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Today's lecture:  
 
North American Wetlands.  Or more specifically:  A Brief Introduction to Back Bay 
and Some of the Mucky, Marshy, Swampy Areas I Slog Through Every Weekend. 
 
Pay close attention, please.  There may be a quiz at the end of the lecture.  
 
Does anyone know the primary difference between a swamp and a marsh?   
 
If you answered "trees," you are absolutely correct!  Swamps have trees.  
Marshes don't.   
 
The following definitions of wetlands have been copied, plagiarized and / or stolen 
directly and without remorse from various internet sources.  (Note to the Editor:  
Let them sue me.)  I'm just kidding, of course.  I would never - well, almost never, 
stoop that low.  Let's just say that the following definitions are based on extensive 
internet research.    
 
Swamp:  A wetland with trees.  Usually found in flood plains and areas with poor 
drainage.  (Hmmm... "areas with poor drainage."  Like my bathtub?  I guess that 
explains the cypress trees in the soap dish and the snakes on the curtain rod.) 
 
Marsh:  Typically a treeless wetland.  Usually found in calm, shallow waters along 
rivers, lakes and bays.  Plants include cattails, reeds, and various marsh grasses.  
More on Cattails and Reeds in an upcoming episode.  I can tell you're excited.  
 
Other interesting types of wetlands include: 
 
Fen:  A wetland fed by surface water, or groundwater, or both and characterized 
by its neutral or alkaline water ph.   
Hmmm... I like that... "surface water, or groundwater, or both."  I guess that 
covers just about everything except maybe airborne water.  Like rain.  Or 
sprinklers. 
Side note: For all you baseball fans out there.  I wonder if that's how Boston's 
Fenway Park got its name.  Was it built on a fen? 
 
Bog:  A wetland primarily fed by rainwater or small streams.  It is characterized by 
its acidic water.  I love a good bog.  Like the streams and bogs of southern New 
Jersey where the water runs the color of iced tea - not as a result of pollution, but 
from the natural iron and tannic acid in the water.  Still, I wouldn't recommend 
drinking it.  Even on an extremely hot summer day.  
   
Fire Swamp: Typically dark and foreboding in appearance and characterized by 
large, scary trees, lightning sand, and sudden bursts of flames emanating from 
the earth.  Often inhabited by ROUS. (Rodents Of Unusual Size)   There is an 
excellent depiction of a Fire Swamp - and its inherent dangers - in the superb 
documentary film "The Princess Bride."   
 

Today's  Lecture - A Special Bonus Feature 
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Speaking of swamps and marshes and fens and bogs - everyone enjoys a 
backyard water feature.  For some folks it might be a fountain or a miniature 
waterfall.  For others, a peaceful pond filled with koi and water lilies.  For the avid 
outdoorsman, perhaps a small trout stream or a class 4 white water rapids.  In 
Beverly Hills it is probably an Olympic-size swimming pool filled with imported 
natural spring water flown in directly from France.  (How many bottles of Perrier 
does it take to fill an Olympic size swimming pool?)   
 
For my good buddy E.L. (Emory Lee), a water feature could be something as 
simple as a drainage ditch.  Like the one behind his double-wide at the trailer 
park.  Filled with rusty old shopping carts and discarded tires, it's the perfect 
place to permanently store and display his empty beer can collection.  (Can you 
tell E.L. is from West Virginia?  Or "West by God" as he affectionately refers to his 
home state.)   
 
I've often asked why he doesn't recycle his beer cans, to which he replies.  "I am 
recycling.  A hundred thousand years from now, give or take a millennium or two, 
some lucky miner is going to stumble across this incredible vein of pure 
aluminum.  And when he thanks his lucky stars, I'll say, "You're welcome."" 
 
Personally, when it comes to back yard water features, I always wanted a bog.  A 
bog filled with cranberry bushes and pines. Sundew and pitcher plants.  
Especially the cranberry bushes.  A bog reminiscent of southern New Jersey, but 
without the polluted water.     
 
