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The Hodge's Pond Trail 

There is a trail in the Refuge just south of the Visitor Center.  The trail runs 
through the marsh, the woods and the swamp, past a small pond and 
terminates at a platform overlooking Back Bay.  It does not circle or loop 
around.  The way in is the way out - unless you have a boat or helicopter 
waiting at the other end. 
 
I don't think there is an official name for this trail.  If there was a name, as a 
federal wildlife facility, it would probably be something like:   
PAT \ UN \ MM [[:42561:]] Alpha Lima Zulu ^ Map Sector 45 ^ \ B-90 ^ /.gov.   
 
That is obviously more than a mouthful and certainly too many characters to 
fit neatly on a signpost.  I call it the Hodge's Pond Trail, or the Hodge's Trail, 
because there is plaque near the pond commemorating a certain Captain 
Hodge. 
 
(By the way, PAT \ UN \ MM stands for Pedestrian Access Trail, Un-Named, 
Minimally Maintained.  I have no clue what the rest of the government jargon 
means.) 
 
The trail is surrounded by a dense growth of reeds, cattails, trees, vines and 
thickets.  Lots of thickets.  And brush.  Low brush, medium brush and high 
brush.  Also, many bushes and shrubs.  (I apologize.  Since I don't know the 
specific names of the plants, I can only offer a generic description.)  Perhaps I 
should just call it all greenery - in the summer.  Brownery, in the winter.  
 
In the winter, the dense brownery, though leafless, provides welcome relief 
and shelter from the howling winds that whip across the open Bay and marsh. 
 
In summer, lush, jungle-like vegetation closes in from the sides of the trail 
forming a narrow corridor - like a little hallway - through the swamp.  It 
reminds me of a hallway in a building, except there are no photographs or 
paintings on the walls and no elevators or staircases leading to the upper or 
lower floors.    
 
It might be fun to hang a few pictures on some of the trees and shrubs - sort 
of spruce the place up - and create a little open air gallery along the corridor. 
   
In our buildings we line the walls with pictures of forests and landscapes and 
waterfalls to remind us of the peace and beauty of nature.  Perhaps we could 
place pictures of indoor plumbing,  traffic jams and city skylines along the trail 
as a reminder of the convenience and ambiance of the city. 
 
In winter, where the growth of 'brownery' isn't too thick, you can see fifteen or 
twenty feet into the woods or swamp on the sides of the trail.  In summer you 
can barely see two or three feet into the dense foliage.  There could be an 
elephant or an Elvis impersonator, or, for that matter, an entire Panzer divison 
within arm's length of the trail and you would never know it.  Except maybe for 
the deep rumble and disticntive smell of the Panzer's diesel engines.  Or the 
sweet refrain of Elvis' "Love Me Tender."  As for the elephant - well, if it was 
quiet, and didn't move or fart, you would never know it was there. 
 



118

 

It is remarkable and fascinating to watch the trail change from season to 
season, from month to month, even from week to week.  "The oftener you go 
there, the more it will please you, if it is good."  (Thoreau, I think.) 
 
When the honeysuckle blooms in spring, the air is thick with its sweet scent 
and the trail is filled with Butterflies.  So many, they land on my clothes and 
backpack as I pass by.  
 
There are early summer days when solitary bumble bees line up at intervals 
along the trail, like a string of sentinels guarding some secret treasure 
beyond.  The bees hover four to six feet off the ground in the center of the 
trail, one bee every fifteen or twenty feet.  Occasionally a bee will disappear 
from sight - diving off to the side of the trail or executing a barrel roll or some 
other incredible aerial maneuver only to reappear less than a moment later - 
hovering - four to six feet off the ground, dead centered on the trail.   
 
I was a little surprised the first time I encountered this bee-havior.  (I can't 
bee-lieve I actually wrote that!)   But there it was - a bumble bee hovering in 
the air, blocking the path - as if it was expecting me to pay a toll or utter some 
secret password.  
 
I checked my pockets.  No change for a toll.  (No surprise there.)  I suppose I 
could have ignored the bee and brushed on by and faced the consequences - 
whatever they might have been.  Or I could have issued a challenge: 
 
"Bumble bee, Bumble bee let me pass. 
If not I'm gonna kick your a**." 
 
But somehow that didn't seem very polite or respectful.  I figure I'm a guest in 
this refuge, on this trail, and in this bee's back yard.  Actually, when you think 
about it, aren't we all guests on this planet and in this universe?  (Except for 
the French, of course.)  And shouldn't we treat all things gently, politely and 
with respect - without waiting for Congress to enact a law?   
 
So I went to plan Bee (ha, ha) and pulled the 10 gallon canister of industrial 
strength insecticide out of my back pack.  Yeah, I'll show some respect for 
this planet and its inhabitants.  No law against blowing away a couple of bees 
and any other wildlife that happens to get caught in the crossfire.  Call it 
collateral damage.  Heck, nobody will miss a few miscellaneous insects 
anyway.   
 
Just kidding folks!   
 
Plan C.  When in doubt: negotiate.  Preferably in rhyme. 
 
"Bumble bee, Bumble bee let me through. 
And I will sing a song to you." 
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That seemed to work.  Now all I needed was a song.  In retrospect, I probably 
should have hiked back to the car, scraped some loose change off the floor 
boards and paid the darn toll.  But it was too late now.  It was either me sing - 
or bee sting.  So, to the tune of "Jingle Bells"... 
 
