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Veracity and Wonder
The cumuli building above and all around are wondrous to behold, unfolding
columns of cotton fromsomef r i end | y -gackdumedbgsidegdovenlkand
trailing enormous bowls of white across an h { \
"
s

azure sky. Everywhere | look, in a view that

encompasses nearly an entire circuit of arc,

it is the same: warm, moist thermal

currents rising from valleys whose

existencestrace the early, upland courses of

some of the conti Neen

(Ohio), Holston (Tennessee), Watauga

(Tennessee)

It was down the headwater streams of the

Nolichucky T the Toe and the Canei a little

to the south, into which the W atauga

empties itself, that the early European

settlers poured, searching for the land to

which they somehow felt entitled and in

violation of every treaty into which their

representatives had entered with the First

Peoples who had lived there for ten

thousand years, or longer.

As the thermals reach the elevations level ‘

withmeat |j ust otlveie moistire 0 (%

begins to cool and condense, billaving

upward into masses of albescencetinged with Wilburn Ridge Rhyolite

some darker gray that belies their true nature and ultimate intent . In their

tranquil beauty it is easy to be distracted by other things much closer at hand and

earthier in their appeal, but no less wondrous in their allure, for in both lie forces
1



of exquisite elemental de5|gn of such

Wilburn Fence Line
with the world of nature. My recognition of
connection is strongesttoward those things
for which my sense of wonder sthe
greatest There seems to besomething in

the make-up of very young children 1

ethics, if you will, before they come to be so
aware of ego and selfi that encourages
them to share the things that are most
precious to them; and perhaps it is this

motivation, wrapped in wonder, that

propels me, ruddered by the notion that we
teach that which we most desire to know.

Through the | ens

imagine and look back on a world vastly

unlike the one | am in at this moment,
one to have existed right here on the

ground where | stand; and in that world of

760 million years ago i that looks like
760,000,000 in round figures 1 there

volcanoes where Mount Rogers and its

a basic truth that they can only be thought
of with wonder and awe. And if it is true
that we will conserve only what we love,
love only what we know, and know only
what we are taught; then it seems to me
that all of this process begins with
Awonder 6, and it is
that enfolds our response to the natural
world and will allow us in the end to
preserve as much of it as we can.

As | say this, | am mindful of one of my
favorite books, The Sense of Wonder
written by one of my favorite authors,
Rachael Carson , and | feel deeply
indebted for much of my own sense of
wonder to the keen observations of this
remarkable scientist, teacher, and human
being. Beyond the mere awareness ofa
world to wonder at, | also believe that
wonder carries, asKathleen Dean

Moore suggests a moral significance that
forms the foundation of our connection

an

of

yet

are

surrounding area, including my Wilburn A Flow in Ash

Ridge coordinates, now point skyward. As | take in the spectacle, my present eyes
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hop from rock outcrop to rock outcrop and | begin to notice that, by and large,
| they are characterized by an appearance of
flow, as if they are lithic waves frozen in
time6 s o ©mdydater will | confi rm this:
that the outcrops of Wilburn Ridge are part
of an extensiverhyolite ash-flow tuff that
originated in those ancient volcanoes and
form for me today the backbone of the great
beauty that are the Grayson Highlands of
Vi r g3$ Southerd Appalachians. So much
outcropping remains, | can only wonder at
the extent of this flow in the first few
million years, or so, after the orogeny that
produced it had ceased.One thing is
reasonably clear: this occurred at a time
before plant life had evolved on land, and,
thus, the mountains that had been
produced were a barren landscape of naked
rock. The pitch and thrust of the folded
strata must have been an impressive sight,
even if there was nothing around to see it,
and the underground river of lava that
would become Wilburn Ridge must have
From a Distance seemed, indeed, like a stony subterranean

ocean.

For some 350 million years this would have been the sceneg but there were
planetary changes going on both geological and biological, that would create an
explosion which would reverberate down time into this moment of my standing
on these ancient hills; so that by the time Africa would clash with the other land
masses to form the supercontinent of Pangaea, early life had ventured yon the
seemingly inhospitable surface of the land, never to completely return to the sea
from which it sprang.
| do not claim to fully understand how geologists kn ow what they know, or
speculate; but | am fascinated by the tenets of their science and | know just
enough to sense that the basics of what they put forth are true and reasonably
accurate. As a gradeschool childinthemid-506s it was qui tte
Africa and South America must have, at some point in time, been connected to
each other, in spite of the assurances of my teachers that suckconformity of
coastlines was purely accidental; and in the wonder of such a possibility there
was awe: the idea that the huge continental chunks, which seemed so steadfast in
their positions within t he oceans of the world, could actually move aroundin
them and join together and then move apart again. It made the notion of a fixed,
unchanging reality something to scrutinize very closely with a skeptical eye. And
from awe, there came a reverence: thatthe forces of change at work in this
universe could operate with such a sublime precision. Ludwig Mies van der
Rohe was r i ght oGodisihtbe detailsolkand suth details they are.
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If there is anything more incredible than this, it would have to lie in the tiny
creatures which are growing in silent determination at my feet. They are masters
of design efficiency, geniuses of biological
construction and cooperation, giants of
humility and persistencein their interface
with the world, and models for the simple ,
yet profound, ways in which life can thrive
in its ongoing interaction with its
surroundings. In no other place | know can
the face of the divine be more easily seen
than in the surface of a rock lichen. To look
deeply into the face of a species of rock
lichen is to peer into the countenance of
some of the oldest life on earth, and quite
possibly the oldest land-dwelling life that
has ever exsted. For some 400 millio n
years, the lowly rock lichen has gone about
the business of adapting to its environs and
replicating itself in modest profusion .
Perhaps it might serve as a moral example
of the interconnection with the earth to
which we might aspire. | say moral in the
sense of something that is good, or right, or
just, or fair; in the sense of something that
is in accordance with standards of right Rock Lichen on Rhyolite
conduct, and therefore virtuous.

In the strictest sense of the word it is not a plant, this creature, but rather a

composite organism consisting ofafungus, cal |l ed t he fAmycobiont o,
association with a photosynthetic partner, typically a green alga or a
cyanobacteria, called the Aphotobiontod or th

The fungal cells form filamentary tissues that enclose the algal cells.For all of
their vulnerability to environmental stress i much like coral T rock lichens are
long-lived, widespread, resilient, and highly adaptable. They occur in some of the
most extreme environments on Earth, ranging from scorching-hot deserts to
arctic tundra. In their symbiosis, the fungal tissues provide protection and
purchase in often hostile surroundings , while the algal or cyanobacterial cells
offer photosynthesis, converting atmospheri c carbon dioxide into organic carbon
sugars, and thus providing the nutritional support required by both partners.

And while the alga might well be able to survive on its own, it would never be able
to do so in the extremes allowed by its association withits mycobiont. The fungal
tissues protect the alga by retaining water and offering a larger capture area for
mineral nutrients .

But hereds the really cool thing about the f
literally break down the rock to which it att aches. In other words, aside from the
natural weathering processes of water and wi

the earliest agents of decomposition exacted on the lithic world of our planet.
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