
1Long ago and far away there was
once a beautiful land with a beautiful 
river. The river flowed through a 

meadow filled with wildflowers and 
giant pine trees.  The river made a sound 
like music.

2The river flowed into the blue bay
of a lake so big you could not see 
the other side. The golden sands of 

the beach were dotted with red lilies, like 
flames. Fish leapt in the river, and otters 
played tag along the grassy banks.  

3One day a family arrived, just as the
sun was setting in a pink sky. They 
were some of the land’s original 

people. They were escaping war and 
disease and had decided they might have 
a better chance alone, an unusual move. 
They knew they would miss their tribe. 
They knew they needed to survive.

4They camped on the grassy river bank
among the tall pines. The mother 
gathered berries and the father hunted. 

The boy and the girl caught fish and picked 
wildflowers. In late summer millions of 
monarch butterflies would float among 
the trees as they gathered to fly off toward 
the south and the trees would be fluttering 
orange with butterflies.

5Along the river there were many
trees, and in the trees were many 
birds. There were song sparrows and 

warblers, robins and brown thrashers, 
goldfinches and scarlet tanagers.  In the 
dawn and in the dusk, the birds sang sweet 
melodies of love and joy. Their music 
filled the air with notes of hope.

6Late one hot afternoon, the boy and
the girl met the playful otters. The 
otters taught them how to swim in 

the river and slide down the river banks 
and land, splash, in the cool water. The 
long-legged, long-necked Great Blue 
Heron taught them how to sing, “Sun, 
moon, stars, rain. Truth, love, joy. Beauty 
that lives in the hearts of children will 
always come back again.” The Great Blue 
Heron was a poet.

7When the geese flew south in
V-shapes across the purple skies
of autumn, the father and mother 

prepared food for winter. They hung 
strips of deer meat over smoky fires. They 
pounded blueberries and bear meat into 
small patties and dried them. They stored 
the food in birch bark baskets layered 
with sweet ferns. They always seemed to 
have enough.

8In the winter, the girl and the boy
went sledding on the hills using big 
pieces of birch bark. They fished 

through holes in the ice out on the bay. 
At night, they told stories as the northern 
lights danced.  

9In spring, the birds flew in and the
wildflowers bloomed. First the marsh 
marigolds in May. Then in June the 

blue irises dotted the riverbanks. Wild 
strawberries grew in abundance in the 
meadow among the daisies. High in a pine 
tree, the robin laid three blue eggs, the 
color of sky.

10In summer, the boy and the girl
played all day on the shores of 
the river. In July and August 

the cardinal flowers bloomed and in 
September the purple asters. The boy and 
girl never tired of playing with the otters. 
Summer became autumn became winter 
became spring, and then it was summer 
again on the banks of the river.  

11One autumn, after all the food
had been preserved, the father 
and mother packed everything 

into their big canoe. The boy and the girl 
were bigger now and they could help 
paddle. The mother and father wanted 
to go back south, where their people had 
been and where they had grown up and 
where the weather was warmer.   

12The morning they left, the frozen
grass crunched under their feet. 
The sun rose bright orange in the 

east. And on the rock where the children 
had liked to jump into the river, the otters 
had left gifts: six small speckled trout, 
food for the journey, and a bouquet of 

staghorn sumac with velvety red berries 
that would make a delicious tea on the 
trip.  The otters stood on the bank of the 
river, the rising sun at their backs, and 
waved good-bye to the boy and the girl.  

13. Many, many years passed
along the banks of the river that
flowed into the bay. There was

spring and summer, fall and winter. Every 
spring the birds flew in from the south. 
There were song sparrows and warblers, 
robins and brown thrashers, goldfinches 
and scarlet tanagers. Wildflowers were 
everywhere. Irises bloomed in June and 
cardinal flowers in August. There was 
sunshine and snow, rain and wind. 
Robins made nests in the pines with three 
eggs the color of sky.

into the bay on a tall ship.  He
saw all the huge trees and knew

that if he could harvest them, he would
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make a lot of money.

15Soon the bay was filled with
ships and all the trees along 
the river had been cut.  The 

stumps of the chopped-off trees looked 
like yellow plates as far as the eye could 
see. There were no birds because there 
were no trees.  A mill was built to saw up 
the logs. With no tree roots to hold the 
soil, the river became too dirty for fish. 
With no fish to eat, the otters packed their 
things and moved away.

16A hard-working lumbertown
was built, with straight streets. 
Horses carried the goods and 

people around. The people worked long 
hours and so did the horses.  Factories 

were built along the bay. There were 
shacks and mansions, taverns and stores, 
schools and hotels. There was an opera 
house. The river still ran through the 
town, but it was forgotten. 

17In the winter, people who lived
south of town took their garbage 
out onto a frozen lake. When 

spring came, the ice melted and the garbage 
sank to the bottom and disappeared from 
sight. People in the downtown left their 
garbage along the river. No one knew 
anything about water pollution or air 
pollution. Factory smoke filled the air and 
garbage filled the little lake and the river. 
A few people noticed, but only a few and 
they moved. The birds and the butterflies, 
the otters and the fish, left the town to find 
food to eat, trees to rest in and clean water 
to swim in and to drink.

