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he wa.s an extraordinary little
girl rvho loved the woods,
who hcard fairy voices and
rvho t:rlkcd to the trccs. Witlt

whinsy and passion, adventure and mis-
chicf. .she rcvcllcd in cvcry ncw cliscrivi:r1,
0t nattrre's secrsts.

Iler name was Oprl Whitcley, ancl
hcr rcdiscovercci rliary, 'fhc Singing Crcek
Vherc thc Willrirvr (lron, (\ferncr lkxrks
Nc*' York). has bcrn haiied as "onc of
thc grcat ftrrgotien hsxrks of Z{)th-rrntury
Ancrica." This ineenuous acc(xlnt. ovcr-
flowing with curiosirv and cncrgv, is fillcd
with a rich sense of <lnencsri and rcnrark-
able child's-el€-view insight.s: "One drinks
in so much inspintion while one is dab-
b l ing  one 's  toes  in  a  r , i l l ow c reek . ' '
Bcniamin Hoff, The Tao of Pqrh author
who resurrected the diary in 1986, calls
Opll "a communicative gcnius - a crc:ltor
of -cpontanrous, lilting delights. "

Opal was six when she started her
diary, printed in quirky cralon srrokes on
scraps of papr that she hid in a hollow
log in the woods. It n'as 1903 and she
lived in an Oregon logging community
named Walden. Her life rv-as filled with

daily excursions through the fore.st w-here

she chaned with the fir trees and 'liclrcn

folks," sneaked fxxl to her "very dear ry.t
mousen Felix Mendelsson. lnd hid animal

friends, from frogs to earthn'omrs, in her

;xxkers. She gave sprcial names to all hcr
f-avourite creature.S and solemnly called
William Shakespeare, an old grey horsc,
"an understanding snul."

Absorbed in a worltl of outdoor

enchantment, Opal oflten delayed her
chorcs or found new, inventive ways to

lrelp her fraz.zled mother;  once ,  she

proudly used gluc lc do her mother's
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spanking. Such punishments puzzled
Opal: "l think grownups are queer some-
times," she wrote.

lr{anv louncl O1"ral's mvstical imagina-
tion ttn sirange to understand. "She was
alq'tys e (luccr girl," hcr grandmother said
in a 19)20 nelvspaper intenierw. But thou-
sands rccognizcd thc tec'nagc Opal's deep
altLrncnrrnt to tlxr natural, wild world and
lrrotrglrt thcir <'lrildrt'n to her pulriic lcc-
iures and cllt.sscs on thc outdoors; she
bcc':rmc :rn eslr:cmcd nrentor of nature's
mlgic'.

It rvas an cditur lt Atlantic fukrnthly
who recognized Opal 's br i l l iance and

'She u)es ala)ays a
qu.eer girlr" her grand-

motber said

inspired thc publication of her diary. Sincc
hcr onginal journal scraps had been tom
to pieces, this involved the arduous re-
pasting together of almost a million paper
fngmenls: hutchers' bags, wrapping paper

and backs .of 'envelopc.s - all scrawled
q'ith a six-year-old's phonelig _slxlling.

The Atlantic Monthly serialized parts

of thi.s out.\tanding rlirrry, upholding it as
"a rcvelation of the spirit of childhood."
Its puirlication sparked a sensation and for
a yexr, Oprl became a media derling.

Brri rvithin a year, thc book was out:

of print rvith Opal's fame tarnished by

puhlic rejcclion. She had written blirsfully

of her orrgirial "angci parents," claiming

that she was adopted. \Vhen this proved

false, critics speculated that the diary was

a fraud. IJesicles. could a littie girl writc

n'ith such proftrund knowingness of the

charging that Opal had written it as a

knowing young woman, not a guileless
youngste r .  Al though editor El lery

Sedgwick had vcrifie'd the cliary's descrig>
t ion of pei ;plc and events ancl their

approximatc date.s, she was accuscd clf

participating in thc alleged fraud for pcr-

sonal gain and profit. Yet experts ana-

lvzcd the cliary's fihre contcnt and con-

firmcd that thc piipr was indced o[ pre-
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Nevertheless, gossip and rumours

spread until rea<lers werc cmbarr:tsscd

even to have a copy of the diary; they iblt

duped by Opal's captivating anecdotes.

Relnrters clamoured for an investigative

story, producing distorted facLs and evi-

dence. Harassed hy the media, Opal's four

siblings changed their names and moved

as'ey,
Discredited and ostracized by literary

circles, Opal wound up in a public hospi-

tal in tondon, England where, by 1986,

she was reported to be in failing health.
(This writer was unable to find official

confirmation of her death.) It is now

believed that fiom early childhocd, Opal

displayed syqptoms of what would crur-

rently be called schizophrenia.
Once dismissed and disgraced by a

world too blind to true beauty, Opal's

words remain today to cclebrate lhe out-

door splendour she shared. Their simple

grace and inn(rent ioy will not be con-

fined to obscurity. As her six-year-old

voice lrckons: "Now I think I shdl go out

the bedroom window and talk to the

stars. They always smile so friendly. This

is a very wonderfulworld to live in."
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