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A Silence So Complete—Until….

A silence so complete—until a nearby hooting burst forth, startling the air with sound; the noise so loud it defied location. The hooting came again. John, my husband, and I, looked up, our eyes scanning the top branches of trees, and straining to get a glimpse of the wondrous creature making such an exceptional sound. We never found the owner, but the call came again and again—then stopped. We were at Beidler Forest and Audubon Center in Harleyville, South Carolina, and listening to the call from a barred owl, who hoots throughout the day. Cypress trees grow in abundance here, many very ancient, some of which are 1000 years old. Dotting the forest floor, Cypress knees (stumps) rise up out of the murky, dark swamp bed, looking like small grey gnomes; giving anchor to the tall trees, and offering a rest stop for birds. 

Mid-way the trail, an observation sight overlooked slow-moving water where turtles, with shells the width of two hands, lolled on floating wood debris; and birds, hidden in trees with thick foliage on the water banks, trilled their presence with authoritative confidence.

Another blatant noise came, a pecking rat-a-tat-tat that had us turning our heads again, trying to center the sound. The pecking came several times before it, too, stopped—the forest then slipping back into a profound silence. 

As we walked, only patches of sun broke through the outreaching tree limbs, keeping the air cool and the landscape in the state of a dim day. 
Squirrels scampered everywhere, sometimes landing on the railing of the boardwalk near us, as though keeping a close watch over their domain. 
On the drive out of the Audubon Center, the heat returned—as well as the normal noise of an everyday’s routine. 
It was in a tower high above the trees, in Okefenokee Swamp when a silence so complete fell around us again. We were looking out over a vast silent void, above the wind in the trees, and way above the call of cranes high-stepping across the tall damp marsh grasses below. When back in the boat, we skimmed across the water, sometimes over a thick display of lily pods on one side, and a show of trumpet flowers on the other side. At one turn, a sign placed upside down read Mirror Lake on the surface of the water. 
Along the banks, now and then, alligators lay spread out as if sleeping, but when the boat neared the resting sight, a head raised or a tail flicked in warning. On one occasion, a lone alligator slid noiselessly into the water and, for a moment or two, glided by the side of the boat. Oops! Although, the female alligator is a fiercely protective mother of her babies, however if they are not out of her space by the age of two, she will eat them! Snakes are prevalent and when any work has to be done in the water, thigh high waders are worn by a worker and a spotter is needed to watch for approaching alligators. 
In the middle of this swamp, a serene lake suddenly opened up, as if the trail before was a movie set and this is the real destination. The water glistened like wet glass, even the wind fell silent and the border around this area was inviting instead of threatening. Our boat made ripples as we glided through this pleasant oasis, on back into the thick brushes and murky waters that shouted—Swamp!
A train ride was next, leading into a different part of the wildlife refuge. Signs posted read: St. John’s Wort, Saw Palmetto, and then the Slash pine trees that give off a fluid that in processing becomes turpentine. Wax Myrtle trees are plentiful. When a handful of leaves are crushed together, this residue can be rubbed on skin as an insect repellent. 

During the final segment, a talk was given on wildlife, mostly alligators and snakes. I touched a snake for the first time—ever. It was cold to the touch, but smooth feeling, like a polished marble. It was a King snake, non-poisonous to humans, but feeds on other snakes, even the poisonous ones. Its skin is immune to venomous bites—thereby getting the name, King snake. 

Two alligators were shown, a very young one, and a bigger one. I touched the back of the smaller one, its back felt rough, and also cold like the snake. The handler touched the tip of the nose and the mouth opened, showing a flap at the back of the throat. The alligator controls this at will and when in water, it is this flap that keeps the alligator from drowning when he is treading deep water with his mouth open. 

On the way out of the Center, there is a skeletal display of a monstrous alligator named Oscar. The plaque reads that his genes are in most of the alligators in and around Okefenokee Swamp. The display is encased in glass with a sign that reads: Please do not touch. I could almost feel his empty eye sockets suddenly alive with interest as he sits guarding this realm of damp, shadowy, swampland that he ruled for so long. He is still very much in control! 
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