18The people in the town
loved the big stores in the 
daytime and the bright lights 

at night. The rich could buy clothes 
from England, shoes from Italy, and 
chocolates from France. The working 
people had big stores where they could 
buy and save.  It seemed like they could 
never have enough.  Years went by and 
cars and trucks replaced the horse-drawn 
buggies. The buildings became bigger 
and more trees were cut to make room 
for more buildings and more cars.  In the 
summer they had parades.  

19The factories on the bay
closed. Now there was a 
place for people to swim. 

Thousands of people came in the 
summer to the golden beaches by the 
blue water. More hotels were built, and 
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more restaurants. Everyone could buy 
things over the Internet: clothes from 
England, shoes from Italy, and chocolates 
from France. It seemed like they could 
never have enough. There were more and 
more people, both living in the town and 
coming to visit. The town was running 
out of places to put everyone. The water 
in the streets ran into the river and the 
bay. Sometimes the water was so dirty 
the beaches had to be closed. Exhaust 
from all the cars and trucks made the air 
unhealthy. People got sick and trees died.

20One day, someone noticed the
old dump along the river, and 
the forgotten little lake filled 

with garbage. If they could remove all the 
garbage, they could put houses and stores 
there. It took many people many years to 
clean up the old dumps, but they did it. 
They planted fields of sunflowers to remove 
the poison from the ground. They took 
away the steel and concrete banks of the 
river. They planted willow and cedar trees 
so the roots would keep the river banks 
from washing away. The trees grew and 
the soil became free of poisons.  The town 
decided that instead of more stores, they 
would make more parks so people could 
enjoy the beauty of nature and the river. 

The city planted wildflowers everywhere. 
They now had solar cars that didn’t make 
the air dirty. They had roads made of a 
porous hard surface that let the water filter 
through the sandy soil to clean it. They had 
a few stores, where they could buy things 
that people who lived in the town had 
made. It seemed they always had enough.

21Once again there were many
trees and in the trees there were 
many birds.  There were song 

sparrows and warblers, robins and brown 
thrashers, goldfinches and scarlet 
tanagers. In the dawn and in the dusk, the 
birds sang sweet songs of love and joy. 
Their music filled the air with notes of hope.

pine, the three blue eggs like 
pieces of sky. Brook trout22A robin built a nest in a tall

 

    
swam in the clean river. An otter, passing 
through, decided to stay and build his 
home in the bank.  As he slid down the 
grassy bank into the cool water on a hot 
day, two children watched him.

23They were the great-great-great
grandchildren of the little boy 
and the little girl who had lived 

there long ago. The family that had once 

lived on the banks of the beautiful river 
had gone back to Chicago, when it was 
still the home of the original people. The 
parents did not live to see Chicago become 
a big city, but the boy grew up and found 
work in a sausage factory, and married 
the daughter of the Polish owner. The girl 
found a job in a laboratory, and married 
a botany teacher from England. Their 
children married people from Denmark 
and Spain, and their grandchildren married 
people from Africa and China, and their 
great-great grandchildren married people 
from everywhere. And life went on, as 
it always does, until one of the families 
moved to a town on the bay of a large 
lake, a lake so big you couldn’t see the 
other side. There were many trees and in 
the trees were many birds.  One summer 
day in the rain the children decided to go 
to one of the many beautiful parks along 
the river.

24The boy and the girl saw
speckled brook trout swimming 
in the clean, clear water.  They 

saw cardinal flowers blooming on the 
banks. The river had become itself again. 
The sun came out just as the rain stopped. 
There was a rainbow from one side of the 
river to the other. The children sang a song 

their grandmother had taught them, “Sun, 
moon, stars, rain. Love, joy, truth. Beauty 
that lives in the hearts of children will 
always come back again.” And when the 
children saw an otter slide down the grassy 
bank and splash into the river, they felt as if 
they wanted to join him.  And they did.

Art illustrations used with permission of 
Ellie Harold. The two paintings shown 
here are “Reverie: A River Runs Through 
It” (48 x 72 inches, oil/canvas) and “A 
Wonderful World,” (40 x 40 inches, oil/
canvas). Ellie’s migration-inspired, avian-
themed, multi-media art installation— 
BIRDS FLY IN: A Human Refuge—opens 
at the Oliver Art Center in Frankfort 
on August 7 – September 11. On August 
11, she will give a Live Painting/Music 
performance at the Garden Theater 
with her music collaborator David 
Mendoza, composer/violinist from San 
Miguel de Allende, Mexico. Ellie’s work 
was recently selected by the U.S. State 
Department’s Art in Embassies program 
to hang in the American Embassy in 
Bratislava, Slovakia. She shows locally at 
Synchronicity Gallery in Glen Arbor and 
in her home-based Studio & Gallery in 
Frankfort. You can view more of her work 
at www.EllieHarold.com.
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