IMPRESSIONS OF THE TASSAJARA LANDSCAPE
by Sterlimg Bummell

These mountains are youmg, im a geologie semse, and evem mow rising. Streanms
noteh th.n dceply and have not had time to broadem the steep-walled eamyoms to
gontler llopocrand lhapol. The sun's heat and lomg rainless seasomrs make water
seares, 2 conﬁition shaping the pattera of plamt distributionm. Th; north=-fasing
Rillsides are aot so dry amd are covered with forests of ocak, madrome, Califoraia
laurel, and other broad-leafed trees. But the south=fasimg slopes feel the sum
longer and more intemsely and they support grasses, shrubs, and patshes of ehapparal,
donilafod by ehamise and manzamita, all plants adapted to drought amd fire.

There are -an} sliffs amd outeroppings of sedimentary roek; omee formed in
horizontal igybrl ok -the ossan bottom many millions of years ago, mow twisted and
eonvoluted by the umdulatiom amd upthrust of the mountains. Waves 6! vator ro&1kand
break in sesonds, tho:o of roek im eoms.

| Louur down ir the sanyons the gramite eore of the ecastal ranges shows whitely
thinugh the oarth'l vegetational pelt, and echunks of polished granite mosaie the
stream beds.

The ani-nls who live here kmow their way about and must prastise their art
intensely to porlilt in the existent image. Avare fosi of solar emergy trappod
in intrieate biochemisal form, they sesk the eomditions whiem will allow their
fliekering subjeetive fields to develop through tramsformations true to their owm
nature, ‘

Around daybreak, floesks of jumeos, little sparrowlike birds with dark heads,
fly qtickly‘along Tassajara Creek, dartimg through syeamors aftor,sycanoroifor
sover (hawks have watehful eyes and needs of their owm) umtil they cal.Ato a
partieular buckoyu‘troc Which overhangs a series of small pools. Withia this
barrieade of tligi they feel safe and gradually triekle down through the air onme
or two at a time to bathe im puddles between the stream boulders. 4is their
sonfidenee swells they grow quarrelsome, amd domimemt birds drive the others

away from fi;oroiﬂiaﬁiln('litos. If any jumeo besomes alarmed at some sigm or




thought of extermal in;or, they all rush baek to the tree, fro- thioh i oaln
prevails they '111 ones aga:u slip domm to the bathl. _ - E
Events oeeur im an awesome rangs of overlapping x;{thn s most either too rapid
or slow for us to moties. Our semses and mind are prome to grasp at t:hon hgc;‘l.ﬂinlly
resurring patterns to whieh plants and animals have evolved coupiomglzafvda'ptljtiou ’
to the eyeles of day amd year. . ' ) * |
Leaf, bud, and deer, flower, seed, insect, rodemt, amd bird, all mt ox:l,;nt
in rolatiouhip and all rise, spread, and sink on the shiftimng surfaees of |
physieal ocom‘ne = wind, rainstoram, drought, heat, and eold. e
The breathing, photosynthesizing hillsides utch surlight for many lonthl
and their shrubs amd grauu use its stored power to make quamtities of nod- ’fi
eaeh with an onhryo holding in its eells the gemstie idemtity of mg;jal a.-i : ‘s
speeies and eaeh ﬁ“ a pasket of life fuel for seedlimg or ninl 3 thoh t-“..,
of alert, movimng ereatures, inseeis, lisards, snakes, birds, rodeats, badgora,

(S‘\'
and :roanu and by the emergyrderived from leaf amd seed.

. . ST 3 (%
The aecoras of the oak forest, whieh eontain u.rbohydratc oonco‘ntx‘.'atodw frcr
vast areas of foliage, have a eorrespomding inportuur to grey lqu:l.rxﬁl.g and .ﬂ"*w
and, formerly, to the imdiam people of Califormia. Im soms years thoacorntorlopww
fails. The jays ean turn to other food or leave the area, but the palggurrrhll )
are liable to starve, o w “L,. A
As suumer dries tht darth's surfaes, that visible stem of the water tablc‘ that
we eall a stream drops im plaeces below its rosky chammel, leavimg ilollji.d po‘t:h.
Some of the smaller omes eveatually dry up, dooming the fishes nd ot.h? Ul.?.r
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sreatures im them, but others are large emough to last til the raims, s
foed C‘\q ‘n relad: pns‘\-ps o
In the streams amd pools plamts and animals have :
similar tocgumexak to those im the woods amd grasslands above the surfaee. __
Filamentous algae are the greem light-satshers and thers ars vegetarians whieh browse
on them amd im turm support predators, seavemgers, amd parasites. e