Evenings and weekends I'd grab a lawn chair and a few beers, and relax in the 
peace and tranquility of my bog.  Better yet, I could wire the bog for electricity and 
Cable TV.  Add internet access and 10,000 watts of mind-numbing surround 
sound.  Nail my 80 inch plasma TV to one of the pine trees.  Bring in a 40 cubic 
foot stainless steel refrigerator and a La-Z-Boy massaging recliner.  Now we're 
talking man-bog.   
 
Maybe I could go to the local garden center and pick up a few bog accessories.  
(They do have a bog section at the garden center, don't they?)  Get some peat 
moss, some sand and a couple hundred bags of poor draining soil.  A can or two 
of fresh mosquito larvae and a bushel of spiders for ambiance.  And a forty gallon 
drum of industrial strength iced tea mix to get the water color just right.  
 
At first I considered a small, inconspicuous bog in a remote corner of the yard.  
Now I wonder if it wouldn't be better to turn the entire property, front yard, back 
yard and sides, into a bog.  No more mowing the lawn, or edging around 
walkways and flower beds.  No more pruning bushes or raking the leaves in the 
fall.  No more grass seed, fertilizers, herbicides or insecticides.  Get rid of the 
edger, the leaf blower, the yard tractor, the pruning shears, the flower cart, the 
watering cans, the hoses, the sprinklers, the nozzles, and bag after bag of seed, 
fertilizers, vermiculite, peat moss, potting soil, top soil, pine straw, bark mulch and 
crushed stone.  Maybe then I'll actually be able to park my car in the garage.  
Excuse me, the wife's car.  I don't know what I was thinking.      
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I keep hoping one of the popular television landscaping shows will air an episode 
on "How to Build and Maintain a Backyard Bog."  
 
Then again, I doubt there would be much maintenance for a bog - not like there 
would be for say, a swimming pool full of Perrier.  Fallen branches, rotting tree 
stumps, leaves, mold, fungus and dead animals would add realism - and 
nutrients.  I guess people with swimming pools hire pool cleaners to keep the 
water pure, soft and debris-free.  Do people with bogs hire bog cleaners?  Got a 
clog in your bog?  Call Maggie and Ray's Bog Repair and Maintenance - and Bait 
Shack.  24 Hour Emergency Service Available.    
 
And there is an added benefit.  Bogs are eerie and spooky.  It would be great fun 
to decorate for Halloween.  Or to rent out for birthday parties and wedding 
receptions.   
 
Back to the Lecture... 
 
"Back to the lecture," he said, as he shuffled through the papers on the dais and 
adjusted the microphone.   
 
Swamps and Marshes can be further subdivided into freshwater, saltwater and 
brackish.  Actually, there is an entire field of study regarding wetlands: their 
importance, benefits, ecology, evolution, destruction, etc.  Much more information 
than I could ever hope to include here.    
 
The wetlands around Back Bay are currently considered freshwater.  I say 
currently, because Back Bay was a salt water environment for many thousands of 
years.  The Atlantic Ocean flowed directly into the Bay through an opening just 
south of the Refuge.   
 
In the late 1800's the natural shifting of the sand filled in this opening and Back 
Bay became brackish - fed by an over wash of sea water during high tides and 
storms.  In the 1930's, a public works project built up and fortified the dune line to 
prevent the intermittent over wash, thus creating the fresh water ecosystem we 
enjoy today. 
 
When the Bay was salt water it was filled with salt water fish and oysters.  Native 
Americans harvested and feasted on the fish and on the bountiful supply of 
oysters.  On some of the Bay islands there are gigantic middens, or mounds of 
oyster shells,  discarded by the Natives over hundreds of years.  Basically these 
are big trash piles, similar to the mountains of trash we create today but 
containing more natural, less toxic waste products. 
 
