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Lit•tle (lĭt’l) adj., n., & adv. adj. (littler, littlest, less/les/or 
lesser/lésr/; least/leest/) 1 small in size, amount, degree, etc.; 
often used to convey affectionate or emotional overtones (a friendly 
little guy). 2a short in stature (a little man). b of short distance or 
duration (wait a little while). 3 (prec. by a) a certain though small  
amount (give me a little butter). 4 trivial (exaggerates every little  
difficulty). 5 not much, inconsiderable (gained little advantage  
from it). 6 operating on a small scale (the little storekeeper). 7 as a 
distinctive epithet: a of a smaller or the smallest size, etc. (little 
finger). b that is the smaller or smallest of the name (little auk). 
 

Riv•er (rĭvr) n. 1 a copious natural stream of water flowing in a  
channel to the sea or a lake, etc. 2 a copious flow (rivers of blood). 
3 (attrib) (in the names of animals, plants, etc.) living in or associated 
with the river. 
 

It is still not yet full light, but the soft chirpings and chatterings that resonate all around tell me that 
the feathered ones are waking and 
communicating with each other. At this 
hour of the dawning day I always 
wonder what they are saying. Are they 
letting one another know that they are 
still here, that no owl has surprised 
them in the dark of night; or, perhaps, 
are they indicating some food source 
they have located this early and are 
willing to share? Maybe they are letting 
each other know about the two-legged in 
their midst and wondering what his 
purpose may be so soon in the coming 
morning. Their voices are not loud, not 
the full-throated calls that will come 
later in the day when they are further-flown and scattered; they seem almost like attempts at infra- 
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sonic contact, like the murmurings of elephants that can carry for great distances over the African 
plains in search of familiar ears and compatible minds. But the feathered ones are not my focus in this 
hour and my primary attention is elsewhere. I am mindful of the river that flows beside my path; I am 

always mindful of rivers; and this is a river 
that I know and love. I have walked beside              
its waters for many miles; have stood on                  
its banks innumerable times gazing into 
its flow, watching its movements as it                       
churns over its rocks and boulders, as it                   
slips around its corners, twists around its                
bends, and dips beneath its deadfalls on 
its way to bigger things.                                                
Once, when my temerity to call myself a                  
professional nature photographer was 
only a couple of months in the world, I                     
came, on a morning such as this one, to 
walk beside this river to get to know it a 
little better. The water level was low, as it                

typically is in August. Scrambling onto a flat and substantial boulder in mid-stream, I prepared my 
camera and tripod to photograph a small and beautiful waterfall, about twenty yards upstream, as it 
plunged some 10 feet into a shallow pool. Noticing a careless tourist-hiker’s discarded plastic water 
bottle lying in the water at the edge of the pool, which, if allowed to remain, would certainly be in my 
viewfinder, I stepped off the rock and walked over to the litter. As I bent to retrieve it, I noticed 
movement in the corner of my left eye and raised my head in time to see my gear timbering into the 
water. The handful of seconds that it took for me to reach my Nikon 8008S and recover it from its 
face-down position were not quick enough to avoid its getting a bath, but at least fast enough to 
preclude a thorough soaking. My photographic creativity for the day was ended, but the camera 
survived – following some extended hair-dryer TLC – to create another day. Photography’s Humble 
God had reminded me of my place in 
the scheme of things, and the river and I 
had become dearer friends than ever, 
though I might have not been eager to 
say so at the time. 
Words are, indeed, marvelous 
curiosities, for Little River is actually 
anything but “little.” No, it isn’t the 
mighty Tennessee, into whose water it 
substantially ultimately succumbs; nor 
even the great Tselica, the French 
Broad, whose upper reaches are the 
head of Long Man; but neither is it so 
diminutive as to merit the title of 
“Little” either, for it drains a great deal 
of Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Little River is old, too, almost as old as the mountains 
themselves; and over millions, even tens of millions, of years, it has sliced a wide valley from its 
confluence with the Tennessee below Rockford all the way back to the very base of the crest of the 
Smokies. When the north slope of Clingman’s Dome, the second highest mountain east of the 
Mississippi, sheds its precipitation, what forms is Little River. From an area that spans some three 
miles in breadth, six creeks, whose heads fan out across the upper northern face of Kuwâ’hi, come 
together  almost at a point. There is a Smokies Backcountry campsite here: #30. Several years ago I 
hiked to this campsite with a group of fisheries biologists and volunteers who were doing the work of   
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re-introducing the lovely, but smaller, less aggressive brook trout (Salvelinus fontinalis) into these 
streams of their ancestral home. Brookies are no match for the larger, feistier, non-native rainbows 
(Oncorhynchus mykiss) which were introduced for the purpose of giving trout fisherpersons more 
bang for their fly rod buck. Over time these beautiful chars were simply driven out by the bigger fish. 
Steve Moore, Smokies Fisheries Biologist, waged a tenacious struggle for this work to be done, and 
brook trout lovers everywhere should be eternally grateful for what he and his crew have 
accomplished in creating areas in the park where brookies are thriving and waiting to be engaged in 