Mayfly larvae, saddisfly larvae, smails, tadboles, amd mative -mon m t.ho
eounterparts of grasshoppers, rodemats, sparrows, quail, and deer, thilo dragonﬂy




Aymphs, predassous diviag beetles, trout, garter smakes, amd kingfishers eorrespond
to the lizards, smakes, hawks, owls, foxes, and bobeats of the uplands, amd
orayfish live ommivorously like skunks amd bears, '

Comditions of terrainm are as important underwater as above. Roeks, overhanging
banks, and thiek elumps and frimges of algae are refuges to little fishes as
bushes are to birds. In deep pools where esrayfish ars beyond the reaeh of raseoon
pawé s they are bold and erawl opemly about over boulders amd ledges whieh they
claﬁ are theirs,

In some parts of Tassajara Creek the algae-gsovered roeks are sSssdrated with
- an even distribution of eireular bare patehes, eash with a dark spot im its eemter,
produeing a visual effeet whieh would do eredit to amy eraftsmam. The dark semters
are watsr pemaies, peeuliar Ilattened beetle larvae which adhere to rosks (here and
in the streams of the Himalayas) amd the bare areas around them are their grasimg
territories.

The biologist von Uexkidll showed some feeling for the astaality-6f whitsseums
1like a limited part of mature whem ke wrots: "Let us take as am example a sertainm
oak'ﬂrco and them ask ourselves what kind of emvirommental objeet will that oak tree
be, in the enviromment of am owl that perehes im its hollow trumk; im the emviromment
of a singing bird that nests in its branehesj of a fox whieh has its hole under its
roots; of a woodpeekwr whieh goes after wood-fretters im its bark; in the envirommeat
of sueh a wood-fretiter itself; of an amt whish rums alomg its trumk, ete. Anmd,
evertually, we ask ourselves what the role of the ocak tree is im the emviromment of
a hunter, of a romantie youmg girl, and of a prosaie wood merehamt, The oak, being
a closed planful system itself, is woven into ever new plans on mumerous saviromment
stages, the trasing of whieh is a2 gemuine task for the seiemee of mature."

Along the eliffs above the narrows in the brightest amd hotteat part of the
day, numbers of white-throated swifts cam be heard shattering amd sereeehing in
excitemsnt as they plumge, turm, amd rise again, high in the air and barely
dissernable as Meteorie eressent-winged dark forms a;aiut' the deap blue l@r sky.
These swifts, so superbly adapted to the oseam of air that they eateh flying inseets




with only a moment's effort eam so easily satisfy their need for food that they
may spend their timé"hurtiing txxrgixkisxexrywsxiirs esstatically through Spaseyy
in play, sourtship, or eompamiomship like the dolphins of the sea. But evea they,
free though thay appear, are totally depemdent om the liviag fabris of earth amd
stream from whieh arise the imsests that sustain their imeandeseent spirit.

Eaeh day a family of moumtain quail forages carefully aven; the hillsides near
the buildings at Tassajara., The pareats and their shildrem keep in somstant eomtast,
ealling to eash other with soft voices, as they gather seeds amd imseets or loumge
and bathe iiithe soft eirth pushed up by burrowing rodeats., By August their younmg
were down to sevem, perhaps half the origimal number amd even that too mamy for all
to find food im the eoming winter. Though so attrastive to predators they judge
esash situatiom for itself amd eam be seen eomplasentily seratehimg amd peekimg only
a few feet from Chimo Semsei as he splits logs with am axe.

Ome mormimg at dawm I stood om a hill by the Beehive trail amd watehed the swa
rise over the ridges. Imnseet wings hummed and birds sang as light rays warmed amd
illuminated the canyoms. The soumd of the wooden bell same from bbiow.iind I felt in

an intimate
way the relatiomship of everything persceived.

Our orgamns of sense are so eomstrueted that thoy ORly respomd to differences
in the energies impinging omn them. Our semses and mind separate the universe into
differeat things (whereas im aetuality it is umified), but we are umable to grasp the true
nature of amything, imeludimg ourselves. We exist like eddy pools im a tramsforming
river of what the physisists eall emergy. Like eddy pools we as separate entities
have 2 relative reality besause of a seeming persistemse of form, but this emergy
and form do mot differ im their imtrinsis nature from what we eall empty spase.




