
Hurrying up the trail to the 
cabin after a long afternoon of hik-
ing, I hear a loud noise. It sounds 

like the snap of sheets flapping in the wind 
on a clothesline. Startled, I begin to run 
down the path, but the noise seems to follow 
me. Looking back over my shoulder, I see a 
flash of red at the top of a hollowed out tree. 
I stop, carefully walk a few steps closer to 
the sound, and begin laughing when I real-
ize it’s just a pileated woodpecker making 
all the racket. This is my third day in the 
Porcupine Mountains’ Artist-in-Residence 

program, and woodland creatures are still 
surprising me.

The Porcupine Mountain Wilderness 
State Park is located on the southern 
shore of Lake Superior in Michigan’s 
Upper Peninsula, a nine-hour drive from 
my home in the Lower Peninsula. I spend 
Saturday evening in Marquette, visiting 
friends and family, then head out on 
Sunday, May 25, for the “Porkies,” as the 
local residents affectionately call them. 
The day I am to arrive, a severe hailstorm 
is predicted and weather announcements 
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Rolling down my driver’s side window, I breathe 
in pine-scented air. Years fall away and I become 
the young girl I once was in 1984, an untested 

version of the woman I would later become. 

on the radio are dire. However, despite the 
announcer’s warnings, it is partly sunny for 
most of my drive. The road unfolds before me 
as I pass by Three Lakes and through little 
towns like Covington, Sidnaw, Bergland, 
and White Pine before reaching Silver City. 
I drive long stretches of highway without 
meeting another motorist and reach the left 
turn onto M-107 without mishap.

Pulling into Silver City, I discover it 
still looks like a ghost town with only a few 
stores and the Foothills restaurant. The 
lakeshore remains seemingly unchanged; 
it could be twenty years ago, or thirty, or 
even a time before my birth. In the 1980s, I 
used to camp here, pitching a tent with my 
friends at the Presque Isle Unit. We hiked, 
caught fish, and cooked them over a camp 
stove for our supper. As I round a curve, the 

humpback shape of the mountains —named 
the Porcupine Mountains by early Native 
Americans because they appeared similar 
to a crouching porcupine —comes into view. 
The familiar turn to the Visitor’s Center 
beckons and a dizzy moment of déjà vu 
overwhelms me. Rolling down my driver’s 
side window, I breathe in pine-scented air. 
Years fall away and I become the young girl 
I was in 1984, an untested version of the 
woman I would later become. As I step from 
the car, the vision shatters and I return to 
myself—poet, teacher, wife, mother of a 
teenage daughter.

Sherrie McCabe, who coordinates the 
program, and her friend Carol Huntoon, meet 
me at the Center. The Artist-in-Residence is 
sponsored by the Friends of the Porkies, 
a non-profit organization that Carol and 

Sherrie are part of. These warm-hearted folk, 
along with a team of volunteers built the cabin 
to honor Dan Urbanski, a local photographer 
well-known for his landscapes capturing the 
mountains in all seasons.

After introductions, Sherrie asks, “How 
was your trip?”

“Wonderful,” I say. “It’s great to be back. I 
used to camp up here a lot in the ’80s. I was 
so young then.” While the sun is still out, 
dark clouds are forming in the east. We all 
look up at the sky. “It looks like I beat the 
thunderstorm.” 

“Well, it’s a little ways off yet, so hopefully 
it won’t break till we reach the cabin,” Carol 
says.

“Follow me,” Sherrie tells me as she 
walks with Carol toward her car, “and we’ll 
show you the way. We need to go over some 
instructions when we get there.”