"Bumble bees, Bumble bees, bumble all the way 
Oh what fun it is to buzz the trails beside the Bay.   
Hey!  
Bumble bees, Bumble bees, buzzing through the day. 
In the sun, we bzzzzz because - it keeps the cows away." 
 
I know... not exactly Cole Porter or Lady Gaga, but it was all I could come up 
with at the time.  And the song had some truth to it - there certainly weren't 
any cows along the trail.  Or in the Refuge, for that matter.  At least none that 
I had seen.  Yet. 
 
The bee seemed to like it.  Or pretended to like it.  For all I know the 
bumblebee was still a little concerned about the ten gallon canister-sized 
bulge in my back pack.   
 
I assumed that serenading the first bee would allow me to pass through all 
the bee sentries on the trail.  Wrong!  I had to repeat “Bumble bee, bumble 
bee let me through.  And I will sing a song to you” five more times - for five 
more bees - every twenty feet or so down the trail.  Then sing the silly song, 
of course.  Five.  More.  Times.  I just hope no one heard or saw me. 
 
"Mommy!"  A boy tugs at his mother's sleeve.  "What is that man doing on the 
trail?  He stops every few feet, then talks and sings to - nothing." 
"Honey, come here quickly.  We are not going down this trail.  And I want you 
to stay far, far away from people like that." 
 
Everything has its season along the trail. 
 
There is Dragonfly season.  Orange Dragonflies, Green Dragonflies, Blue 
Dragonflies, Brown Dragonflies.  Every Color of the Rainbow Dragonflies.  
And Dragon Flies with the stripes on the wings that remind me of WWI bi-
planes.  It's as if the various sections of the trail are color coded by Dragonfly.  
I half expect to hear an announcement over the public address system: "You 
are now leaving the Orange Dragonfly section and entering the Blue 
Dragonfly section of the trail.  The white zone is for immediate loading and 
unloading of passengers only." 
  
I like to carry a stick as I walk down the trail to see how many Dragonflies will 
land on it.  I call it my collection of "Dragonflies on a Steeeeck."  Sort of like 
Jeff Dunham, the ventriloquist, and his puppet Jose: the “Jalapeño on a 
Steeeck.”  But I always shake the Green Dragonflies off the steeeck before I 
enter the Orange Dragonfly section so they won't get lost. 
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There are Turtles in the pond, Hummingbirds in the Trumpet Vines, and Deer 
faces in the reeds.  Great Egrets, Snowy Egrets, Great Blue Herons, Green 
Herons, Redwing Blackbirds.  
 
The reeds: Two inch green spouts in early spring.  Twelve feet tall and 
shimmering in the late autumn sun.  
 
There are two rounds of Butterflies; one in early spring, another in mid to late 
summer.   The early spring Butterflies are followed closely by the Deer Flies in 
May.  Then the Dragonflies appear and feed on both the Deer Flies and 
Butterflies.  By early summer the Garden Spiders have their webs in place and 
are dining on Dragonflies and Butterflies.  Flocks of Swallows arrive soon after 
and catch Dragonflies to feed to their young in the treetops.  This cycle 
continues until late autumn when the spider webs hang in tatters from pre-
winter storms and the last of the Dragon Flies has fallen onto the pond's 
surface as sustenance for a Turtle or Fish.   
 
What is most amazing and humbling to me is that I have been allowed to 
witness and photograph every part of this journey through the seasons.  
 
Much of the trail is covered by a canopy of tall brush, Trumpet Vines or 
Cypress Trees.  Occasionally there is a break in this umbrella that allows the 
full light of the sun to shine through.  In mid-spring and mid-fall, snakes take 
advantage of these breaks to warm themselves on the sun lit sides of the trail.  
In early spring and late fall, when the sun is very low in the sky, the snakes will 
climb up into the brush to find the sun's warming light.  I've seen Moccasins 
basking five or six feet up in a tangle of vines.    
 
In winter and mid-summer, there isn't a snake to be seen.  I assume they 
winter in some underground abode - asleep in front of a roaring fire.  That, or 
they book flights to Miami and winter with the New York snowbirds.  In the heat 
of the summer, the snakes hide in the cool, shaded undergrowth of the marsh 
or swamp.  Maybe in little mud hut villages.  Little mud huts with thatched reed 
roofs, satellite TV and, of course, air-conditioning.  
 
Mid-summer can get quite toasty along the Hodge's.  There is no breeze.  The 
same thick vegetation that provided protection from the winter wind, cuts off 
any breath of air in summer.  The sun, combined with the humidity from the 
surrounding marsh and swamp, can create heat indices of 125 degrees F or 
more - even in the shade.  I know because I've measured it with my trusty 
Kestrel 3000**.  Above 125 the display goes blank.  Either the heat fries the 
circuit board or the manufacturer didn't think readings above 125 were 
necessary.  After all, who would be silly enough to go out in conditions like 
that? 
 
 
 

**Ketrel 3000. Handheld anemometer and hygrometer. Measures wind speed, 
temperature, humidity, heat index, etc.  Visit kestrelmeters.com. 
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I've sat in the shade of the cypress on a stifling summer day, wearing a jacket 
with the hood pulled up to protect myself from the Deer Flies and Mosquitoes, 
cussing and sweating from every pore in my body - from pores I didn't even 
know I had - while waiting for a Moccasin to appear.   At times like this, the 
Hodge's can seem more like a trial than a trail.  But in this misery is absolute 
beauty and I wouldn't trade the moment or the experience for anything.  
Well... except perhaps for a frosty mug of ice cold beer.  Or two.  Or ten. 
 
