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almost Easter, and all the good reasons not to take them home evapo-
rated with the girls’ delight. Wouldn’t a good mother adopt ducklings?
Isn’t that what a pond is for? .
We kept them in a cardboard box in the garage with a heat lamp
_closely watched so neither box nor ducklings would ignite. The NEM
accepted full responsibility for their care and dutifully fed and cleaned
them. I came home from work one afternoon to see them floating in
the kitchen sink, quacking and dabbling, shaking water off their backs
5&20 the girls just beamed. The condition of the sink should have
given me a clue of what was to come. For the next few weeks they ate
and defecated with equal enthusiasm. But within a month we carried
the box of six glossy white ducks up to the pond and released them.
They preened and splashed. All was well for the first few days, but
apparently, in the absence of their own good mother to Eo“ﬁmnﬁum:a
teach them, they didn't have the essential survival skills for life outside
the box. Every day there was one less duck; five remained, then four
E..& then finally three who had the right stuff to fend off moxmm and m:mbu
ping turtles and the marsh hawk who had taken to cruising the shore
These three flourished. They looked so placid, so pastoral gliding o<9..
the pond. But the pond itself began to get even greener than before.
Hr@ were perfect pets until winter came and their delinquent ten-
dencies emerged. Despite the little hut we made for them—a floating
A-frame lodge with a wraparound porch—despite the corn we show-
ered afound them like confetti, they were discontent. They developed
a fondness .mo_. dog food and the warmth of my back porch. I would
‘come m.vcm on a January morning to find the dog bowl empty and the dog
cowering outside while three snowy-white ducks sat in a row on the
bench, wiggling their tails in contentment.
. It gets cold where I live. Really cold. Duck turds were frozen
into coiled mounds like half-finished clay pots solidly affixed to m
porch floor. It took an ice pick to chip them away. I would shoo HroB%
close the porch door, and lay a trail of corn kernels back up to ﬁwm

ho:mr and they would follow in a gabbling line. But the next morn-
ing they’d be back.

A MOTHER'S WORK ) ¥

Winter and a daily dose of duck splats must freeze up the part of the
brain devoted to compassion for animals, for I began to hope for their
demise. Unfortunately, I didn’t have the heart to dispatch them, and
who among our rural friends would welcome the dubious gift of ducks
in the dead of winter? Even with plum sauce. I secretly contemplated
spraying them with fox lure. Or tying slices of roast beef to their legs in
hopes of interesting the coyotes that howled at the ridgetop. But instead
I was a good mother; I fed them, rasped my shovel over the crust on the
porch floor, and waited for spring. One balmy day they trundled back
up to the pond and within a month they were gone, leaving piles of
feathers like a drift of late snow on the shore.

The ducks were gone but their legacy lived on. By May the pond
was a thick soup of green algae. A pair of Canada geese had settled in
to take their place and raised a brood under the willows. One after-
noon I walked up to see if the goose babies had sprouted pinfeathers
yet, only to hear a distressed quacking. A fuzzy brown gosling out for a
swim had gotten snared in the floating masses of algae. It was squawk-
ing and flapping its wings trying to get free. While I tried to think of
how to rescue i, it gave a mighty kick and popped up to the surface,
where it began to walk on the algal mat. v

That was a moment of resolve for me. You should not be able to
walk on a pond. It should be an invitation to wildlife, not a snare. The
likelihood of making the pond swimmable, even for geese, seemed re-
mote at best. But I am an ecologist, so I was confident that I could
at least improve the situation. The word ecology is derived from the
Greek oikos, the word for home. I could use ecology to make a good
home for goslings and girls.