After a short drive, soon we are hiking 
up the trail to Dan’s Cabin. As we climb 
the last hill, the cabin’s roof appears and a 
hand-carved sign on a post proclaims Artist-
in-Residence. I am enchanted and recall 
the Little House on the Prairie books I read 
to my daughter, Senara. The author of the 
series used models from the village of Olde 
World Wisconsin for her illustrations. The 
drawings of those pioneer cabins are similar 
to this timber frame structure. As Sherrie 
opens the door, the cedar and pine wood 
used throughout emanates a sweet, resiny 
fragrance. Looking around, I see the stout 
round logs used for joists supporting the 
roof and how the cedar tongue-and-groove 
planking was placed with care against the 
outside of the timbers. The pine table and 
chairs as well as the bed with its carved log 
posts and headboard are fine works of art. 
The unusual posts holding the headboard 

together, Sherrie tells me, were made from 
diamond willow found along Lake Superior’s 
shoreline. Other unique twig work prevails 
throughout. Marveling at a cedar coat rack 
stretched from floor to ceiling, I hang my 
jacket and explorer’s hat on one of its sturdy 
branches. Other carvings adorn porch posts, 
and the handles on the cupboard doors in 
the kitchen are made from parts of a tree: 
burls and knobby growths of bark.

After a brief orientation and a 
demonstration on how to light the propane 
lanterns and stove, Sherrie and Carol leave. 
I continue hauling my foodstuffs and other 
gear up and down the steep, mile-long trail, 
keeping my eye on the storm clouds until it 
is almost dusk. The bad weather passes by, 
and the sun appears briefly before nightfall. 
The illusion of time slowing down to a 
simpler century abounds as I finally relax at 
the table, warming my hands around a cup 
of tea heated in a saucepan on the propane 
stove. Watching as the last rays of sunlight 
filter through the immense hemlocks and 
giant hardwoods surrounding me, I inhale 
the earthy fragrances drifting in through 
the open screen door and listen to the call 
of a nighthawk circling for his supper. Two 
weeks of adventure lie before me.

A small creek trickles past the cabin’s 
porch, a tributary of the Little Union River 
rushing under the bridge at the bottom of 
the hill leading to Dan’s Cabin. On my first 
morning, I wake to its joyous, bubbling song, 
which soon becomes a constant melody. 
Used to living in a city near a busy street 
where cars trundle by day and night, I find 
the quiet here restful. Shuddering when my 
bare feet touch the icy floorboards, I notice 
how my breath puffs out in little rings of 
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Once I thought nature silent, but the myriad 

sounds filling the air prove me wrong.

white smoke. My first task is to crinkle 
newspapers and gather kindling to start a 
fire in the pot-bellied woodstove. The sky 
looms shuttered and gloomy, so I anticipate 
it will begin pouring soon. My hiking and 
outdoor writing will have to wait for another 
day. Soon the fire is going and the cozy cabin 
fills with warmth. Without running water or 
electricity, I’m surprised at how taking care 
of small, repetitive chores such as cooking, 
cleaning, and tending the fire consumes time. 
Yet, I never feel rushed.

A block of ice purchased at the park’s 
Outpost store fits nicely into the makeshift 
icebox and keeps my milk and eggs cool 
for about three days. Dirty dishwater is 
poured through a strainer and the residue 
disposed of in the garbage. Once a week, I 
trudge down the hill to deposit trash in 
the bear-proof receptacle. Biodegradable 
soap is used to clean everything, so when 
I toss the dishwater in the little gully on 
the other side of the cabin, it won’t damage 
the forest’s fragile ecosystem. An outhouse 
containing a composting toilet takes care 
of my basic needs. It is my job to clean the 
toilet, accomplished in part by adding one 
cup of Compost Sure whenever solid waste 
is deposited. On Sundays, there is a more 
involved procedure. Carefully, I follow the 
typed instructions posted on the wall near 
the commode: (a) Add 1 scoop of Microbemix 
(use the small cup that is in the mix 
container); (b) Spray three shots of Compost 
Quick; (c) Turn the handle clockwise 35 
times; and (d) Spray three more shots of 
Compost Quick.

Every morning, I learn patience as I wait 
for my oatmeal to cook and for the water 
to heat on the propane stove so I can wash 
the dishes. I put more wood on the fire and 

stir the embers until they spark again. Each 
unhurried movement could be a line of prose, 
or the beginning of a poem.