The strip of land that separates Back Bay from the Atlantic Ocean is part of the 
same peninsula that forms the northern section of North Carolina's Outer Banks.   
(The Carolina border is only 6 or so miles south of the refuge.)  In North Carolina 
this portion of the Outer Banks separates the Atlantic Ocean from Currituck 
Sound.  At the Virginia border Currituck Sound is broken up by some small 
islands and becomes Back Bay.   
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Technically - or topographically - speaking, one could hike the trails, or surf fish 
along the edge of the Atlantic, from the Refuge to Nags Head and back. Probably 
not all the way on a Sunday afternoon.  But certainly in a couple of days or a 
week.  Yes, you should definitely allow yourself a couple of days. 
 
The width of the land between Back Bay and the Atlantic Ocean varies from a 
few hundred yards to several miles.  The area I frequent is closer to the several 
hundred yard width - maybe three or four football fields wide.  Tres or quatro 
futball (soccer) fields for our international amigos.  
 
It is amazing how the land transitions from ocean to beach, to dunes, to 
woodlands, to swamp, to marsh, to freshwater bay in that relatively short 
distance. 
 
There is still one thing I don't quite understand.  If Back Bay flows directly into 
Currituck Sound, which flows directly into Pamlico Sound, which flows into the 
mighty Atlantic, and both of those Sounds are salt water, why is Back Bay 
freshwater?  Back Bay is fed from the north and west by several small freshwater 
rivers and streams, and by the freshwater run off of sprinklers and storm drains 
from the surrounding communities.  Perhaps there is enough fresh water entering 
the system to keep the salinity level below the brackish threshold. 
 
The Wildlife Refuge encompasses a large portion of Back Bay and the 
surrounding woods, swamps and marshlands.  But it does not include all the 
waters of the Bay or all of the surrounding riparian habitat.   Fortunately, Back 
Bay is not overdeveloped like so many of our nation's rivers, bays and 
waterways.  At least not yet.   
 
Modern definition of a bay: A body of water surrounded by restaurants and 
condominiums.  I guess that definition would also apply to most of our lakes, 
rivers and oceans.  
 
This would be a good place to insert a map or an aerial photo.  Unfortunately, I 
could not find a non-copyrighted map to put in this journal.  And I certainly do not 
want to violate any copyright laws. 
 
 
 

 
Insert Map Here 

 

? 

At the actual lecture, a large map is projected on the wall behind me and I get to 
use a laser pointer to highlight specific areas.  I really like using the laser pointer, 
especially if there is a cloud of special effects fog in front of the map so the entire 
beam of the laser is visible.  I just wish the laser made those cool electronic 
sounds like the light sabers in the Star Wars movies. 
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The Lecture Laser Incident... 
 
One time the battery in my little hand held laser died.  A young man in the 
audience offered to get his laser from the car.  Now, most people don't carry a 
spare laser in their car, but he was a physics student at the university and 
apparently this was his graduate project. 
 
The laser was a little larger than I expected - about the size of a curling iron.  .But 
it was lightweight and easy to handle.   
 
(Curling iron: That device my wife leaves on the edge of the bathroom sink every 
morning in the hope that I'll electrocute myself while shaving.)   
 
There was a long cord connecting the laser to a toaster-size black box.  I 
assumed the black box was some sort of power generator or converter.  The 
young man placed the box near an electrical outlet on the stage and plugged it in.  
The lights dimmed when he switched it on.  But it worked.  I thanked him kindly 
and, as he returned to his seat, he whispered not to point it in one place for too 
long.   
 
The laser vibrated a little and felt warm in my hand.  The beam was very bright.  
Still it didn't make the Star Wars sound.  Darn. 
 
Well, I got to talking and pointing, and forgot about what the young man said 
about not holding the laser in one place for too long, and the next thing you know 
the Refuge is on fire.  Or rather, the wall with the projected map of the refuge is 
on fire.  Not only was the refuge ablaze, so was most of Virginia Beach.  And it 
was spreading rapidly into North Carolina.  It reminded me of the beginning of the 
old TV show Bonanza - flames marching across the map of the Ponderosa as the 
Bonanza theme song played in the background.   
 