Like many an old farm pond, mine was the victim of eutrophica-
tion, the natural process of nutrient enrichment that comes with age.
Generations of algae and lily pads and fallen leaves and autumn’s apples
falling into the pond built up the sediments, layering the once clean
gravel at the bottom in a sheet of muck. All those nutrients fueled the
growth of new plants, which fueled the growth of more new plants,
in an accelerating cycle. This is the way for many ponds—the bottom
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gradually fills in until the pond becomes a marsh and maybe someda
a meadow and then a forest. Ponds grow old, and though I will too M
like the ecological idea of aging as progressive enrichment, rather Hrw“:
progressive loss. v
.m.o.EnQBnm the process of eutrophication is accelerated by human
moﬂ.ﬁcnm_ nutrient-rich runoff from fertilized fields or septic tanks ends
up in the water, where it supports exponential growth of algae. M
ﬁo:m was buffered from such influences—its source was a cold mw.asw
nw:;_:m out of the hill, and a swath of trees on the uphill side formed m
nitrogen-grabbing filter for runoff from the surrounding pastures. M
battle was not with pollution, but with time. Making my pond ms.\iw
mable would be an exercise in turning back time. That’s just what I

<.<m=ﬁnmv to turn back time. My daughters were growing up too fast, my
time as a mother slipping away, u

yet to be fulfilled.

Being a good mother meant fixing the pond for my kids. A highl
w_.wmcﬁ?n food chain might be good for frogs and herons, but not mow
swimming. The best swimming lakes are not eutrophic, _ucvﬁ cold, clear,
and oligotrophic, or poor in nutrients. “ v

and my promise of a swimming pond

I carried my small solo canoe up to the pond to serve as a floatin
platform for algae removal. I envisioned scooping up the algae with m
Fbmlrm:&nn_ rake, filling the canoe as if it was a garbage scow, empty-
ing it on the shore, and then going for a nice swim. But only 9‘@ WSMM|
B_m.m part worked out—and it wasn'’t nice. As I tried to skim the algae
I mﬂmnoﬁ._.n& that they hung like sheer green curtains through the SSHM
If you reach far out of a light canoe and try to lift a heavy mat of algae mn.
the end of a rake, physics dictates that swimming will occur. i

My attempts at skimming were useless. I was addressing oﬂv\ the
symptoms of scum and not the cause. I read as much as I could about
pond rehabilitation and weighed my options. To undo what time
and ducks had accomplished I needed to remove nutrients from the
pond, not just skim the foam. When I waded in the shallow end of
the pond, the muck squished between my toes, but beneath it I could

feel the clean gravel that was the pond’s original basin. Maybe I could

A MOTHER’S WORK %

dredge up the muck and cart it away in buckets. But when I brought
my broadest snow shovel to scoop up the mud, by the time it reached
the surface there was a brown cloud all around me and a mere handful
of soil in the shovel. I stood in the water laughing out loud. Shoveling
muck was like trying to catch wind in a butterfly net.

Next I used old window screens to make a sieve that we could lift
up through the sediments. But the muck was far too fine and my im-
provised net came up empty. This was not ordinary mud. The organic
matter in the sediments occurs as tiny particles, dissolved nutrients that
flocculate in specks small enough to be bite-size snacks for zooplank-
ton. Clearly, I was powerless to haul the nutrients out of the water.
Fortunately, the plants were not.

A mat of algae is really nothing more than dissolved phosphorous and
nitrogen made solid through the alchemy of mrQo@Er@a. I couldn’t re-
move nutrients by shoveling, but once they are fixed into the bodies of
plants they can be forked out of the water with the application of biceps
and bent back and carted away by the wheelbarrowful.

The average phosphate molecule in a farm pond has a cycling time
of less than two weeks from the time it is absorbed out of the water,
made into living tissue, is eaten or dies, decomposes, and is recycled back
to feed yet another algal strand. My plan was to interrupt this endless
recycling by capturing nutrients in plants and hauling them away be-
fore they could once again be turned into algae. I could slowly, steadily
deplete the stores of nutrients circulating in the pond.

I'm a botanist by trade, and so of course I needed to know who
these algae were. There are probably as many kinds of algae as there
are species of tree, and I would do a disservice to their lives and to my
task if I didn’t know who they were. You wouldn't try to restore a for-
est without knowing what kind of trees you were working with, so
scooped up a jarful of green slime and took it to my microscope with
the top screwed tightly to contain the smell.