Aware of my hand moving leisurely, the 
soft scratching sound as my pen glides over 
paper, I absorb my surroundings, saving 
images and words like a leaf cups rainwater; 
they practically pour onto the page. Once I 
thought nature silent, but the myriad sounds 
filling the air prove me wrong. Stepping out 
on the deck toward evening, I hear the soft 
patter of a few raindrops falling and the 
distinct call of a wood thrush.

Each morning I sit on the deck, listening 
to a cacophony of bird songs. Then I write 
some, go hiking, and sit for a while on the 
beach, watching the lake change colors as the 
clouds move above before I return to write a 
little more, and so the days go by.

Day withdraws into the trees,
its fading light sketches
with a charcoal pencil
to shadow the night.
Birches beyond the window create
a montage of silvery trunks and greenness,
not a touch of wind stirs
a branch,
nor does a single leaf quiver.
The cabin huddles contentedly,
amongst majestic hardwoods and hemlocks.
I hear beyond the back door
a waterfall splash along rocks
to join with the Little Union River.
Night is kind here,
a wisp of smoke curls from the chimney,
and one or two birds sing rapturously.
A gas lamp lit within
throws its comforting glow
over the interior: a bed, a chair, 
 a table holding books.

What else could possibly be needed
on this first day of June?
I bend over my notebook
to shape the solitude in words.

I have brought one modern amenity with 
me, an Alpha writer I borrowed from my 
friend Lori. This clever keyboard runs on 
batteries, and I carry it with me to write in 
various locations throughout my residency, 
such as picnic tables or a rock by the big 
lake. In the evenings, though, I become a 
pioneer and keep a hand-written journal. As 
night closes around the cabin, tucked into 
bed, I read by candlelight, a book I found 
in the cabin’s well-stocked bookcase. The 
Porcupine Mountain Journals has entries 
categorized and dating back to the 1950s. 
Reading intently, I marvel at the many tales, 

both humorous and serious, told by past 
visitors to this wilderness.

The Porkies are perfect for embracing 
solitude and reflecting on the tenacity of life. 
One entry touches my own thoughts about 
the hugeness of nature. This land was formed 
billions of years ago and even though wind, 
rain, and changing seasons have carved its 
landscape, it remains much the same even 
though our own lives are so brief. We pass 
through this earth, live our messy lives, and 
then cease to be. The landscape, however, 
remains a testimony to greater truths that 
some of humankind constantly seek. Most of 
us are busy all the time but leave very little 
mark upon Earth. We are born, grow up, raise 
our families, work hard, encounter obstacles, 
suffer losses, and struggle with our beliefs, 
not always knowing right from wrong. We 
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Driving north after the Mackinac Bridge, tourists 

pass through a little town called Epoufette. In French, 

it means “a place of rest” or “to rest.” I have found 

my own small epoufette in these mountains.

find tentative moments of happiness. But 
if we allow ourselves, we can look out and 
breathe in the deep blue of lake and sky, hear 
the lap of water rolling into shore, and feel 
the sun warm our shoulders. After a difficult 
winter, I am soothed by this vastness, blessed 
by its mountains, streams, waterfalls, rocks, 
and trees.

I often feel far removed from the 
young woman who walked these same paths 
at eighteen and nineteen, even into my early 
twenties. It is difficult to admit that my 
husband and I have drifted apart and have 
different expectations now. The same day I 
received the phone call about being accepted 
for this residency, my border collie lost his 
battle with age and infirmity, and I struggle 
with the idea of whether or not animals have 

souls as some Bible teachings differ. While 
his passing was a godsend, it broke my heart. 
Being here is another kind of sanctification, 
one I hope will help me come to terms with 
my losses, reconnect my youthful self with 
the present, and make the best of the days to 
come when I return to the rush of work and 
responsibilities.