that classic contest of human versus fish.  
On that hike I had been burdened by a full camera vest and 
my big Gitzo tripod, but there were fisheries guys with 
backpacks containing tanks of brookies and cold, clean Little 
River mountain water that were far heavier than my gear. 
Their dedication to the effort they were making was 
impressive, and one had the clear sense that there was no 
place on earth any of them would rather have been than right 
there on the headwaters of that river doing exactly what they 
were about. 
The other thing that stands out in my mind from that walk 
through the woods is the river itself and its riparian 
surroundings. There, at the base of Clingman’s Dome, 
enfolded by mountains as old as the continent, whose 
mirrored, severed-Siamese selves are now found in Moroccan 
Africa, one feels oneself to be in the presence of forces too 
ancient to describe, forces that must be experienced 
viscerally, with the heart and spirit as arbiters, as though the 
spirits of the trees, themselves, might at any moment speak. 
It is a place called 
“awe” in the realm 
of reverence. I 
have experienced 

a connection with the land of this earth in more places 
than I can remember, but I have never experienced a place 
any more primordial than the land where Little River is 
born.  
From the juncture of the six creeks, the waters of the river, 
now fully caught in gravity’s persistent tugging embrace, 
descend another mile – picking up Meigs Post Prong at the 
quarter-mile mark – into an area known as Three Forks. 
Here, within a space of some two hundred yards, two quite 
substantial creeks, Fish Camp Prong from the west and 
Rough Creek from the east, add considerable flow to the 
main stream. There is a trailhead in Three Forks whose 
path follows Fish Camp Prong upstream to its confluence 
with its major tributary, Goshen Prong. Goshen Prong 
Trail then turns with its namesake and begins a 2,000’ 
ascent over a not quite four-mile distance to be joined with 
the Appalachian Trail on the Smokies crest. Somehow in 
my travels I have missed this section of walkway, but I am 
quite familiar with its terminus at Double Spring Gap. An 
AT shelter graces this lovely spot, with an equally lovely composting privy. Some years ago on 
Saturday in June known annually by the name “National Trails Day” I joined a group of volunteers 
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at the Clingman’s Dome parking lot to hike out to Double Spring Gap to completely rebuild the privy, 
all in a day’s work. It was a wonderful feat of backcountry engineering, complete with crescent  
moon-carved door; something, no doubt, 
many weekenders and thru-hikers alike 
have been glad to see. And what became 
so clear to me on that warm, late-spring 
day was the love that so many carry for 
the pathways of these old hills. They 
were happy people doing hard work, 
grateful for the privilege of supporting a 
place for which they care deeply and 
wish to preserve. And one of these days 
I’ll get to that four-mile section of 
Goshen Prong Trail and its 2,000’ climb, 
because somehow I have the feeling that 
it is quite as lovely in its own right as its 
Three Forks beginning.  
Looking in the other direction out of the 
still narrow valley that contains the river, Rough Creek has its own trail, which, though not nearly as 
precipitous as Goshen Prong, offers a nice uphill workout of some 1500’ over a three-mile climb 
before it ends in Sugarland Mountain Trail at 4,500’, nearly five miles below that path’s southern 
ending in the AT at Mount Collins. Sugarland Mountain is a long ridge that descends from its juncture 
with Mount Collins northward to Fighting Creek Gap. It is this lengthy uplift that forms the eastern 
boundary of Little River’s extensive watershed, dividing it from that of West Prong of the Little 

Pigeon. 
Descending with the river a mile 
downstream from Three Forks, Little 
River Trail comes to a crossing on a 
footbridge from the east bank over to the 
west. It is here that Huskey Gap Trail 
intersects the river from the northeast. 
This fairly short, 4+ mile pathway also 
climbs to the top of Sugarland Mountain, 
intersecting it about 4.2 miles down from  
the Rough Creek  junction . It then 
continues down the eastern slope of 
Sugarland Mountain to its other terminus 
on Newfound Gap Road (US 441). It is one 
of the best spring wildflower walks in the 

