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Back Bay... March 7: Featuring Daniel Boone and the Swans 

Vines grow 
everywhere along 
the marsh trails.  
 
It is amazing to see 
their structure 
without the cloak of 
leaves they sport in 
the summer. 
 
No wonder it's 
sometimes difficult 
to find the snakes. 
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About 3 in the afternoon I decided to walk down the dike trails toward Area 51, the 
Forbidden Zone, open only to the birds, animals and migratory waterfowl.  The trails lead 
to False Cape State Park, about 5 miles to the south, and eventually to North Carolina's 
Outer Banks.  I was not going that far.  At least not today. 
 
Did you know that Daniel Boone walked to Florida? 
 
If I remember correctly, he was living in North Carolina with his kids and his wife, 
Rebecca, at the time. What do you suppose he said to them. "Honey, after lunch I think 
I'm going to stroll down to Florida.  Maybe do a little hunting and fishing.  Take care of the 
house and the kids and the hogs.  I'll be back in, oh, maybe six months or a year."  
 
Can you imagine saying that to your wife today?  Can you imagine how she would react? 
 
"Excuse me,  Mr. Fancy Coonskin Cap, you're going where???  And you're not taking me 
along?  Don't you think I deserve a little vacation?   Maybe get a tan.  Do some shopping 
in South Beach... " 
 
I'll bet old Dan'l could still hear her carrying on in the distance as he crossed that first 
mountain range on his way to the Sunshine State.  
 
I often wonder how he made that journey.  Without a map.  Without a GPS.  Without a 
travel agent.  Heck, nowadays we can't even go to the corner market without a cell phone, 
a GPS, an i-pod, Nintendo, a dozen DVD's and a chilled bottle of vitamin water.  I know I 
can't. 
 
And how did he know when he arrived in Florida?  There were no signs declaring, 
"Welcome to Florida."  Or "Disney World Next Exit."  Maybe the orange trees gave it 
away.  Or the hanging chads on the voting ballots.  Or all the motels, theme parks, and 
retirees.  
 
But he sure enough did it.  He walked to Florida and returned - with a genuine Versace 
handbag for Becky, official Shamu key rings for the kids and a bellyful of stories for 
posterity.  I think the handbag and key rings are on display at the Daniel Boone Museum. 
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Then again, maybe old Daniel never went to Florida.  Maybe he just high-tailed it over to 
the next valley and sought refuge in a saloon in Raleigh.  Or Mayberry - with Andy, Opie 
and the gang.  Sat around for six months eating fried chicken and drinking rum - whoopin' 
it up and hollerin' with the boys as they watched the big game on the wide screen TV.  But 
I guess they didn't have the big game back in Dan'l's day.  Or TV's, for that matter.  Or 
cable.  Or antennas.  Not even rabbit ears.  ('cept of course for the pair old Dan'l was 
wearing on his head.)  The closest they could come to a modern day sports bar was 
probably a psychic with a an etch-a-sketch.  Or someone with Nostradamus-like talents 
calling out NCAA Basketball scores in fanciful quatrains. 
  
    "Witness in the hooter's den. 
    The distant land of twenty ten. 
    Twas sworn by none to be a fluke, 
    When Butler bowed to dev'lish Duke." 
             Found inscribed in an ancient oak beam.  Signed: François LePieu 1763 

 
To all the conspiracy theorists, clairvoyants, DaVinci Code enthusiasts, mystics, 
astrologers and the like out there - please don't get excited and please don't try to assign 
some phenomenal prediction about the upcoming NCAA Basketball Tournament to this 
centuries old poem.  No doubt this is an inexact translation of the original quatrain and 
there are many reasonable and logical explanations for its content. 
 
For example, "Hooter's" is not necessarily synonymous with a tavern staffed by scantily 
clad women.  Hooter could be an owl - indicating a wise man.  The "den" could be a 
location, or a lair; perhaps a wise man's cave - a man cave.  
 
Twenty ten, or vingt dix in French, is probably a poor translation of the original inscription.  
After all, according to legend, it was hand carved in an old oak beam.  Perhaps it read 
vingt deux - which would be twenty-two.  Or "vin dieu" meaning "wine god" - and the 
author was merely searching for a good French wine in the colonies.  Misinterpretations 
abound in literature and art and history.  Didn't Michelangelo adorn his statue of Moses 
with horns, because the words for "beams of light" and "horns" were so similar in the 
original Hebrew text?  And when Francis Scott Key penned the words to our National 
Anthem, The Star Spangled Banner, from his condo in Aspen, the original version began: 
"Oh-oh say can you ski..." 
 
The "Butler bowing" is nothing more than a servant showing respect to a nobleman, the 
"Duke."  Butler should certainly not be confused with a city in present day Indiana - any 
more than the "Dev'lish Duke" could possibly represent a collegiate sports team in 
Durham, North Carolina.  (Just to the east of Daniel's home in Yadkin Valley.) 
 
With the NCAA Basketball Tournament coming up in a few weeks, it is certainly tempting 
to follow the advice of this ancient ditty.  Tempting, but ridiculous.  There is no way Butler 
will get past Syracuse in the Western bracket, and even if Duke miraculously wins in the 
South, they will certainly lose to Kentucky in the semi finals.  
(Editor's Note: You silly, silly fool.  You should have listened to the quatrain before betting 
on Kansas to win the tournament!) 
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Still it is rather remarkable for many reasons and on many levels, that a man could - or 
would - walk to Florida.  The strength of character, the will and determination to embark 
on such a trek is amazing.  And, although this is not necessarily the longest or most 
dangerous mission undertaken by a man, it still does merit some respect.  It's certainly 
more than I, or many of us, have contemplated, let alone, accomplished  
 
As I meandered down the trail thinking about Daniel Boone, I noticed the wind had shifted.  
(Aside - if I "meander" down the trail, would two people "weander"?)  For the past week it 
had been blowing steadily from the north; now it was coming from the southeast.  It was a 
very noticeable change.  Like after 4 or 5 days of a strong nor'easter, when you suddenly 
realize that the incessant howling of the wind has finally stopped and you actually become 
aware of the silence. 
 