It is interesting too, from a photographic perspective.  In both winter and 
summer, on what I would consider to be a bright sunny F-22, ISO 100 day, 
the vegetation is so thick that I often have to use a flash to get enough light.  
 
Marsh Music 
 
On a side Note:  I always thought it would be interesting to hear a piano 
playing somewhere off in the woods.  Soft and distant.  Handel perhaps.  Or 
Bach.  Maybe Beethoven's 'Ode to Joy'.  Or, in early winter - George 
Winston’s ‘December’.   
 
I know we go to the woods to enjoy the sounds of nature and escape the 
constant cacophony of civilization.   To listen to the wind in the Cypress or the 
silence of our thoughts.  To hear the rumble of the Atlantic across the dunes, 
the laughter of the Redwing Blackbird, or the hum of the autumn reeds.   
 
If you have never heard the hum of the reeds in the marsh, it is truly rare and 
magical.  As the reeds die back in the fall, they become brittle and the shafts 
split.  Under certain conditions, like after a heavy rain, the wind blows through 
the splits causing the reeds to vibrate and hum.  It is a strange sound and 
very distinctive; almost haunting, but quite beautiful.  Like an Ode to the 
Autumn Wind.  It is reminiscent of the sound of a didgeridoo, but at a higher 
octave.  I often wonder if it was the humming of the reeds that inspired early 
man to invent the first reed instruments.  Or the kazoo.  Or my personal 
favorite: the comb and waxed paper.   
 
Nevertheless, a piano would provide an unexpected but interesting contrast -   
starkly out of place, yet wonderfully appropriate.  Like in the movie 'The 
Shawshank Redemption', when the duet from Figaro was played over the 
prison loudspeakers.  The language was foreign, yet the voices so pure and 
the message so clear, it was able to lift the spirits and souls of the inmates far 
beyond the stone walls of their captivity.   
 
Sound carries well in the in the Refuge, reflected by the water and filtered by 
the reeds.  A cello might also sound wondrous.  Or a beautiful acapella voice.  
Or the duet from Figaro. 
 
Please - no bagpipes, Burt Bacharach or brass bands.  Or Disco.  
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The Valley of the Spiders 
 
As I mentioned earlier, much of the Hodge's Pond Trail is lined with thick, 
almost impenetrable vegetation - especially in the summer months when the 
trees and bushes and brambles and shrubs are in full flourish. 
 
Still, there are a few breaks, or gaps, in these otherwise solid green walls.   
Well-worn deer paths lead off into the thickets at a very odd angles; fingers of 
the marsh or the swamp reach in and almost touch the trail; and there are odd 
shaped nooks and crannies in the shrubs - sort of like the nooks and crannies 
in a fresh English Muffin, but filled with trumpet vines and butterflies instead of 
jam and melted butter.  
 
There are little alcoves under the bushes - places where the overhanging 
branches and vines form cave-like structures.  I call them “thicket caves" for 
lack of a more accurate, scientific term.  Rail and Deer and Snakes often hide 
or sleep in these protected areas. 
 
In several places there are wider gaps, like doorways, that open into small 
trailside clearings.  Not that you would get very far if you ventured into the 
clearing.  At least not without a machete.  Or a bulldozer.  The ground is 
covered with low brush, briers and dense vines - nearly impassable and no 
doubt crawling with snakes.  And typically just a few meters opposite the 
doorway looms yet another ten foot tall barrier of brush, brambles, vines and 
thickets.  
 
One such doorway is on the west side, about a third of the way down the trail  
 
At ground level the opening is perhaps three feet wide.  Large vine covered 
bushes slope up to the left and right of the entrance.  About twenty feet straight 
ahead is huge wall of vine covered shrubs.  To the left you can see maybe 
fifteen feet before you hit a wall of vegetation; to the right it is maybe six feet.   
 
On a much grander scale, the greenery of the bushes and vines that surround 
the open space could be mistaken for lushly forested mountains.  The vine 
covered floor is reminiscent of a green summer valley in Vermont.  Or the Alps.  
All it needs to complete the illusion is a waterfall in the distance.  And maybe a 
river meandering through the valley.  With a covered bridge.  And a barn.  And 
some cows.  And the von Trapps in their lederhosen - yodeling.  OK, got the 
picture?  It's like a valley surrounded by mountains.  Which, after all, is 
probably the definition of a valley.  As opposed to a valley surrounded by 
Indians.  That would be more like the Little Big Horn.  But let us return the story 
at hand.   
 
I call this area the Valley of the Spiders.  First, because it reminds me of a 
valley and second, because - you guessed it - it is filled with Spiders.  And their 
webs.  (Hence the clever name.) 
 
I just wish I could have said, or you could have read, 'The Valley of the 
Spiders' with the deep booming voice of a professional announcer.  Complete 
with special effects echoes and reverberation.  'The Valley-ey-ey-ey... of... 
the-the-the... Spi... ders-ers-ers.'   
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"Today-ay-ay-ay... I consider myself-self-self-self...  the luckiest man-an-an...  
on the face of the earth-th-th-th."   Sorry about that.  I was just playing with the 
echo effect.  Funny though.  Whenever I hear that famous line from Lou Gehrig, 
or, in this case, write that line, I tend to get a little choked up and misty. 
   