Smokies, especially along its eastern portion, a lush cove hardwood forest.  
With the main stream now on the right, it’s a scant 880-yard dash down to the intersection of 
Cucumber Gap Trail which slants off northwesterly, climbing through Cucumber Gap and down into 
the Jakes Creek watershed. For several years I led hikes during the annual Wildflower Pilgrimage and 
Wilderness Wildlife Week on the short-loop jaunt that includes part of Little River Trail, Cucumber 
Gap Trail, and part of Jakes Creek Trail – one of the most wonderful 5-mile walks anywhere. 
So where is all of this anecdotal diversity leading? Here: everything I have told you, thus far, has taken 
place within the first seven miles of the formation of Little River; and I have barely begun to scratch 
the surface of these ancient waters and their landscape. I have said nothing of the ten miles below 
Elkmont, where the river runs through one of the most beautiful gorges in the Appalachians, a place 
alive with rapids and small falls, sinuous curves and looping bends; with awesome feeder streams 
coming in from both sides; with lush flora that include incredible spring blooms and fern forests 
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 of Christmas, New York, maidenhair and other species. Nor have I mentioned the light there that 
combines with the gorge’s orientation to create some of the most wonderful riverine reflections on the 
planet; nor the primal sandstone strata 
from the earth’s basement over which the 
river travels, following the fault lines that 
mark the unimaginable buckling of the 
earth’s surface that led to the existence of 
the stream in the beginning. I have not 
suggested that the main stream itself is 
but one of three branches, that include 
Middle and West Prongs, whose 
watersheds, though smaller, are no less 
majestic and inspiring. Eighteen miles in 
all, Little River travels through Great 
Smoky Mountains National Park before 
breaching the southwestern slope of 
Roundtop Mountain and slipping out of 
the Smokies and into the foothills of Blount County, Tennessee. Here, at the head of its wide valley, 
where the river slices in an arc across the base of Roundtop, is a solid rock wall a hundred feet high 
that bears the evidence of rock layers rising, bending, and then sliding beneath other, younger layers: 
a classic geological structure known as a thrust fault. To see a thrust fault is to appreciate in a 
personal way the power of the earth as its lithic body rises and falls, is folded and warped – like paper 
crushed in a giant hand over the applied pressure of millions of years. It is to appreciate the very earth 
itself as a living being. 
I have said nothing of the fact that Paleolithic Native Americans lived along Little River in Blount 
County, at what is present-day Townsend, as long ago as ten thousand years before the present; nor 
that in Ace Gap – a swag in the long ridge that is Rich Mountain, along the southern divide of the 

river’s drainage – one-time GSMNP 
Archaeologist Pei Lin-yu found an atlatl 
point dated to be at least 8,000 years old. 
I have not spoken, though I could at great 
length, of that sad period when the great 
old-growth forests of Little River’s 
watershed were decimated by Colonel 
W.B. Townsend’s employees of the Little 
River Lumber Company; of how between 
1901 and 1939 Townsend’s company 
owned some 80,000 acres of Little
watershed, how part of Townsend’s 
original business plan was to strip those 
acres of every profitable tree and then
off parcels of the denuded land once they 

were no longer of use or economic benefit, how he was able to demand and obtain an agreement from 
state and local government officials, in 1924, that in return for an option to purchase those acres to 
become part of Great Smoky Mountains National Park he be allowed to log all that he could from 
them for a period of fifteen years – so that even after the park opened in 1934, Little River Lumber
Company logged away for another five years. Yet, even in that unfortunate period, there are stories 
heroic determination and persistence; stories of common people like Dorie Woodruff Cope, w
husband Fred was a lumber company employee, and who lived with her family under the harsh 
conditions of lumber company life and endured with dignity all of the many trials that it entailed, 
often, paradoxically, in places of such raw beauty as along Little River and Middle Prong. 

 River 

 sell 

 
of 

hose 
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Dorie Cope’s story is the story of the mountain people, themselves, who feel a connection with these 
lands that they may sometimes only with difficulty express in words, but is no less real for that 
perplexity; and the story of Little River 
could not be told without hers and others 
like hers. 
I think, perhaps, what I am trying to 
convey is that there are places in the land 
-  many places -  worth knowing and 
knowing with as much intimacy as 
possible. To know a place intimately is to 
know its stories; it is like a good 
marriage, a connection between two 
people that is so deep and abiding 
because of a giving and receiving of the 
stories that have taken a lifetime – and in 
the case of a river many thousands, many 
millions, of lifetimes to accrue. Intimacy 
is not acquired by hit and run tactics, by a tourist mentality that sees a place only as a transient 
emotional value to be experienced today and set aside tomorrow. Intimacy with place is a collection of 
stories that can be told and felt again and again for the drawing together of the beings with which they 
are ultimately involved. 
It is day now, and the feathered-ones have settled into the routines with which they will carry on the                 

business on living in this moment. The 
waters that flow beside me are waters that 
I have known for many years. We have 
sensed each other and touched each other;              
we have supported each other in love                        
and respect, and occasionally brought each             
other pain. We have seen the best in each                
other, and, perhaps, the worst as well. In                 
the end what seems true is that we are of a              
piece, this river and I.                                                    
If it is so, that we will conserve in the end 
only that which we love, that we will love                 
only that which we understand, and that 
we will understand only that which we are 
taught, then I can think of no better place                

to share with you than a Little River, this Little River, with a huge heart from which flows a beauty so 
deep and serene that the mountains, themselves, fill with laughter at the sound of its song. 
 

What’s Now? 
It’s the latter part of mid-summer, sliding into the late part of the season. Looking at the foliage of the 
trees and other vascular plants, you can see the changes already beginning that will lead all of the 
species through the season of color and into the dormancy of winter. It’s almost as if some great hand 
pulled on a hidden switch that turned off the production of chlorophyll, telling the green to cease and 
giving us a chance to see the other pigments hiding in the leaves and stems. The deep greens of 
summer are giving way to the yellow-greens of September that will become the lemons, reds, and 
golds of October. Yet, the season is not gone for good and there is much summer imagery to be found 
and photographed. 
For the past several years the hay concessionaires who cut Cades Coves grasses have needed to wait as 
long as possible to mow so that the plants, stifled by dry conditions, would grow as much as they  
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could to produce sufficient fodder. This year, of course, precipitation has been abundant and the fields 
have flourished, needing to be cut sooner. Many of the open areas of the cove have now been hayed, 
reducing the stands of mid-late-summer composites, such as golden rod (Solidago), wingstem and 
crownbeard (Verbesina), and sunflower (Helianthus), as well as the widespread Queen Anne’s lace 

