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enough for the bacteria to break down the waste into compost. 

Borton says that composting the “humanure,” what the couple calls the compost, “is slow, taking 
about one year to complete the cycle.” 

The electrical, or “nervous,” system runs from the sun through photovoltaic (PV) modules with a 
tracker on the roof, and from the wind through an 85-foot-tall wind generator. The generator, which 
pulls in about 25 percent of the center’s power, begins cranking when wind blows at seven miles per 
hour, reaching peak power at 24 mph. Batteries, which are inverted from low-voltage DC power to 
higher-voltage AC power, store the energy. The center consumes about 5,000 watts of electricity per 
day, about one-fifth of that of the average American home, and it uses only about one-third of the 
total renewable electricity supply that its 
sources generate. 

To warm the air, Borton and Welsh 
designed an efficient system that partly 
mimics the way a human’s skin and lungs 
absorb sun and oxygen that then circulates 
throughout the body. They strategically 
placed thermosiphoning air panels (TAPs) 
to draw in cool air and warm it before it 
flows into the house. The vents in TAPs 
pull in outside air that the sun then warms 
before it flows out of top vents into the 
house. In the guesthouse, a roof TAP 
passively preheats water in a tank for 
showers, and strategically placed water 
coils in the wood-burning stove ensure 
water is hot. 
   

Welsh is a registered nurse with an M.A. in transformative learning and change, and they are both 
yoga instructors, and so offer a range of seminar courses on physical health and sustainable living. 
Welsh is also steeped in the philosophy of deep ecology and in their twenties, the couple found 
inspiration for their venture from the early-twentieth-century natural builders, Helen and Scott 
Nearing.  

“Knowing that one other couple has done it made it easier,” says Borton.  

He is referring to the Nearings’ decision during the Great Depression to move from New York City 
to rural Vermont, where they built stone dwellings and lived sustainably for 60 years. They educated 
visitors on living much more simply in what became known as the “back to the land” movement. 
Today the Nearing’s Vermont buildings have become a museum of sorts, modeling the 
methodologies that have inspired people for two generations.  

 

  
 
Well-preserved wood from the Sage Mountain Center 
site serves many functions, such as this handrail. 
Photo by Christopher Borton. 

   



Terrain.org: A Journal of the Built & Natural Environments : www.terrain.org 
 
 

Issue No. 23 : Winter/Spring 2009 : Symbiosis 
 

174 

When Welsh speaks of how she and Borton learned to build their center, she reiterates what many 
experienced owner-builders say—that, depending on the structure and climate, building a dwelling 
literally from the ground up requires careful planning, reading lots of books, the willingness to start 
small and experiment, and the ability to adapt and learn from mistakes.  

Welsh says “they broke it down and started small. We 
experimented with smaller buildings with plumbing, 
electricity, and cement floors before building the main 
building.” 

As Borton was researching how to build a sustainable septic 
system, he found only scant mention of the greywater heat-
recovery system in an article. He spent ample library time 
gleaning what he needed to build it. And then plan. The two 
builders created fairly detailed five- and ten-year plans to 
get to where they are. Their next goal is to grow as much of 
their own food as possible.  They’re planning a year-round 
greenhouse, which, according to Welsh, “has great potential 
because of the strong, nearly constant sunlight.”  

In the building of their current structures, Welsh and Borton 
never used any heavy equipment for lifting. Welsh says she 
“learned a tremendous amount about how women adapt to 
build what has traditionally been built by men. Because so 
many of the basic tools have been essentially designed by 
and for men, women friends who came to help build had to 

find their own systematic—self-organizing—methods of teamwork to lift heavy materials or 
synchronize efforts by each taking on a different task. It was amazing.”  
   

The current economic meltdown, and specifically the housing-market crash that is casting thousands 
of homeowners out of their homes, gives owner-builders an additional, acute reason—on top of 
climate meltdown—to consider building sustainably. Much like the illusion of security that became 
endemic throughout the home-financing world during the first decade of the 21st century, the 
buildings in which we typically spend vast amounts of time do not meet the basic needs of the 
surrounding ecosystem. And such a statement in itself leads to the question what does sustainable 
mean?  

