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Priming the pump: 

continued on page 4

This summer I met a Breadloaf class for a nature walk in the forest near 
the University student housing. The Breadloaf School of English is a 
graduate program of Vermont’s Middlebury College that bases summer 
classes here at UAS. The class, taught by Mark Long, was called Search-
ing for Wildness. The students were mostly in their mid-20s, and came 
from all over the country

As we started down the road from housing, I asked the class what out-
ings they’d been on since their arrival in Juneau. None, they answered. 

Wow, I thought; this’ll be fun! Without explanation I stepped off the 
pavement and waded into a thicket of ferns and salmonberry with about 
3-foot visibility. After all, the class was called “searching for wildness;” 
seemed like we’d better get off the road. 

I never remembered to ask how many of the folks in that class had  
ever been seriously off-trail before, but it was probably less than half. For 
the rest of our 4-hour excursion, we used trails or roads only as temporary 
bridges between further plunges into trackless forest and bog. The litera-
ture students quickly got used to Southeast-style bushwhacking and soon 
thought nothing of balancing on logs while gingerly parting devil’s club 
stems with the backs of their hands.

Movement through the country, finding your basic animal pace, is 
part of touching wildness. But as much of the quest is cerebral. As soon 
as we’d pushed through that first roadside menziesia tangle into a mossy 
opening large enough to gather into a circle, we stopped. I began to ask 
the kinds of questions that are second nature to any naturalist. We didn’t 
move from that spot for 20 minutes:

What are the names of the commonest trees, bushes, herbs, lichens?
Which of these trees is the oldest? 
How long has this log been lying on the ground?
What animals live here? Where is their sign?
By about the 40th question, the forest began to feel like a deeply 

evolved community. Few of the trees were much bigger than 2 feet in 
diameter, but some of the hemlocks looked very old, certainly well over 
300 years. The nearest building in the housing complex was less than 100 
yards away, but if we’d decided to hide out there for a week or so, only 
the SeaDogs could have found us. Later, I asked myself if it would have 
been possible to do that on any campus in the lower 48 states; walk a few 
steps from a dormitory and commune with a tree that was standing there 
when Columbus reached North America. 

To me, age is a big part of wildness. An 80-year old forest growing on 
an abandoned cattle pasture just doesn’t feel wild, not after you’ve spent 
time in the old-growth forests of Southeast Alaska. Trees that have lived 

Richard Carstensen

10 times longer than me know something–just as 
wolves do–that I will never experience or under-
stand. They feel as inscrutable and precious and 
dangerous as whales. Wildness, in this view, is 
not disorder, but a careful, ancient meaningful-
ness that human civilizations have shattered.

After our walk, the instructor, Mark, asked 
me if I’d read anything by his friend Tom 
Wessels, of Antioch College. He was struck by 
the similarities in our teaching styles, mainly 
the use of leading questions as opposed to just 
handing out names or describing relationships. 
I was pleased because Wessels’ Reading the 
forested landscape is probably the best natural 
history I’ve ever read for any bioregion. 

The similarity in our field styles is not too 
remarkable. Most interpretive naturalists soon 
learn that asking is more fun and effective than 
lecturing. It’s almost inevitable that you adopt 
this mode on outings with kids; if you don’t 
keep them engaged with brain-teasers or other 
games, they’ll blow you off for something more 
rewarding. 

I remember my awkwardness when I first 
tried the Socratic method in classes of adults; it 
felt like I was being a little condescending. But 
I soon decided it was more condescending (and 
boring) to recite nature facts to groups of polite-
ly nodding adults. It’s actually a mark of respect 
to invite your audience to share in the problem-
solving. Ideally, your first few questions are just 
priming the pump; after that, the questions–and 
answers–flow unsolicited, from everybody. 

Soon, somebody asks a question that stumps 

Socratic method in the field and in print.
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From the Director
Dana Owen

It was broad daylight, so I guess the blinking was understandable. Where 
I grew up, raccoons are ordinarily nocturnal; we would usually hear them 
before seeing them, and then only in the beam of a flashlight. But here 
were these two at midday, partly in, partly out of the base of an old snag, 
blinking and turning their gaze away momentarily before resuming what 
can only be described as apprehensive stares at a pair of humans who had 
interrupted their stroll through Vancouver, B.C.’s Stanley Park to stare 
back.

Watching wildlife in a major city is at best problematic. For one thing, 
there’s simply not as much of it as we Alaskans might be used to. In spite 
of recent successes establishing urban populations of such species as 
Peregrine Falcons, glass, steel and concrete can only offer limited habitat. 
And glass, steel and concrete appear to be expanding their range, in con-
trast to prairie, forest and meadow.

With human populations projected to level off at just under 10 billion 
sometime in mid-century and people flooding in from rural areas, cities 
are inescapably a huge part of our future. If we are looking for a model 
for those cities, we could do worse than Vancouver. Ethnically diverse, 
politically engaged, energetic, and home to some of the highest density 
neighborhoods in North America, Vancouver is also among the most liv-
able cities on the planet. In spite of the many high rise glass towers that 
dominate the skyline–a testament to local passion for the city’s scenic 
location–strict codes ensure that enough space is left between buildings to 
give the city a surprisingly airy, spacious feel. 

Still, even where the built environment (as architects are fond of 
describing towns and cities) is inviting and comfortable, people are 
hungry for contact with the natural world. Stanley Park is arguably the 
most prized material asset of that sophisticated, wealthy city.  Even in the 
downtown core, the need to be around green growing things is appar-
ent: The view from high up reveals gardens sprawled across rooftops, 

crammed into pots, perched on ledges and hanging 
over balconies.