(Daucus carota) and the actual grasses. 
There are still stands of these species in 
some areas, but the mowing is continuing 
and will likely level most of the fields 
before it is finished, probably in another 
week. Of course, there will be other 
opportunities in the cove; black bears 
(Ursus americanus) have been visiting the 
cherry trees and other mast crops regularly 
as they prepare for the dormant months to 
come. And the whitetail deer (Odocoileus 
virginianus) are active. The bucks are still 
in velvet, but they’ll begin their scraping 
soon as they prepare for the coming rut. 
Like August, September in Cades Cove is a 

time of early morning fog, and when the early rays light up the fog, it can be magical. Abrams Creek 
along Sparks Lane and the low fields on Hyatt Lane are the places to start. It’s always fun to work with 
the architectural possibilities of the old cabins, as well as the farm buildings around the Becky Cable 
homestead.   
The same is true of Cataloochee Valley on the North Carolina side, and there is the added bonus of the 
elk (Cervus canadensis). The elk rut is earlier than that of the whitetail, and it will be getting 
underway in about a week-to-ten-days. Early light in the upper part of Cataloochee Valley out in the 
meadows behind the Caldwell barn can be very nice, as can also be late light in the fields between 
Palmer Chapel and the ranger station. And both of these times can be good for work from Cataloochee 
Overlook as you head down into the valley. I might mention here that the part of the elk herd that 
migrated over into Big Cove in Qualla Boundary can be regularly seen in the meadows beside 
Oconaluftee Visitor Center, especially in early morning; and one of the cows has a pair of this year’s 
calves with her. They are growing quickly. 
This also brings to mind the possibilities 
to be found in early and late light around 
the Pioneer Farmstead at OVC. 
Before we completely write off the flowers 
for another year, let me mention that 
there are still a few opportunities that 
exist there, but perhaps only for another 
week, or so. Cardinal flower (Lobelia 
cardinalis) is still numerous along many 
low elevation streams, especially Little 
River. Small flowered Black-eyed Susan 
(Rudbeckia hirta) is common in Cades 
Cove for a while longer. Tall bellflower 
(Campanula americana) can be seen 
along many roadsides as can be, also, its 
relative, southern harebell (Campanula divaricata). The white snakeroot (Eupatorium rugosum 
var.roanense) bloom this year has been explosive. There are quite a few crane-fly orchids (Tipularia 
discolor) blooming along the road to Tremont along Middle Prong of Little River. If you are of a 
mindset to hike out to Icewater Springs from Newfound Gap, you can find monkshood (Aconitum 
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uncinatum) along the Appalachian Trail. The attractive blossoms of stiff gentian (Gentiana 
quinquefolia) can be found along Heintooga Road going toward Balsam Mountain Campground. The 
deep purple flowers of ironweed – tall (Veronia gigantean var. altissima) and New York (V. 
noveboracensis) – are coming into bloom in Cades Cove, and even though they are being mowed 
extensively, the composites wingstem (Verbesina 
alternifolia) and yellow crownbeard (V. occidentalis) can 
still be found. And, of course, the goldenrods (Solidago) 
are still plentiful, at least for the next week, or two, along 
roadsides and in open areas. 
The abundant precipitation with which we have been 
blessed in the Southern Appalachians this summer has led 
to stream levels for late summer being as high as I can 
remember them in a good many years. Working with water 
in locations like Little River, Middle Prong of Little River, 
Walker Camp Prong, Middle Prong of Little Pigeon River, 
Oconaluftee River, Big Creek, and a host of smaller 
streams can be very rewarding. The reflection possibilities, 
especially in Little River and Middle Prong of Little River, 
are interesting and numerous. Remember that the best 
reflection opportunities come when light reflects off 
objects – foliage, rock, leaf litter – on the lighted slope of a 
hill, or stream bank onto the shaded surface of water. 
Learning to see these conditions as they occur can allow 
you to home in on good reflections at a minimum of energy 

and time 
expenditure. 
The low-lying fogs 
that can offer such striking imagery in Cades Cove can also 
afford great images up high in places like Thomas Divide, 
Webb Overlook, and Morton Overlook. In early morning 
light, when the sun has climbed just high enough to light up 
the tops of these cloudbanks, the results can be wonderful.  
As for sunrise and sunset, September, October, and 
November are interesting months. Beginning in about a 
week at Luftee Overlook, the solar disc will move out from 
behind  the ridge at the left of the overlook and will begin to 
rise more and more out over the line of the Smokies crest, 
ultimately rising in November almost directly from the back 
of the upper Oconaluftee River Valley (Beech Flats Prong 
Valley). October is the ideal month, since the sun rises fairly 
far down the crest ridge and there is still foliage on the trees 
near the overlook. This situation provides the most dramatic 
compositional opportunities.  
Sunrise from Clingman’s Dome can also be dramatic during 
the third quarter, as the sun is fairly far out over the ridges 
looking down on Nolan Divide and into the Deep Creek 
watershed. 

