o u l d give a b l i nd 
p a t i e n t a c u b e a n d a s p h e r e ; t h e p a t i e n t w o u l d t o n g u e it o r feel i t w i t h 
h i s h a n d s a n d n a m e it correct ly. After t h e o p e r a t i o n t h e d o c t o r w o u l d 
s h o w t h e s a m e objec ts t o t h e p a t i e n t w i t h o u t l e t t ing h i m t o u c h t h e m ; 
n o w h e h a d n o c lue w h a t s o e v e r t o w h a t h e w a s see ing . O n e p a t i e n t 
ca l led l e m o n a d e " s q u a r e " b e c a u s e it p r i c k e d o n h i s t o n g u e a s a s q u a r e 
s h a p e p r i c k e d o n t h e t o u c h of h i s h a n d s . Of a n o t h e r pos t -ope ra t ive 
p a t i e n t t h e d o c t o r wr i t e s , "I h a v e f o u n d i n h e r n o n o t i o n of s ize, for 
e x a m p l e , n o t even w i t h i n t h e n a r r o w l imi t s w h i c h s h e m i g h t h a v e 
e n c o m p a s s e d w i t h t h e a i d of t o u c h . T h u s w h e n I a s k e d h e r t o s h o w m e 
h o w big h e r m o t h e r w a s , s h e d id n o t s t r e t c h o u t h e r h a n d s , b u t se t h e r 
t w o i n d e x fingers a few i n c h e s apa r t . " 

F o r t h e newly s igh ted , v i s ion is p u r e s e n s a t i o n u n e n c u m b e r e d b y 
m e a n i n g . W h e n a newly s igh t ed girl s a w p h o t o g r a p h s a n d p a i n t i n g s , s h e 
a sked , " ' W h y d o t h e y p u t t h o s e d a r k m a r k s all over t h e m ? ' 'Those a ren ' t 
d a r k m a r k s , ' h e r m o t h e r exp la ined , ' t hose a r e s h a d o w s . T h a t is o n e of 
t h e w a y s t h e eye k n o w s t h a t t h i n g s h a v e s h a p e . If it w e r e n o t for s h a d 
ows , m a n y t h i n g s w o u l d look flat.' 'Well, tha t ' s h o w t h i n g s d o look, ' J o a n 
a n s w e r e d . 'Eve ry th ing looks flat w i t h d a r k p a t c h e s . ' " 

I n g e n e r a l t h e newly s igh t ed see t h e w o r l d a s a dazz le of "color-
p a t c h e s . " T h e y a r e p l e a s e d b y t h e s e n s a t i o n of color, a n d l e a r n quick ly to 
n a m e t h e co lors , b u t t h e r e s t of see ing is t o r m e n t i n g l y difficult. S o o n 
af ter h i s o p e r a t i o n a p a t i e n t "genera l ly b u m p s i n t o o n e of t h e s e colour-
p a t c h e s a n d obse rves t h e m t o b e s u b s t a n t i a l , s ince t h e y res i s t h i m a s t a c 
t u a l ob jec ts do . I n w a l k i n g a b o u t it a l so s t r ikes h i m — o r c a n if h e pays 
a t t e n t i o n — t h a t h e is con t inua l l y p a s s i n g i n b e t w e e n t h e co lou r s h e sees , 
t h a t h e c a n go p a s t a v i sua l ob jec t t h a t a p a r t of i t t h e n s teadi ly d i s ap 
p e a r s f r o m view; a n d t h a t in sp i t e of th i s , h o w e v e r h e twis t s a n d t u r n s — 
w h e t h e r e n t e r i n g t h e r o o m f rom t h e door , for e x a m p l e , o r r e t u r n i n g 
b a c k to i t — h e a lways h a s a v i sua l s p a c e in f ront of h i m . T h u s h e g r a d u 
ally c o m e s t o rea l i ze t h a t t h e r e is a l so a s p a c e b e h i n d h i m , w h i c h h e does 
n o t see ." 