About that time I wished I had Hoss' ten gallon hat filled with water to douse the 
wall and save the Refuge and Virginia Beach from complete destruction.   
  
The audience started laughing hysterically - although this was obviously not a 
laughing matter.  Some of them were even humming the Bonanza theme song. 
 
The laser was getting hotter and brighter by the millisecond.  And it was 
beginning to hum.  Loudly.  Though still not quite the Star Wars sound.  It 
crossed my mind that there might be some bizarre connection between Bonanza 
and Star Wars.  George Lucas - initials G.L.  Lorne Green - L.G.   Was Ben 
Cartwright actually Darth Vader?  Was Little Joe - Luke?  And was Hoss just a 
big happy, hairless wookie?  But I really didn't have time to think about that now.   
 
I glanced at the generator - that little black toaster box sitting a few feet behind 
me on the stage.  It was no longer black.  It was a lovely shade of reddish yellow.  
And glowing like a meteor.  This could not be good. 
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I turned toward the audience.  My intention was to say something clever into the 
microphone.  Something like: "Is there a Doctor in the house?"  But instead of 
'Doctor' I would say 'Fireman'.  As in, "Is there a Fireman in the house?"  Or 
maybe, "Is there a Lawyer in the house?"  In case things really got out of hand. 
 
But as I was turning - and before I could utter a word - the young physics student 
jumped up and screamed:  "EVERYBODY  DOWN!" 
 
At first I thought the generator was about to explode.  Or implode.  Or “plode” 
some other way.  But no, it was still resting quietly by the electrical outlet, slowly 
melting a hole in the stage floor.   
 
Suddenly, I understood the intent of his warning.  As I swung around to face the 
audience, I was still holding the laser - which quite naturally swung around with 
me. 
 
What I didn't realize was that the malfunctioning black box had turned the laser's 
harmless, little, dancing red beam into a white hot cutting tool - like a lightening 
bolt, or an acetylene torch - only much, much brighter, and infinitely more 
powerful and focused.  The white hot beam crackled and sizzled as it vaporized 
the air molecules and dust particles in its path and sliced neatly through anything 
it touched. 
 
The first to go were the curtains that had been drawn back on the left side of the 
stage.  The bottom five feet fell in a smoldering pile on the floor.  The curtains 
were followed closely by a couple of flagpoles on the edge of the stage and by an 
exit sign over a door.  (I believe it was the Virginia State flag and the Official 
University flag.)  Next the beam traced its way along the wall on the left side of 
the auditorium leaving a hissing trail of blue-white flame in its wake.  It sliced 
cleanly through a series of portraits of past university presidents that no doubt 
had hung on the wall for centuries.  
 
Then the beam traversed out toward the audience.  
 
Folks sitting in the first few rows were lucky.  They ducked when they heard the 
young man's warning.  And, because they were sitting in the first few rows, the 
swinging beam of the laser was well above their heads.  Folks in the last few rows 
were not so lucky.  Especially the tall ones.  I could see little flashes of light and 
puffs of smoke in the back of the hall as the laser beam singed its way across the 
tops of their heads. 
 
You have to realize that this all took place in a matter of seconds.  In less time - 
no, in the exact amount of time it takes to turn around with a curling iron or a laser 
in your hand.  
 
Thank goodness someone had the good sense to cut the power.  No telling what 
damage might have been done. 
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Aftermath... 
 
It was an eerie sight.  The auditorium was dark, illuminated only by the flicker of 
the fires on the stage and on the wall, and by a few of the hair fires.  The 
emergency lights were not functioning.  There was a little smoke from the burning 
tresses and smoldering curtains, but not a lot.  After all, it was basically a 
controlled burn. 
 
I could hear a few sobs and some small pockets of whimpering coming from the 
audience.  Thankfully there was no high-pitched, hysterical screaming.  Other 
than my own, of course.    
 