A word with multiple meanings—yet often used in tandem with development and growth—often 
implies that we consume when we develop sustainably. But what of the give and take? We cannot 
help but consume; the question is how much—and the degree to which our existence in the 
surrounding environment resembles something closer to co-habitation than parasitic behavior.  

Sage Mountain’s idyllic quality is easily apparent in late August, with the scent of sage and pine  

 

 
Salvaged wood stool crafted by Borton 
and Welsh. 
Photo by Kathryn Bundy. 
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filling the air, both inside and out. Even when winter temperatures slide well past frigid, the PV 
panels and recycled glass windows heat with abundant sun, allowing a person to experience the raw 
side of the mountain from a sheltered spot, devoid of exploding cans of food. And the elk can chew 
the tree bark, coyotes can hunt the mice, and badgers can forage for roots and eat insects.  

 

Cordwood / Straw Bale Construction 

Straw Bale Basics 

• Generally, a local supply of straw exists, depending on the 
locale, keeping money circulating in the local economy, thus 
reducing transportation costs and energy use.  

• Straw is often burned, so using it reduces the amount of CO2 emitted into the 
atmosphere.  

• As a quickly renewable source, straw can be harvested every year.  
• It is best purchased immediately after harvest and stored in a dry, well-covered location 

until it is used; see actual bales to ensure they are dry and free of mold (moisture meter 
should monitor less than 14 percent water content).  

• Ensure bales are of uniform size and tightly bailed.  
• Cereal grains (wheat, rye, barley) are best for bales; alfalfa is not sturdy enough.  
• An excellent insulating material, straw bales are thick, ranging from about 14 to 24 

inches, and depending upon how they are stacked (on their side or standing up) their R-
value varies from about R-28 to R-40.  

• Bales are either stacked within a post-and-beam structure, or they are load-bearing 
(also called monolithic), in which the bales themselves bear the burden of the structure, 
including the roof.  

• Load-bearing bales are tricky, as a lack of proper planning or building techniques could 
leave the structure unstable; it is important to ensure the roof does not compress the 
bales. 

Cordwood Basics 

• Cordwood is often available locally, reducing transportation 
costs. 

• Be sure to use clean, seasoned, and barkless wood that is not 
infested or rotting, and is stored in a dry location.  

• The best choices, especially for wet climates, are poplar, cedar, 
and pine, which shrink the least. 

• Hardwood requires extra protection, such as plaster coating, in wet climates.             
• Cob masonry used between pieces of wood has less embodied energy than mortar,  

but the cement in mortar provides more protection from the elements. 
• Cob is a mix of clay, water, and sand. 
• Mortar is a mix of sand, lime, soaked sawdust, and Portland cement; adding water- 

soaked sawdust to mortar makes it more insulative and helps it adapt to weather 
changes.  

• Sawdust or vermiculite insulates between the wood in the walls’ center, helping the R-
value, which can be up to about R-25. 
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Siting and Design 

• Site away from where water either collects or runs, and use the natural environment as 
much as possible as protection from the harshest elements (trees, hill). 

• Solid design and wide overhangs ensure water does not run down walls.   

Water 

• Water damage can easily occur if structures are not carefully sited, designed, and built. 
• More protection is required in wet climates, such as using cement in earth plaster used 

on walls.  
• Seal straw bale walls with silicate paint to prevent rot while maintaining vapor 

permeability. 
• Linseed oil waterproofs cordwood ends but allows vapor permeability.   
• Plaster interior and exterior of straw bale walls for protection and durability. 
• Ensure walls are hygroscopic — that they allow water vapor to pass through — or 

trapped water will cause damage; use permeable plasters (earth, lime). 
• Higher foundation walls and sill plates help protect from water. 

     

Straw bale home photo by Nathaniel Corum, courtesy University of Texas at Austin School of Architecture. Cordwood 
home photo by Andrew Lund, courtesy Home 'n Stead. 