I too consider myself lucky to be here - on the face of this earth, in this Refuge, 
on this trail.  But not in any way that compares to that man, at that moment, in 
that stadium.  That would be like comparing a dust speck to Denali.  Nuf said. 
 
The ‘echo’ thing with the microphone should also serve as a note of caution.  
There are three things in this world you should never, ever hand to me: a 
microphone, a hose (garden hose or fire hose) or the reins to an oxcart.  In light 
of recent events, perhaps we should add a fourth item to the list: a laser pointer.    
 
Now back to the 'The Valley-ey-ey-ey... of... the-the-the... Spi... ders-ers-ers.'   
 
We are not talking about one or two spider webs in the Valley.  We are talking 
dozens of spider webs.  Spider webs as far as the eye can see to the west 
(about 20 feet), to the south (about 15 feet) and to the north (about 6 feet).  
Webs woven upon webs, woven upon webs.  Many of the webs are 
interconnected - like sampans strung together in a Hong Kong harbor.  These 
are not little webs either.  These are big webs.  Four and five feet in diameter as 
the Crow or the Dragon flies.     
   
And we are not talking about tiny, little, itsy-bitsy waterspout spiders either.  
These are big spiders.  Monster spiders.  Spiders on steroids.  Spiders the size 
of Alaskan King Crabs.  With two, maybe three foot leg spans.   
 
Oh heck.  You got me there.  The spiders are not that big.  They are just your 
average, run of the mill, garden-size variety Garden Spider.  I was just trying to 
make the story a little more interesting.  Sort of like a fish story.  Every time I tell 
it, or every time you read it, the fish, or the spiders, would get bigger and bigger 
until we couldn't even fit the description on this page.  Oh well.   
 
And just so you know, all the other information related above is accurate.  I 
swear.  And no, I did not nail that deer's feet to the ground in Volume 2.  (p3)  I 
swear. 
 
Garden Spiders are those cute little yellow and black spiders that make the 
zigzag pattern in the center of their webs.  They are harmless to humans.  
(species Argiope aurantia.  Also commonly known as the Black and Yellow 
Garden Spider, the Writing Spider, or the Corn Spider.) 
 
There are perhaps a dozen or so other Garden Spider webs at intervals along 
the length of the Hodge's - but rarely more than two spiders at any given 
location.  Why then, are there so many spiders in this one particular area?  Is it 
the abundant food supply?  The "valley" is surrounded by vines.  Mostly 
honeysuckle and Trumpet vines.  These sweet, flowering vines attract 
butterflies and I've seen many unlucky Butterflies cocooned in the webs.  I 
imagine a Honeysuckle encrusted Butterfly is quite the gourmet treat for a 
Spider.   
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The Butterflies, of course, attract Dragonflies - which then come to a similar 
conclusion in the spiders' webs.  This basic spider diet is supplemented by 
the occasional Deer Fly, Grasshopper, Moth, small dog, lost child, or 
neighboring spider.  Mmmm... tasty!   
 
I read an article about Garden Spiders.  It said Garden Spiders will weave a 
web up to two feet in diameter.  The webs in the Valley are much larger than 
that.  (I will take some accurate measurements next summer and report 
back.)  The article also indicated that Garden Spiders do not live in dense 
location clusters like other orb spiders.  I guess they haven't visited this 
Valley, where webs are strung everywhere - packed in and crisscrossed like 
the clotheslines behind an old Brooklyn tenement.   
 
I tried to get some pictures of the Spiders in the Valley but with little success.  
The webs are nearly invisible and the spiders are so small that the pictures 
revealed nothing but the dense vegetation.  It is impossible to enter the valley 
for a better shot without disturbing the webs and the spiders, and there is no 
telling what might be slithering around underfoot.    
 
If only there was a way to spray the webs with a non toxic, non polluting, 
water soluble, temporary glow-in-the-dark paint - then photograph the valley 
at night.  The scene would probably look like Times Square at Christmas. 
 
A lovely spider lives just inside the valley to the right of the opening.  A seven 
legged spider that weaves with a limp.  I have taken her picture often and 
check on her every time I pass.    
 
I can stand on the side of the Hodge's gazing across the Valley of the Spiders 
for hours.  It is like a diorama in a natural history museum.  A living diorama.  
Hikers pass behind me on the trail and no doubt wonder what the heck I'm 
staring at.     
 
Is it any different than admiring in a museum, a beautiful work of art?  Or 
standing awestruck on the rim of the Grand Canyon?  Or being warmed and 
mesmerized by the glowing embers of a roaring fire, or entranced in the 
phosphorescent glow of a television screen?  Though there are far less 
commercials in the Valley than on TV.    
 
I apologize for the rambling nature of this these pages.  My thoughts have a 
tendency to wander off course at times - sort of like my feet do in the swamp 
or in the home improvement store.   
 
I can go into Lowes or Home Depot with the perfectly innocent intention of 
purchasing a fifty cent washer to fix a leaky faucet and leave five and a half 
hours later with a hundred and fifty dollar cartful of duct tape, light bulbs, 
power tools and shrubbery.  Shrubbery?  OK, yes - maybe I did spend a little 
too much time in the accessories section trying on all the tool belts.  And the 
designer safety goggles.  But I just couldn't find a chic leather tool belt that 
matched my work boots and didn't make my butt look fat.  I'm sure we can all 
relate to that. 
 