T h e m e n t a l effort involved in t h e s e r e a s o n i n g s p roves o v e r w h e l m i n g 
for m a n y p a t i e n t s . I t o p p r e s s e s t h e m t o rea l i ze t h a t t h e y h a v e b e e n vis
ible t o p e o p l e all a long , p e r h a p s una t t r ac t i ve ly so , w i t h o u t t h e i r knowl 
edge o r c o n s e n t . A d i s h e a r t e n i n g n u m b e r of t h e m refuse t o u s e t h e i r n e w 
vis ion, c o n t i n u i n g t o go over objec ts w i t h t h e i r t o n g u e s , a n d l aps ing i n t o 
a p a t h y a n d despai r . 

O n t h e o t h e r h a n d , m a n y newly s igh t ed p e o p l e s p e a k wel l of t h e 25 
wor ld , a n d t e a c h u s h o w dul l o u r o w n v i s ion is . To o n e pa t i en t , a h u m a n 

h a n d , u n r e c o g n i z e d , is " s o m e t h i n g b r i g h t a n d t h e n ho les . " S h o w n a 
b u n c h of g r apes , a b o y calls ou t , "It is da rk , b l u e a n d s h i n y . . . . I t isn ' t 
s m o o t h , i t h a s b u m p s a n d ho l lows . " A li t t le gir l vis i ts a g a r d e n . "She is 
grea t ly a s t o n i s h e d , a n d c a n scarce ly b e p e r s u a d e d to answer , s t a n d s 
speech le s s in f ront of t h e t r ee , w h i c h s h e on ly n a m e s o n t a k i n g h o l d of it, 
a n d t h e n a s ' the t r e e w i t h t h e fights i n i t . ' " A n o t h e r p a t i e n t , a twen ty -
two-year -o ld girl , w a s dazz l ed b y t h e wor ld ' s b r i g h t n e s s a n d k e p t h e r 
eyes s h u t for t w o w e e k s . W h e n a t t h e e n d of t h a t t i m e s h e o p e n e d h e r 
eyes aga in , s h e d i d n o t r e cogn i ze a n y objec ts , b u t " the m o r e s h e n o w 
d i r ec t ed h e r gaze u p o n every th ing a b o u t her, t h e m o r e it c o u l d b e s e e n 
h o w a n exp re s s ion of gra t i f ica t ion a n d a s t o n i s h m e n t o v e r s p r e a d h e r fea
t u r e s ; s h e r epea t ed ly exc la imed: 'Oh God! H o w beau t i fu l ! ' " 

I s a w co lo r -pa tches for w e e k s af ter I r e a d t h i s w o n d e r f u l b o o k . I t w a s 
s u m m e r ; t h e p e a c h e s w e r e r i p e in t h e val ley o r c h a r d s . W h e n I w o k e in 
t h e m o r n i n g , co lo r -pa tches w r a p p e d r o u n d m y eyes , intr icately, l eav ing 
n o t o n e unfil led spo t . All d a y l ong I w a l k e d a m o n g shi f t ing co lo r -pa t ches 
t h a t p a r t e d before m e l ike t h e R e d S e a a n d c losed a g a i n i n s i lence , t r a n s 
figured, w h e r e v e r I l ooked back . S o m e p a t c h e s swel led a n d l o o m e d 
w h i l e o t h e r s v a n i s h e d ut ter ly, a n d d a r k m a r k s flitted a t r a n d o m over t h e 
w h o l e dazz l ing s w e e p . B u t I cou ldn ' t s u s t a i n t h e i l lus ion of flatness. I've 
b e e n a r o u n d for t o o long . F o r m is c o n d e m n e d t o a n e t e r n a l d a n s e 
m a c a b r e w i t h m e a n i n g : I cou ldn ' t u n p e a c h t h e p e a c h e s . N o r c a n I 
r e m e m b e r ever h a v i n g s e e n w i t h o u t u n d e r s t a n d i n g ; t h e co lo r -pa t ches of 
in fancy a r e lost . M y b r a i n t h e n m u s t h a v e b e e n s m o o t h a s a n y ba l loon . 
I 'm to ld I r e a c h e d for t h e m o o n ; m a n y b a b i e s d o . B u t t h e co lo r -pa t ches 
of in fancy swel led a s m e a n i n g filled t h e m ; t h e y a r r a y e d t h e m s e l v e s in 
s o l e m n r a n k s d o w n d i s t a n c e w h i c h u n r o l l e d a n d s t r e t c h e d be fo re m e 
l ike a p la in . T h e m o o n r o c k e t e d away. I live n o w in a w o r l d of s h a d o w s 
t h a t s h a p e a n d d i s t a n c e color, a w o r l d w h e r e s p a c e m a k e s a k i n d of ter 
r ib le sense . W h a t G n o s t i c i s m is th i s , a n d w h a t phys i c s? T h e fluttering 
p a t c h I s a w in m y n u r s e r y w i n d o w — s i l v e r a n d g r e e n a n d shape-sh i f t ing 
b l u e — i s gone ; a r o w of L o m b a r d y p o p l a r s t akes i ts p l ace , m u t e , a c r o s s 
t h e d i s t a n t l awn . T h a t h u m m i n g o b l o n g c r e a t u r e p a l e a s l igh t t h a t s to le 
a l o n g t h e wal l s of m y r o o m a t n igh t , s t r e t c h i n g exh i l a ra t ing ly a r o u n d t h e 
c o r n e r s , is g o n e t o o , g o n e t h e n i g h t I a t e of t h e b i t t e r s w e e t fruit , p u t t w o 
a n d t w o t o g e t h e r a n d p u c k e r e d forever m y b r a i n . M a r t i n B u b e r tel ls t h i s 
ta le : " R a b b i M e n d e l o n c e b o a s t e d t o h i s t e a c h e r R a b b i E l i m e l e k h t h a t 
even ings h e s a w t h e ange l w h o rol ls a w a y t h e l ight be fore t h e d a r k n e s s , 
a n d m o r n i n g t h e ange l w h o rol ls a w a y t h e d a r k n e s s be fo re t h e l ight . 
'Yes,' s a id R a b b i E l ime lekh , ' in m y y o u t h I s a w t h a t t oo . L a t e r o n y o u 
don ' t see t h e s e t h i n g s a n y m o r e . ' " 

