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Transition: The Invisible Performance

I have always had an odd bitter-sweet ambivalent
relationship with the idea of, and my own experi-
ences with, autumn. [ think of it as a magic sea-
son, in some ways like, but also very different than
Spring. I wrote a poem once upon a time that |
called Markings. It was an effort to touch this very
ambiguity.

My eyes open to the morning light
Streaming into the room,

See a difference,
Something subconsciously
askew,

Change, but subtly
So that I could not find it.

My shirt across the chair;

My shoes at the door
Kicked off'in the darkness.
Staring, looking, studying:
The light!

The light coming from a different place,
From a new angle;

From another window
Southward along the wall
Changed nothing but changed everything.
Color, feel, texture, and place.

My window had become a
helical register,

Marking inexorable motions of the universe
Toward winter and entropy.

perennially resident miracles of adaptation, re-
sponse, and continuance of life.

It is very true to assert that fall — and winter -- is
the “season of the roots.” There below the soil and
out of our sight, occurs the supply and support for
next year’s growth and glory. Roots provide sup-
port (anchorage), storage of energy (sugar-
carbohydrate), absorption of water and nutrient,
and transport along an intricately designed two-
way highway. This fourfold behind-the-scenes
role should win “Best Supporting Actor” in season
and out.

In season, the recombining of carbon molecules in
the photosynthetic process requires water. This
water requirement is supplied by extraction and
absorption of soil water by tiny blonde non-woody
root hairs. In most undisturbed soils, these little
root hairs (.Imm to .5mm in diameter) are greatly
assisted by the presence of fungal hyphae called
mycorrhizae (Gk= fungus roots). This tiny pro-
curement system is so delicate and fine that it may
never be seen in a spadeful of dirt. It is therefore
very susceptible to damage or dysfunction when
the projects of men intersect with this botanic sym-
phony.

Near the end of summer, with the coming of short-
ened days and decreased light, the chloroplasts in
the leaf (where sugar energy is manufactured)

begin to shut down.

And it is in our trees
that we can see an-
other, albeit differ-
ent, illustration of
this. When we think
about our trees, it’s
easy to relate fall
with the beginning of
shut-down, hiberna-
tion, and even
“temporary death”,
symbolized by leaf
fall, barrenness, and
cessation of function.
Yet this can be a
very unfair and mis-
leading overstatement.

Indeed, what many may
consider as an autumnal apogee in the botanic cy-
cle of life is, in reality, a critical and necessary
time in the growth and health of green trees. It is,
when understood, the season of promise.

Historically, botanically, romantically, and in
other ways, springtime is recognized as the season
of the resurgence of life. . .and rightfully so. Yet
most often the critical functions of that other tran-
sitional season are either unknown or ignored. In
fact, it is fall and winter that together lay the base
for life. It is a beautifully recurring theme that can
be encouraging and even awe-inspiring. Peering in
a little deeper, like Alice looking down the rabbit
hole, may change forever our appreciation of the

So the function of
the individual leaf is
now nearly com-
plete. Soon after the
leaf’s true colors
(pigments) are un-
masked by the de-
parture of chloro-
phyll, the leaf will
die. The sugar en-
ergy that has been
manufactured  will
be stored in all parts
of the tree and is
used in the root sys-
tem for new root extension. So long as the soil
temperatures remain generally above 47 degrees F.
root growth may continue throughout the winter
months, ceasing only as the lengthening spring
days and rising mean temperatures cause bud swell
and the capillary uptake of water and sugars.

So for the fall and wintertimes, the root zones, the
roots and their functions occupy center stage. But
a lot can go wrong, especially with the trees grow-
ing in busy places occupied by people and the
things that people do. But primarily in the interest
of limited space here and as well, for maybe just a
bit of drama, I want to reserve that topic for a more
complete treatment in the next edition of this letter.

Stay tuned . . .