125

It's the same in the Refuge, though thankfully less expensive.  Probably 
because there aren’t any shopping carts. 
 
The Hodge's Pond Trail is not a long hike, maybe 30 minutes round trip at a 
normal walking pace.  (Downhill both ways.)  Folks tend to exit more quickly 
than they entered because they think they have seen everything.  Or so they 
would imagine. 
 
Then again, who's to say what is a normal walking pace.  I tend to take the 
trail slowly, stopping often to observe and experience the sights, the sounds, 
the smells.  To catch Dragonflies on a 'steeek' or to watch a snake climb a 
tree.  To feel the sway of the reeds in the wind.  To note the animal tracks - 
and whether they are old, or new, or absent.  Then to discover fresh tracks on 
the way back, where none had been before.  Those sneaky little demons!   
 
People have passed me a quarter of the way down the trail and returned 
before I reached the halfway point.   Up and back, in and out, done and gone.  
Wham bam - you know the rest.   Is this the way to experience a trail?  Or 
life?  
    This trail is lovely, long and low.   
    But if you hike it soft and slow, 
    You'll hear its song before you go 
    And sing along before you go.  
   
I turn around often as I walk - sort of a hiker's version of the Crazy Ivan.**  
Partly, it's to see if anything might be following or gaining on me, or if any 
critters are sneaking across my six.  But mostly it's to get a different 
perspective on the scene or the landscape.  The snake that was hidden by 
the vines from one direction may be visible from another.   The flight path of a 
circling hawk may suddenly come into view.  Or the change in the angle of the 
sunlight may illuminate a particularly beautiful flower.  There is always more 
than one way to look at or understand a thing.  Five hundred and thirty-five 
different ways in congress.   
 
Sometimes I stop and linger in one place and wait and watch for whatever 
may choose to appear.  A Moccasin on its way from wherever it had been, to 
wherever it was going.  I suppose I could say, a Moccasin waking from its 
afternoon nap and heading toward the bay for breakfast and a bath.  But I 
didn't really know that.  It just passed on by.    
 
Some days I like to pause quietly on the trail and listen to the sounds of the 
swamp and the marsh and the woods.  The slight rustling in the leaves that 
turned out to be a snake on the hunt.  The lonely call of an errant tundra swan 
as it looked for its mates.  The cautious steps of an unseen Deer slogging 
through the muck.  The "He Who" bird - that sounds like a person whistling 
"He Who."   Its two note melody reminds me of the first two notes of the song 
the Brittsih soldiers whistled in the movie 'The Bridge Over the River Kwai.'  If 
anyone can remember that far back. 
 ** Crazy Ivan: The unofficial U.S Navy term for a Russian submarine maneuver where 
the Soviet boat will turn suddenly and circle around to see if anyone is following. 
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There are the deep groans of Bull Frogs calling out to one another.  And the 
"sheep" frogs with the high-pitched "Naah. Naaah."   I don't know what kind of 
frog makes the "sheep" sound - It just tickles me when ten or twenty of them 
begin their naah-ing chorus.  It's like standing in the middle of a flock of 
invisible sheep.  
 
One day in midwinter I heard the hollow ‘click-clack’ of what sounded like 
wind chimes.  Not metal wind chimes - that would have been ‘cling-clang,’ but 
wooden chimes, with the distinct tonal quality of wood striking against wood.  
This particular sound was lighter and much gentler than the commercial wood 
chimes with which I was familiar.  But it was a wood chime sound 
nonetheless.  And it was all around me.  
 
I looked up and located the source - Trumpet Vine Pods.  
 
Trumpet Vines cover much of the low shrubs along the Hodge's and in some 
places climb high up into the trees.  Their seed pods are thin, maybe six 
inches long, and hang in little clumps or bunches like bananas.  Except, of 
course, they are not yellow. 
 
In late autumn the pods split open and disembark their seeds, so by winter 
they hang in the trees as hollow, empty hulls.  It must have been a particularly 
bountiful year for the Trumpet Vines, because there were many, many clumps 
of seed pods.  A clump of four pods here.  A clump of five pods there.  Here a 
clump, there a clump.  Everywhere a clump-clump.  
 
In this one small section of the trail, the clumps of pods were high enough in 
the trees to catch the wind, and hollow and dry enough to produce a sound.  
Here a click, there a clack.  Everywhere a click-clack.   
 
It was like being surrounded by a symphony of tiny wood chimes, or at the 
opening ceremony of the annual convention of the Back Bay miniature wood 
chime guild.   
 
I spun in circles, awestruck and smiling at the sound in the trees - like you 
might see a child in a snowstorm, in absolute delight, laughing and spinning 
and catching snow flakes on my - I mean - on his tongue.   
 
Another amazing moment of ethereal magic on the Hodge's Trail.   
 
I just hope no one saw me.  
 
"Mommy!"  A boy tugs at his mother's sleeve.  "What is that man doing?  He 
is spinning in circles and laughing at the trees." 
"Honey, come here quickly.  We are not going down this trail.  And I want you 
to stay far, far away from people like that." 
 