W h y d idn ' t s o m e o n e h a n d t h o s e newly s i g h t e d p e o p l e p a i n t s a n d 
b r u s h e s f r o m t h e s ta r t , w h e n t h e y still d idn ' t k n o w w h a t a n y t h i n g w a s ? 
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T h e e m a y b e w e al l c o u l d see co lo r -pa tches t oo , t h e w o r l d u n r a v e l e d 
from r e a s o n , E d e n before A d a m gave n a m e s . T h e scales w o u l d d r o p 
from m y eyes ; I 'd see t r ee s l ike m e n wa lk ing ; I 'd r u n d o w n t h e r o a d 
a g a i n s t all o r d e r s , ha l l oo ing a n d l eap ing . 

See ing is of c o u r s e ve ry m u c h a m a t t e r of ve rba l i za t ion . Unless I cal l m y 
a t t e n t i o n t o w h a t p a s s e s be fo re m y eyes, I s imp ly w o n ' t see it. If T inker 
M o u n t a i n e r u p t e d , I 'd b e likely t o no t i ce . B u t if I w a n t t o n o t i c e t h e 
l esse r c a t a c l y s m s of valley life, I h a v e t o m a i n t a i n i n m y h e a d a m n n i n g 
d e s c r i p t i o n of t h e p r e s e n t . It 's n o t t h a t I 'm obse rvan t ; it's j u s t t h a t I t a lk 
t o o m u c h . O t h e r w i s e , especia l ly i n a s t r a n g e p l ace , 111 n e v e r k n o w wha t ' s 
h a p p e n i n g . L ike a b l i n d m a n a t t h e ba l l g a m e , I n e e d a r a d i o . 

W h e n I see t h i s w a y I a n a l y z e a n d pry. I h u r l over logs a n d rol l a w a y 
s tones ; I s t u d y t h e b a n k a s q u a r e foot a t a t ime , p r o b i n g a n d t i l t ing m y 
h e a d . S o m e days w h e n a m i s t covers t h e m o u n t a i n s , w h e n t h e m u s k r a t s 
w o n ' t s h o w a n d t h e mic roscope ' s m i r r o r s h a t t e r s , I w a n t t o c l i m b u p t h e 
b l a n k b l u e d o m e as a m a n w o u l d s t o r m t h e i n s ide of a c i r cus t en t , wildly, 
dang l ing , a n d w i t h a s tee l knife c l a w a r e n t i n t h e t o p , p e e p , a n d , if I 
m u s t , fall. 

