
We can’t stop a tornado, or a hurricane, or a tsunami. The only force of nature we 
can fight with any success at all is mankind itself. So, what does it take?

IF you’ve had elementary biology, 
you probably learned about 
the ways science says the Earth 

changes itself. There’s the theory of 
uniformitarianism — Earth changes slowly, in 
the same ways, gradually — and the theory of 
catastrophism — Earth changes faster than a 
kid who wakes up with acne and a crack in his 
voice. Both of them kind of made me think of 
the T. S. Eliot poem “The Hollow Men.” 

This is the way the world ends
Not with a bang but a whimper.

Of course, change has nothing to do with 
ends, not inherently. The motion of tectonic 
plates did not end dry land; it changed Pangaea 
into something less centralized, into the seven 
continents that comprise the bulk of our fair 
planet’s land mass. Tsunamis, earthquakes, 
and hurricanes show us time and time again 
that forces of nature are fully capable of 
destruction, but if there were no such creature 

as man, could a theoretical observer really 
say these natural phenomena were ending 
anything? Or does a tornado just disassemble 
something into its component parts, rearrange 
them, and put them back together again?

When I was five or six, my family went into the 
woods. The forest’s shadow sprawled around 
the treasured log house I grew up in, and 
crisp leaves floated to and from our porches, 
driveway, and gutters. I would call the trees 
oaks and maples, and later I would call them 
by individual names. We wore sweaters and 
soft pants, and my mom wore lipstick. It was a 
photo shoot.

I know these things because I still have 
the photos. I can see myself and my younger 
sibling in our matching vests while our old tom 
cat lurks in the background. I can see my lower 
lip, scar-free back then. I can see my parents, 
frozen in the frame, as they careen across the 
supposed wilderness like children, more like 
children than my child-self appears standing 
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with a hungry stare into the deciduous haunt 
of middle Tennessee.

I can’t remember nature before these 
pictures. I’m not sure if I remember anything 
before those pictures. But I remember our 
explorations deeper into the woods that day. 
We found a humming creek, home to crawdads, 
tadpoles, and fossils. Near the property line 
was a great basin, over a foot deep near the 
center, with a smooth ledge curling around it. 
The Bathtub, we called it, although none of us 
dared enter the pool that day. From the top, 
water cascaded down a little stone staircase. 
When cars stopped passing by on the street 
nearby, you could almost forget the Industrial 
Revolution. You could almost forget the fact 
that the neighbors less than a mile up the road 
were building a giant koi pond that would 
someday run the whole creek dry.

From that day, I have photographs of my 
parents smiling before a mass of golden 
leaves, and I have photographs of my younger 
sibling crying about the wind or some other 
disturbance. I even have a picture of my mom 
holding up a rake like a farmer’s scythe. The 
trees deposited more leaves than anyone 
could hope to clear.

But I don’t think I have any pictures of the 
Bathtub. And if I do, they don’t show how deep 
it ran, and there’s certainly nobody in it.

A few years ago, the Global Forest Watch 
launched an interactive map to track 
deforestation. If you go to their website, you 
see red, green, and purple. When you zoom 
all the way out it looks like somebody vomited 
across the screen, until you see the map key. 
Canada, Russia, and the Amazon all burn red, 

with fences of green surrounding the crimson 
splotches. Much of the southeast United States 
is purple: reforestation. But if you focus all the 
way to the street I grew up on, if you look at 
the corner of Hunts Lane and Center Point, you 
see a cluster of red pixels. I didn’t see them 
when I live there, but I did see red.

Even though our house sat just outside 
the city line, people flocked to our neck of 
the woods, following the growing supply of 
suburban sprawl. The subdivision Mansker 
Farms sprung up across the street before I 
was born, and throughout my life grew closer 
and closer to the trees I named like hurricanes. 
By the time I was in middle school, I regularly 
heard controlled detonations coming from just 
beyond the hill. Maybe I thought it was funny 
for a while, but that was before I realized what 
exactly they were destroying.