Compared with other areas places in the Refuge, the Hodges is a trail well 
traveled.  At least when the weather is pleasant and the bugs are few. 
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I've met and shared adventures and sightings with many wonderful people 
along the trail.  Hikers, photographers, nature enthusiasts, birders.  Dallas, 
the snake man, who first told me about the Moccasins and the "peeper dude" 
who usually arrives at dusk to photograph the peepers in the reeds.  I just 
wish I would run into a botanist who could help identify and teach me about 
the plants.  
 
From my notes:  Today I met a father and his son - five or six years old - on 
the Hodge's.  It was near the end of the trail.  Dad had the boy on his 
shoulders.  Probably tired from the hike.  Every step of the way the Father 
was talking to his son - explaining and teaching him about the woods and the 
swamp and the trees.  I showed them an 'Ap n' (baby Moccasin) I was 
photographing.  The boy was very excited.  And as I left, the Father was still 
talking to his son - explaining and teaching him about the woods and the 
swamp and the trees - every step of the way.  Yes!  That's what it's all about!!!   
 
(FYI... Ap n = Agkistrodon piscivorus neonate - aka baby Moccasin.  I use the 
abbreviation in my notes.) 
 
Then there was the multi-family unit - Moms, Dads, kids of all ages that 
roared past me like an express train.  I almost had to dive into the swamp to 
avoid being trampled.       
 
As they blew by on the way back, I heard a woman comment, "What a waste 
of time.  We have more wildlife in our back yard." 
   
Huh?  I know they passed at least three Moccasins, two Deer, a Racer, a 
Green Heron and, of course, The Valley of the Spiders.           
 
Then again, maybe they live in Yellowstone and have grizzly bears, 
porcupines and elk over for cocktails and canasta on the veranda every 
evening.   
 
I was a bit disappointed that the trail didn't do more to promote itself and 
impress the family of visitors.  Show off a little.  Shake its booty, so to speak.  
Maybe bring out a couple of its famous dancing Deer.  Or play an old Herb 
Alpert tune on the Trumpet Vines.  Or send a herd of Turtles stampeding 
across the trail.  (There are few things more impressive, rare, or memorable 
than a stampede of wild Turtles.)   
 
But that is not the way of the Hodge's.  It is understated and modest.  
Perhaps even a little shy.  Much like the Refuge itself. 
 
Back Bay doesn't hit you in the face with snow-capped mountains and 
majestic waterfalls like its distant cousin Yosemite.  Or wow the visitor with 
spectacular  geysers or towering Redwoods.    
 
Back Bay is not a National Park.  Or a city park - with playgrounds and swing 
sets.  Nor is it a dog park - except when the Rangers leave for the day.  It is 
not the San Diego Zoo or an African Safari or Walt Disney's Magic Mountain. 
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Back Bay is a Wildlife Refuge - plain and simple.  For the protection and 
benefit of wildlife.  It is a relatively flat strip of coastal land with the Atlantic 
Ocean to the east and Back Bay to the west.  Somewhat vague and non-
descript.  Or as one observer commented, "The Refuge is marsh, sand, 
swamp and scrub brush sandwiched between scorching hot summers and 
barren cold winters." 
 
Sure, that may sound a little harsh.  And, at first glance, the Refuge may 
seem a tad bit boring and rustic in nature.  Perhaps even a little 
uncomfortable in its extremes.  But therein, Dear Reader, therein lies its soul 
and its beauty.   
   
One sometimes has to look deeper for the meaning or listen more intently for 
the melody.  Read between the leaves.  Walk between the reeds.  Think 
beyond the obvious.  See with imagination.  
   
Let all the senses come alive to embrace the experience.  Or, as a wise man 
once told me in the woods of Maine many moons ago... "Listen to the wind 
with your heart."  
 
>>> Side Note... 
 
I can't begin to count how many times I've watched a car pull into the parking 
lot at the Refuge, circle slowly, pause for a moment to look at the Bay - then 
drive away.  Sometimes two or three cars in a row will do this. 
 
My good buddy Ray calls it the "Uh huh.  Uh huh."   
 
He said it's like the scene in National Lampoon's Family Vacation when 
Chevy Chase stands on the rim of the Grand Canyon, nods his head a couple 
of times - "Uh huh. Uh huh." - then gets back in his car and leaves.  As if in 
those few seconds he embraced and experienced everything the canyon had 
to offer. 
   
I watch as another car circles the parking lot and pauses. The occupants 
stare out the windows at the Bay for a moment or two, nod their heads once 
or twice – “Uh huh... Uh huh” - then drive away.  
  
At least Chevy Chase got out of the car. 
 
End of Side Note <<<   
 
I often wonder what it would like to explore the Hodge's with Henry David 
Thoreau or John Muir; to experience and understand the trail through their 
eyes and words.  Although, I fear Henry would talk too much - all those years 
of pent up solitude.  Less talk, more observation says me.   
     "Observe the wild while we're here. 
      Discuss it later over beer." 
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It might be interesting and educational to add some plaques along the trail, or 
throughout the Refuge, with quotes from Muir or Thoreau - or any other 
naturalist, philosopher, artist, scholar - or child, or poet, or person - who has 
an insight to offer on the woods and wildlife.  Something to give the visitor the 
chance - or the excuse - to pause and reflect for a moment on the 
wonderment of the natural environment that surrounds them.   
 
   
The Pond in Winter. 
 
Mid winter and Hodge's Pond dons its white collar of ice. 
 
