CHAPTER 15





	It was more than a few months after I quit LaGrange Junior College that I went into the woods.


	The woods has always fascinated me; when I had to make money as a kid I had started a trap-line along the Salt Creek set out snares of looped wire on the thin trails down to the water that rabbits had.  They ran right into the nooses and choked themselves to death.  I thought they couldn't have any eyes, because I always put the snares on the same paths but they never learned, just kept running the same way right into the wire loops.  I wondered why they didn't go down to the water a different way.  Even when a choked rabbit blocked the path, the rest of them would just make a little detour around the body --- in the snow it was easy to see their tracks --- and then they would go on the old path again and some would run right into nooses ahead.  What else could I think about something like this, except to admit they were pretty doggone stupid?


	It was wonderful in the woods, though.  The air was always crisp and cool, except for a few days of summer, and in winter the snow stayed fresh for weeks.  When the creek froze, it froze in ridges where the current had fought the freezing right up to the end.  I used to run along the creek, checking the traps and snares, and sometimes I would dive into a snow bank, a pile of leaves or a bunch of bushes and roll around.  I got hard as stone, I suppose because I liked the woods so much; it's great what a complete lack of people will do for a place.  There was nobody there but me.


	There was this girl I would see every once in awhile on a bridge, but she just took it as a short-cut home.  I used to watch her, a little worried that she might see me and come down and ruin everything by knowing I was in the woods.  Sooner or later it had to happen; one day she did see me, and she did come down.  She had a stick in her hand that she kept poking at leaves with and she told me her name.


	"What are you doing here?" she asked me.


	I couldn't think up an answer, so I told her the truth.  "I jus like it here," I said.


	"I like it, too," she said, as if she wanted to cut herself in if it was something good.


	I turned away and walked down along the creek bank, but she followed me so we sat down together, staring across the water.  "Isn't it wonderful the way everything grows here," she said, “so easy and natural?  Sometimes I wish I were a tree, or a bush or even just a little ant, I'd be so happy to live here in the sun."


	I looked at her.  But girls are like that, you know.  Anyway, if she were a tree, she would still expect breakfast for nothing every morning and she would never ask where it came from.  Nobody waits on trees, just on girls --- but she was forgetting this, if she had ever known it at all.  If there was one thing I liked about a tree it was that I knew it didn't expect to be happy, it didn't even know what happy was.  All there was to a tree, I thought, was pull, pull, pull for food and one more day of life to grow bigger.  But when I tried to explain this to the girl she got angry and left.


	As I got older, I left the Salt Creek with my traps and snares, and I began laying out a trapline along the Rock River that runs at the far north edge of Illinois.  Here I got more muskrat, and a few more mink, and even some otter and martin, along with a couple of nice fox.  I'd take them home and string them up from a nail in the basement, and strip them, and send the pelts to Speigels in St. Paul, Minnesota, making about a hundred dollars a month off the traps, but although the money was good I liked trapping because it gave me a chance to live and move in the woods, and there were easily times when I didn't see a human face for three, four days at a stretch, heard no words, said nothing and only opened my mouth to whistle.


	It was good to do all the simple things that a guy never has time to enjoy otherwise, like breathing in the clean cold air until it stings, like feeling a breeze and a flurry of snow, noticing the colors of leaves and the way twigs have fallen, "reading” the trees (you can tell whether the landscape was a field, farm or a woods a hundred years ago by the present shape of the trees; and you can tell how long the present woods has been developing, or how old it is, by the species of trees found in it), and like watching birds play in the air or strut pridefully along a branch, and the noises, sounds, whistles, chattering, all lending to a hum that is the woods itself.  Through this world runs a river, or a creek, all spangled with life and sun and mud rising in a mixture to float in circles on the current; leaves and dead limbs in the fall, all gliding nowhere in a rush, and then winter and the slow stiffening of everything, current, trees, weeds and bushes into frozen shapes that no longer bend or flow or weave but break through brittly with a clatter and fall piecemeal, whether it be an ice-coated stick or a nub of ice swirled up that cracks underfoot; all round a walker the woods snaps, pops, cracks with things going to pieces, but then in spring everything starts all over again, buds, bulbs, greenery and bugs in a teeming thrust to conquer the water, earth and the little space, before succumbing to the weather.


	You learn in the woods that psychiatry makes no sense within the great world; you can accuse no bug or branch or bush of having a destructive wish as it gives up its green and dies cold brown before the diving temperature of late November.  You can accuse nothing of being minded toward its own bitter end; there are no complexes in a woods, no complex self-imposed agonies, no maladjusted, just all being swept unknowingly toward a frozen death, not wanting it, not demanding it, not looking forward to it.  Nothing in the woods tries for the impossible; there are no standards.  What works is right, but nothing works against the weather and the fragile die, the mighty hole up tight, while everything winged leaves.  It is mostly only the progeny that is around come spring, and the next spring it is another generation, then another, and another, a relay race in time rather than in space, the neuroses don't count.  There are neither demons nor devils, just death, silence, and then with a sigh in spring the chatter of summer begins, swells, subsides, ends.  Within the flat world of the woods is that ring-within-a-ring, within-a-ring reality that we all remember somewhere deep in our mental makeup --- the realization that we are all being moved in a gigantic pattern that has nothing to do with our own free will, that we are all both free and slave, both master and machine, artful and ridiculous, proud and absurd, a whole and a piece, distinct and indifferent.


	I learned this when I broke my foot stumbling down a ravine ten miles from anywhere, and came to rest alone in eighteen inches of snow, unable to walk, or get help, or call it quits, or say, "that's all, Charlie, I give up, now let's go get a beer and forget it."  The world closed in, swept over me, and went along fine without me; and I realized that I maintained my place only through asserting myself every instant.


	I dragged branches to me, built a windbreak, a fire, took off my pack and made coffee, heated beans, cleaned everything and put it back carefully, stoked up the fire and then forced myself to sleep.  In the morning, covered with snow that spilled off the blanket when I popped up, I went into motion again, making more coffee on a fire, more beans, and then for a long, long, long time dragging myself through the ditch to find a crutch-shaped sturdy branch, and some flat chips for splints.  It took me twelve days to come back, nibbling a little, drinking a little, making a mile or less and praying for the sight of one house, a road, a car, another whole and well figure that could help, but I must have missed them all until the odds were so overwhelmingly in my favor that I had to stumble onto somebody or make a lie out of all mathematics.  I heard an axe first, stubbing away rhythmically in the night, and I shouted and walked, shouted and walked, shouted and walked it seemed like hours, until I heard the retort "Who's there!" and he found me, took me inside, where his wife fed me, the kids gathered around, and the warmth of his house, his blankets, his Scotch brought me back to consciousness and the dignity of not needing him.


	The woods is a masterful teacher.  If you do not believe that men survive by making war on the world, try getting lost sometime.  A man's only friend is another man --- but unfortunately, not always does he 