Sunset, on the other hand, is a real challenge during third quarter. Morton Overlook, the 
quintessential Smokies – even Southern Appalachian – sunset is at its poorest compositionally. The 
sun sets behind the long ridge of Sugarland Mountain well before dark casting deep shadows over the 
entire valley of Walker Camp Prong below the overlook. To expose for the tones of the sky is to cast 
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the valley in darkness. I’m waiting to see if someone will try to use HDR imagery to overcome this 
challenge. I may try it myself. Late afternoon work from Morton Overlook, especially after a passing 
thunderstorm, or when there’s fog in the valley at either end of the day, can, on the other hand, be 
very rewarding. 
Sunset from Clingman’s Dome during third quarter is a definite possibility. The sun in passing from 
right to left over Sugarland Mountain comes out over the Forney Creek/Forney Ridge watershed 
making it a possible compositional element from the west end of the parking lot at the Dome. Of 
course, it’s on December 1st that the Clingman’s Dome Road closes for the winter, so the end of 
November marks the closing of the sunset opportunity until March. 
What can I tell you about the subject that’s on everyone’s mind as we enter the third quarter of the 
year: “What’s the fall color season going to be like this year?” I can tell you that if there really were 

anyone who could give a definitive answer 
without it being as much guess as anything 
else, they could command quite a large 
sum for their knowledge. I’d certainly pay 
well for some of that. 

o being 
or 

It’s been a wet summer and a fairly cool 
one. Could this mean that the leaves will 
stay on the trees longer because the cells of 
the separation layer between leaf and stem 
are moister and therefore more resistant to 
disintegration? Will the cooler 
temperatures produce colors that are more 
vibrant, or less so? Will these same cooler 
temperatures mean that the colors will 
turn sooner or later? If you read ten 

authorities on the subject, you will get at least five different answers; and I can make no claim t
an authority. Anecdotally, it does seem that the season is coming in a little early, but it’s possible f
some peculiar circumstance to slow the process. One thing does seem fairly clear, once a trend can be 
detected, the important thing will be to respond quickly as conditions continue to change. The other 
thing I seem to be noticing is that some of the traditionally early changers, such as dogwood, 
sourwood, and black gum seem to have an intensity of what color there is that bespeaks a season of 
rich tones. I’m looking forward to the fall in these old mountains. Regardless of what happens, they’ve 
never disappointed me. 
 

A Tip is Worth..? 
  
 
   
 
                                                                                                                                                                                                        
 
 
  
 
   

Some nights, stay up till dawn, 
As the moon sometimes does for the sun. 
Be a full bucket pulled up the dark way 
of a well, then lifted out into light. 
 
Something opens our wings. Something 
makes boredom and hurt disappear. 
Someone fills the cup in front of us. 
We taste only sacredness. 
                                                    Rumi 

Creativity, for me, is about trying with every breath to taste only sacredness, to become so connected 
with the spirit of the world that I may lose my self in the process. There is much to learn and there are 
many teachers. If it were a simple matter of the mechanics of the camera, I could get a manual from 
Nikon or Canon and teach myself everything I need to know to be a creative photographer. I could 
keep all of my crayons neat and orderly and stay between the lines that have been established by the 
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authorities that be, and I would never have to worry about being the full bucket pulled up the dark 
way of a well. No, there’s nothing wrong with being neat, or orderly, or keeping to a particular side of 
a particular line; in fact, I am satisfied that doing so is one of the essentials that leads to being capable 
of not doing so, and not doing so well, when the time calls for it. The word that comes to mind is 

balance. Two issues ago in “A Song…” I began an exploration 
of Eric Maisel’s ideas on creativity as set forth in Coaching 
the Artist Within. “Coaching …” is one of those marvelous 
volumes that, I believe, should occupy prominent space on 
the bookshelf of every person who aspires to create, including 
and especially people who aspire to be creative 
photographers. I want to continue that exploration with the 
sixth skill to successful self-coaching suggested by Maisel. 
This is a capacity he describes as creating in the middle of 
things. It is quite literally true that we exist “in the middle of 
things.” In the external world, the world that goes on all 
around us, life is constantly changing, continuously shifting, 
eternally accommodating itself to the circumstances that just 
are: the relationship that found itself in chaos, the people 
who seem to be one way, but then seem to become someone 
else, the regulatory system that changed its regulations so 
that what was proper procedure yesterday suddenly became 
improper today; and, of course, those are the mild uproars in 
comparison to war or global economic crisis. And the 
externals – the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to – 
are truly miniscule in comparison to the things that go on 
inside our own heads: the emotional turmoil, the self-doubt, 
the fear, the crises of faith, and nagging voices of 