The shy and elusive Rail ventures out of the reeds and across the ice to the 
edge of the open water.  I observe it for a half hour or more, the longest I've 
ever seen a Rail in the open.  Three Shovel Billed Ducks float nearby.   
A Great Blue Heron fishes in a far corner of the pond, its spindly legs moving 
in l o n g, s l o w steps.  I imagine its feet are cold.  As are mine. 
 
A Belted King Fisher sits high in a tree watching and waiting - until it suddenly 
swoops down, strikes and pulls a fish from the water.   
 
Like a good host, The Hodge's is taking care of its winter guests.  
 
There are still blackberries on some of the vines.  At least they look like 
blackberries, but I don't want to eat one unless I’m absolutely sure.  Maybe I 
can talk Thoreau into tasting one first. 
 
On the edge of the marsh, strong north winds blow the seeds off the reed 
fronds and cattails.  It's like walking through a snow flurry.  A dusting of seed 
already covers the cypress branches and part of the trail.  It could be an inch 
deep by morning.    
  
And in the low winter light, the rounded knees of the Cypress remind me of 
the eroded stone pillars of some ancient civilization or the worn headstones in 
an old English churchyard. 
 
 
 
Almost done... 
 
I've caught Dragonflies on a stick, watched Dragonflies catch Butterflies, and 
Spiders catch them both.  I've seen flights of Pelicans following the dune line, 
a log of Coots floating in the Bay and great V-formations of Tundra Swans 
stretching to the western horizon as far as the eye could see. 
 
I've watched Deer dance, Moccasins and Racers shake their tails like a 
Rattlesnake and Turtles lay their eggs by the side of the trail.   
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I've seen Blue Herons, Green Herons, Great Egrets, Snowy Egrets, Ibis, 
Osprey, Rails, Crakes, Sandpipers, Shovel Bills, King Fishers, Cormorants 
and more.  An Osprey suspended in time and space, flapping its wings like an 
awkward, over-sized Humming Bird, head bent forward and down, eyeing a 
prize fish in the water below.  A Bald Eagle circling in from the northeast, then 
high overhead - gliding southward on the wind.  In a moment or two it is gone.  
Where will its journey lead?  And how far did it travel as I watched?  Two 
miles?  Five miles?  Ten? 
 
I've seen snakes.  Lots of Snakes.  Green Snakes, Ribbon Snakes, Water 
Snakes, Black Snakes and Racers.  A Black Snake stalking baby Chickadees 
in a hollowed out tree.  A pair of Racers - racing.  One almost ran into my foot.  
 
And Moccasins.  Lots of Moccasins. 
 
I've seen big Moccasins, baby Moccasins, molting Moccasins and mating 
Moccasins.  Moccasins swimming in the water.  Moccasins curled up in the 
sun by the side of the trail or basking in a tree when the ground is too cold.  
An adult Moccasin buried in the mud - only its head visible to the casual 
observer.  A baby Moccasin sound asleep five feet up in the Honeysuckle.  It 
is always good to stop and smell the roses, but please be careful if you stop 
to sniff the Honeysuckle. 
  
I've met a seven-legged spider, a one-eyed snake, a three-legged turtle and a 
Rabbit named Chip. 
 
I've heard the low, haunting hum of the wind in the reeds; deer chewing on 
succulent shrubs barely two feet away; the hollow wooden chime of a 
hundred trumpet vine pods and the mysterious groans, splashes and 
footsteps of unidentified and, no doubt, dangerous swamp creatures. 
 
I've seen Snake-like vines and vine-like Snakes.  Ghostly cypress knee 
cemeteries.  Ancient writing scrawled on the waters of the Bay.  And I've 
followed footprints across the surface of a pond.    
 
I've witnessed sunsets - masterpieces so glorious they take your breath away 
and touch your soul.  
 
I've heard and seen and watched and experienced all this - all this and more - 
in just a few short hours on a Saturday or Sunday afternoon.  Can anyone tell 
me it is not absolute magic? 
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18.  Conclusion.   
 
I don't know who Captain Hodge was.  Or why his family chose to place a 
plaque at a quiet pond along this particular trail.  I can only assume that he 
and his family realized what a remarkable and special location it is.  
 
Captain Hodge, if you are watching or listening, I salute you, Sir.   And I thank 
you for the honor, the privilege, and the opportunity to see and hear so many 
wondrous things.  I only wish that all who walk this trail, or pass by this pond, 
can share in its beauty and magic.   
 
To paraphrase Thoreau... 
 
I do not say that the visitor or reader will understand all this, for such is the 
character of that trail which the mere passage of footsteps can never bring to 
dawn.  The light which puts out our eyes is usually the million watt headlamp 
on the roaring train of civilization about to run us over.  Or the officer’s 
flashlight as he taps on the car window and asks for my license and 
registration.   Only that Bay dawns to which you are awake.  There is more 
Bay to dawn.   
 
Huh??? What??? 
 
My sincere apologies to Mr. Thoreau and to all the Thoreau afficiandios out 
there for the above paragraph.  I guess I got a little carried away. 
 
Below are David Henry's actual words at the conclusion of 'Walden'.  (Yes, I 
know - I should say Henry David, but he was born David Henry and I just like 
to yank his coattails on occasion.) 
 
The last paragraph of 'Walden' as penned by Thoreau. 
 
