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Autumn, and perhaps especially early autumn, is 
a study in borders.  Red and gold leaves that have 
given up on life border on the green of the 
living forest.  Plants such as fireweed turn 
brown, wither, and die, and yet release living 
seeds that excitedly fly away across borders 

to parts unknown.  Hunters head into 
the woods in search of grouse, taking 
life across a border into death, yet 
stocking their larders with meat that 
will give life in midwinter.  Even the 
border of night falling is somehow 
closer in the fall.  Sunrise and sunset 
just seem more noticeable than in 
midsummer.  Later in the season, it will be evident that a border has been 
crossed and winter has won, but just now between frosty nights and hot days, 
there still is a tension in the air.  Is it summer still?  Is it winter yet?  Fall stands 
astride many borders – hot, cold; red, green; death, life.  It is part of what 
makes a walk in the autumn a 
special event. 
 

The Superior itself stands on borders as well.  Politically, of course, it lays 
at the top of the US or the bottom of Canada, depending on where you are 
from.  This border though is the least significant.  Nature itself ignores 
political boundaries, and there is no sudden change as you cross from the 
Boundary Waters wilderness into the Quetico.  Nature sees other tension zones 
as more important than mere politics.  We stand at border between southern 
maple hardwood forests and the pines of the northern boreal forest.  This 
border, like fall itself, is not quite an either/or situation. Maples are here, but 
they are not the dominant species they are in southern Minnesota with huge 
trees covering square miles of land.  They are confined to small areas where 
the soil and the temperature and the fire conditions allow them to cling.  They 
are usually scarred with frost cracks, damaged repeatedly by cold that is too intense for their sap to handle.  In fall, as leaves 
turn, these patches of maple stand out against the green of the pines and the patchy nature of the boreal forest border becomes 

clear to any observer at an overlook.  Also clear to the observer are the miles of 
shoreline in the Forest.  These borders between water and land are marked by 
humans as borders between portage and paddle, but are marked by many animals as 
uncrossable boundaries.  Some animals though, like the beaver, make their living in 
the border, even blurring the boundary by flooding forests with dammed streams.  Is 
it a forest?  Is it a wetland?  To a beaver, it is home. 
 
All these borders are what create the diversity that makes the Superior special.  
Add autumn to that mix, and well, it seems the question the owl was asking was 
“Why are you still inside?”  Maybe it’s time to follow the owl and cross that 
borderline into the outdoors. 

Now, I heard the owl a-callin' 
Softly as the night was fallin' 
With a question and I replied 
But he's gone across the 

borderline 
- Kate Wolf, “Across the Great 

Divide”  
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