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The Singing WildernessA Personal Approach to Nature

American environmentalist Sigurd Olson devoted his lifeOs work to the formation and
preservation of the American wilderneddltimately his dreams were reéaéd when the
Boundary Waters wasfficially recognized as wilderness. Olson believed phaserved
wilderness areas were the last bastions of the singing wilderness. Places where eGieaechth
is rewarding, for son@w in the process we tap the deeells of racial experience that gives us
a feeling of being part of an existence where life was simple and satisfactions werétrealO (

Singing Wildernesg). Olsen hoped that if the wilderness could be sequestered for future

generatios then they migh Oactually glimpse the ancient glory or hear the singing wild€ness
and Olsen deeplynderstood that the singing wilderness had to be experienced firgéhand

| too have lkard the singing wildernesss isound is halfwabetween poetry and
movementLacking concreteness, impossibly kept in motion through even the deepest silences,
it is easily lost in the ambiguity of worlst is near spiritual In capturing it essence words fall
sort and its meaning becomes distorted. The singing wilderness isivehyan individualOs
possessionThe singing wilderness makes pr@éeand poetry beautifult would seem that the
creative potential of the singing wildernesshe only thing that can be condensed from the
vapors ofits songthe singng wildernesss a sourcef human creativity.

| heard the singing wilderness on the portage trails that are strew with rocks. These

portages were especially difficult and the trail moved back into the woods like a granite tongue



that was lapping at the waters ed@own these trails the song
went before me. Along the pattueberrie€siren call came
light and sweet with the promise of berries warmed before tH ™

sun and all I had to do was throw down my burden. | presse
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onward and hoped that | migtgturn. The sudden bite of a

mosquito followed sooner or later by my swift judgmeas part of the songt &lways

happened that when tlamerous loadf pack and canoe became too grediten muscles cried
hold enouglOthat the first lnes of my part of the song would rise from my unconscious. They
would reach my throat and like geese clumsily lumber forward down my tongue intoFRladjkt.
songs withnames likeJohn HenryandOld Dan Tuckett was blessed with theompanythat
streamingwest encountered the wilderness. Folk sdrays when our nation &s younger and

still full of an epic frontier The words fell with the rise and fall of boots on the trail. When

finally the lake blue sifted through the pine it was bitterswaghaling the end of something.

The singing wilderness was there around the campfire as the n&ijalayey was just
becoming vivid in thoughts rekindled by full stomacHAsis time the song was muted and
subtle. It was in the hiss of water forced out of a damp log, and it was punctuated by Loon calls.
Then the words came to be added to the base line. These words were simple and not the high
words of learning but the ideas that gave rise to them mabe listafter the dags exploits
were recountewith satisfactiora pine knot or log might be thrown on the fire and burst into
flame. Then ambition sprang forth with all the
speculation of a gold rushThetalk turnedto time

and distance anater the plansishored up with a
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backup planand the song would wind down to thiss of fire and the call of loons
It was fom the seat of a candieat| coulddecipher the singing wilderness masasily.
Sometimes the song wagsobust song diaste, and other times it cam& deliberately as a

funeral dirge. When there is need the song hastens to match the tempo of the water. The water

compelled by the water to be every bit as fierce as a whjteha canOt
be quartered. Witkigor the song was lusty and strong. Its time was
the paddle stroke and its measure was movement that the wind eve :
conducted. In the morningshen the song was slowest and each

paddlestroke felt effortlesghe song became simple. It was not as s - T "

much heard as it was feltWhen the waters were caliime song reached '
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into the sublime, when trees were a continuotisyeiirough water and sky. During this time
the paynent for passage of the waters veaspple in the fabriof reality that in time reachetie
shore.

Olsen believd that the singing wilderness had to be
felt, rather than experienced vicariouslywas something
only tangible to a person through his own solidarity.

Because of this the singing wilderness must be learned again

and again eacjeneration With that inmind Olsen was

able to spend hilfe, not ensuring that everyone hémut so

that those who were willing might shoulder their pack, hoist
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canoe, and go searching for the singing wilderness



