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PartI A Sand County Almanac

January

January Thaw

Each year, after the midwinter blizzards, there comes a night of thaw
when the tinkle of dripping water is heard in the land. It brings strange
stirrings, not only to creatures abed for the night, but to some who have
been asleep for the winter. The hibernating skunk, curled up in his deep
den, uncurls himself and ventures forth to prowl the wet world, dragging
his belly in the snow. His track marks one of the earliest datable events in

that cycle of beginnings and ceasings which we call a year.

The track is likely to display an indifference to mundane affairs
uncommon at other seasons; it leads straight across-country, as if its
maker had hitched his wagon to a star and dropped the reins. I follow,

curious to deduce his state of mind and appetite, and destination if any.

The months of the year, from January up to June, are a geometric
progression in the abundance of distractions. In January one may
follow a skunk track, or search for bands on the chickadees, or see
what young pines the deer have browsed, or what muskrat houses the
mink have dug, with only an occasional and mild digression into other
doings. January observation can be almost as simple and peaceful as
snow, and almost as continuous as cold. There is time not only to see

who has done what, but to speculate why.

A meadow mouse, startled by my approach, darts damply across the
skunk track. Why is he abroad in daylight? Probably because he feels

grieved about the thaw. Today his maze of secret tunnels, laboriously

2 | SEFHRGERE
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chewed through the matted grass under the snow, are tunnels no more,
but only paths exposed to public view and ridicule. Indeed, the thawing

sun has mocked the basic premises of the microtine economic systemn!

The mouse is a sober citizen who knows that grass grows in order that
mice may store it as underground haystacks, and that snow falls in
order that mice may build subways from stack to stack: supply, demand,
and transport all neatly organized. To the mouse, snow means freedom

from want and fear.

A rough-legged hawk comes sailing over the meadow ahead. Now he
stops, hovers like a kingfisher, and then drops like a feathered bomb
into the marsh. He does not rise again, so I am sure he has caught, and
1s now eating, some worried mouse-engineer who could not wait until

night to inspect the damage to his well-ordered world.

The rough-leg has no opinion why grass grows, but he is well aware
that snow melts in order that hawks may again catch mice. He came
down out of the Arctic in the hope of thaws, for to him a thaw means

freedom from want and fear.

The skunk track enters the woods, and crosses a glade where the rabbits
have packed down the snow with their tracks, and mottled it with pinkish
urinations. Newly exposed oak seedlings have paid for the thaw with their
newly barked stems. Tufts of rabbit-hair bespeak the year’s first battles
among the amorous bucks. Further on I find a bloody spot, encircled by a
wide-sweeping arc of owl’s wings. To this rabbit the thaw brought freedom
from want, but also a reckless abandonment of fear. The owl has reminded

him that thoughts of spring are no substitute for caution.

The skunk track leads on, showing no interest in possible food, and no
concern over the rompings or retributions of his neighbors. I wonder
what he has on his mind; what got him out of bed? Can one impute
romantic motives to this corpulent fellow, dragging his ample beltline
through the slush? Finally the track enters a pile of driftwood, and does
not emerge. I hear the tinkle of dripping water among the logs, and I

fancy the skunk hears it too. I turn homeward, still wondering.
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February

Good Oak

There are two spiritual dangers in not owning a farm. One is the
danger of supposing that breakfast comes from the grocery, and the

other that heat comes from the furnace.

To avoid the first danger, one should plant a garden, preferably where

there is no grocer to confuse the issue.

To avoid the second, he should lay a split of good oak on the andirons,
preferably where there is no furnace, and let it warm his shins while a
February blizzard tosses the trees outside. If one has cut, split, hauled,
and piled his own good oak, and let his mind work the while, he will
remember much about where the heat comes from, and with a wealth of

detail denied to those who spend the week end in town astride a radiator.

The particular oak now aglow on my andirons grew on the bank of
the old emigrant road where it climbs the sandhill. The stump, which
I measured upon felling the tree, has a diameter of 30 inches. It shows
80 growth rings, hence the seedling from which it originated must
have laid its first ring of wood in 1865, at the end of the Civil War. But
I know from the history of present seedlings that no oak grows above
the reach of rabbits without a decade or more of getting girdled each
winter, and re-sprouting during the following summer. Indeed, it is
all too clear that every surviving oak is the product either of rabbit
negligence or of rabbit scarcity. Some day some patient botanist will
draw a frequency curve of oak birthyears, and show that the curve
humps every ten years, each hump originating from a low in the ten
year rabbit cycle. (A fauna and flora, by this very process of perpetual

battle within and among species, achieve collective immortality.)

It is likely, then, that a low in rabbits occurred in the middle

sixties, when my oak began to lay on annual rings, but that

6 | SMBRALBUERAE




2H

Lig: S

RegREHWA, BELEEHNMER. —MRUA
FURK H AR, A—TRANRBR AR,

A ER, R FE—EE, FEE R
B ABRARGEE, AREHEITHENX N IEE.

BRI AR, RIS LRI,
BEFREFREER K. M2AKRXIEEISIMEERA
B, SRR ERBRENE, 20, 5. #E, #HE
RE CHEFRA, I EETXEHRELNARARRS, &
MATCHRBER B4k, FT AW 85 RBGIRERA A
REBHETURR B TE RS A IR A T .

X LRGSR ER BRI IREAR, LK
E—RBREEN, HEEEYD WK 1T, REXHE
BEE, RSN THER, H30%E . BEHSOESF
#, B, XEBWOSIHE N IZREISCSEAKHE —
BER, B—FEHLRELER. B2, NERBRRHH
ERMIERE, KREMERNEER —BEL, RE
EREHNEREFEK, kxR, BLI+5EFES
KiyetiE, FRRKIGTEAENRE. K, 58—
ERFTRAEN, BEAB8TATHRE, E4BET
RFMFHEL, XEHEATT. WRAE—X, BINH.L
MY FHKE—FBRWERKKWEIEE 2, BadEET
FafF—MNEHE, SMEEBRERTERAR P4
—EHRBRER (EYEIYH ATy R R
AR BSLTE) .

A, T HIBER B T AR AE 19 22604
M, WEERRAXREBRITRERS CHER,; B, K
HIXERER SR T, B EREAEIOFERIBEE T . 3

wEnEe |