A visit to a place that might look a lot 
like the future reinforces my 

belief in our mission at 
Discovery Southeast. 
Connecting people 
with nature only be-
comes more important 
as we become inexora-
bly more urban. It’s my 
hope that in a hundred 
years, strollers in a city 
park will still stop to 
stare, curious about the 
life around them and 
concerned for its well 
being. 
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Discovery News
New look for web site
We’re in the midst of a face lift for our web site. 
Construction should be done by the time you 
read this, so point your browser to www.discov-
erysoutheast.org and check it out. We hope the 
new layout makes information easier to access 
and more inviting. All the old features will still 
be there: notices about upcoming events, infor-
mation about programs, descriptions of publica-
tions, and the history of Discovery Southeast. 
You will still be able to order goods, pay for 
programs and make contributions online, as 
well as find out who we are and how to contact 
us. Unseen will be changes that let us more eas-
ily add and delete material, hopefully inspiring 
us to keep the site more up to date, with more 
pictures and more timely news.

We are grateful for the work of our web 
master/technology guru/senior naturalist Bob 
Christensen. We owe a lot of our success with 
computers, cameras and other technology to his 
talent and dedication.

Transitions
For this year’s Nature Studies, we welcome 
back returning naturalist Diane Antaya who 
had been with us in spirit while she took some 
time out to to be with her young children. Diane 
covers 5th grade at Riverbend Elementary and 

is transi-
tioning 
into Scott 
Burton’s 
shoes at 
Harbor-
view. Diane 
has the 
3rd and 
4th grades 
while Scott 
finishes 
up one last 

year with 5th graders. Scott continues to be the 
naturalist at Gastineau. 

New faces on the staff include Kevin 
O’Malley and Elisabeth Wertheimer. Elisabeth 
grew up in Juneau, and we are happy to give 
her the opportunity to share her knowledge 
with the next generation. She assists both Scott 
and Diane, a juggling act she performs with 
remarkable dexterity and aplomb. Kevin co-
leads at Auke Bay with David Troup and assists 
Steve Merli at Glacier Valley and Darren Snyder 

at Mendenhall River. He also introduces 5th graders throughout the 
Juneau School District to the fundamentals of bear behavior through the 
CBJ-sponsored Alaska Bears in Communities program.

Cindy Scott takes charge of the Board as our new President. In a 
move that successfully eased the last such transition, Mike Stanley steps 
back to become Vice President. Larry West takes over as Secretary from 
Alex Wertheimer who retired from the board after serving for six years, 
the last three as Secretary. We also say goodbye to board members 
Colleen Goldrich and Dan Hall. We’ll miss all three, their positive energy 
and good spirits, and we wish them the best of luck in whatever new 
challenges they take on.

Special thanks
With a generous cash grant, 
Kennecott Greens Creek 
Mining Company has become 
a business underwriter of 
our flagship Nature Studies 
program. This year over 1,000 
students from Juneau School 
District elementary schools 
will experience enhanced 
science education and outdoor 
learning from DSE natural-
ists. Please thank your friends 
and neighbors who work for 
Kennecott Greens Creek for this much needed supplement to funding 
provided by parent teacher organizations and individual DSE members. 

We also thank Paula and Bill Kalbrener for their timely gift of a well 
maintained Ford 15 passenger van. It was just the ticket for dependable 
transportation for this summer’s Outdoor Explorers and Crystal Lakes 
camps. For a variety of reasons, we needed to replace our old minibus, so 
we were delighted when Paula and Bill thought of us when they decided 
to part company with their van. We love it.

Speaking of the van, thanks also to Grant’s Plaza for letting us park 
in their lot. It’s no small trick finding a good place to keep a bus or a van, 
and we are grateful for their help. 

And finally, a request
By far our most popular field guide is Common Birds of Southeast Alaska. 
It’s been out of print for a year now, and we could use a benefactor or sev-
eral to help us get it back on the 
shelves and into people’s hands. 
A cost effective print run will 
be about $2,500. If you would 
like to cover all or a substantial 
part of this cost, we would love 
to talk to you. You’ll get a com-
plimentary set of all our guides, 
recognition here and elsewhere 
(unless you choose to remain 
anonymous), and of course, our 
undying gratitude. Please call 
us at 907-463-1500.
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the instructor. Better yet, somebody notices and successfully interprets 
something the instructor has never seen before. The outing transitions 
from a “led,” structured experience to a wilder collaboration. Humans are 
social carnivores, and we take naturally to this kind of hunting. 

The unique thing about Tom Wessels is that he has borrowed the So-
cratic teaching style that works so well in the field or classroom, and ap-
plied it to his writing. It’s common to see the questioning style in writing 
for kids. Discoveries, for example, often runs a Puzzlers page for young 
readers. But I’ve only once (Winter 2001: Bite marks and bathtub rings) 
attempted an essay with natural history puzzlers for adults.

Why should kids have all the fun? About the only standard puzzler 
column I can think of in a grown-up periodical is the Photo Quiz in Birder 
Magazine. Birding, after all, is a game, and even the crustiest old birders 
expect their pastime to be enjoyable. The answers to the photo quiz begin 
with the basics, so as not to intimidate beginners, and proceed to arcane 
subtleties that leave even experienced birders in the dust.

Let’s take a Wessels-style walk through a Southeast forest scene. My 
purposes are twofold: to share some of the interpretive tools that help us 
understand forests as dynamic, shape-shifting habitats; and to explore a 
more interactive style of writing.

The forest scene above–like the etchings in Reading the forested 
landscape–is not a real place but a composite sketch that combines classic 
features rarely all seen with sufficient clarity in a single forest photograph. 
But these elements do occur together frequently within, say, a one-acre 
patch of our coastal rain forest. The view is to the southwest, with the 
evening sun at a low angle in the northwest. As we dig into this particu-
lar forest habitat, we’ll often use the process of elimination, discarding 
explanations that don’t fit. I recommend studying the drawing after read-
ing each boldface question, and trying to answer as much you can before 

reading on. 
Let’s start from the ground up. What geolog-

ic landform is this forest growing on? There 
are no exposed bedrock outcrops or loose rocks 
or even unvegetated soils in the scene, but that 
in itself is a clue. The surface slope and rough-
ness (or lack thereof) is another clue.