 
 
 
 Kathryn Bundy is a freelance writer living in Ohio who just completed The Complete Guide to Alternative Home 

Building Materials & Methods. She has been a community organizer, working with people to develop democratic 
authority on sustainable food and energy issues. 
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Article  
 

 

Text by Tom Butler 
Photography by Antonio Vizcaino  
  

Imagine, for a moment, the word beautiful spoken in German and Japanese, Portuguese and Korean, 
and a half-dozen other languages as well, mixed with the rustle of trickling waters and a winter 
wren’s ebullient song. That, or something akin to it, is the sound of Cathedral Grove on a typical 
day. The language of beauty may vary, but the response to it seems universal—at least in Muir 
Woods National Monument. Across the bay from San Francisco in Marin County, California, the 
monument attracts pilgrims from around the world who converse in hushed tones, faces craned 
upward to the light slipping down through the forest canopy. The towering redwoods stand mute 
unless a breeze ripples their branches, their scale dwarfing all other life around them. For people 
unaccustomed to the immensity of redwoods, they seem otherworldly. 

 

It is right that we should gaze upon them with reverence, for coast redwoods have achieved a kind of 
immortality; their kind has grown on Earth for 250 million years, and some individual redwoods 
alive today were saplings long before a famous Jewish prophet was born in Bethlehem. Through 
twenty centuries and more they have welcomed the cool, moist weather of the northern California 
coast. No other living thing on Earth reaches greater heights. Along with their shorter but more  

All photos — giant 
redwoods at Muir 
Woods National 
Monument, Marin 
County, California 
— by Antonio 
Vizcaino. 
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massive cousins, the giant sequoias of the Sierra, coast redwoods are the titans of the arboreal world, 
with many individuals exceeding 350 feet tall. (The tallest tree in Muir Woods is a relatively 
diminutive 258-footer, comparable in height to a twenty-six-story office tower.) 

But as ecologist Reed Noss has written, “A redwood forest is more than just big trees. From the 
bewildering variety of life and past life (e.g., woody debris) on the forest floor to the intricate 
community of fungi, lichens, liverworts, vascular plants... earthworms, millipedes, mollusks, insects, 
and salamanders tens of meters up in the redwood canopies, the redwood forest is a complex 
ecosystem.” Preserving that complexity was not the first priority for European-American settlers to 
the redwood region, a narrow band of suitable habitat roughly thirty miles wide that stretches five 
hundred miles along the Pacific coast from the southern tip of Oregon down to Monterey County, 
California. Summer fog rolling off the ocean and winter rains grew towering trees that produced 
straight-grained, easily workable, rot-resistant—and therefore highly valuable—timber. While much 
of the region now supports second- and third-growth redwoods, less than five percent of the 
structurally complex, old-growth redwood forest survives, making it an endangered ecosystem. 

At just 554 acres, Muir Woods National Monument is a relict and reminder of that original, 
unlogged forest. This small natural area has a big job, beyond even its role as sanctuary for the last 
ancient redwoods of the San Francisco Bay Area, which initially were spared from logging because 
the site was difficult to access. More than 700,000 people visit the monument each year. They walk 
the trail along Redwood Creek enjoying the great trees and occasional splashes of color, a Pacific 
trillium perhaps, or Oregon oxalis, on the forest floor. In a virgin redwood grove only diffuse light 
typically reaches the ground, but where a tree fall has opened a gap in the canopy, some visitors 
stand in a warm shaft of sunshine listening to a park ranger explain life and death among the 
redwoods. They hear how these thousand-year-old trees are mere youngsters for their kind, how the 
species reproduces from seeds and root sprouts, how a redwood’s bark is exceptionally thick and 
fire-resistant. 

Besides being a preeminent institution for interpreting the redwood ecosystem, Muir Woods is also a 
useful port of entry into conservation history, for its creation included several key actors, among 
them naturalist John Muir, President Theodore Roosevelt, and William Kent, a forward-thinking 
California congressman who would later help create the National Park Service. 