   "I do not say that John or Jonathan** will realize all this; but such is the 
character of that morrow which mere lapse of time can never make to dawn.  
The light which puts out our eyes is darkness to us.  Only that day dawns to 
which we are awake.  There is more day to dawn.  The sun is but a morning 
star." 
 
Pause now, Dear Reader.  Please.  Pause as you would on the trail - to read 
again the words of Thoreau.  To see them in a different light.  Not with your 
eyes, but with your heart.  
 
I'll wait. 
 
"Only that day dawns to which we are awake."   
 
I just had to say it again. 
 
 
 

stage characters used to represent people of 
England and America **Note:  In the 1800's the phrase 'John and Jonathan' represented the people of England and 

America.  Used here, it basically meant everybody - although I'm sure there is a more 
scholarly explanation of the idiom.  Substitute the word 'anyone' as you read the paragraph.  
Or perhaps 'visitor or reader' as I did above.   
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Epilogue. 
 
I stand at the end of the Hodge's, at the edge of the Bay, watching yet another 
beautiful sunset unfold. 
 
The evening sky is painted with an ever changing display of color.  Fiery reds 
and deep azures melting into the soft hues of pastel pinks and faded blues.  
Are these perhaps the Western Lights?  The Aurora Zephyralis? 
 
The sun is large and low - and very bright, about to touch the distant horizon. 
 
I turn around for a moment and look to the East - to the past, to a morning 
long ago and far away.  In the sun's low light my shadow looms long and large 
- like that of a giant - stretching across the reeds, through the swamp and up 
into the dunes.  I jump up and down and wave my arms in the air.  The 
shadow follows my every movement, as it has done so often over these many 
years.  I admire its loyalty.  And  its sense of humor.  I form puppet figures 
with my hands and watch the shadows run and jump and dance and play 
along the face of the dunes.  
 
"Mommy!"  A boy tugs at his mother's sleeve.  "What is that man doing?  He is 
waving his arms and making strange shapes with his hands." 
"Honey, come here quickly.  We are not going over there.  And I want you to 
stay far, far away from people like that." 
 
I turn toward the sun again, arms open and outstretched to embrace the end 
of the day.  I imagine my shadow behind me - like a journey or a trail, 
stretching far away into the past.   A trail filled with footsteps and memories.  
And, in my case, a lot of blurry photoghraphs.  
 
And just that quickly, the sun is gone.  Fallen away from this place and this 
time.  Now a star on a new horizon, at the dawn of another world, another 
age.   
 
Gone too is my shadow.  Perhaps I spoke too soon about loyalty.  But in the 
soft lingering light, I can still find my reflection - in the woods and in the water; 
in the wind and in the wild.  Like the sun, I will return tomorrow to this place; to 
the wonder of the Hodges, the Bay and the Refuge.  I will always return.  If 
not with my camera and my shadow, then with these pages and my heart. 
 
 
 
 
 
11 October, 2010 



Clarification: 
Reference:  The Hodge’s Pond Trail, page 118... 
  
I recently learned that the Bumble Bees I encountered on the trail were not 
Bumble Bees at all.  Or flies in disguise.  Or Lucy in Disguise.  With Diamonds. 
 
The Bees I encountered, and so sweetly serenaded, were actually Carpenter 
Bees. 
  
Had I been more observant, I'm sure I could have identified them as Carpenter 
Bees by the tiny tool belts they were wearing.  That and the buzzing sound of their 
little circular saws as they flew past my head and ears. 
 
To the untrained eye - like mine, obviously - Bumble Bees and Carpenter Bees 
are indeed very similar.  The best way to distinguish between the two, other than 
the tool belt, is the abdomen.  Bumble Bees are fuzzy all over, including the 
abdomen.  Sort of like me.  Carpenter Bees have no fuzz on their abdomen.  It is 
smooth and shiny - probably the result of careful sanding, buffing and several 
applications of a clear lacquer finish. 
 
This error is most embarrassing and I apologize to the reader, and to the Bees, for 
the misidentification.  Especially to the Bees.   
 
It’s sort of like that cold December in Kyoto many years ago, when I got caught up 
in the spirit - and the saké - of the season and started singing Christmas carols in 
a Buddhist temple.  What can I say - the acoustics were amazing.   
 
Or that hot July afternoon in Paris, on the Champs-Elysees, when I absinthe-
mindedly burst into Star Spangled Banner at the Bastille Day parade.   
 
I'm sure Buddha smiled serenely at my impropriety and dismissed it as the well-
intentioned but misguided babblings of an idiot.  
 
As for the French, well, let's just say there is no French word for 'oops' or 'slight 
indiscretion' - especially when an American is involved.  An angry mob of 
Frenchmen, brandishing pitchforks and mimes, chased me through the streets of 
Paris for two hours before the local gendarmes mercifully intervened and threw me 
in the Seine.   
 
Hopefully the Bees will follow the example of Buddha and not that of the French.    
   
I can picture the Carpenter Bees later that day, buzzing around in the little 
workshop in the back of the hive; the floor covered in pollen and sawdust; drinking 
honey-flavored beer; watching reruns of Norm Abram’s "New Yankee Workshop' 
and laughing about the silly tourist who called them 'Bumble Bees' on the trail. 
  
Either that or they were busy sharpening their saws and chisels and stingers - and 
drafting a blueprint to cut me up into tiny, bee-size toothpicks.   
 
Guess I'll find out next weekend.  