At night, when I turn out the propane 
lights, the darkness is total, like a black velvet 
curtain pulled across Earth’s face. However, 
as soon as my eyes adjust, if I look up, the 
sky is alive with billions of stars. Opening 
the screen door to a cold stillness, I hear a 
strange cry echo in the distance. An owl? A 
gray wolf? Does a wolf howl sometimes just 
to be heard or just to hear the sound of its 
own voice? This past year when my border 
collie, Spencer, reached sixteen years, a 
grand old age for a dog, he stopped barking, 
as though he lost his voice. When he did 
bark, it sounded guttural like the creak of a 
rusty, ancient pump drawing water from a 
deep well. I wonder if being alone a long time 
could do this to my own voice. Would I find 
myself suddenly wanting to step outside to 
howl just to be heard? I hear myself breathe. 
The quiet has a breath of its own. The silence 
in the cabin at night is loud; it is a subtle 
roar in my ears. I never knew silence to be 
so noisy.

On Tuesday afternoon as I drive along 
M-107, I follow the f light of a huge bird 
whose shadow appears much larger than 
a seagull. Catching a quick glimpse of its 
owl-like face before the highway curves, I 
wonder, was it a broad-winged hawk or a 
northern goshawk?

“It’s important to know the names of 
everything in nature,” my dad often told me 

on our walks to the pond behind our house 
in northern Michigan, where tadpoles swam 
fiercely and dragonflies dive-bombed the 
water’s surface. “You can call a tree a tree, 
but isn’t it better to say red cedar, common 
juniper, jack pine, white spruce?” Then he 
named the early summer flowers we saw 
along the trail: bishop’s cap, enchanter’s 
nightshade, showy ladyslipper, nodding 
trillium. The names were a litany on his 
tongue. The Audubon Field Guide to North 
American Birds awaits me back at the cabin 
where I’ll look for the name of this huge bird 
with the large shadow.

I climb the trail to Lake of the Clouds, one 
of the park’s most famous scenic attractions. 
In my daypack I carry a notebook and pen, 
along with a granola bar, some raisins, a first-
aid kit, and a f lashlight in case I get the urge 

to hike into early evening. Standing at the 
parapet, I look down the rugged escarpment 
to the marsh lake below where a bridge 
crossing water appears like a child’s creation 
from toothpicks. From this viewpoint, 300 
feet above on the clifftop overlook, staring 
outward over the Big Carp valley, I cannot 
imagine this landscape covered in glacial ice.

Hiking down to the footbridge, I find a 
stump to sit on and absorb the late afternoon 
light. The lucent water under the bridge 
rarely moves, except for an occasional 
ripple when a blue dragonfly skims across 
its surface. I’ve been reading some early 
writings from the author Sue Monk Kidd. 
She writes about needing time alone to 
understand what direction she should take 
in life. She has spent periods at retreat 
centers and monasteries to give herself 
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Naturalist and founder of the Sierra Club, John Muir, 

once wrote: “When one tugs at a single thing in nature, 

he finds it is attached to the rest of the world.”

moments to reflect and to think about God’s 
meaning in her life. She includes a Bible 
quote in which Jesus says, “Come away by 
yourself to a lonely place and rest awhile.”

To me, though, resting means letting go 
of all the sadness and worry I carry around, 
closing my eyes and listening to the wind 
whoosh softly through a forest of maple, 
hemlock, and birch, and to the murmur of the 
creek as it runs past the cabin’s back door. 
Sitting near the footbridge at Lake of the 
Clouds, I have a quiet conversation with the 
natural world.

Framed in My Lens
A red leaf flutters
above the rushing water;
   Manabezho Falls.

The drive along South Boundary Road 
is like driving through a green cathedral. 
Aisles of trillium line the roadside with 
clusters of pure white blooms. The road 
winds for about twenty-five miles before 
I reach my destination: the Presque Isle 
River. A short walk takes me to the trailhead 
where, as I view Manabezho and Manido Falls, 
the power of water overwhelms. Feeling 
insignificant, I stand at the rail, staring out at 
the landscape spread before me. Manabezho 
is the largest falls, named after an Ojibwa 
spirit god. Manido is the middle waterfall, and 
in the distance, I see Nawadaha falls about a 
quarter of a mile upstream. The shelves of 
rock beneath the water look as if they dip and 
weave and in places appear like a shiny wet 
discus tossed carelessly by Mother Nature’s 
hand. A warning has been posted about the 

current here. Even though the water before 
me bubbles and flows along peacefully, it 
churns wildly beyond the bend and out to 
Lake Superior. I find a bench to sit on, and I 
close my eyes and listen without distractions, 
then lift my pen to write down some words to 
honor this day.