B u t t h e r e is a n o t h e r k i n d of see ing t h a t involves a le t t ing go . W h e n I 
see t h i s w a y I s w a y t ransf ixed a n d e m p t i e d . T h e difference b e t w e e n t h e 
t w o w a y s of see ing is t h e difference b e t w e e n w a l k i n g w i t h a n d w i t h o u t a 
c a m e r a . W h e n I w a l k w i t h a c a m e r a I w a l k from s h o t t o sho t , r e a d i n g 
t h e l igh t o n a c a l i b r a t e d mete r . W h e n I w a l k w i t h o u t a c a m e r a , m y o w n 
s h u t t e r o p e n s , a n d t h e m o m e n t ' s l igh t p r i n t s o n m y o w n si lver gut . W h e n 
I see t h i s s e c o n d w a y I a m a b o v e all a n u n s c r u p u l o u s observer . 

I t w a s s u n n y o n e even ing las t s u m m e r a t T inker Creek; t h e s u n w a s 
l o w i n t h e sky, u p s t r e a m . I w a s s i t t ing o n t h e s y c a m o r e log b r i d g e w i t h 
t h e s u n s e t a t m y back , w a t c h i n g t h e s h i n e r s t h e s ize of m i n n o w s w h o 
w e r e feeding over t h e m u d d y s a n d i n sk i t t e ry schoo l s . Again a n d aga in , 
o n e fish, t h e n ano the r , t u r n e d for a spl i t s e c o n d a c r o s s t h e c u r r e n t a n d 
flash! t h e s u n s h o t o u t from i ts s i lver s ide . I cou ldn ' t w a t c h for it. I t w a s 
a lways j u s t h a p p e n i n g s o m e w h e r e else, a n d i t d r e w m y v is ion j u s t a s i t 
d i s a p p e a r e d : flash! l ike a s u d d e n dazz le of t h e t h i n n e s t b l a d e , a s p a r k i n g 
over a d u n a n d olive g r o u n d a t c h a n c e in te rva ls from every d i rec t ion . 
T h e n I n o t i c e d w h i t e specks , s o m e so r t of p a l e pe t a l s , sma l l , floating 
from u n d e r m y feet o n t h e creek 's sur face , ve ry s low a n d steady. S o I 
b l u r r e d m y eyes a n d g a z e d t o w a r d t h e b r i m of m y h a t a n d s a w a n e w 
w o r l d . I s a w t h e p a l e w h i t e c i rc les rol l u p , rol l u p , l ike t h e wor ld ' s t u r n 
ing, m u t e a n d perfect , a n d I s a w t h e l i n e a r flashes, g l e a m i n g silver, l ike 
s t a r s b e i n g b o r n a t r a n d o m d o w n a ro l l ing scrol l of t i m e . S o m e t h i n g 
b r o k e a n d s o m e t h i n g o p e n e d . I filled u p l ike a n e w winesk in . I b r e a t h e d 
a n a i r l ike l ight ; I s a w a l igh t l ike water . I w a s t h e l ip of a f o u n t a i n t h e 
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creek filled forever; I w a s ether , t h e leaf i n t h e zephyr ; I w a s flesh-flake, 
feather, b o n e . 

W h e n I see th i s w a y I see truly. As T h o r e a u says , I r e t u r n t o m y senses . 
I a m t h e m a n w h o w a t c h e s t h e b a s e b a l l g a m e in s i l ence i n a n e m p t y s ta
d i u m . I see t h e g a m e pure ly ; I 'm a b s t r a c t e d a n d d a z e d . W h e n it's all o v e r 
a n d t h e wh i t e - su i t ed p l aye r s l o p e off t h e g r e e n field t o t h e i r s h a d o w e d 
d u g o u t s , I l e a p t o m y feet, I c h e e r a n d cheer . 