meaninglessness that, at some time or other, inhabit the 
regions between everyone’s ears. For occasionally the 
externals align themselves so that there is some a period of 
calmness in the world, but equanimity in our heads is a 
different animal altogether. This “middle of things” is with us 
always, and our way of responding to it determines not only 
the way in which we relate to the internals of our life, but the 
way in which we relate to the externals as well. And the 
ultimate truth of things is straightforward: you must be able 
to create in the middle of things, or otherwise you will not 
create. The external and internal forces that are around you 
and within you can be, and quite often are, anticreating; and 
you must learn to take whatever actions are necessary – 
practically, as well as psychologically – in order to counteract 
those forces of negation and defeat. The specific steps that 
must be taken only you can determine, but Maisel offers 
some thoughts on what might be “bad” steps. Most people, 
he says, respond to deciding how to meet the challenge by 
deciding not to meet it. In other words, they decide not to 
create. A second bad approach is to “violently withdraw 
from life” – to reduce the number of things in which they 
are in the middle, such as relationships. People who do this 
do manage to create in the place where they have chosen to 
hide, but they do so at the cost of alienation. Not only are they usually alone, but generally unhappy as  
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well, for though they have avoided the externals of their world, the internals remain, and from them 
there is not escape. 
A third “bad” step that Maisel lists is that people chose to “sporadically and accidentally create”, 
to work at creativity only when the world seems aligned, or when some impulse strikes. Creating in 
this way denies one’s full potential, and, in the end, what generally happens is that one merely 
achieves the disappointing of oneself.                                                                                                                                   
In contrast to these bad approaches to 
“creating in the middle”, what Maisel 
points to are the suggestions contained in 
the first five steps that were explored in 
the previous two newsletters: getting a 
grip on your mind, setting forth 
and living by your life mission 
statement, deciding to make 
meaning and doing it, and learning 
how to create and to self-regulate 
your mental energy. In other words to 
learn to effectively become your own 
creativity self-coach. And, as Maisel 
suggests, owning these precepts is made 
all the more effective by having an actual set of strategies by which you can achieve each of them: 
strategies that will encourage you to always be present in your life, strategies that will lead you to 
avoid the habit of perpetually complaining about the things you cannot change, strategies that will 
remind you not to always be in expectation of what something will, or will not, turn out to be like, and 
perhaps most importantly, strategies that will allow you to drop everything in the moment of 
inspiration and follow the creative muse wherever she may lead you. Of course, you cannot leave 
everything to fly off to the Grand Canyon because the impulse tells you to go photograph a sunset 
there; but what about the sunset in your own back yard. So what if there are high tension wires, or 
office buildings, where you look; the world is only a collection of lines, shapes, forms, patterns, 
textures, and colors; and to create is to use these graphic elements in some way that evokes feeling in 
your viewer and brings joy and pleasure to your own soul. 
And, again, it seems to me to be about that quality called balance. Perhaps “loving the one you’re 

with” has nothing to do with sexual 
innuendos; perhaps it is about truly being 
present with wherever you are, so that you 
can really appreciate the uniqueness that 
exists in each and every nook and cranny 
of the world – an appreciation that will 
call forth the beauty that every place has to 
offer, so that you and your camera are 
merely vessels for the expression of that 
beauty. 
The seventh skill in Eric Maisel’s skill 
set is what he describes as achieving a 
centered presence. If it is true that 
creators must learn to express their 
creative impulses even in the middle of a 

stress-filled, noisy, tumultuous, and anxiety-prone world, then the capacity to achieve a sense of 
centeredness would seem to be an essential skill in that process. Centering techniques have been 
employed by all sorts of folks for all sorts of purposes with very effective results. It should not be 
surprising, then, that “creating in the middle of things” might benefit from their application as well. 
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Many teachers have set out techniques by whose judicious application their students might come to a 
sense of being centered. If you are familiar with any of these and they work for you, then considering 
using them as a part of your creative process might be all you would need to do. Maisel’s techniques 
seem directed specifically toward the creative impulse and are straightforward and easy to follow. He 
calls it the Centering Sequence and it involves a six-breath, six-thought, and one minute process. As 

with practically all of the centering 
techniques with which I am familiar, this 
one begins with the breath. It involves 
learning to take deep, controlled breaths 
by using verbal – as opposed to pictorial – 
thoughts. He suggests dividing a breath 
into “inhale” and “exhale” components and 
filling each component with part of 
whatever thought you decide to use. The 
thought is really immaterial, as long as it 
can be divided fairly evenly and be made to 
fill up the space of that half-part of each 
complete breath. Its purpose is to help you 
draw attention to your breathing so that it 
becomes full and deep, and thereby, in 
turn, to calm the mind and quiet the body.  