What could account for a gently sloping, 
smooth surface? In some places, gently dip-
ping bedrock strata–shales and sandstones for 
example–result in such surfaces, but these rock 
types are uncommon in Southeast Alaska. More 
often, our smooth, gentle slopes result from the 
deposits of moving water, where streams come 
off steep slopes and spread sediments in fan-
shaped landforms. 

Does anything about the forest help to 
confirm this guess about its underlying land-
form? Yes, the enormous size of the 2 decaying 
stumps could only have been attained on rich, 
well-drained soils. Alluvial fans (“alluvium” is 
material deposited by moving water) support 
some of Southeast’s finest big-tree forests.

What is the range in diameters of living 
and dead trees in this scene? Let’s say our 
scale-person is 5.5 feet tall. Her armspan is 
roughly equal to her height. If she held her arms 
out, they would not quite span the diameter of 
the dead stump (dbh = diameter at breast height, 

continued from page 1
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or 4.5 feet above the ground). If it’s 6 ft dbh 
today, it would probably have been about 7 ft 
before losing the bark and outer sapwood to rot.

The distant stump on the left is comparably 
sized, and together these dead trees allow us to 
visualize the majesty of the preceding forest. 
The next largest tree is the vertically-furrowed 
western hemlock on the left, probably about 3 
feet in diameter. The knotty tree in the fore-
ground, and the largest tree rooted on the big 
stump are maybe 25 or 30 inches.  

Next down in size are the paler “background 
trees.” These range in size from 1 to 2 ft dbh. 
There’s also a small leaning dead tree in the 
center, broken off at about 20 ft. It’s a little less 
than 1 ft dbh. Finally, there are just a few little 
sapling-sized trees 4- to 8 inches dbh, mostly 
rooted on stumps.

Studying these tree sizes and identifying 
them to species is an important first step in deci-
phering the history of this forest. 

Would you call this an even-aged or a 
multi-aged forest? Warning: there’s no quick 
answer to this question. In the first place, tree 
size and age aren’t necessarily correlated. 
On a good site with plenty of light, Sitka 
spruce generally grow faster than hemlock. 
Certainly, there appears to be a consider-
able range in ages between the largest and 
smallest living trees in the stand. But on 
the other hand, the roughly equivalent size 
of the background trees suggests that these 
could all be about the same age. This for-
est probably would not qualify as a truly 
all-aged stand with a full spectrum of ages 
from seedlings to ancients. It might better 
be described as having several discrete age 
classes, with trees that perhaps colonized in 
“waves.”

Is there a strongly developed subcanopy 
layer in this forest?  No. It’s pretty sparse. A 
few wispy branches of hemlocks reach to lower 
levels in the background. Two saplings have fo-
liage in the 10- to 20-ft zone, but this fills only 
a minor portion of the subcanopy. We can guess 
that the saplings are hemlocks because spruces 
this size almost never survive long in shady for-
est understories. Most old-growth forests have 
more subcanopy trees of intermediate height 
than we can see in this sketch. Again, this sug-
gests that we have 2 age classes here: the 1- to 
2-ft dbh background trees whose crowns com-
pose the high canopy, and the very small, more 
recently recruited saplings that are probably 20 
to 40 years old. 

Which is the oldest of the trees in this 

scene? The vertical furrows in the 3-ft dbh hemlock on the left indicate an 
old-growth tree. Forest-grown hemlocks–as opposed to those that come 
up in open, sunny locations–typically grow quite slowly. A 3-ft dbh forest 
hemlock is usually at least 300 years old. As we shall see, it is probably 
more than twice the age of the next oldest trees in this scene. It was a con-
temporary of the two big stumps, and the sole survivor of the disturbance 
(or disturbances) that brought down the previous forest. 

How old is the foreground tree and how fast is it growing?  This is 
a Sitka spruce. We know because of the branching pattern–referred to as 
whorls–that do not occur on hemlocks. Each year a young spruce sends 
up a new leader and simultaneously shoots out a new layer of horizontal, 
whorled branches. 

On an open site such as a beach meadow, a spruce sapling can have 
densely-needled branches right down to ground level. As the forest grows 
up, the high canopy foliage shades out these first lower branches and they 
eventually fall off. But the evidence of the tree’s original open-grown 
condition lingers. From the whorls of branch stubs we can also estimate 
the tree’s age and growth rate. Note that one of the medium-sized back-
ground trees also has hints of whorled branch stubs. These 2 whorled 
trees are spruces, and the others are either hemlocks or spruces that were 
not strongly open-grown. 

We can count 7 whorls on the foreground tree, but it was probably at 
least 10 years old before reaching the height of the bottom whorl; young 
saplings take awhile to reach their “stride.” Once that happened, however, 

this spruce began growing at well over one foot per year. 
This is consistent with its location on an alluvial fan, and 
the fact that it got plentiful light.  

A good way to quickly estimate the age of an open-
grown spruce is to stand back far enough to see the top 
of the tree. Hold out your fingers 10 whorls apart and 
“step them up” the trunk, counting a decade at a time. A 
typical height-to-diameter ratio for forest conifers is about 
50:1. This spruce, and the larger 2-ft-dbh hemlocks in the 
background, are probably about 100 feet tall. At a growth 
rate of more than one foot per year, that would make the 
foreground spruce somewhat less than a century old.  

What happened to the two big stumps?  When? The 
big stumps are relatively flat-topped, suggesting they were cut by saw. 
But wind-thrown trees sometimes snap off, leaving flat-topped stumps, 
so we should look for other clues. If wind were the culprit, we could 
probably still see the very large logs lying nearby on the ground. A 6-ft 
diameter spruce log takes more than a century to decompose. Large hem-
locks decompose more quickly, in part because they almost always have 
heart rot long before they die and fall. But these stumps are unlikely to be 
hemlocks simply because of the size; the Alaska state champion western 
hemlock is only about 6 ft dbh.

The best clue to logging is the springboard notch about 8 feet up on 
the right side of the near stump. Loggers drove platforms called spring-
boards into these notches in order to stand above the root-swell of big 
spruces, up where the diameter was smaller. In the days before chainsaws, 
the notches were usually cut with an axe. 