Water rushes,
roars its approach.
Powerful spirit God churns
the silver blue falls.
Tread softly, place a foot just so
like the Ojibwa
who walked here long ago.

Although two weeks seemed like a long 
time when I first arrived, one week 
has already passed. Work and other 
commitments will soon take the place of this 
time I’ve had to meditate, write, and think. 
I have not resolved anything significant, 
still I’ve grasped the importance of small 
moments and the sacredness of living 
surrounded by monolithic trees. In Latin, 
the word nature is natura or nasci—to be 
born. To be born in nature or to know nature 
intimately is a gift I am giving myself. All 
around me, the scents of forest permeate: 
pine, moss, wildflowers, river mud, and 
wood. Closing my eyes, I inhale the loamy 
fragrance of earth. Naturalist and founder 
of the Sierra Club, John Muir, once wrote: 

“When one tugs at a single thing in nature, he 
finds it is attached to the rest of the world.” 
This quote sums up my stay in Dan’s Cabin; 
each footstep on the forest f loor disturbs 
a leaf, a twig, a rock, and as I touch nature, 
nature fills me with serenity that I will take 
back to the hustle of everyday life

Emily Dickinson observed, “Life is a spell 

so exquisite that everything conspires to 
break it.” I don’t want any intrusions into this 
small space I have created for myself. I’m glad 
the nearest town is about seventeen miles 
away. If I’m lonely, I can stop in at the ranger 
station where I fill my jugs with drinking 
water or drop in to the visitor’s center and 
chat with the friendly volunteers staffing 
the information kiosk. This early in spring, 
few campers or hikers come to the park; it 
is not unusual to walk for miles along one of 
the trails without meeting anyone. I want to 
stay here into the night absorbing the beauty 
around me and hold it inside—a perfect 
balance of nature and me.

It is late afternoon and I’m sitting on a 
picnic table at the Presque Isle campground 
looking toward Little Girl’s Point. Lake 
Superior is calm today and mosquitoes are 
scarce. There is only one other family here, 
and they have a campsite set up under a stand 
of pine trees where my friends and I once 
erected a tent. I can almost smell the smoke 
from those long-ago campfires and hear the 
laughter of the girl I used to be. Someone who 
has passed here before me has left a present, 
and I pull out my notebook and write a poem 
about this unexpected gift:

I find three stones on a picnic table 
     at Presque Isle−
smooth, polished by river currents.
Perhaps, some child left them for me 
     to discover.
One white, silky as an eagle feather,
another inky black,
the third, a rich, mellow brown 
     tinted with coppery hues.
They lie in my palm,
still warm from the afternoon sun,

Spring 2021  •  Issue No. 41  |  125 124  |  Still Point Arts Quarterly  

Rosalie Sanara Petrouske In Dan’s Cabin

image info

http://www.shantiarts.co/SPAQ/SPAQ41/files/SPAQ41_SPR21_DIGITAL_IMAGECREDITS.pdf
http://www.shantiarts.co/SPAQ/SPAQ39/files/SPAQ39_FAL20_DIGITAL_IMAGECREDITS.pdf


The wilderness has its own rhythms, a 

complacent and permanent thrum, undulating 

and throbbing like a human beating heart.

three blessings
bestowed upon me.
Graces of today:
a walk to Manido Falls,
cherry blossoms in the wind,
the song of a black and white warbler
high in the branches above.

