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The river of dry yellow grass 
...And the coming suspension of deep thinking 


Margaret Menge    

When I first saw the Everglades, I had about the same thought Mark Twain had when he first saw a desert on his way out west in a stagecoach with his brother, who’d been appointed Secretary of the Nevada Territory: "The poetry was all in the anticipation; there is none in the reality." 
  

The Everglades, I thought, was worse than any desert. It was just a gigantic swamp, with dry, yellowed grass sticking out of it and dreary trees stuck in it, as if a flood had come and trapped them there in misery for all time. 
  

Everything in the Everglades seemed to me to be in one of the advanced stages of death. A desert you could at least step on and walk across. The Everglades had never made up its mind whether it wanted to be land or water. So it remained as muck. And we know what kinds of things live in muck. The most vile sorts of animals: alligators and crocs, Asian swamp eels and Burmese pythons. 

  

Someone recently told me a story of being in a very small boat with his father in the Everglades when he was a boy and coming upon a nest of water moccasins. There were piles of them, swimming on top of the fetid water, snarling and twisting about, with their heads curving up out of the water. His father had to hit at them with paddles to keep them from leaping into the boat. 
  

The Everglades terrify me. And fascinate me. That there’s a place there called Shark Valley -- that has no sharks -- and thousands of mangrove islands surrounded by shallow waters thick with sharks. That giant cats live there, and paw about in the muck, eating...what do they eat? Water moccasins?? 

  

The photographer Clyde Butcher is in Key West this weekend, at the Eco-Discovery Center, proving that a place as barren and terrible as the Everglades can present itself as a fine subject to a photographer with a sharp eye and a stripped soul. Cypress trees appear in Butcher’s photographs as delicately clipped giant bonsais, and clouds rumble over a wide meadow above the Tamiami Trail. It all still looks ragtag, these Everglades. But in Butcher’s photographs, it all looks a little more like one of God’s intended landscapes. 

  

THE HEAT IS UPON US AGAIN, and if your air conditioner wasn’t working this week, you might have been inclined to stay out on the porch until the sun went down, and for awhile after. 

  

I took the book "Civilization and Climate" off the bookshelf to remind myself of the ways in which my ability to think is going to be compromised by the heat in the months to come. "Civilization and Climate" was written by Ellsworth Huntington, a professor of geography at Yale University in the early 1900s. It was first published in 1915 by Yale University Press and can still be found in major collections. I first found it ten years ago at the main library in Miami, where the librarian, who I believe was Indian, retrieved it for me, and said what a wonderfully interesting book it was. 

  

It is partly because of Ellsworth Huntington that I never believed in man-made global warming. Huntington wrote all about "pulsations" in climate change. Egypt was once much more temperate. And it was not a desert. It was green! Temperatures go up, temperatures go down. There’s no straight up, or straight down. There are pulsations. 
  

Huntington traveled the world, gathering up data with which he could measure the effects of temperature on civilization. He studied the records of 500 factory workers in Connecticut; nearly 9,000 factory workers in Pittsburgh; between 3,000 and 4,000 factory workers in southern cities from Virginia to Florida (including cigar makers in Ybor City, in Tampa, who’d moved up from Key West) and more than 1700 students at the U.S. Naval Academy at Annapolis and the U.S. Military Academy at West Point in New York. 

  

Mental activity is highest, he concluded, when the average outside temperature is 38 degrees Fahrenheit. Physical activity, he found, was highest when the average outside temperature ranged from 60 to 65 degrees, where the noon temperature rose to 70 degrees or even higher, while the night temperature fell to a low of about 55 degrees. 
  

"Another highly important climatic condition seemed to be the change in temperature from one day to the next," Huntington wrote. "People did not work well when the temperature remained constant. Great changes were also unfavorable. The ideal condition, or optimum, seemed to be mild summers with the temperature rarely above 75 degrees F., and a constant succession of mild storms and moderate changes of weather from day to day." 
  

We are not living in a high-mental-activity climate. And we should all be aware that we are moving into that time of year when it is difficult to make one thought line up with the one before it, and relate, even peripherally, to the one that comes after it. Be aware: your mental activity may come to a dead halt altogether at various points over the coming months! Other times, you may notice pulsations -- periods of rapid mental activity followed by some slow moments. 
  

Margaret Menge can be reached at mmenge@keynoter.com 
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