The first chainsaws used in Southeast were 2-person Titans that ap-
peared in the 1940s. They were heavy, bad-tempered, and for some pur-
poses scarcely superior to their predecessor, the long 2-handled crosscut 
saw. (Duane Hafner, who saw the first Titans used in the Lemon Creek 
area, insisted the elegant handsaws were only called “misery whips” by 
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those who didn’t know how to sharpen them.) 
For a brief period, springboards were used by the 
early chainsaw wielders, but the notches were 
then also cut with the chainsaws, leaving longer 
horizontal scars. The stump notch in the draw-
ing is narrow and therefore axe-cut. It probably 
precedes 1940; these spruces were cut at least 65 
years ago.

The rate of stump decomposition varies from 
place to place in Southeast. I drew this one from 
a photo taken near Sitka, where winters are 
warmer than Juneau’s. You can still see weath-
ered springboard notches a century old around 
Sitka and on “balmy” Prince of Wales Island. 
Near Juneau, stumps decompose more quickly, 
a stump of this integrity would probably be less 
than 50 years old. I suspect the difference has to 
do with the freezing of ice that forms in cracks in 

the wood, hastening the collapse of stumps in northern Southeast.
But there are other clues to date-of-logging besides stump condition. 

What can we say about the largest tree growing on the foreground 
stump?  The ribs or buttresses running vertically up the trunk of this 
tree are called fluting. This growth form is disliked by loggers but is not 
a deformity. Fluting develops in western hemlocks that grow rapidly in 
fairly open conditions–not deep forest understory–where they are exposed 
to wind stress. The convolutions become most pronounced at about 100 
years, and then are gradually overgrown. 

So the strongly fluted hemlock attached to the side of the stump is defi-
nitely not ancient, but neither is it young. It wasn’t large when loggers cut 
the giant spruce, because they would have cleared it out of the way. This 
hemlock either seeded into a crack on the rim of the freshly cut stump, or 
else was so small a seedling that the loggers ignored it. Although 
hemlocks on good sites can grow fairly fast, a trunk of this size 
suggests it’s probably closer to 100 than 50 years.

Early loggers with handsaws rarely clearcut forests because it 
was too much work, and they only wanted the finest trees. How 
complete was the logging removal of the previous forest?  We 
know they didn’t clearcut the stand because the old hemlock on 
the left survived. On the other hand, we can guess that more than 
half of the original forest was quickly felled, for two reasons: 1) 
The foreground spruce and at least one other grew up in sunny 
conditions; they’re open-grown with obvious low branch stubs. 
2) The stump-side hemlock is fluted, indicating wind stress; that 
would not have been likely if most of the canopy trees remained 
intact. Forest understories are not windy places. 

Notice that I suggested the forest “was quickly felled,” not 
necessarily that it was mostly logged. We only have clear evi-
dence for the logging of the two largest trees. But surviving trees 
in partially logged forests often subsequently blow down in one 
or a series of wind storms. A combination of logging and wind 
probably opened up the original forest in our scene. We now have 
evidence from several sources–stump condition, age of post-log-
ging colonizers–that this was probably about a century ago. 

If the stand was logged about 100 years ago, would the 
smaller cut stumps still be present?  Probably not. Wood 
decomposition is rapid in Southeast compared to places like the 

fluting peaks 
at about 100 
years

Oregon Cascades where logs and stumps can 
remain intact for 300 years. And if we did find 
smaller stumps, they’d be too rotten to tell if 
they were cut or snapped by wind after the 
logging. Corresponding down logs of small- to 
medium-sized trees blown over a century ago 
would now be only vague outlines in the duff.

From what direction do prevailing storm 
winds sweep this forest?  There are several 
down logs in the scene, and 2 of them show root 
pads on the left side. Recalling that our view 
is to the southwest, these trees fell towards the 
northwest. The storm winds therefore came 
from the southeast, a typical direction for gale-
intensity storms that hit Southeast forests every 
few decades, usually in late fall or early winter. 
The ripped-up root pads show that at least 2 of 
the fallen trees were not snapped but uprooted. 

How long have the down logs been on the 
forest floor?  Thick cushions of moss cover the 
logs, but so far, we see few shrubs or small trees 
growing on them. The log in the left distance 
is still firm enough to lie propped above the 
ground by its roots; it’s considered to be decay-
class III. (Decay class IV logs slump completely 
to the ground). That makes me think the storm 
that toppled these medium-sized trees happened 
about 20 to 30 years ago. 

Could these downed logs have been part of 
the cohort that colonized after logging? The 
logs are at least as large as the living second-

growth spruce and hemlock that grew up 
after logging. When they fell 20 to 30 
years ago they were substantially larger 
than the second-growth trees were at that 
time. So they were present but passed up 
by loggers a century or so ago. Unlike the 
ancient hemlock on the left, these trees 
did not make it through the southeasterly 
storm (or storms) that hit this forest in the 
1970s or 80s. If I were studying this stand 
in the field I’d look up to the crown of the 
old hemlock. It likely has a broken top 
and doesn’t protrude above the crowns of 
the younger trees; sometimes it pays to 
be short.

When did the leaning snag die?  
This dead tree has lost its branches. The 
roots have withered until it is just about 
to fall. Even the heartwood is punky; 
the top snapped off at about 20 feet. You 
can’t tell from my drawing whether the 
bark has fallen off, but that would be an-
other good clue. From these observations 
I would guess it died about 20 years ago.

Small snags like this are common 

Section diagram based on “Stem fluting of western hemlock in 
SE AK.” Julin and Farr, USFS.
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in second-growth forests. Trees seed in pro-
lifically after a disturbance such as logging or 
blowdown. They grow together thickly until 
competition for light and soil nutrients begins 
to eliminate the less vigorous trees. Foresters 
call that period the “stem exclusion” phase. 
We’re just about through with stem exclusion in 
this forest scene. The next phase will be called 
“understory reinitiation,” 
in which a few of the larger 
canopy trees fall, opening up 
the forest enough for sun-
light to stimulate regrowth 
of herbs and bushes. 

