The Gift

For Christmas 2002, my mother gave my sister and me airline tickets to Italy.  The following summer we left for a biking trip in the Italian Veneto with a tour group.  We almost did not make it.  The trouble originated on the New York-Canada border where, we can imagine, the flipped switch of just one more air conditioner put demand beyond the capacity of myriad behemoth linked hydroelectric, coal fired, nuclear power generators and the system went down.  Traffic lights, elevators, subways, trains, and all the air conditioners from the Atlantic Ocean to Michigan went dark, motionless, and silent.  At the airports this regional blackout fanned into international trouble.  Our direct flight to Venice was cancelled.  As the transportation havoc spread, many international travelers waited in the airport for news of rescheduled flights and missing friends.  At 10:00 PM on that hot August evening, JFK airport officials announced that anyone wishing to spend the night in the terminal might do so but the door would be locked to keep out the criminals.  The idea of spending a New York summer night on a cement floor, with no air conditioning, water, or light sounded grim.  All the hotels in New York were full of stranded commuters and travelers so many people slept in the streets.  We opted to go back to my sisters apartment in Long Island, but not before my sister picked up a disoriented French passenger.

The next day we arranged to resume our trip.  The route was indirect and it took us through six airports with both lengthy layovers and breathlessly tight connections including one that had us in a cab racing across rush hour traffic in Washington D.C. from National Airport to Dulles Airport. My sister had worked a 16-hour shift the day before she embarked on this saga, so she took a nap when we finally arrived at Portobullalo, Italy -the beginning of our bike tour.  During that time I went for a swim and met our fellow travelers. It seemed that almost every one of them was single and well off.  The group consisted of three lawyers (one had recently started working for a non-profit), three doctors (my sister being one of them), a computer programmer, and the rest worked in the financial world.


I was the only one with an interest in biology and ecology.  I spent the first part of the week noticing the flora and fauna of a fertile landscape now covered with grapevines and drying corn.  It reminded me of coastal northern California-a unique fecund, well-watered ecosystem that people had manipulated, fertilized, fenced, and husbanded to produce profitable crops.  We biked passed by many farmers transporting tanks of water from local streams to pour on their thirsty grapes.  The air was hot, muggy, and humid so the native plants must have been dessication tolerant.  This usually means that the leaves are small and waxy.  The tall lush grapevines containing huge leaves and succulent fruit were probably much different from the native plants.  A land that could once take care of itself was being forced to sustain a plant that required water at a time of year when it was scarce.  What went through the minds of the people that destroyed the native plants?  Did they have any idea what they were losing by planting grapes, or was their mind simply on providing themselves with a safe, storable, portable beverage?


Later in the week, we passed by undeveloped fallow fields.  My eyes instinctively looked for sparrows in the grass.  At first, I saw nothing and my heart sank.  Had the pesticides from the grapes caused all life to cease in this part of the countryside?  Then I spotted a movement, and looking closer I identified it as a harrier chasing down a hapless sparrow.  That was a good sign.  If something is wrong with an ecosystem, the top predators will be the first to die.  The reasons for this is simple-predators are long lived and usually raise few young in their lifetime.  During the course of their life, toxins in the environment can build up inside them causing sterility and death.  Eventually this can lead to local extinctions.  


That night I listened to people talk about biking.  They talked about the hills and problems with their bikes.  I did not mention the harrier until the next day. Instead, I became lost in thought.  My daydreams drifted to how perfect it was to be biking through a foreign county.  Instead of driving a car or a truck, we were not adding more carbon dioxide to this ecosystem.  We were simply passing through, almost silently admiring the beauty and leaving nature alone.  If more people traveled this way, we might preserve what is left of the Italian countryside.


The next day coming down a long hill into a small valley I saw a beautiful Little Egret (a fish predator) that let me bike quite close to it.  A car would have scared that bird away long before I did.  That moment made the trip worthwhile.  The Little Egret stood tall in the shallow fresh water.  This bird is both an active forager and a “stand and wait” predator.  Now it was definitely being the passive predator waiting for prey to swim by. Before noticing me it was looking down, probably for food.  They can eat fish, crabs, frogs or snakes that live in the water.  That bird let me gaze at its majestic white body and long black legs.  When I got too close it lifted its large wings, pushed its legs out under its tail, and with leisurely strokes, flew downstream-a bright white form against the lush green of the streambank.  I caught a brief glimpse of its yellow feet before they become indistinguishable from the rest of its body.  It landed in a nearby field and watched me intently. 

That night I asked if anyone else had seen the egret.  Only my mom said she saw it and remarked on its grace.  My mom had a soft spot for animals and learned many of the common bird names as she was growing up in Pennsylvania.  The conversation then lapsed into chatter about work and secretaries and past relationships.  I wondered about the irony of it all.  Here were people willing to spend lots of money to get back to nature.  Nature in itself is free, but we have destroyed so much of it.  Now people must travel to see nature.

This concept crosses cultures since many Europeans come to America for the express purpose of going to the national parks.   There is something unnerving about this concept. Why can’t people stay at home and fight to preserve their community and national parks?  If people did that there would not be a need to go elsewhere for nature, they would have it in their own backyards.

I felt a pang of guilt as I thought about my apartment in Georgia.  The landlord killed snakes to keep the residents happy.  I once talked to him about it and he said he could not have snakes biting people.  Since I had lived their I had seen three Black Racers (harmless snakes that feed on amphibians).  I did not tell my landlord about them and I hoped the snakes lived.  Maybe I should have become more involved with the community on ecological decisions.

At this point, my mom had turned the conversation to me.  She was mentioning a time when I was young and naive and doing field work.  I came out of my daydream and I looked at the group. I wondered had this trip affected them?  Did they see nature in a new light, or did they see it as a nice diversion away from “real issues”.  On the other hand, did they, like the egret, momentarily change locations and see things from a different perspective? I hoped the trip would inspire some of them to fight for the preservation of land in the United States. 

I know that the sighting of that egret inspired me to be more careful about my effect on local flora and fauna.  The egret was a symbol of hope in a country that has maintained a delicate balance between human needs and a hospitable ecosystem for over 1000 years. If Europeans can keep predatory birds alive and active near civilization after the invention of the combustion engine then America can too.  However, Americans need to look at nature from a slightly different angle.  Americans should not look at nature as a momentary thing that will be inevitably developed, but as an organism that can with a little foresight attract predatory birds like hawks, eagles, and kites as well as curious travelers.

Now I am writing the 10th draft of my Master’s thesis in biology.  Some people in graduate school have asked about my trip and I tell them about the architecture, sculptures, and the food.  I never mention that an egret was the biggest highlight of my trip. It is hard in a material world such as ours to explain how nature’s raw beauty can be so enticing.  People want to hear about culture, relationships and economy.  Yet, none of that would have been possible without an ecosystem that could support the people of a city.  The fact that an egret could survive in such a disturbed ecosystem gave me hope that some life will persist no matter what the circumstances.  However a healthy ecosystem would attract more biodiversity and offer a greater variety of insect eating songbirds, small mammals, and reptiles. I just hope that people realize that before all the hawks and egrets are gone.  That bike trip was a step in the right direction. That egret gave me insight into a world that as a biologist I have only began to comprehend. It is a world intricately intertwined and interdependent and-in the end- as fragile as the massive power grid silently and obediently undergirding life as we know it.