There are, as the second part of the exercise, six thoughts that are used, thus dictating that there be 
six breaths in the beginning. This is why the exercise shuns the imagery that other breathing 
techniques sometimes use. The six thoughts are designed to move, through a step-by-step flow, from 
an awareness of the process being entered, to an awareness of the work to be accomplished, and 
finally to an awareness of the capacity for completing the work. Maisel’s six thoughts are: 1. Come to 
a complete stop. 2. Empty yourself of expectations. 3. Name the work. 4. Trust your 
resources. 5. Embrace the present moment. 6. Return with strength. So, for example, you 
might fill in the steps with 1. (I am completely) (stopping) 2. (I expect) (nothing) 3. (I am 
understanding) (exposure) 4. (I trust) (my resources) 5. (I embrace) (this moment) 6. (I return) (with 
strength). Each complete thought is one complete full and deep breath, consisting of one inhale and 
one exhale; and the entire sequence takes about a minute. If you allow yourself to become completely 
present to the process, it can help you to 
enter a state of calm awareness – the still 
point in the changing world – where 
your creativity lives unaffected by the 
chaos around you. It is a place that you 
can enter at your choosing, and from 
which your creative impulses can find 
real expression. Remember that the 
work you are entering might relate to 
any aspect of the creative process. It 
might be more mechanical, or it might 
be more abstract; it is simply your work 
that you have chosen to be about at this 
particular time. This work, your creative 
work, must continue through the 
confusion, the turmoil, the cacophony of the world – the ten thousand things; just as it must continue 
above and beyond the noise inside your own head telling you all of the reasons why creating is not 
possible. The centered presence that encourages creating in the middle of things is not an avoidance 
mechanism that allows you to shun the tasks of living in the world or to avoid the on-going   
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responsibilities of everyday life; rather it is a path whereby you can step beyond the pitfalls to 
creativity that the everyday world can so easily and thoughtlessly impose on what is as essential as 
breathing – the impulse to create.  
 

As for Walking in Beauty… 
 

 
As I walk with Beauty,  

As I walk, as I walk 
The universe is walking with me 

In beauty it walks before me 
In beauty it walks behind me 
In beauty it walks below me 
In beauty it walks above me 

Beauty is on every side 
As I walk, I walk with beauty 

 
Traditional Diné Prayer 

 
 

                                                                                                                                        
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                      

The shore is an ancient world, for as long as there has been an earth and sea 
there has been this place of the meeting of land and water. Yet it is a world 
that keeps alive the sense of continuing creation and of the restless drive of 
life. Each time I enter it, I gain some new awareness of its beauty and its 
deeper meanings, sensing that intricate fabric of life by which one creature is 
linked with another, and each with its surroundings…. 
                                                                                              Rachael Carson 

  
Sometimes being present is perhaps best accomplished by looking forward, not at the cost of 
neglecting or forgetting the “now”, but rather simply as a way of ordering – as much as ordering may 
be feasible or appropriate – one’s steps as the journey unfolds. Out of the changes taking place now 

will come wonderful opportunities to 
learn and to grow, both as a photographer 
and as a person; for the day we cease from 
learning is the day we cease to be alive in 
the present. 
Looking forward, I can see a year filled 
with new workshop opportunities in new 
places, as well as in places we have been 
many times over. At the end of this 
newsletter I am attaching the new 
brochure outlining the 2010 workshop 
schedule. As it suggests, what lies ahead is 
a year of photographic adventure and 
connection with the natural world. I 
wanted to get it into the hands of as many 
of you as possible as soon as possible, but 

I also want to let you know that the EarthSong Photography website is in the process of undergoing a 
wholesale – in truth, a complete – facelift. When it is unveiled, hopefully within the coming month, it 
will be entirely new. It will contain new images, all of which began life as digital files, and new 
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information. It will be much more user friendly than the current one; and it’s great beauty will lie in 
the fact that it will be infinitely more changeable, allowing for new images to be added easily. It’s 
something that has been needed for a long time, and I’m really looking forward to sharing it with all of 
you. 
For the moment what I want to share is some information about the first three workshops on the 2010 
schedule. For all of these, the best way to have additional information for any of them, or to register, 
is to contact me at don@earthsongphotography.com, or (828) 788-0687. 
 
Savannah, Georgia; March 13-19: When I was a boy growing up on the piedmont of Georgia,  

   Savannah was my family’s beach experience. My father’s family 
   lived a scant 60 miles west of the port city, so that was where I  
   learned about the ocean, on the beaches at Tybee Island. We  
   wandered Georgia’s oldest city, enthralled by the old  
   antebellum homes, the ornate churches, the squares and their 
   massive old live oaks and monuments, the cemeteries with  
   their sculptured stones, the great Cotton Exchange and Factors 
   Walk, the river, and, of course, Tybee and its lighthouse. This  
   coming year, we’re going to Savannah, and I hope you’ll join 
   us. 

 
Charleston, South Carolina; March 21-27: When we leave Savannah, we’ll move up the coast to 

that other great southern coastal city, Charleston, the cultural 
centerpiece of South Carolina’s Low Country and, in my mind, 
one of the loveliest places in the nation. The great old 
plantations, Magnolia Plantation and Gardens (including the 
Audubon Swamp), Middleton Place, and Cypress Gardens; the 
charm and beauty of the old city’s homes and shops; the 
Customs House and the pier; the Battery and its history; the 
light on Folly Beach; and Angel Oak: all of these are essential to
a Charleston photographic experience. And we’ll explore

 
 all of 

 

them. 
 