How would you char-
acterize the understory 
vegetation?  Okay, I know 
my sketch is pretty cartoony 
in this regard. Those low-
growing plants are mostly 
shield ferns, some of the 
only vascular species ca-
pable of reaching good size 
in shady forest understories. 
Virtually no shrubs have 
yet colonized. If we were 
to check the ground forbs on a field visit to this 
forest, we’d find sparse cover of species such 
as ground dogwood, foamflower, and trailing 
raspberry. These plants stay green throughout 
the winter and are important deer foods. Their 
sparsity and the absence of blueberry would 
cause this forest to score fairly low on a winter 
deer habitat survey.  

How could tree rings give us the exact date 
of logging?  A century or so ago, the newly-
minted Forest Service wasn’t keeping com-
prehensive records of the locations or dates of 
logging. But tree rings are in many ways more 
trustworthy than paper documents.

 We could place a minimum age on the 
logging by coring the hemlock growing on the 
rim of the big stump. Foresters use a device 
called an increment borer to drill into the pith 
(center ring) of a tree. They extract a narrow 
wood sample and count the rings. But coring 
the stump-rooted hemlock would not give us the 

actual date of logging. We don’t know how long it took the hemlock to 
colonize after the big spruce was cut.

There’s a much better way to exactly date a major forest distur-
bance like logging or blowdown. The trick is to find a tree that survived 
the disturbance. Typically, the growth rate of such trees experiences a 
surge in the summers following the disturbance. Foresters call the surge 
release because the tree is suddenly freed from the competition of close 
neighbors. No doubt some of the background hemlocks are release trees 
that were only small saplings when the forest was logged, but these are 
scarcely larger than those that seeded in after the cut, and therefore hard 
to identify. In our case it would be simpler to core the old hemlock on the 
left. We would only need to extract a few inches of sound wood from the 
slow-growing outer portion. Counting back from the outermost ring, we’d 
watch for evidence of suddenly increased growth in the decades surround-
ing the year 1900. Of course it’s best not to trust the ring patterns from 
just one release tree;  if you cored several trees and all were released in 
the same year, that would be pretty strong evidence.

Here’s what our forest 
scene probably looked 
like in 1850. Assuming 
it’s not logged again, 
could you draw a pic-
ture of it in, say 2406? 

 
We now know about as 
much about this forest 
scene as a teacher does 
about her students after 
the first hour of the first 
day of the school year. 
A deeper understand-
ing of forests is not only 
possible but essential to 
human survival.  

Here’s a different 
kind of question–ethical as well as ecological–about the relationship 
between human and natural communities. The pioneer mentality converts 
old, sophisticated natural communities to younger, simpler ones. Many 
of today’s “resource managers” still subscribe to that mindset, which 
values productivity over antiquity. What do we (and nature) lose in this 
conversion?

My loyalty to ancient trees borrows from my loyalty to old people. If 
we managed human society as we manage forests, we would dispropor-
tionately “harvest” our elders until our maximum age dropped to, say, 40 
years. Old people can’t shovel ditches very fast, and would be considered 
“decadent” or “overmature” by most forest managers. A younger human 
society would surely be more physically (if not intellectually) productive.

Few would propose this, because we have a deeper understanding of 
human than of natural communities. Ethics or loyalties aside, we know 
the loss of our stooped and balding advisors would cripple us. What does 
a forest’s oldest tree contribute to its community that’s analogous to 
the contributions of an 80-year-old person?

What could it tell of endurance, patience, selection, investment in the 
future? How many ancient storms are chronicled in its rings? What would 
it say about the heart of wildness, if we knew how to ask? 

This core from a small hemlock shows that it was 
released in 1917 by the logging of taller nearby 
spruces. The logging probably occurred in 1916.
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Review Richard Carstensen

Last Child in the Woods: Saving our Children 
from Nature-Deficit Disorder. Richard Louv. 
2006. Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill. 

Whenever I visit my parents in a suburb of 
Rochester, New York, I pack my binoculars and 
slip into a black-willow forest behind the 2-acre 
parking lot of a nearby Jewish temple. I can 
walk to this forest in 7 minutes from my child-
hood home. I cross a ditched creek and begin 
to cast about for a fading trail that leads into a 
20-acre cattail marsh. 

Growing up, this marsh was our wilder-
ness. It was big enough to be scary, but scary 
in a good way. This was 
where we hunted frogs, 
turtles and snakes, and fell 
slowly in love with the 
earth. 

The persistence of 
this lovely marsh–which 
we mistakenly called 
“The Swamp”–is nothing 
short of miraculous. Only 
its un-drainable clay 
substrate has saved it from 
the upper-middle-class 
residential development 
that now completely 
encompasses it. I’m 
thankful that I can still 
reconnect with the place 
that molded me, but going 
there always makes me 
sad. In terms of habitat, 
The Swamp has actually 
improved; there are far 
more deer and herons 
than when I played there 
44 years ago. But I would 
gladly trade the deer for a few grubby kids; in 
the past 20 years I’ve never seen a youngster in 
The Swamp, or even any sign of kid activity. 

Last Child in the Woods, by Richard Louv, is 
an in-depth analysis of this disturbing trend. But 
it’s more than a lament and warning. The book 
is also a celebration of the child-nature bond, 
and a challenge to adults who must defend it. 

Today’s children are the first generation 
on earth to be raised without meaningful 
interaction with nearby nature. Louv points 
to rapidly accumulating evidence–both 
scientific and anecdotal–that the disconnect is 
a fundamental cause of growing problems such 

as childhood obesity, attention disorders and depression. The book has 
caused a stir in educational circles and among city planners. 

From the perspective of Discovery Southeast, Louv’s book provides 
a welcome validation of our work. Although the importance of the child-
nature bond is intuitively obvious to most Discovery members, objective 
evaluation of the long-term benefits of natural history education and 
hands-on outdoor experience is very difficult. Last Child presents results 
of the latest of these studies that collectively are beginning to constitute a 
mandate for educational and land-use reform.

