Gift of Silence

Mid-season training, July 2006

Janet Price, Johnson's Shut-Ins State Park 

Start by just standing in front, silent.  

When room quiets down, show signs:

Signs:

1. Turn off cell phones, watch alarms, and other noisemakers.

2. You know who you are!

Darken room:

Sound of stream, add birds, add traffic, add lots more… until just noise.

Raise volume as go, until deafening; Scream out – “Shut-Up!!!”  (silence)

“Oh, for the days when people lived lives of quiet desperation!”

Moment of silence

Burma-Shave 1 (hold up card with first two lines, then flip card for last two lines; spotlighted; no talking)


“To kiss a mug that’s like a cactus

Takes more nerve than it does practice.


Burma-Shave”

(Intro to silence – can convey message without spoken word)

Intro to silence


Silence.  What is it?  Total absence of sound?  Absence of man-made sound?

· Some think not absence of something, but is something in and of itself

· Not full silence, but silence full of sound – 

· Sound of nature.  Sound of a place.


Long ago, knew place we lived by sound as much as sight and smell

· Life depended on knowing sounds around you

· Something to kill for food?  Or something that wants you for food?

· But our culture not value silence

· We like “noise”, any noise;  Walk in house and turn on TV or radio, just to have familiar noise in background


Could it be we’re afraid of silence?

· So unusual in modern conversation that don’t know what to do with it when it happens.  Feels awkward.  Want desperately to fill it with words.

· But used correctly can be the most powerful, simple and unused method for deepening conversation and experience


Quotes (handed out earlier to audience; numbered; have them read first three)

· “We need silence to be able to touch souls.”  (Mother Teresa)

· “There are times when silence has the loudest voice.”  (Leroy Brownlow)

· “Under all speech that is good for anything there lies a silence that is better.” (Thomas Carlyle)


Think back to an enlightening experience, one of those WOW moments, a time of 
awe… 

Was anybody talking?  Unless reading poetry, probably not.  The awe came in 

silence.

-one awesome sound inspired me to write my own “poetry” (When Fog Falls)

· Silence is fragile.  Fragile things can make the most powerful connections.  

· fleeting color of a sunset

· brief smell of “clean” before a rain

· end of song as last note reverberates and fades

-Think of the most amazing sound you’ve heard.  In my time living near Seattle, I 


remember the sounds the most – tiny crabs scuttling under a big rock, the waves 


washing back out over the stones, the “swoosh” of the barnacles closing.


(Quotes:  have audience read numbers 4-6)


-  “Do not speak unless you can improve the silence.”  (proverb)


-  “Everything has its wonders, even darkness and silence.”  (Helen Keller)


-  “I have known the silence of the stars and of the sea.”  (Edgar Lee Masters)


Your park, your site, may be one of the few places left in U.S. for “quiet” – a 
silence full of sound.


“Soundscape” = sum of the noises that make up an environment; the sounds of a 
place; the voice of a place

· includes both natural and human sounds

· birds, crickets, water flowing, rustling leaves

· in historic sites, may include music, poetry, gunfire to help us understand our heritage

· all part of the “soundscape”, the sound of a place


NPS has recognized the value of a soundscape; that “natural” sound is a resource 
and a value to be appreciated

· people enjoy the “quiet” – the absence of the human-caused sounds that are so prevalent in daily life

· have developed programs specifically to encourage “listening”, and the preservation of “silence”


If we don’t do something soon, silence will pass into legend

· our job is to reintroduce listening skills, and reawaken awareness of natural soundscapes

· It’s hard to be quiet.  In the beginning, we have to force ourselves to be quiet.  It’s probably going to be uncomfortable.  But then there is something born that draws us to it.


(Quotes: have audience reads numbers 7-9)


-  “…truth gets her chance to be heard in the purity of the silence.” (Sir 


    Aurobindo)


-  “Let us be silent, that we may hear the whispers of the gods.”  (Ralph Waldo 


    Emerson)


-  “It is in silence that you feel the vibration of creation itself…” (Jim Dreaver)


Once learn to be quiet, need to learn to “listen”.

· Don’t confuse “hearing” with “listening”.  I hear things, sounds, with my ears all the time.  But it’s not until my brain kicks in that it counts as “listening”.  I have to pay attention.


Need to learn how to listen.  It’s easy…


Close your eyes.  And shut up.  That’s it.  Easy.

· Of course, you’ve already turned your cell phone off.  You’re not shuffling your feet, or rustling your clothing, or humming softly.

· You’ve given your visitors the tools they need, told them what they need to know, and made them comfortable.

· You’ve encouraged them to leave all other thoughts behind, and concentrate on listening 

· to the bird song, the wind in the trees, the fish leaping high above the water to catch the buzzing insect, the ants laboring underground, the earthworm passing soil through its digestive system

· listening to the steamboat whistle, the crosscut saw, the longhorn cattle lowing, the swish of the artist’s brush

- Now stop talking, and let them have the experience.
Burma-Shave 2 (hold up sign and flip as before; no talking)


“My job is keeping faces clean,


And nobody knows de stubble I’ve seen.


Burma-Shave.”

Powerpoint of flood (intro, then pics with music, no narration) [could also be another


 event, flowers blooming, baby birds being born, a battle, etc.]
-afterwards, ask “Would this have been less effective had I narrated through the

 whole thing?”

Burma-Shave 3 (hold up sign and flip as before; no talking)


“Slow down, Pa!  Sakes alive!


Ma missed signs Four and Five!


Burma-Shave.”

· “One of the most effective ad campaigns ever, never had to speak a word.”

“We’re going to walk to a quiet spot and practice being quiet and listening.”

Walk to site;


-as walk, pass around “Be quiet” papers, then walk in silence


-then pass around “Listen” papers, and continue to walk in silence

Stop at area.  Sit.  Look around.  Listen.  What hear?

Close eyes.  Listen.  Hear more?


We’ve learned to use our eyes to hear, to isolate one part (e.g. robin); become 

deaf to other things; use our eyes as “hearing aids”

Listen to what can’t hear

The Sound of a Creature Not Stirring

· sap rising

· seeds germinating

· wine fermenting

· pen lifting from paper

· artist’s brush drying

· wood petrifying

· leaf changing colors

· bubble just before bursts

· wagon wheel before Sunday drive

· mining equipment rusting

· snowflakes forming

· sunrise

· dew forming on the grass

· hammer dulcimer after the evening dance

· spider weaving its web

· archaic tools slowly becoming artifacts
Questions:

1. How many different types of natural sounds did you hear?

2. What sounds influenced them?  (e.g. twig breaks and frogs get quiet)

3. What natural sounds made you feel good?  Relaxed?

4. What sounds interfered with the experience?

5. What sounds would be acceptable at your site?

6. What story do the sounds tell you?

Visitors create memories at our sites – a sight, a smell, a sound.  Help them create a “sound memory”.  Every time they hear it, it will bring them back to your site.
A wise soul once said:  “Don’t underestimate the value of Doing Nothing, of just going along, listening to all the things you can’t hear, and not bothering.”


(Pooh’s Little Instruction Book, inspired by A.A. Milne)

Silence can make the most powerful connections.  The “voice” of a place, its “soundscape”, can make powerful connections.  Both will pass into legend if we don’t do something soon.

· Reawaken the awareness of natural soundscapes.

-     Help your visitors leave all other thoughts behind, and concentrate on


 listening. 

Then stop talking, and let them have the full experience.  “The land will speak to us, if we’d only be quiet and listen.”