Born in Chicago in 1864 to an affluent, politically active family, William Kent moved to Marin 
County as a boy. Typical of his social class, Kent was educated in private schools, and attended Yale 
University before starting a business career in Chicago. Like Teddy Roosevelt, Kent was an avid 
sportsman, owned a ranch in the West, and became a political reformer. While on the city council 
and as president of the Municipal Voters’ League of Chicago around the turn of the century, he 
opposed corruption and advocated for city parks. Returning to Marin County, Kent established 
himself as a prominent civic force and was elected to Congress, where he served three terms, from 
1911 to 1917. During his first campaign he ran as a Republican; during both reelection cycles he ran 
as a progressive Independent. 
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In 1905 William Kent and his wife, feminist Elizabeth Thatcher Kent, purchased 611 acres of wild 
forest on Mount Tamalpais, in Marin County. Kent wanted to preserve the stand of unlogged 
redwoods, but also had considerable business interests in the area. After the great San Francisco fire 
of 1906, a private utility offered to buy part of the land with the intent of damming Redwood Creek 
to create a water reservoir. When Kent refused to sell, the North Coast Water Company started 
eminent domain proceedings. 

Capitalizing on the postfire political climate, in which new infrastructure was considered a pressing 
social need, the developer sought to profit from the virgin grove’s timber value as well as to create a 
local water monopoly. Kent saw the attempt to seize his property as both a threat to the land and bad 
legal precedent, and politically outmaneuvered his adversary. Knowing that under the 1906 
Antiquities Act the president could designate national monuments around “objects of historic or 
scientific interest,” Kent decided to save the forestland along Redwood Creek by giving it away. On 
the day after Christmas in 1907, he mailed a deed for 295 acres, including the area coveted by the 
private utility, to the secretary of the interior, and asked that President Roosevelt declare it Muir 
Woods National Monument in honor of the famous writer and wilderness champion. A few weeks 
later, Teddy Roosevelt did so. The reservoir scheme was foiled. The redwoods were saved. 

President Roosevelt sent a letter thanking Kent “most heartily,” and suggested that “all Americans 
who prize the undamaged and especially those who realize the literally unique value of the groves of 
giant trees, must feel that you have conferred a great and lasting benefit upon the whole country.” He 
also expressed admiration for John Muir, with whom Roosevelt had gone camping in Yosemite a 
few years previous, but offered that perhaps the new national monument should be named for Kent, 
as he was the land’s donor. In his reply, Kent demurred, saying, “So many millions of better people 
have died forgotten, that to stencil one’s own name on a benefaction seems to carry with it an 
implication of mandate immortality, as being something purchasable.” 
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“By George! you are right,” the president responded. “It is enough to do the deed and not to desire, 
as you say, to ‘stencil one’s own name on the benefaction.’” In corresponding with Muir about the 
new protected area, Kent wrote, “I know the dreams we have will come true and that men will learn 
to love nature. All I fear is that it may be too late.” Muir replied with effusive thanks: “This is the 
best tree-lover’s monument that could possibly be found in all the forests of the world. . . . Saving 
these woods from the axe and saw, from money-changers and water-changers and giving them to our 
country and the world is in many ways the most notable service to God and man I’ve heard of since 
my forest wanderings began.... Immortal Sequoia life to you.” 

Muir and Kent’s mutual admiration would suffer a few years later when they found themselves on 
opposite sides of the conservation movement’s defining early battle—the fight over damming the 
Tuolumne River within Yosemite National Park to create the Hetch Hetchy Reservoir as a water 
source for San Francisco. On this proposed water impoundment, Congressman Kent was a key 
booster, along with the chief of the U.S. Forest Service, Gifford Pinchot. John Muir, who extolled 
Yosemite’s glories to a national audience through his writings, was bitterly opposed. The rhetoric 
was heated: “These temple destroyers, devotees of raging commercialism, seem to have a perfect 
contempt for Nature,” Muir railed, “and instead of lifting their eyes to the God of the mountains, lift 
them to the Almighty Dollar.” Kent, in turn, characterized Muir as “a man entirely without social 
sense. With him, it is me and God and the rock where God put it, and that is the end of the story.” 