I crawled out from under the lectern where I was cowering.  Well, some might call 
it cowering, but truthfully, I was looking for my car keys.  They had fallen out of my 
pocket a few moments earlier - when I actually was cowering under the lectern.  I 
couldn't locate them in the darkness.   
 
I noticed a student rapidly approaching the stage.  His hair was on fire.  He must 
have been one of the unlucky, tall ones in the back of the auditorium.  I 
considered fleeing the scene, but needed to find my car keys first. 
 
I stood up and straightened my tie - or would have if I had been wearing one, and 
in a calm, friendly voice asked, "Did you enjoy the lecture?  Do you perhaps have 
some questions about the history of Back Bay or the Refuge?" 
   
He looked at me like I was crazy.  Perhaps he was a bit dazed by the evening's 
events.  And the fact that his head was on fire.  
  
I kept talking. "Gosh, that was a heck of a thing with that laser, huh?  Listen; 
before you run off, I sure could use some light.  Would you mind sticking your 
head under the lectern just for a..."  I trailed off as he continued moving toward an 
exit.  
 
The student looked back at me like I was crazy.  Again.   
 
"Never mind.  I found them," I called after him.  "And don't worry.  Hair is a 
renewable resource.  It will grow back."    
 
I quickly gathered up my notes, my pictures, wiped my finger prints off the laser 
and made a hasty, but clean, escape.  By the time the fire department, the police, 
the ambulances and the news media arrived, I was long gone. 
 
I changed my name.  I changed my dog's name.  And moved to a quiet, rural bog 
in southern New Jersey.  I think Jimmy Hoffa may be buried nearby.   
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Epilogue... 
 
Fortunately, no one was seriously injured in the lecture laser incident.   
Thank goodness!   
 
Authorities believe a short circuit in the plasma containment field (the toaster box) 
caused a multi-megawatt power surge in the hand-held BFU (Beam Focusing 
Unit) exponentially increasing the laser's EEO (Effective Emissive Output).  Or 
something like that.  (The notations in parenthesis are mine.)  I guess that was 
what momentarily turned a friendly little pointing device - or kitty play toy - into a 
hand-held, fire breathing dragon.    
 
Milliseconds later, this same power surge, according to the same authorities, 
cracked the LAF (Lens Assembly Framework) within hand-held BFU (Beam 
Focus Unit) causing a massive optical realignment, so by the time the laser beam 
swung out over the audience it was essentially an unfocused, low energy, non-
lethal spray.  Hence the singed coiffures and eyebrows. 
 
The young man who loaned me the laser was detained by the police and later 
questioned extensively by the FBI, the CIA, the NSA, the KGB, ABC, the NFL - 
and apparently by anyone else who could produce credentials sporting a TLA 
(Three Letter Acronym).  He now works for a prominent defense contractor in 
California. 
 
I must admire the resiliency and creativity of the student body.  Many students 
who were not in attendance shaved the tops of their heads like medieval monks in 
a show of sympathy and support for the victims of the incident.  Then they all 
donned brown hooded frocks and went around campus singing Gregorian chants 
and slamming their books against their foreheads.  (Remember the monks in 
Monty Python's 'Holy Grail'?)  
 
The portraits honoring past university presidents were all reproductions.  The 
original paintings had long since been removed for safe keeping.   (Whew!)   
 
I was completely exonerated of any complicity or wrong-doing in the incident.  As 
a matter of fact, the university sent me a letter of thanks - sans lecture fee, of 
course.  Apparently witnesses reported that in the chaos following the mishap, a 
panic stricken student with his hair on fire ran toward the stage and I calmly 
directed him toward the nearest exit. 
 
Obviously, I have retired from the lecture circuit. 
 
When friends drop by and I get to talking for more than a minute or two about 
Back Bay - or any other subject for that matter - they strike a match or light a 
candle and dance the flame up and down in front of me.  Kind of like the old 
Richard Pryor joke.  Tis good to have friends.    
 
My dog didn't take well to his name change.  Or the change in residency.  He 
pays no attention to me now - no matter what I call him.  
 