My trees, of course. The Earth they grew in.
It wasn’t our property, sure, but it felt wrong. 

If people moved here because they liked the 
woodsy vibes, why would they destroy the 
woods to get here? If they loved it, why would 
they hurt it? Children can’t understand, and 
adults pretend they do.

At ten, I wanted to write a letter, but even the 
letter I wrote was on paper, which to my child-
self meant it was written on the once-flesh of 
a once-living entity, which meant even writing 
felt a little like holding a chainsaw. Except my 
chainsaw doesn’t reach anything, and even if it 
could, it couldn’t cut anything down because 
no matter how many words I cram onto that 
single slice of loose-leaf, ex-tree, fingernail-
thin sliver of white, I couldn’t change the fact 
that that tree was already gone. And so were 
the ones across the street. And so were the 

ones across the continent. And so would be 
the ones from my photos.

And what about the Bathtub?
The Bathtub was my headquarters. The 

Bathtub was central. I built kingdoms around 
it; I grew gardens from it. Tornadic winds had 
collapsed a group of cedars around the basin 
itself, but their spindly leaves made the view 
all the more beautiful. If I trusted you, I’d take 
you to the Bathtub, ask you to brush away the 
cedar leaves so you could peer into the pool. If 
you dared, you’d walk just a little further, right 
to the edge of the water and look inside. “Are 
there any fish?” you might ask. And I’d say,“No.” 
I’d tell you to look closer and then maybe you’d 
see the tadpoles, or a crawdad, or even a shell 
from ages past. And maybe I’d tell you a story 
about how Tennessee used to be underwater, 
or how I’d found dinosaur bones by fishing 
around in the water.

Truth is, I wouldn’t know a real dinosaur bone 
from an igneous rock. Back then, I probably 
wouldn’t even know an igneous rock. But I 
knew I loved that water, and I loved the woods, 
and I wanted other people to love it too.

On the fallen cedar trees we made a little 
treehouse with no walls. We had a pulley 
system so we could transfer the finest “fossils” 
for storage in the cedars. A few yards back 
we had a garden of wildflowers and radishes. 
There were at least twenty-seven trees called 
Samuel, rooted across Sumner County, but our 
garden sat at the bottom of a gnarly crabapple 
tree I designated Samuel X. You could see it 
from Hunts Lane. Much of the time, you could 
see me from Hunts Lane, watering, planting, 
or spinning tales. But not if I ventured to the 
Bathtub. The Bathtub was secret.

For a while, construction stayed across the 
street, and though I cried when I heard loud 
noises or saw dump trucks with roots and 
stumps piled in the back, I was happy I still had 
something. I had the Bathtub.

Until we lost the house.

Today, I cannot show you the Bathtub.
I could show you what the new owners did 

to my old backyard. When I saw it, I cried. On 
paper, it wasn’t mine to grieve any longer, but 
I grieved. I blamed them. I got angry. I cursed 
the new family. Why does anyone need a 
garage that big? What are they storing, a jet? I 
don’t know, and it doesn’t really matter.

Ask me which way my world ended, and I 
would’ve called it a catastrophe, but I should’ve 
seen it coming. The forest pulled me into it, and 
it pulls others too. Can I really say I wouldn’t 
have cut something down if I had possessed the 
skills to do so? If I could live in that house for the 
rest of my life, would I call those trees Andrew, 
Camille, and Samuel until my hair turns gray and 
my skin is just a wrinkly bark? Or would I build 
myself a new deck, a hot tub, a pool, an airplane 
hangar? Hell, an airplane runway?

I think the real question we should be asking 
is about the way people change, not the Earth. 
In most ways, the Earth changes without us. 
We can’t stop a tornado, or a hurricane, or 
a tsunami. The only force of nature we can 
fight with any success at all is mankind itself. 
So, what does it take? Hand-holding, talk-
giving, and a little patience? Increased global 
phenomena, disasters, and strife? Green talks, 
green coalitions, greenhouse gasses?

Just tell me. What does it take? The bang or 
the whimper? �
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