 

The battle over Hetch Hetchy raged for years, and cleaved the nascent movement into camps: 
utilitarian conservationists, such as Pinchot, who stressed the “wise use” of natural resources, and 
preservationists, personified by Muir, who extolled the aesthetic and intrinsic value of wild nature, 
regardless of utility to humans. Hetch Hetchy was the last great campaign of Muir’s conservation 
career, and life. When Congress gave final approval in December 1913 allowing the dam builders to 
proceed, Muir was beaten. His health declined, and by Christmas 1914 the great wilderness advocate 
was dead. 
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Even as the conservation community fractured over Hetch Hetchy and other issues, the various 
societal impulses toward nature protection and social progress seemed to find some accommodation 
in the person of William Kent. After the fight was won to desecrate Muir’s sacred Yosemite temple, 
Kent helped pass legislation creating the National Park Service. (Until that act’s passage in 1916, the 
roughly thirty national parks and monuments that been designated had no single agency to 
administer them.) Ironically, supporters of the park service bill plotted strategy in Kent’s 
Washington, D.C., home just a few years after Hetch Hetchy supporters had gathered there to chart 
their campaign to despoil a wild canyon in Yosemite National Park. 

Kent’s preservationist side was later ascendant when he made an additional donation to Muir Woods 
in 1921, and when he advocated for the whole of Mount Tamalpais to become a national park. That 
effort foundered, but Kent and others succeeded in protecting the area as Mount Tamalpais State 
Park, spurred in part by another gift of land from the Kent family. 

Today, Muir Woods National Monument and adjacent state lands on Mount Tamalpais form a 
roughly 7,000-acre wild sanctuary in the heart of a cosmopolitan urban setting. For the millions of 
past visitors and millions of future visitors to this redwood cathedral, it is a cross-cultural exporter of 
wild beauty. Of that legacy, even John Muir would be proud. 

 

"Muir Woods National Monument: William Kent's Progressive Vision" 
originally appeared in Wildlands Philanthropy: The Great American 
Tradition, essays by Tom Butler, photography by Antonio Vizcaino, and 
foreword by Tom Browaw (Earth Aware Editions, 2008). It is reprinted 
with permission.  

In Wildlands Philanthropy, veteran conservation writer Tom Butler and 
world-class landscape photographer Antonio Vizcaíno take readers on a 
tour of natural landmarks from Alaska to Tierra del Fuego and around 
globe. With more than 350 pages, 170 color photographs, and a large- 
format design, Wildlands Philanthropy is a book grand enough to tell the  
inspiring stories of people who saved extraordinary places.  

 
 
 

Tom Butler is the editorial projects director for the Foundation for Deep Ecology, and a long-time conservation 
activist focused on wilderness and biodiversity. He is a founding board member and current vice president of the 
Northeast Wilderness Trust, the only land trust in the northeastern United States focused exclusively on protecting 
forever-wild landscapes. His book Wild Earth: Wild Ideas for a World Out of Balance collected essays from the 
conservation journal Butler edited from 1997 to 2005. 

A professional nature photographer, editor, and conservationist, Antonio Vizcaíno uses beauty to help foster a 
new culture that respects the value of nature. A Mexican citizen but full-time world traveler, he studied at the 
International School of Photography in New York, and over the past two decades has published twenty books. He is 
co-founder of America Natural, a conservation organization that employs landscape photography as its primary 
means of communication. In 2001 he launched an ongoing expedition to photograph outstanding natural areas from 
Tierra del Fuego to Alaska. By contributing these images to environmental education campaigns, Vizcaíno seeks to 
increase protection for the extraordinary biodiversity of the Americas. 
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Review:  One Fish, Two Fish, Bad Fish, Sick Fish 
  

Stephanie Eve Boone reviews Lake Effect: Two Sisters and a Town's Toxic Legacy, by 
Nancy A. Nichols 
    

In Nancy Nichols’ hometown of Waukegon, Illinois, locals give out 
directions to industrial waste sites the way other townspeople would 
give directions to a nearby tourist destination.  I live in western New 
York, and I often tell drivers looking to take the Rainbow Bridge to 
Niagara Falls, “Just go west on 104.”  A Waukegonite, just as casually, 
says, “Asbestos to the north; PCBs to the south.”  Oh, and don’t forget 
about the Superfund site just past Wendy’s Olde Fashioned 
Hamburgers. 

