
Janisse Ray’s Journey – a chapter summary 
 
Child of Pine (Memoir) 
This chapter describes the story of Janisse Ray’s birth (2/1962) and early childhood growing 
up in the junkyard.  Her parents told her a “creation story” that she was found beneath a saw palmetto 
on a bed of pine needles in her parents’ junk yard.   The town she grows up in is near Baxley in rural 
southern Georgia.  This chapter also describes how Janisse played in the junkyard near the house and 
spent time climbing trees.   
 
Below the Fall Line (Natural History) 
“The fall line separates the piedmont from the Atlantic coastal plain- a wide flat plateau of pineywoods 
that seeps to a marble sea” (p. 13).  Both Georgia and Florida are part of this coastal plain.    In this 
section of the book, Janisse introduces the longleaf pine / wiregrass ecosystem and its destruction.  She 
states  that there are “less than 10,000 acres are virgin – not even 0.001 percent of what was”. (p. 14).   
As a child, Janisse never heard the world “Longleaf” (p. 15).   
 
Shame (Memoir) 
Janisse Ray talks about growing up poor and extremely religious.  She was embarrassed to tell people 
her father’s profession (junkyard salesman) unless she could provide something useful from the 
junkyard for school.  Some other interesting tid-bits: 
• The family rarely went to the doctor.   
• They children were not allowed to play with friends outside of school.   
• Janisse Ray says she realizes she is a “Southerner, a slow, dumb, redneck hick, a hayseed, inbred and 

racist, come from poverty, condemned to poverty...”  In college, she tries to lose her accent and 
hide her background.  Later, in early adulthood she comes to terms with her background and 
realizes that “what I  come from has made me who I am”(pgs. 30-33) 

 
Built by Fire (Natural History) 
Not surprisingly, this chapter is about the role of fire in the longleaf pine ecosystem.  Janisse describes 
the role of lightening igniting fire and how the entire ecosystem is adapted to frequent fire 
(approximately once every 5 years).  Most of the mature trees are resilient to the fire, the cones release 
seeds with fire, the plants need the openings in the understory to flourish and the animals seek refuge in 
the gopher tortoise burrows.   
 
Iron Man (Memoir) 
This chapter is primarily about Janisse Ray’s grandfather (Charlie Joe Ray) who left home at the age of 12 
and spent much of his time living off the land.  Throughout the book he is referred to as a “wild man” 
and in this chapter we hear about his battles with mental illness that caused him to leave his family and 
Janisse Ray’s father.  Charlie Ray visits Janisse occasionally and Janisse spends time with him fishing but 
he never shares much of his knowledge with her. 

Forest Beloved (Natural History) 
In this section Janisse introduces the concept that longleaf pine are old-growth forests, with a life span 
of 500 years and a suite of endemic species adapted specifically to live in this ecosystem.   
 
 



Junkyard (Memoir) 
This chapter describes how Janisse Ray’s father got into the junkyard business.  It also describes how he 
would salvage and fix things that most people threw away.  The chapter later describes his first signs of 
his mental illness and how he has come to terms with it.   

Crackers (Memoir) 
  Janisse Ray gives these two potential sources for the word “Cracker” to describe poor Southern whites 
on p. 82: 

• “A possible derivation of the term comes from its meaning boaster, braggart; hence, a liar, as when 
Shakespeare writes, [What cracker is this same that deafes our eares with this abundance of 
superfluous breath….]”   

• “the name came from the settlers’ cracking of whips over teams of oxen or mules or even for their 
habit of eating their corn cracked.” 

The chapter focuses on the history of the region, how the Creek Indians were defeated by white settlers 
and how these settlers began cutting down the longleaf pine ecosystem. 

Native Genius  (Memoir) 
This chapter talks about Janisse Ray’s father, both his intelligence and some of his worst bouts with 
mental illness and subsequent institutionalization. 

Timber (Natural History) 
This section recounts how much of the longleaf pine was originally cut immediately after the Civil War 
when lumber was needed for the reconstruction and railroads came further south.  Even then, people 
were beginning to worry about the loss of the forests. 
 