Obstacles to the child-nature bond are unfortunately many. As with 
wildlife (and kids are wildlife), habitat-loss is probably chief among these 
obstacles, at least in the lower 48 states. Vacant lots keep disappearing, 
and No Trespassing signs are harder to ignore. Another issue that was of 
little concern to my parents but much in the nightmares of today’s young 
families is what Louv calls “the bogeyman.” The media loves child-
abduction stories almost as much as mountain-lion attacks, and although 
the statistical likelihood of either is vanishingly small, perceived risk is 

keeping kids out of the woods. 
Yet another obstacle is the “criminalization of 

natural play. . . As a powerful deterrent to natural 
play, fear of liability ranks right behind the bogey 
man.” Legal obstacles to nature play come from 
2 basic sources: the fear of injury to children (and 
the landowner’s consequent fear of lawyers); 
and the well-intended restrictions on land use 
meant to protect natural habitats. One of Louv’s 
pet peeves to which I can relate is the illegality 
of tree-houses. His 4-level childhood treehouse 
(in an oak) sounds strikingly similar to mine (in 
a willow). 

As opportunities in nature decline, 
distractions increase. Malls, electronic 
games, computers, and heavier school and 
extracurricular schedules are keeping kids 
indoors. Louv concludes that, ironically, parents 
must structure “unstructured time.”

Okay, so the child-nature bond is seriously 
threatened throughout the lower 48 states. But is 
this a problem in Southeast? Many of us came 
here for Alaska’s increased elbow room, lower 
crime rate, and easy access to nature. In theory, 
even an urban community like downtown Juneau, 

or suburban developments like Mendenhall Valley 
should provide more opportunities for children to connect with nature 
than anything an unlucky rich kid in Rochester, New York could dream 
of. And certainly some families have achieved this.

But ask any Discovery naturalist what percentage of the students in 
his/her classes have significant contact with nature. It may vary from 
school to school, but the average is probably less than half. Louv has 
identified an ailment of sweeping proportions. The child-nature bond has 
been breaking down long enough that even the parents of many of our 
grade-schoolers–few of whom grew up in Alaska–had little childhood 
experience in the woods. What they never knew, they can’t pass on. 

Last Child will sadden and inspire you, 
and provide some of the tools we all need to 
reconnect people and place. 

Note: As one small example of the complexities involved in the break-down of the child-nature bond, consider the book’s cover photo. That’s an adult hand holding the frog; not the 
kid’s own muddy fist. This is probably a concession to political correctness. In these day’s of amphibian declines, one should no longer encourage children to handle the critters that 
we baby-boomers all grew up collecting. Actually, a fully PC cover image would have the parent wearing a latex glove.
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Many thanks to our great supporters!
Grant support
Discovery Southeast thanks the follow-
ing foundations and organizations for their 
generous support in the past year.

City and Borough of Juneau
Outdoor Explorers, Bear Education

Douglas-Dornan Foundation
Discovery Days

ESRI
ArcView Software

Leighty Foundation
Operating Support, Nature Studies

National Audubon Society
Terrestrial Ecosystems

Rasmuson Foundation
Office Technology and Field Equipment

SB Foundation
Operating Support

Skaggs Foundation
JDHS Naturalist Scholarships

US Forest Service
Teachers’ Expeditions

Business/Organization 
Sponsors
We’re grateful to the following businesses 
and organizations for their contribution in 
our community.

Discovery Circle ($2,500 and above)
Barrett Professional Building, LLC
Cellular One
Four Seasons Marine
Kennecott Greens Creek Mining Co.

Naturalists Circle ($1,000 to $2,499)
Alaska Discovery Wilderness Tours
Juneau Emergency Medical Associates

Honors Circle ($500-$999)
Anchor Electric
Mark Kelley Books and Calendars
Sheinberg Associates
Wm. Spear Design

Contributors Circle ($250-$499)
Coeur Alaska
Gustavus Inn
Juneau Lions Club
Sockey Cycle
Wostmann and Associates

Friends of Discovery (up to $250)
Bear Creek Outfitters
Laura Lucas Designs
Northern Keta
Nugget Alaskan Outfitter
PEO Sisterhood
Princeton Hall, Ltd.
Simpson Tillinghast 
Sorensen&Longenbaugh
Wee Fishie Shoppe

Auction Donors
Heritage Coffee
Alaskan and Proud  Supermarket
Taku Fisheries/Smokeries
Alaska Wild Salmon Company
Marcy and Geoff Larsen
Coca-Cola Bottling Company of Juneau
CostcoWholesale
Fred Meyer
Super Bear
Carrs-Safeway
Friends of Admiralty
Dana Owen
Alaska Discovery Southeast
Roy’s Select Alaskan Catch
Bob and Elaine Schroeder
Sue Baxter
Above and Beyond
Fjord Flying Service
Cross Sound Express – MV TAZ
Gustavus Inn
Barb Sheinberg and Norman Cohen
Jim Barron
Kathy Hocker
Beast Feast Folks
Northstar Trekking
Colleen and Lindy Jones
Paul Grant and Susan Phillips
Clark and Rosemary Gruening
Alaska Fly ‘n’ Fish Charters
Jon and Debbie Tillinghast
Rich Culver
Whalewatch Lodge and B & B
Wings of Alaska
Icy Strait Point Development
Jeff and Terri Campbell
Ben and Colleen Goldrich
Gastineau Guiding
Michael Stark and MJ Grande
Kurt Iverson
Cathy Conner
Jan Carlile
Joyce Sarles
Julie DeLong
Martha Murray
Sherri Brown
Marie Larsen
Abby Query
Lynn Humphrey
Susan Kraft
Cindy Scott
Play-It-Again Sports
Sepal & Son Marine Surveying
Perseverance Theatre
Princess Tours
Jon Heiftez
Jeff Sloss
Leslie Bennett
Rainbow Foods
Landscape Alaska
Acupressure Institute of Alaska
Driftwood Lodge