So when, in a scene near the end of Lake Effect: Two Sisters and a 
Town’s Toxic Legacy, Nichols’ husband asks her, “Can you prove that 
these chemicals caused either your sister’s or your cancer?  I mean, 
really, can you prove this?” both narrator and reader are taken aback.  
Nichols has spent the past fifteen years, and 120 pages, trying to make 
this very connection.  With a lucid, detailed, well-researched argument, she’s pretty well convinced 
her reader.  But her husband spent years as a federal prosecutor, and for him the word “proof” 
conjures up a different set of rules than those required for a book.  The courts, unfortunately, are not 
always receptive to nuance.  He knows that as abundant as her research is, she lacks hard evidence.  
“My argument is not a simple or straightforward one,” she confesses.  “There is no smoking gun… I 
have made an extended argument that rests on the weight of the evidence in its entirety… all sorts of 
data pieced together in an elaborate web.”  

But “there are different stands for proof depending on the venue,” and Nichols isn’t trying to sue 
anyone.  She’s a storyteller, not a plaintiff.  And even if she were going to file a lawsuit, where 
would she start?  Waukegon’s most notorious polluter, the Outboard Marine Corporation, declared 
bankruptcy in 2000.  And who’s to say the toxic PCBs that likely disrupted her endocrine system 
didn’t come from one of the ten dozen other factories that called Waukegon home during her 
childhood?  Lake Effect’s title refers, nominally, to the heavy snows dumped on areas surrounding 
the Great Lakes.  In Nichols’ book, the phrase is given two additional meanings: the effect, on the 
lakes, of direct dumping and gradual pollution by short-sighted corporations; and the resulting health 
effects, almost always negative, on the wildlife and people who use the lakes for food, water, and 
livelihood.   

Fish is supposed to be good for you.  If you have a little patience, a fishing pole, and a bucket of 
worms, proximity to water means a free source of protein and Omega-3.  But the salmon young 
Nancy and her big sister Susan ate frequently (even for breakfast) contained PCBs in rates 1,540 
times today’s legal limits.  Should we be surprised that both women developed distinct, obscure  
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cancers in their forties?  In Susan’s case, the illness was fatal, and the deathbed promise she 
extracted from Nancy led to the writing of this book.  Nancy barely escaped because of the frequent 
cancer screenings she went in for after her sister’s death; she watched out for cancer with an 
obsessiveness you might call hypochondria if it hadn’t saved her life.   

Most of all—beyond even honoring her sister’s final wish—Nichols uses this book to take a stand 
against complacency over pollution and illnesses.  In a meditation inspired by fellow cancer survivor 
Lance Armstrong, she challenges the modern-day survivor narrative.  While rightly encouraging 
cancer survivors to fight, fight, fight, she says, the cultural mindset around cancer ignores its causes.  
“If we keep warring, winning, and walking, we and others around don’t have to stop and ask: What 
made her sick?  [W]ithout taking anything away from the curable cases… the superstar cancer-
patient image is simply a new kind of invisibility” she writes. 

Nichols provides more detail than I have room for here about the relationship between genetics, 
pollutants, and illness.  My high-school English teacher told us that our compositions should be 
“Like the length of a woman’s skirt: long enough to cover the subject, but short enough to keep it 
interesting.”  Nichols’ book hits that standard with a bullet.  Readers usually daunted by stilted 
scientific writing (I’ll include myself) should find this a welcome introduction to ecological 
literature.  A journalist, Nichols writes with the ease, clarity, and authority of a woman who knows 
not only her material, but the importance of making it accessible to a wide audience.  And she writes 
with the passion of someone who has watched cancer ravage her family—and doesn’t want it to 
ravage yours.  She even has this crazy idea: “Environmentally related cancers and other diseases do 
not have to be an inevitable outcome of modern life.”  
 
 

Lake Effect: Two Sisters and a Town's Toxic Legacy 
By Nancy A. Nichols 

   Island Press 
   2008 
   ISBN 1597260843 

 

Stephanie Eve Boone, Terrain.org's reviews editor, has contributed to American Book Review, The Buffalo News, 
Sonora Review, and The Journal of Popular Culture, among other publications.  She earned an MFA in creative 
writing from the University of Arizona in 2007. Stephanie teaches college writing in the Buffalo area; she currently 
lives in Lewiston, New York, with one cat and two artificial plants. 
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Review: In Bloom 

 
Simmons B. Buntin reviews Lit Windowpane, poems by Suzanne Frischkorn    

 
“Forgive me. I can’t name the scarlet birds / that dart through 
the bramble,” begins one of the poems in Suzanne Frischkorn’s 
Lit Windowpane. But we don’t believe her. After reading the 
poems in the collection, we are convinced that Frischkorn can 
name the birds, the plants, the clouds, and the galaxies beyond: 

Forgive the incantation of crickets among burrs— 
              to each star and one moon. 

