


I stand at the edge of Crescent Water, muggy air clinging to my skin. The 
pond is cloaked in duckweed and clotted with plastic bags. A rotten smell 
rises from the water. Bubbles break the surface everywhere, making audible 
pops.

A large rock protrudes from the muck. It blinks. Only then do I see the 
lovely striated iris (the lattice line of everything) and the tiny, almost delicate 
nostrils in a fearsomely hooked beak.

Emerson considered the snapping turtle an emblem of courage. He wrote 
that it will keep its jaws clamped around a stick even after its head has been 
cut off and that embryos in broken eggs bite fiercely before yet their eyes are 
open. He doesn’t say how he came to know these facts.

The turtle sinks its head back under, and something farther out roils the 
water. Another snapper. I trace its progress by the rising bubbles. It surfaces 
right at my feet, a monster, dark and shiny. I glimpse a massive foot, webbed 
and clawed, an edge of shell, and it’s gone.

The feeling of slightly startled amazement ebbs out of me. I want to shout 
and wave to the weed-whacking guy across the way, but desire won’t 
translate to gesture. I remember I don’t really belong here, and I turn back 
toward the trees.

* * *
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Private property rests at the heart of the U.S. Constitution. In the economic 
collapse that followed the Revolution, states passed debt-relief laws and 
printed paper money with abandon. The measures won favor from suffering 
constituents, but they created a chaotic business climate and threatened, in 
the words of Alexander Hamilton, to relax the springs of industry.

In 1787, fifty-five of the nation’s political elites met in Philadelphia to 
address the alarming threats to property. They were followers of the Puritan 
philosopher John Locke, who believed that of the trinity of natural rights—
life, liberty, property—it was property that government could best protect. 
Secure the rights of ownership and the other rights would follow. Locke 
called property the fence to freedom.

In England, promoters of enclosure argued against planting as fences hedges 
like medlar, which produce an edible fruit. The fence itself might provide 
the commoners with a means of sustenance.

Quince 
Grape Holly 
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Pear  
Chokecherry 
Dogwood
Bridal-wreath Spirea

not flowers but bone, worn by stress and use

Summer brings a spate of tree felling to the cemetery. Rumor has it that 
the new superintendent plans to return the overgrown sections to a more 
manicured, Victorian look. One day, at the place the birders call the four 
corners, I find the massive white oak cut down, its leaves and branches 
scattered across the ground. The trunk has been split into sections and 
heaped around the ragged stump. It is large enough to lie across, so I do, 
face down, smelling gasoline and hot sawdust. I count a hundred rings 
before a green pulls up and tells me to move back outside the caution tape.

* * *
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Homer Simpson BEST DAD IN THE HOUSE balloon 
ATLANTIC CITY magnet with tiny jackpot slots 
porcelain turtle with flowers sprouting out of its back 
pebbles with orange and yellow elf hats glued on 
NERDY BIRD™ with wings on springs
HEAR NO EVIL SEE NO EVIL frogs with a fourth covering its crotch

* * *
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April 9, 2003. U.S. troops cross the Tigris into Freedom Square, central 
Baghdad. Residents bang at a forty-foot statue of Saddam Hussein with 
sledge hammers before U.S. Marines loop a chain around its neck and pull 
it down with a tank. The next day, New York Governor George Pataki 
addresses a rally of construction workers at the World Trade Center. He 
calls for Hussein’s statue to be melted down and added to the rebuilt site.
A few months later, in Amite, Louisiana, workers clad in silver heat-resistant 
suits pour twenty-four tons of molten steel into a mold before flashing 
cameras. The metal—from the south tower of the World Trade Center—will 
form the bow stem of the Navy ship USS New York. This piece of steel has been 
washed with the tears of Americans and hardened by millions of prayers from around 
the world, proclaims the president of Northrop Grumman Ship Systems.
The balance of steel from the towers, 285,000 tons, went to scrap dealers in 
New Jersey, says architecture writer Philip Nobel. It likely returned to U.S. 
shores as toasters and Toyotas.

so the weapon wears its wound
In January 1787, tensions over property in the new nation came to a boil. 
A few thousand farmers led by Continental Army captain Daniel Shays 
marched through four feet of snow to capture the government arsenal at 
Springfield, Massachusetts. The enraged farmers, many of them veterans of 
the Revolution, felt betrayed by independence. To rid itself of war debts, the 
state levied stiff taxes, then confiscated the land of those unable to pay.
The farmers wanted only to keep their fields, but the rumor quickly spread 
that they were dangerous radicals out to redistribute all property. The 
specter of this leveling spirit—an echo of the widespread revolts in England 
against the Enclosure Acts—drove men like George Washington and James 
Madison to the Philadelphia convention. They wanted to bolster the federal 
government against such populist threats.  Says the legal scholar Jennifer 
Nedelsky: Fear is a basic element in the framework of the U.S. Constitution.
In England, the enclosers argued that allowing commoners to remain on the 
land was like leaving America to the “savages”: Let the poor native Indians . . .
enjoy all their ancient privileges, and cultivate their country their own way. The idea could 
not be allowed to take root. Common lands must submit to the yoke of improvement.

a wing wider than war

* * *
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Real estate developer Larry Silverstein felt fated to rebuild the World Trade 
Center. Though he signed the lease on the twin towers just weeks before the 
planes hit, he had long coveted the buildings. He felt his own Seven World 
Trade looked like a peanut beside them. Silverstein’s parents emigrated from 
Eastern Europe to one of Brooklyn’s poorest neighborhoods. He convinced 
his father to go into business and gradually built himself a real estate empire.
The legal scholar Jennifer Nedelsky’s father also emigrated to America. Leo 
Nedelsky fought with the White Army during the Bolshevik revolution and 
ended up escaping into China. He came to America and studied theoretical 
physics as one of Robert Oppenheimer’s first students. When Oppenheimer 
went to Los Alamos to build the atomic bombs, Leo declined to join him.
Nedelsky says that the framers of the Constitution sought to protect not just 
property, but unequal property. Riches sprang from the unequal faculties for 
acquiring them, wrote Madison. He considered it the first object of government to 
protect these God-given abilities, and their fruits, as an aspect of individual liberty.

to impregnate the waters of the world
The ancient shoreline of Manhattan island runs through the middle of the 
World Trade Center. The architect Daniel Libeskind designed the Freedom 
Tower to stand on land reclaimed from the muddy flow of the Hudson River. 
Silverstein tried to convince public officials to reduce engineering costs by 
moving the tower. He chafed against the government interference at the site. 
He bought an oil painting depicting a ship on a rough sea as a metaphor for 
himself. This ship is going to make it.
The word “estate” as landed property appeared in American English, 1623. 
The same year the first sawmill in the colonies, near York, Maine, started 
cutting timber.
The British Royal Navy consumed whole forests for its ships. Main masts 
required trunks as wide as 40 inches and as tall as 120 feet. Few trees this 
large remained in Europe, so British authorities claimed for the crown
the giant white pines of upper New England. Agents of His Majesty’s 
Navy raised the ire of landowners by marching through Maine and New 
Hampshire marking the largest trees with the royal arrow.

cross all words with fire
* * *
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