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Sigu rd Olson's latest book, OfTim e and Place, is also h is last , fat on January 
l dth of this past year (1982), this famed naturalist and author d ied while 
snowshoeing th e frozen , whitt land scape he had come to know so well in the 
nort h woods of Minnesota. Of Time andPlace is a collection of 37 essays relating 
O lson's perso na l experiences and ph ilosophies amassed over a lifet ime spent in 
the wild lands of ou r con tinent . But unlike the poet ic essays that fill the pages 
of O lson's earlie r works, th e vigne ttes of thi s last effort are un characteristically 
short and gla ringly su perficial. It is u nfortu nate that wha t I was ho ping was to 
be Sig's fines t work has tu rned out to be his weakest. 

Although there can be no excuses for the shortcomings in this book , there 
must be some reasons for t hem . Throughou t the book , th e read er catches only 
a fleeting glim pse of the aut hor's recollections, It is almost as though th e details 
of the events and thoughts were so clear to th e au thor that he decided that such 
mi nuti ae would be excess baggage for the reade r. The baggage would have been 
welcome. At one point I im agi ned th at the brevity of the prose was by design 
and was th oughtfull y calcula ted to instill in the reader a sense of time's rap id 
passing. bu t I have since d ispell ed that notion as wishful th inking. I have also 
toyed with th e idea th at Sig's 82 years had eithe r caught up with h is writing 
abilities or had su perim posed such <J severe sense of urgency on his task of com ­
pleting thi s manuscrip t th at it crippled the essen ce of h is writ ing style . I suspect 
we will never know. 

Of less overall imp ortance. but none th e less distracting , were several mistakes 
in verbiage that can pro bab ly be conside red un der the umbrella of "oversight s." 
I have to ch uckle every time I read the following line describ ing the sou nds of 
a moose in the night , because I'm su re Sig cou ld not have written it as it stands: 
"T ime and again I've lain in m y tent an d listened . hopi ng [he animal was not 
in a rut and wou ld not charg e (he ten t . . . ", On th e con trary. I am sure tha t 
Sig would have mu ch rath er had a moose "in a rut " than a moose "in rut" om­
side his te nt. 

As for the positive side of the book , there are several chapters that are rcm inis­
cent of the old Sigurd O lson - a t , sho uld J say, the you nger Sigurd Olson . 
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The chapter titled "Campsites" was still a bit chop py, but some of the poet ry 
was there . "I recall a morning at Low Lake when it was calm and the color lay 
like a benediction over the land, a breathless scene when sounds seemed 
magnifi ed and the silence overwhelming ." Vintage Sig. In "Waiting" and in 
"The Shining Big Sea Watet, " the choppiness gave way to cohesion . Other 
definite high points include th e 10 ink drawings by Leslie Kouba, a poem 
originally pu blsihed in 1908 by George Marsh that was included in the first 
chapter. and the tastefu l hardcover binding that features a recessed imprint of 
a coniferous forest scene. 

After reading Reflections From the North Country which appeared in print 
in 1976, I was sure that it was to be Sig's farewell to his readers. It was master­
fully written and had a definite sense of summary to it. So why did 5ig write 
one too many books? I th ink it deals with a debt he owed. Not a monetary debt , 
but a debt to the wilderness, for it was the wild lands of this earth that had 
provided him with sustenance throughout his life. And nor merely sustenance 
in the pragm atic sense , but a sustenance of the spirit. The retribution for the 
debt was simply to continue fostering a sense of stewardship for our lands through 
his continued writing. In "An Ethic For the Land" Sig concludes: "Our most 
important goal is preservation of the land which is our home. We must be eter­
nally vigilant and embrace the broad concept of an environmental ethic to sur­
vive." Is his deh t paid ? I th ink so. 

In his book Open Horizons published in 1969, Olson reint rod uced us to 
the mythological Pipes of Pan . For Sig, the Pipes embodied an ind escribable 
sense of awareness, serenity, innocence . The Pipes were more than just an in­
tegral part of the wild lands, they were the lure that beckoned him to follow: 
" . . . the Pipes were playing softly as they always do when a man has listened 
to the music and fo llowed it to its source." The Pipes of Pan were surely calling 
5ig on that snow-laden day lastJan uary when his presence graced the notth woods 
for the last time . Sigurd Olson will be sorely missed , but his writings will con­
tinue to touch all of those who have also heard the Pipes of Pan . 
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