Skeins Fine Yarns
John Greeley J-Kraft
Carrie Talus
Dianne Anderson
Moondance Designs by Colleen Goldrich
Jerry Taylor
Fran Ulmer
Richard and Jane Stokes
Chilkat Guides, Ltd.
Thunder Mountain Sports Camp
Sockeye Cycle
Mary Ellen Arvold
Courtside Café
Dot Bardarson – Taku Graphics
Captain’s Choice Motel
Peggy Wertheimer
Cher’s Hair Care
Gerald Garland and Marion Kinter
Paul Voelckers
Shannon Cartwright – Taku Graphics
Mark Kaelke – Bear Creek Outfitters
Hanger on the Wharf 
Faulkner-Banfield, PC
The Island Institute
Frank Rue
Odin Brudie and Frankie Pillifant
Karla Hart
Shoefly
Eric Torgerson
Judy Brakel and Greg Streveler
Chez Sante of The Alaska Club
Barbara Craver
Alaska Island Hostel
Alaska State Parks
Alaska Natural History Association
Gary Miller
Foggy Mountain Shop
Wild Spice Restaurant
Rob and Koren Bosworth
Eric Kueffner
Sandy Warner
Art Matters
JL Sherburne Landscaping Design
JRC – The Alaska Club
Jim Alter

Auction Volunteers
Mike Stanley
Natalee Rothaus
Walt Chapman’s Harborview 4th grade class
Alex Wertheimer
MJ Grande
Ron Clarke
Ray Imel
Scott Miller
Dave Haas
Joe Giefer
Andy Romanoff
Cheryl Cook
Kathy Hocker
Terri Campbell
Larry West
Pat Harris
Jai Crapella
Deb Rudis
Sandy Woods
Brady Scott
Jeff Campbell
Alex Campbell
Ben Goodrich
Max Goodrich
Riley Goodrich
Erik Norberg

Mendenhall Glacier hike, 5th grade 
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Members Honor Roll
Our thanks to all the great folk who are current members of Discovery Southeast.  Your support is fundamental to our capacity to provide the finest nature 
education programs for Southeast Alaskans.  Not represented here are anonymous gifts.  All of your contributions are essential and we greatly appreciate 
your commitment.  We couldn’t do it without you!

Leadership Circle ($1000 and above): Anonymous •  J Michael Blackwell • Cathy Connor and Rod Flynn 

Benefactor ($500-$999): Laura L. Carstensen • John Day and Tessa Muehllehner • Colleen and Ben Goldrich • Michael and Dee Ann Grum-
mett • Dave Haas and Mary Ellen Arvold • Ken Leghorn and Susan Warner • Mark and Esther Millea • Mike Stanley and Natalee Rothaus • 
Richard and Jane Stokes • Alex and Peggy Wertheimer
 
Sustaining ($250-$499): Bob Armstrong • Elizabeth M. Bishop • Ken and Sherri Brown • Margaret Dowling and Jim Thompson • Richard 
Farnell and Carolyn Hess • Maria Gladziszewski and Eric Kueffner • Mary Claire Harris • Lynn Humphrey and Peter  Van Tamelen • David Job 
and Marinke Van Gelder • Connie Keithahn and Mike Rawson • Marie Larsen and Larry Holland • Hank Lentfer and Anya Maier • Karen Lipson 
• Eric Olsen M.D and Vicki Bassett • Steve Parker and Suzanne Malter • Kristen and Andy  Romanoff • Joyce Sarles • Brady and Cynthia Scott 
• Julie and Edward Sinclair • Greg Streveler and Judy Brakel • Mary-Claire Tarlow-Bernstein • Reuben Willis • Mary Willson  
  
Sponsoring ($100-$249): Eleanor Anderson • Aaron Angel • David and Cindy Audet • James Barron • Bob N. Bartholomew and Kaye Kanne 
• Sue Baxter and Dave Sturdevant • Randy Bayliss • Jack and Margie Beedle • Scott Brylinski • Brian and Jeanette Budke • Annie Calkins 
and Dave Hunsaker • Jean Carlile • Edwin and Pam Carstensen • Walter and Beth Chapman • Susan and Wilson Condon • Greg and Tamara 
Cook • Bob Cross • Chiska Derr • Sioux and Paul Douglas • Pat and Anna Eberhardt • Gregg and Judith Erickson • Michael F. and Gail Ford • 
Scott Foster • Christopher J Frank • Pam Garcia • Joe Giefer and Karey Cooperrider • Clay Good and Claire Fordyce • Jane and Jay Ginter • 
Donald and Marion Gotschall • Skip Gray • John Greely and Marla Berg • Monica and Alan Gross • Kathy and Tom Hanna • Pat Harris • Mar-
gorie C. Hermans • Stephanie Hoag and John Staub • Phil and Gail Hocker • Patricia Hull • Glenda and Bob Hutton • Sarah A. Isto and Gordon 
Harrison • James and Mary Lou King • Mark Kjerstad • Geoffrey and Marcelle Larson • Marshall and Lois Lind • Sharron and Cliff Lobaugh 
• Bobbie Lowden • Judith Maier • Jill Matheson • Mary McDowell and Gordy Williams • Jono and Laurie McKinney • Ernie Meloche • KJ and 
Peggy Metcalf • Glenn Miller • Scott Miller and Anne Boochever • Jeannie  Monk and Tim Blust • Tim Moore and Nancy Cooperrider • Roman 
J. Motyka • John and Judy Neary • Jim and Dotty Nelson • Peter and Julie Neyhart • Joe and Grace Powers • James Protz • Kim S. and Tracy 
Rivera • Linda Rosenthal • Sally Saddler and David Teal • Barbara Sheinberg and Norman Cohen • John Sisk and Mary Pat Schilly • Jeff and 
Susan Sloss • Ethel and Kim Smith • Paul Suchanek • Van Sundberg and Tracey Miller • Christine and Donald Thomas • Sandy Warner • Jetta 
Whittaker and Rob Steedle • Jeff and Karen Wilson  