Heaven on Earth (Memoir) 
Religion is the theme of this chapter. Much of the chapter deals with how different Janisse Ray felt from 
other people because of her father’s strict adherence to a fundamentalist faith.   A few important 
points: 

• Janisse Ray’s father was a “fundamentalist, fervent, holy-rolling…” 
• Janisse was not allowed to wear pants, cut her hair, wear jewelry or makeup. 
• The family did not celebrate Christmas, Halloween or Easter because “these were pagan and of 

the world” 
• They did not go to ball games or parties, own a TV and they could not swim or compete in sports 

because they could not show their bodies.   
Also in this chapter is the period of time they attended an Apostolic Faith church that had a primarily 
black congregation (p. 108).  This is one of the only mentions of race in the book and it is interesting 
because while Janisse felt awkward at the church, it demonstrates her father’s lack of racial 
discrimination.   

 
Clearcut (Natural History) 
Janisse’s strong feelings about clearcutting are laid out in this section with interesting links to religion: 



• “If you clear a forest, you’d better pray continuously” (p. 123) 
• “God doesn’t like a clear-cut. It makes his heart turn cold, makes him wince and wonder what went 

wrong with his creation, and sets him to thinking about what spoils the child” (p. 123).    
• “God likes to prop himself against a tree in the forest and study the plants and animals. They all 

please him” (pgs. 125-6).   

How the Hearth Opens (Memoir) 
The title of this chapter comes from the Albert Camus’ quote “A man’s work is nothing but this slow trek 
to rediscover, through the detours of art, those two or three great and simple images in whose presence 
his heart first opened”.  A species of pitcher plant (Sarracenia minor) growing in the corner of the 
junkyard was one of the things that opened Janisse Ray’s heart and perhaps signifies the beginning of 
strong interest in natural history.  The bulk of this chapter was about Janisse’s father, Franklin, and his 
desire to help injured animals and compassion for living things.  In this chapter are the stories about 
Franklin sewing up a hurt bullfrog, saving a green heron, and healing and releasing a pigeon.   

Longleaf Clan (Natural History) 
This section is very brief.  Janisse uses the word “clan” to describe the community that inhabits, and is 
adapted to the long leaf pine.   
 
Clyo  (Memoir) 
Clyo Woodward was Janisse Ray’s grandmother (and wild-man Charlie’s wife).  She raised Janisse Ray’s 
father and 7 other children on her own during the depression.  She made money by working hard and 
selling bootlegged whiskey.  Life was difficult and she aged poorly, suffering from diabetes.  To live 
longer, she was told to lose weight and exercise, two things she did not want to do.  Janisse’s father took 
her in and tried to make her take better care of herself, but she died anyway. 

Hallowed Ground (Natural History) 
This section is focused on the red-cockaded woodpecker, a species that thrives in long-leaf pine and 
other old growth pine forests, but does poorly in younger pine.   This species of woodpecker has a 
complex social structure that makes is highly sensitive to habitat fragmentations.  Primarily due to the 
loss of old growth longleaf pine, this species is on the Federal Endangered Species list.    
 
Poverty (Memoir) 
This chapter starts with a humorous reference to Tampa.  A “drunk hobo” stumbled into the junkyard.  
He had just left Detroit and was on his way to Tampa, Fl.  Janisse Ray’s father insists on feeding the hobo 
along with many other downtrodden people who came his way.  While she was very poor, Janisse Ray 
was surrounded by those even poorer.  The title of this chapter “Poverty” refers not to herself or her 
family, but the less fortunate people they encountered.   

The Keystone (Nature History) 
When she was grown, Janisse Ray encountered a gopher tortoise that had been captured by a fruit-
seller and painted like a circus animal.  Her father convinces the fruit-seller to release it and then he 
releases it in a forest he owned.  This chapter is called “Keystone” because gopher tortoises are 
keystone species of the long-leaf pine ecosystem.  They dig extensive burrows that other species can live 
in and be protected during the frequent fires.  Without the tortoise, many species are extirpated.  Note:  



Gopher tortoises can easily be found at Boyd Hill, a short distance from Eckerd.  We once 1-2 gopher 
tortoises on campus, but we think someone put it there.  I haven’t seen either in a few years.   
 