B u t I can ' t go o u t a n d t ry t o see th i s way. I'll fail, I'll go m a d . All I c a n 
d o is t ry t o gag t h e c o m m e n t a t o r , t o h u s h t h e n o i s e of use less i n t e r i o r 
b a b b l e t h a t k e e p s m e f rom see ing j u s t a s su re ly a s a n e w s p a p e r d a n g l e d 
before m y eyes. T h e effort is rea l ly a d i sc ip l ine r e q u i r i n g a l i fe t ime of 
d e d i c a t e d s t ruggle ; it m a r k s t h e l i t e r a tu r e of s a i n t s a n d m o n k s of every 
o r d e r eas t a n d wes t , u n d e r every r u l e a n d n o ru le , d i s ca l ced a n d s h o d . 
T h e wor ld ' s sp i r i t ua l gen iuses s e e m to d i scover un ive r sa l ly t h a t t h e 
mind ' s m u d d y river, th i s cease less flow of t r ivia a n d t r a s h , c a n n o t b e 
d a m m e d , a n d t h a t t ry ing to d a m it is a w a s t e of effort t h a t m i g h t l e ad to 
m a d n e s s . I n s t e a d y o u m u s t a l low t h e m u d d y river t o flow u n h e e d e d in 
t h e d i m c h a n n e l s of c o n s c i o u s n e s s ; y o u r a i s e y o u r s igh ts ; y o u look a l o n g 
it, mildly, a c k n o w l e d g i n g i ts p r e s e n c e w i t h o u t i n t e r e s t a n d g a z i n g b e 
y o n d it i n t o t h e r e a l m of t h e r ea l w h e r e sub jec t s a n d objec ts a c t a n d r e s t 
purely, w i t h o u t u t t e r a n c e . " L a u n c h i n t o t h e deep , " says J a c q u e s El lul , 
" and y o u sha l l see ." 

T h e sec re t of see ing , t h e n , is t h e p e a r l of g r ea t p r i ce . If I t h o u g h t h e 
c o u l d t e a c h m e to find it a n d k e e p it forever I w o u l d s t agge r b a r e f o o t 
a c ro s s a h u n d r e d de se r t s af ter a n y l u n a t i c a t all. B u t a l t h o u g h t h e p e a c e 
m a y b e found , it m a y n o t b e sough t . T h e l i t e r a t u r e of i U u m i n a t i o n 
reveals th i s above all: a l t h o u g h it c o m e s t o t h o s e w h o w a i t for it, i t is 
a lways , even to t h e m o s t p r a c t i c e d a n d a d e p t , a gift a n d a to t a l s u r p r i s e . 
I r e t u r n f rom o n e w a l k k n o w i n g w h e r e t h e k i l ldeer n e s t s i n t h e field b y 
t h e c reek a n d t h e h o u r t h e l au re l b l o o m s . I r e t u r n f r o m t h e s a m e w a l k a 
d a y l a t e r scarce ly k n o w i n g m y o w n n a m e . L i t an i e s h u m in m y ea r s ; m y 
t o n g u e flaps in m y m o u t h , Alim non, a l le luia! I c a n n o t c a u s e l ight ; t h e 
m o s t I c a n d o is t ry t o p u t myself i n t h e p a t h of i ts b e a m . I t is poss ib le , i n 
d e e p space , t o sai l o n so la r w i n d . Light , b e i t pa r t i c l e o r wave , h a s force: 
y o u rig a g i an t sai l a n d go . T h e sec re t of see ing is t o sai l o n s o l a r w i n d . 
H o n e a n d s p r e a d y o u r sp i r i t till y o u yourse l f a r e a sai l , w h e t t e d , t r a n s l u 
cen t , b r o a d s i d e t o t h e m e r e s t puff. 