Contributing ($50-$99): Bruce and June Baker • Rai and Susan Behnert • Kristine Benson • Lisa Blacher • Koren and Robert Bosworth • 
Becca Braun and John Caouette • Jamie and Melanie Brown • Kristi and Eric Buerger • Richelle and Grant Burns • Shirley Campbell • Butch 
Carber • Annie and Bud Carpeneti • Janice Caulfield and Tom Paul • Judy and Nathaniel Cole • Brown/ Conerton Family • Peggy Cowan and 
Dick Wood • Cristine Crooks and Dean Guaneli • Logan and Frances Dameron • Julie DeLong and Jay Query • Elsa Demeksa and Peter 
Froehlich • Dick and Debbie Fagnant • Anne Fuller and Mike Sakarias • Ann Gifford and Jim Grammel • Marcy and Al Gillie • MJ Grande 
and Michael Stark • Suzy Greeley • Mary Hakala Ord • Maureen and Tim Hall • Gretchen Harrington and Tom Schwartz • Debbie and Kent 
Hart • Beverly Haywood • Amy Hiley • Frank and Jane Homan • John Hudson and Kim Frangos • Mary Irvine and Jim Ustasiewski • Chuck 
and Alice Johnstone • Dr. Emily Kane • Barbara Kelly • Molly Kemp and Nick Olmsted • Beth Kerttula and Jim Powell • Brad Ketcheson and 
Louise Anderson • Tina Kobayashi and Dick Monkman • Theresa Lauterbach • Patrick and Edna Leamer • Gary and Nancy Lehnhart • Craig 
and Barbara Lindh • Jenny and Pat Malecha • Ronald and Susan Marvin • Judy McAllister • Michael E. McKrill and Lisa Rollin • Stephen and 
Jan McPhetres • Mary C. MacNaughton and Susan Haymes • Peter Metcalfe • Linda Miller • Gary Moeller and Mary Bedore • John and Julie 
Norton • Marie Olson • Bette Owen • Kay Parker • Beth and Grey Pendleton • Susan and Jonathan Pollard • George and Jean Rogers • Bill   
Roodenburg • Jan A. Rutherdale and Jeffrey Bush • Jill Sandleben • Jay Satterfield and Lisa Oberle • Philip Schempf and Janet Hall Schempf 
• Mark Schwan and Debi Ballam • Ellie and Lewis Sharman • Michael and Flora Sigler • Mary Anne Slemmons and Jim Baldwin • Sally Smith 
• Carin Smolin and Jon Heifetz • Ritchie Sonner and Greg Pease • Alice Jane Rarig • Karen Smith • Cinda Stanek and Fred Hiltner • Charlene 
Steinman • Thomas B. Stewart • Reed Stoops and Betsy Brenneman • Martin Suzuki • Mary Sweeney • Saralyn Tabachnick • Curt Terrall • 
Cheryl VanDyke • Larry West and Christy Long • Freda Westman • Henry and Anita Wilde • Dick and Lynn Williams • Vickie Williams and John  
Kuterbach • Rick and Wanda Wright 

Member ($30-$49):Jerry Adams • Stephanie Allison • Lupita Alvarez and Bruce Botelho • Mary Ellen Anderson • Kimberly Andrews • Alex 
Andrews and Ellen Naughter • Diane and Ron Antaya • Northern Keta • Paul Barnes • Lorayne Barnhart • Jim Barron and Linda Kruger • 
Leslie Bennett • Katherine Benning • Laurie Berg and John Connally • Paul Berry • Karen Blejwas • Joyanne Bloom • Tom and Eva Bornstein 
• Cathy Botelho and John  Clark • E.O and Laura Bracken • Crystal Broderick • Jennifer Brown • Christine Bryson • Eileen Buchanan • Dave 
and Jan Carlile • Peggy Chandler • Eleanor W Chapman • Susan Clark • Marlene Clarke • Kristine Coffee • Tom Cosgrove • Jai Crapella • 
Sharon Fisher • Amy Fletcher • Odette Foster • Carole Germain • Susan and Jim Goes • Amy Goffinet • Richard Gordon • Dana Haff • Dan Hall 
• Marjorie Hamburger • Maria Hazel • Kimberly Homme • Bob Janes and Dawn Wolfe • Pam Johansen • Anjela Johnston • Suzanne Johnston • 
Alberta  Jones • Sierra  Kaden • Shannon Keegan • Gretchen Keiser and Bob Wild • William T Kenyon • Anne Kincheloe • Julie and Bart Koe-
hler • Steve Krall and Cindy Boesser • Steven & Tonia Kramp • Mary Lihou • Susan Loseby • Rich and Joy Lyon • Molly McCormick • Marjorie 
McKeown • Ted and Doreen Merrell • Marie Messing • Raandi Miller • Ben and Cathy Muse • Tony and Linda Newman • Kathy Obersinner • 
Pamela Owen • Corey and Ellen Pavitt • Reto Strehler & Peggy Murphy • Caro Polley • Amy Randolph • Claire Richardson • Joann Rieselbach 
• Sharol Roys • Herman and Paula Savikko • Barbara Schrader • Terry Schwarz and Shannon Seifert • Jenifer Shapland and Martha  Murray • 
Brita Shaw • Jeanine Smith • William W. and Janet Smoker • Tony Soltys James and Cindy Sundberg • Nancy Sutch • Susan Suzuki • Nancy 
Thomas • Debbie and Jon Tillinghast • Annette Ulmer • Linda Vallie • Rene and David Walker • Daniel Wayne • Linda Whitman Nicklin • Sara 
Willson • Roger Withington  

Friend ($1-$29):Joyce Levine • Mary and John Manning • Ke Mell • Paige Merriam • Cher Stone  
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Help support hands-
on nature education 
in Southeast Alaska 

with your special 
contribution.

Our mission is to deepen 
and enrich the connections 
between people and nature.

Discovery Southeast 
members receive our  

newsletter, Discoveries, 
discounts on adult-

education workshops, 
and notification of special 

events.