It is early evening, the beginning of my 
final week in Dan’s Cabin. It’s a little dark 
inside because the sky has clouded over, so I 
light one of the propane lamps. A small halo of 
gold now circles the room. Although the air is 
cooling off, I have left the door open. The raspy 
croaking of a raven from high up in a hemlock 
echoes—“tok-tok.” Somewhere in the clouds 
a jet passes over, and its distant rumble 
intrudes. This jet passes by every evening 
around this time—making me wonder who is 
on board, where they are coming from, where 
they are going—and I feel a small connection 
with these unknown passengers who are 
unaware of my existence but who right at 
this moment inhabit the same air space. Any 
interruption, however, seems out of place here 
and disconcerts me because the wilderness 
has its own rhythms, a complacent and 
permanent thrum, undulating and throbbing 
like a human beating heart.

My daughter will be coming to stay with 
me during the last two days of my residency. 
The morning before her arrival, I hike the 
South Mirror Lake Trail and find maidenhair 
ferns growing in abundance and clusters of 
spring beauties growing bunched at my feet. I 
never reach Mirror Lake because the ground 
covered in thick mud from spring run-off 
becomes impassable. Later, I write:

I don’t feel defeated,
only joyful for having found

such green ferns, such small flowers
growing for their own pleasure.

Senara arrives on Wednesday night. 
Her bright, excited voice fills the cabin as I 
give her the grand tour. I put my notebook and 

“Alfie” away as I know I will not be getting any 
writing done tonight. We sit at the table and 
drink hot chocolate while flipping through 
the pages of her high school yearbook. It feels 
strange to have another person to talk to 
after being alone for so long.

“What do you think about the cabin?” I ask 
her.

“It’s great,” she says, “but it’s getting cold 
in here. Let me show you how to build a bigger 
fire.”

Soon she is adding kindling and more 
wood to the potbellied stove until the flames 
are leaping high behind the door’s grate.

She smiles in satisfaction. “We won’t be 
cold tonight,” she says, and she’s right.

Watching my daughter stoke the fire, I 
realize she is more confident than I was at 
her age. I admire her courage and strength, 
and that she already knows what course she 
wants her life to take. College and eventually 
law school is on her horizon. Finnish folk 
from the Upper Peninsula have a word for 
this, it is called sisu and can be described as 
stoic determination, tenacity of purpose, grit, 
bravery, and resilience. I see my daughter as 
being all of these, and as her mother, I am 
proud.

A thunderstorm passes over around 10:00 
P.M. Normally, I don’t like thunderstorms, an 
old childhood fear, but this one is incredible. 
The low rumble of thunder, an occasional 
flash of lightning at the windows, and steady 
pitter-pattering of rain on the roof soothes 
us. We both go to sleep, not even aware of the 

small spider spinning his web in a corner of 
the room.

Standing on the porch, I watch the first 
rays of morning slant through feathery clouds. 
Soon I will finish packing the car and drive 
south toward my home in the Lower Peninsula. 
I love this little cabin, its setting amongst 
trees and water. Even the steep path one has 
to climb to get up here is good for the soul; a 
combination of peace and physical exercise 
are the best prescription for all sorrow. I have 
thought some, prayed some, hardly missed the 
clamor of the real world, and written almost 
every day. Driving north after the Mackinac 
Bridge, tourists pass through a little town 
called Epoufette. In French, it means “a place 
of rest” or “to rest.” I have found my own small 
epoufette in these mountains.

In The Pristine Myth: The Landscape of 

the Americas in 1492, cultural geographer W. 
M. Denevan writes, “The myth persists that in 
1492 the Americas were a sparsely populated 
wilderness, ‘a world of barely perceptible 
human disturbance.’” It is not true, of course; 
even in 1492, Native Americans walked this 
land and modified the forests’ composition. 
I like to think, however, that in this fast-
paced, computerized world, here in the Upper 
Peninsula there is still land untouched by a 
human footprint. Except for my daughter, 
still asleep on the cot by the window and the 
rise and fall of her chest, I feel as if I am the 
only person alive. I don’t want to move my 
foot or hand or take a breath; I just want to 
absorb these last moments of being in Dan’s 
Cabin, while a long, golden stream of light 
passes through the hemlock’s branches and 
touches my face. 
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