Not only can she name them, but as Lit Windowpane proves, 
she can weave them into an intricate garden of words at once 
delicate and dangerous, elegant and enduring. Indeed, this 
poem, titled “A Friend Asks, What’s to Forgive?” ends: 

and forgive the catmint, 
              the cosmos, and the black-eyed Susans, 

for their tenacious grip on dry earth. 

The result of the poet’s ability to name things is placing the reader inside the poem, especially 
through imagery.  And Frischkorn’s imagery can be stunning: 

Dusk rubs its thumb 
along the horizon 
 
            (from “Puccini at Dusk”) 

or: 

Listen as the flute of leaves grows 
              quiet … the sky, a split of quartz 
 
and mica, of greisen. 

            (from “Freshwater Notecards”) 

But not all of the poems are so airy. Just as often, they wrap around and within us like the tendrils of 
a flowery vine, becoming visceral, guttural even. Take these lines from the prose poem “Paean,” for 
example: 
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I believe I’m a pagan after discarding my garden gloves and plunging my hands in anthracite, rich, 
loamy soil. 

I believe lacquer is a coat of lies, no one touches me like you do and when your hand is deep inside 
me you can feel earth itself. 

Regardless of the elemental source—Lit Windowpane is full of earth and air and water—each poem 
settles over us like a fine dew—not suffocating, but synaptic and oddly comforting.  

Yet as we revisit the poems, we come to realize that much of their allure lies also in how they 
converse with each other and the larger body of poetry. Some are direct responses: “The Mermaid 
Takes Issue with the Fable,” Frischkorn notes, was written in response to Pablo Neruda’s “The Fable 
of the Mermaid and the Drunks.”  

But many respond based simply on their placement next to other poems. The first dozen or so work 
almost as diptychs, the poem on the left triggering the poem on the right, or vice versa. Often the 
poems’ titles clue the relationship—“Youth Drowns in Housatonic River” flows across from 
“Naugatuck River Valley, Connecticut” while “Watermark” counters “Freshwater Notecards”—but 
in each case the verse truly completes the connection. 

“I am the river and the river / is contaminated,” Frischkorn writes in “Youth Drowns…,” while 
“Naugatuck River Valley….” begins “How long it takes the river to come clean.”  

The approach is subtle yet playful, and sets the tone for the parallels of light and dark found 
throughout the book, parallels reflected in the book’s title as well as the window and windowpane 
references throughout. 

Many of the book’s 45 poems are brief, reminiscent of Eastern Asian poetry. For example: 

Crone 

Ashes 
under 
pear 
trees 

return 
by 
white 
blossom. 

I find myself absolutely smitten by these shorter poems. Their images, mysterious beckoning, and 
sometimes wispy lines stay with us long after reading. Another splendid example: 
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Chime 

                                                        streaming. 
Lilies-of-the-valley—those  
                            poisonous beauties,         their delicate 

bells. 

The poems also converse directly with the reader. “Samhain,” for instance, begins, “And did you 
think you would live forever?” while “I came in the tavern totally naked, that’s true,” is the first line 
of “The Mermaid Takes Issue with the Fable.”  

These are conversations that, like the imagery, invite and place us deep within the poem. We are not 
certain whether we seed the poem, or the poem seeds us—either way, it is an alluring enigma. 

Suzanne Frischkorn’s Lit Windowpane is as charming, inviting, and mysterious as a secret garden. 
Beyond the open gate we find that each poem calls like a favorite flower. We find ourselves 
returning to admire them often—and like the poems, we bloom. 

 

Lit Windowpane 
By Suzanne Frischkorn 

   Main Street Rag 
   2008 
   ISBN 978-1599481340 
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