Only in this case it wasn't the silence I could hear - it was the sound of the ocean surf.  
You can only hear the ocean when the wind blows in an easterly fashion and carries the 
sound over the dune line.  Otherwise you have to cross the dunes to hear the waves.   
 
Have you ever noticed that the wind-borne rumble of the surf sounds like a busy highway?  
The first time I came out of the swamp and heard it, I thought I was lost.  That maybe I 
had wandered too far and was on the edge of an interstate.  Or that, ala Rip Van Winkle, 
I'd fallen asleep for 30 years and they had constructed a super highway through the 
Refuge.  On second thought, that couldn't possibly happen.  Not in 30 years anyway.  It 
takes 5 years just to fill in a pothole around here.  
 
As I listened to the ocean highway in the east, another sound caught my attention:   
the squawking of birds in the distance.  It came from the South, far beyond the dikes, from 
somewhere in the Forbidden Zone.  Not the deep honk of a Canadian Goose.  It was a 
higher pitch and reminded me of the whooping sound made by Indians dancing around a 
campfire in an old western.  (No offence to our Native American friends - it's just that was 
how Indian sounds were portrayed in the movies.  Of course, if it reminded me of bunch of 
pale-faced Suburbanites (like myself) dancing around a campfire, I would have used that 
analogy.  But I didn't hear the obligatory chanting of Kum-Bah-Yah, or smell the savory 
aroma of vegetarian hotdogs and burning marshmallows.  Besides, what would a self-
respecting Suburbanite be doing outside around a campfire anyway?  Our natural habitat 
is indoors, watching "reality" TV, playing video games and complaining about global 
warming.  No offense to our Suburbanite friends.) 
 
The sound of the birds got closer and louder when suddenly, out of the blue of the 
southern sky, flew formation after formation of Tundra Swans beginning their northbound 
journey. 
 
I'm not talking about just a flock or two - or ten.  There were hundreds of flocks.  It was 
like newsreel footage of bomber formations in World War II.  Wave after wave of honking 
birds, stretching from the southern to the western horizon - as far as the eye could see.  I 
managed to get some pictures, but they were well up in the air by the time they reached 
my location.  (See photos on the following pages.)  All the pictures of the flights to the 
west looked like a bunch of flyspecks - or "V" shaped swarms of mosquitoes flying in the 
distance.   
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I wish I could have witnessed the swans actually taking off - the flurry of activity, the 
flapping of the wings, the spray of the water as they became airborne.  Unfortunately 
liftoff occurred far away in the Forbidden Zone.  But I understand why that area is 
closed to the public.   
 
Tundra Swans migrate thousands of miles from their summer breeding areas in the 
Canadian Artic to wintering grounds in the United States.  They are not on any 
endangered species lists, so lawful, licensed hunting is allowed.  Sadly, poaching also 
occurs regularly.  The Back Bay National Wildlife Refuge is one of the few protected 
habitats on the East Coast where the swans can over-winter in relative peace and 
safety and prepare for their next journey to the north.  (Some of the local swans fly to 
the Alaskan tundra - a distance of about 4000 miles.)  
 
Some questions.  And some answers. Etc. 
 
> What possessed or inspired or prompted so many birds to take flight at that particular 
time on that particular afternoon.  Was it the wind?  The wind had been blowing 
steadily from the north for at least five straight days.  Were they waiting for the change 
in direction to avoid flying into a headwind? 
 
> Did all the swans take off today?  Did some leave last week?  Are there still 
thousands more waiting to take flight tomorrow or in the coming days / weeks?  Difficult 
to answer because we are not allowed into the Forbidden Zone.   
 
> What determines the size of a flock?  I saw flocks of ten and flocks of a hundred.  
Perhaps many of the larger flocks were too full, so some of the birds had to be 
rebooked on smaller, commuter shuttle flights. 
 
> Are the better seats at the front of the "V" or towards the rear of the formation? 
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> Is it a non-stop trip, or do they have to switch flights in Chicago or Montreal?   
(I checked out the flight history of some tagged swans.  It seems they fly in stages of 
200 to 500 miles, stop for a day or two - or even a week, then continue on their 
journey.  I guess they like to see the sights.  Or visit relatives.) 
 
> If it's a herd of cows, a gaggle of geese and a barrel of monkeys (?), what is a group 
of Tundra Swans called.  A "chorus" of swans sounds nice.   
(I looked it up.  There are two collective nouns for swans in general - not Tundra 
Swans specifically.  A "Herd' of swans and an "Eyrar" of swans.  I kind of like Chorus 
better.) 
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Various formations of Tundra Swans. 

A large formation of birds.  I counted about 80 birds on the right side of the "V" before I ran 
out of fingers and toes and lost track.  That would make close to 160 birds in this flight. 
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Tundra Swans directly overhead. 
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Another beautiful sunset over the Bay. 
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Even as the sun settled in for the night, Tundra Swans in the 
distance were beginning their journey to the north.   