W h e n h e r d o c t o r t o o k h e r b a n d a g e s off a n d l ed h e r i n t o t h e g a r d e n , 
t h e girl w h o w a s n o l o n g e r b l i n d s a w " the t r ee w i t h t h e l igh t s i n it." I t 
w a s for t h i s t r ee I s e a r c h e d t h r o u g h t h e p e a c h o r c h a r d s of s u m m e r , i n 
t h e fores ts of fall a n d d o w n w i n t e r a n d s p r i n g for y e a r s . T h e n o n e d a y I 
w a s w a l k i n g a l o n g T inke r Creek t h i n k i n g of n o t h i n g a t all a n d I s a w t h e 
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t r ee w i t h t h e l ights i n it. I s a w t h e b a c k y a r d c e d a r w h e r e t h e m o u r n i n g 
doves r o o s t c h a r g e d a n d t ransf igured , e a c h cell b u z z i n g w i t h flame. I 
s t o o d o n t h e g r a s s w i t h t h e l ights i n it, g r a s s t h a t w a s whol ly fire, u t te r ly 
focused a n d u t t e r l y d r e a m e d . I t w a s less l ike see ing t h a n l ike b e i n g for 
t h e first t i m e seen , k n o c k e d b r e a t h l e s s b y a power fu l g lance . T h e flood of 
fire a b a t e d , b u t I 'm still s p e n d i n g t h e power . Gradua l l y t h e fights w e n t 
o u t i n t h e cedar , t h e co lo r s d ied , t h e cells u n f l a m e d a n d d i s a p p e a r e d . I 
w a s still r i ng ing . I h a d b e e n m y w h o l e life a bell , a n d neve r k n e w it un t i l 
a t t h a t m o m e n t I w a s lifted a n d s t ruck . I have s ince on ly very ra re ly seen 
t h e t r ee w i t h t h e l igh ts i n it. T h e v is ion c o m e s a n d goes , m o s t l y goes , b u t 
I live for it, for t h e m o m e n t w h e n t h e m o u n t a i n s o p e n a n d a n e w l ight 
r o a r s i n s p a t e t h r o u g h t h e c rack , a n d t h e m o u n t a i n s s l am. 
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WILLIAM LEAST HEAT-MOON [b . 1940] 

A List of Nothing 
in Particular 

William Least Heat-Moon was b o r n William Trogdon in Kansas City, 
Missouri , in 1940. He is of English-Irish-Osage ancestry, having 
changed his n a m e in h o n o r of the latter. Educa ted at the University of 
Missouri , Columbia, Heat -Moon earned a B.A., M.A., a n d Ph.D. in 
English, as well as a B.A. in photojournal ism. After losing a teaching 
posi t ion a t his a lma mater, he took to the road for three m o n t h s , which 
resulted in Blue Highways (1982), an acclaimed book of topographical 
travel writ ing. Two more volumes followed: PrairyErth: A Deep Map 
(1992) focuses on a county in Kansas , a n d River Horse (1999) details 
Heat-Moon s journey across the United States by water. More recendy, 
he publ ished Columbus in America: Turning Points in History (2002). 

In "A List of Nothing in Particular," Heat-Moon sets out to disprove 
the c o m m o n misconcept ion tha t there is "nothing" in the West Texas 
desert. He narra tes his encounters with the plants , animals , a n d people 
he comes across in this far-from-barren landscape. 

S t ra ight as a chiefs c o u n t e n a n c e , t h e r o a d lay ahead , curves so long a n d 
g radua l as t o b e impercep t ib le except o n t h e m a p . F o r near ly a h u n d r e d 
miles d u e wes t of E ldo rado , n o t a single t own . I t w a s t h e Texas s o m e peop le 
see as b a r r e n was te w h e n they cross it, t h e p a r t they la ter descr ibe a t t h e 
mote l b a r as "nothing." They say, "There's n o t h i n g ou t the re . " 

Dr iv ing t h r o u g h t h e mi l e s of n o t h i n g , I d e c i d e d t o t e s t t h e h y p o t h e s i s 
a n d s t o p p e d s o m e w h e r e i n w e s t e r n Crocke t t C o u n t y o n t h e t o p of a 
b r o a d m e s a , j u s t off TexaSv29. At a d i s t ance , t h e l a n d l o o k e d so r o c k y a n d 
dry, a re l ig ious m a n c o u l d bel ieve t h a t t h e F i r s t H a n d n e v e r go t a r o u n d 
t o t h e c r e a t i o n i n h e r e . Still , s o m e b o d y h a d d e c i d e d t o s t r i ng b a r b e d 
w i r e a r o u n d it. 

N o p l a n t g r ew h i g h e r t h a n m y h e a d . F o r a whi le , I h e a r d on ly mi les of 
w i n d aga ins t t h e Ghos t ; b u t af ter t h e r i ng ing in m y e a r s s t o p p e d , I h e a r d 
myself b r e a t h i n g , t h e n a b i r d no t e , a n a n s w e r i n g call , a n o t h e r k i n d of 

William Least Heat-Moon, "A List of Nothing in Particular" from Blue Highways by William 
Least Heat-Moon. Copyright © 1982, 1999 by William Least Heat-Moon. Reprinted by 
permission of Little, Brown and Company (Inc.). 
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