. I teased apart the slippery green wads into tiny wisps that would

fit beneath my microscope. In this single tuft were long threads of
Cladophora, shining like satin ribbons. Wound around them were
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every moral dilemma. I told myself that my intention was not to hurt
them; I was just trying to improve the habitat and they were the collat-
eral damage. But my good intentions meant nothing to tadpoles if they
struggled and died in a compost pile. I sighed, but I knew what I had
to do. I was driven to this chore by a mothering urge, to make a swim-
mable pond. In the process, I could hardly sacrifice another mother’s
children, who, after all, already have a pond to swim in. .

Now I was not only a pond raker, but also a tadpole plucker. It was
amazing what I found in the mesh of algae: predaceous diving beetles
with sharp black mandibles; small fish; dragonfly larvae. I stuck my fin-
gers in to free a wiggle and felt a sharp pain like a bee sting. My hand
flinched back with a big crayfish attached to my fingertip. A whole
food web was dangling from my rake, and those were just the critters
could see, just the tip of the iceberg, the top of the food chain. Under my
microscope, I had seen the web of algae teeming with invertebrates—
copepods, daphnia, whirling rotifers, and creatures so much smaller:
.ﬁr_.nmm:w@ worms, globes of green algae, protozoans with cilia beating
in unison. I knew they were there, but I couldn’t possibly pick them
out. So I bargained with myself over the chain of responsibility and
tried to convince myself that their demise served a greater good.

Raking a pond provides you with a lot of mental free space for
philosophizing. As I raked and plucked, it challenged my conviction
that all lives are valuable, protozoan or not. As a theoretical matter,
I hbld this to be true, but on a practical level it gets murky, the mwa‘,
tual w:@ the pragmatic bumping heads. With every rake I knew that I
was prioritizing. Short, single-cell lives were ended because I ém.:ﬁnm a
clear pond. I'm bigger, I have a rake, so I win. That’s not a worldview
I readily endorse. But it didn’t keep me awake at night, or halt my
efforts; I simply acknowledged the choices I was making. The best I
could do was to be respectful and not let the small lives go to waste. I

plucked out whatever wee beasties I could and the rest went into l.ﬁ
compost pile, to start the cycle again as soil.

At first T hauled carts of freshly raked algae, but T soon realized
that trundling hundreds of pounds of water was hard work. I learned

A MOTHER’S WORK 91

to heap the algae on the shore and watch it dribble moisture back to
the pond. In the following days the algae bleached in the sun into light
papery sheets, easily lifted into the wheelbarrow. Filamentous algae like
Spirogyra and Cladophora have a nutrient content equivalent to that of
high-quality forage grasses. I was hauling away the equivalent nutrient
load of bales of good dairy hay. Load after load of algae domed up in the
compost pile, on its way to making good black humus. The pond was
literally feeding the garden, Cladophora reborn as carrots. I began to see
a difference in the pond. A span of days would go by when the surface
was clear, but the fuzzy green mats always returned.
I began to notice other sponges for my pond’s excess nutrients in
addition to the algae. All along the shore, the willows reached their
feathery red roots into the shallow water to troll for nitrogen and phos-
phorous to pull into their root systems to become leaves and willow
withes. I came along the shore with my loppers and cut the willows,
stem by swaying stem. Dragging the piles of willow branches away, I
was removing storehouses of nutrients they had sucked from the pond
bottom. The brush pile in the field grew taller, soon to be browsed by
cottontails and redistributed far and wide as rabbit droppings. Willow
responds vigorously to cutting and sends up long straight shoots that
can tower over my head in a single growing season. I left the thickets
away from the water for rabbits and songbirds, but those right at the
shore I cut and bundled for making baskets. The larger stems became
the foundation for garden trellises for pole beans and morning glories.
I also gathered mint and other herbs along the banks. As with the wil-
lows, the more I picked, the more it seemed to grow back. Everything I
took moved the pond a step closer to clear. Every cup of mint tea struck
a blow for nutrient removal.