Beulahland  (Memoir) 
Janisse Ray’s maternal grandmother, Beulah, is the subject of this chapter.  Clearly Janisse’s mother was 
brought up in a more affluent and educated family than her father.  Janisse and her siblings would visit 
her grandmother on her farm where they got to eat wonderful food and even watch TV.   

Indigo Snake (Natural History) 
The non-venomous indigo snake is the largest snake in North America.  It eats a wide variety of things, 
including other snakes.  During a visit home after she left for college Janisse sees one with a farmer 
friend.  Note:  Indigo snakes are probably at Boyd Hill still. I once saw one there, but it was years ago.   
 

Mama (Memoir) 
Janisse Ray’s mother was “a beauty queen, daughter of a farmer, pure as tupelo honey, and the next to 
last child of seven.  I think she entered the world to define long-suffering.”  She had little obvious 
ambitions.  She married Franklin at 18 and without the permission of her family.  This chapter talks 
about her strength during her husband’s times of mental illness 
 

 Bachman’s Sparrow (Natural History) 
This species was discovered by John James Audubon.  With the decline of the longleaf pine, the sparrow 
has declined.  Note:  you are unlikely to see this sparrow locally unless you go up to Brooker Creek 
Preserve in northern Pinellas County.   
 
Light (Memoir) 
“Light” refers to Janisse Ray’s 5th grade teacher “Lucia”, an important role model for her and the person 
who introduced her to the concepts of evolution and adaptation. 
   
Flatwoods Salamander (Nature History) 
Flatwoods salamander spend most of their lives in the wiregrass understory on the pinelands, but must 
find freshwater for breeding (they are amphibians).  Thus, they require two different types of habitat, 
making them more vulnerable than species that require just one.  After the writing of this book, they 
were placed on the Federal Endangered Species list, however populations are still declining.   
 
 
Altamaha River (Memoir) 
The Altamaha is the largest river in Georgia.  When she was a baby, Janisse Ray’s father had the family 
out in a boat that hit a snag and nearly caused her to drown.  When she was 10, her brother Steve (who 
could not swim) fell into the water and had to be rescued by her father who could swim.   After this 
event, her father reversed an earlier decision that the children should not learn to swim (because they 



would not be covered) and made sure they all learned to swim.  Later in the chapter and in Janisse Ray’s 
life, her father takes her and her brothers on another memorable river trip. 
 
Pine Savanna (Natural History) 
This refers to more open, grassy areas (savannas) within the longleaf pine.  In these low-lying areas, 
bogs form dominated by many different species of grasses.  This is where the carnivorous pitcher plants 
grow the best.  Pitcher plants attract insects through scent and then use the liquid in their interiors to 
kill and consume the insects.     
 
Driving and Singing (Memoir) 
This chapter recounts fun times that Janisse Ray had either pretending to drive in a junk yard car, or 
driving with her family.  
 
The Kindest Cut (Natural History) 
This section is about selective harvest, the process where you only cut some of the trees from a forest, 
leaving others for old growth.  The forester and land owner make some profit, and the old-growth 
species are allowed to flourish.  While economically not as lucrative as clear cutting, some foresters see 
the value in doing forestry in a sustainable manner.   
 
Leaving (Memoir) 
At the age of 18 Janisse Ray leaves home to attend North Georgia College on scholarship.  While the 
chapter doesn’t go into this, she eventually transfers to Florida State where she received her B.A..  At 
college she does some of the things she has never done before – go to movies, drink wine, and have 
friends.   
 
Second Coming (Natural History) 
Janisse Ray dreams of restoring the junkyard to longleaf pine and thinks about how different these two 
habitats area, however, she also sees similarities.   
 
Afterword:  Promised Land 
“Culture springs from the actions of people in a landscape.”  p. 271.  In this section Janisse describes 
what we have lost by cutting down the virgin forest.  She lists “health, culture, heritage, beauty” as 
values of the longleaf forest.  She ask for a new rebellion where all southerners stand up against clear 
cutting and development.   
 
There is a Miracle for You If You Keep Holding On (Ending) 
In this brief section Janisse Ray ends the book on an optimistic note that restoration will occur and the 
future will not be as destructive as the past.   