Great Smoky Mountains/Maggie Valley, North Carolina; April 10-16: The culmination of  

the first part of the 2010 workshop schedule will be our 
homecoming, and this event promises to be unique in many 
ways. We will be staying in Maggie Valley, NC, marking a return
of sorts, since we’ve been in Cherokee for the past couple of 
years. Our hosts will be Smokey Shadows Lodge, 
www.smokeyshadows.com, and innkeepers Ginger and Bud 
Shinn. The lodge is a wonderful structure of native stone an
hand-hewn chestnut logs built in 1953 on a bluff 4500’ above 
Maggie’s valley. We’ll be the only guests for the dates of the 
workshop. The accompanying image was taken from the rear

porch which spans the length of the lodge. From this location we’ll have easy access into Great Smoky
Mountains National Park, including Purchase Knob, Cataloochee, Balsam Mountain, Oconaluftee
and Big Creek, as well as the western portion of the Blue Ridge Parkway at Soco Gap. Spring in the 
Smokies is a time of renewal and the magic that accompanies that process

d 
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ark puts on a floral and scenic display unmatched anywhere. Join us to celebrate the experience. 

 
incredible, with trips to Acadia NP/Mount Desert e Upper    
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These are the beginning of a new year and a new time. The remainder of 2010 promises to be just as

 Island, Maine; and Michigan’s awesom

mailto:don@earthsongphotography.com
http://www.smokeyshadows.com/


Peninsula.  
We’ll also spend time in the coming year developing new opportunities in new locations; and we invite 
your input. If there’s somewhere you’ve always wanted to visit for a workshop experience, let us know. 

e’re very open to suggestions. 

ntil next time, may the Spirit of Light guide your shutter release. 

 If you no 
ailing list by sending an email requesting removal to 

on@earthsongphotography.com
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EarthSong Photography 

Workshops… 

...not just good, but better 

www.EarthSongPhotography.com 

2010 Workshop Schedule 
 

March 13-19: 

Savannah, GA; Tuition-$1050; 

Participants-10 
 

March 21-27: 

Charleston, SC; Tuition-$1050; 

Participants-10 
 

April 10-16: 

Smokies/Maggie Valley, NC/TN;  

Tuition-$1050; Participants-10 
 

June 12-18: 

Acadia NP/Mount Desert Island, ME 

Tuition-$1050; Participants-10 
 

September 26-October 2: 

Upper Peninsula, MI; Tuition-$1050; 

Participants-10 
 

October 9-15: 

Acadia NP/Mount Desert Island, ME 

Tuition-$1050; Participants-10 
 

* *In addition to these week long events, 

We’ll be doing a series of one-day  

workshops in late-June, July, and  

August. 
 

Don McGowan 

EarthSong Photography Workshops 

280 Rock Garden Drive 

Canton, North Carolina 28716 

(828) 788-0687 

don@EarthSongPhotography.com    

What We Do and Why We Do It: 
 

 

In my fifteen years as a professional nature  

photographer, I have come to believe that people 

choose to have a nature photography workshop 

experience for two primary reasons: 

They want to get to know the beautiful places of 

our world in an up close and personal way; that is, 

they love nature and they want to be in nature’s 

bounty ; and 

They want to learn and to express the fullest  

extent of their creative passions through the  

medium of nature photography with the help and 

guidance of dedicated and caring teachers. 
 

Our goal at EarthSong Photography  

Workshops is to share our love of nature  with 

each of our participants by giving them the  

opportunity to experience some of America’s 

most beautiful natural places. But more than 

merely sharing nature, it is our purpose to offer 

every participant every opportunity to explore 

their imagery at the deepest core of their  

creative selves—as artists and as individuals—

and to foster the skills that will make meaningful 

the exploration undertaken. 
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The Beautiful stirs passion and urgency in us and 

calls us forth from aloneness into the warmth 

and wonder of some eternal embrace. It unites 

us again with neglected and forgotten grandeur 

of life; for in some instinctive way we know that 

beauty is no stranger. We respond with delight 

to the call of beauty because in an instant it can 

awaken under the layers of the heart some  

forgotten brightness. 

      John O’Donohue 

                                       from Beauty The Invisible Embrace 

I think the real artists are too busy with just being 

and growing and acting (on canvas or however) like 

themselves to worry about the end. The end will be 

what it will be. The object is intense living,  

fulfillment, the great happiness in creation. 

                                               Robert Henri 

                                               from The Art Spirit 

Nature photography, as with any creative 

endeavor, is a blending of art and craft; and 

one does not suffice without the presence 

of the other. It is this merging of art and 

craft that is the very essence of  

creativity; and when craft becomes second  

nature, artistic expression can flourish. 
 

EarthSong Photography Workshops are 

designed and structured so that art and 

craft are explored in such measure the 

heart finds the freedom to achieve its 

complete expression; for we believe an open 

heart is the key to open eyes and that it is 

with the heart that we most clearly see 

the world of images that lies all around us. 
 

It is our understanding that the more we 

allow ourselves to connect with the world 

of nature, through our direct experience 

and awareness of that world, the more 

readily the world of nature reveals itself to 

us through all of our lenses of perception, 

whether of glass or otherwise. 
 

If you are looking for a heart-centered  

photographic experience of nature’s 

beauty that brings together both art and 

craft, we invite you to join us. 
 

Don McGowan 

EarthSong Photography Workshops 

www.EarthSongPhotography.com  

 

EarthSong Photography 

(828) 788-0687 
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