Cleaning the pond by cutting willows really seemed to help. I cut
with renewed enthusiasm, moving in a mindless rhythm with my
loppers—snick, snick, snick—clearing whole swaths of shoreline as
willow stems fell at my feet. Then something, perhaps a movement
glimpsed out of the corner of my eye, perhaps a silent plea, made me
stop. In the last stem left standing was a beautiful little nest, a cup
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94 Tending Sweetgrass

right then my job was reversing succession, turning back time to make
these waters swimmable for my daughters. So I wiped my eyes and with
all due respect for the lessons of Hydrodictyon, 1 raked it up onto the shore.

When my sister came to visit, her kids, raised in the dry California
hills, were smitten with water. They waded after frogs and splashed
with abandon while I worked at the algae. My brother-in-law called
out from the shade, “Hey, who is the biggest kid here?” I can’t deny
it—I've never outgrown my desire to play in the mud. But isn’t play the
way we get limbered up for the work of the world? My sister defended
my pond-raking with the reminder that it was sacred play.

Among our Potawatomi people, women are the Keepers of Water.
We carry the sacred water to ceremonies and act on its behalf. “Women
have a natural bond with water, because we are both life bearers,” my
sister said. “We carry our babies in internal ponds and they come forth
into the world on a wave of water. It is our responsibility to safeguard

the water for all our relations.” Being a good mother includes the care-
taking of water. 4

On Saturday. mornings, Sunday afternoons, year after year, I would go
to the solitude of the pond and get to work. I tried grass carp and barley
straw, and every new change provoked a new reaction. The job is never
over; it simply changes from one task to the next. What I'm looking for,
I’suppose, is balance, and that is a moving target. Balance is not a passive
resting place—it takes work, balancing the giving and the taking, the
raking out and the putting in.

Skating in winter, peepers in the spring, summer sunbathing,
autumn bonfires; swimmable or not, the pond became like another
room in our house. I planted sweetgrass around the edge. The girls
and their friends had campfires on the flat meadow of the shore, slum-
ber parties in the tent, summer suppers on the picnic table, and long
sun-washed afternoons sunbathing, rising on one elbow when the gust
of a heron’s wings stirred the air.

I'cannot count the hours that I've spent here. Almost without notice
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the hours stretched out to years. My dog used to bound up the hill after
me and race back and forth along the shore as I worked. As the pond
grew clearer, he grew more feeble but would always go with me, to
sleep in the sun and drink at the edge. We buried him nearby. The
pond built my muscles, wove my baskets, mulched my garden, made
my tea, and trellised my morning glories. Our lives became entwined
in ways both material and spiritual. It’s been a balanced exchange: I
worked on the pond and the pond worked on me, and together we
made a good home.

One spring Saturday, while I was raking algae, there was a rally
downtown in support of the cleanup of Onondaga Lake, on whose shore
our city stands. The lake is held sacred by the Onondaga Nation, the
people who have fished and gathered on its shore for millennia. It was
here that the great Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) Confederacy was formed.

Today, Onondaga Lake has the dubious reputation of being one
of the most polluted lakes in the country. The problem at Onondaga
Lake is not too much life, but too little. As I dredge up another heavy
rakeful of slime, I feel also the weight of responsibility. In one short life
where does responsibility lie? I spend countless hours improving the
water quality of my half-acre pond. I stand here raking algae so that
my kids can swim in clear water, while standing silent on the cleanup
of Onondaga, where no one can swim. .

Being a good mother means teaching your children to care for the
world, and so I've shown the girls how to grow a garden, how to prune
an apple tree. The apple tree leans out over the water and makes for
a shadowy arbor. In spring a drift of pink and white blossoms send
plumes of fragrance wafting down the hill and a rain of petals on the
water. For years now I've watched her seasons, from frothy pink blos-
soms, to gently swelling ovaries as the petals fall away, to sour green
marbles of adolescent fruit, to the ripe golden apples of September.
That tree has been a good mother. Most years she nurtures a full crop -
of apples, gathering the energy of the world into herself and passing
it on. She sends her young out into the world well provisioned for the
journey, packaged in sweetness to share with the world.
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