
Odyssey's Promise: Leave No Trace

Odyssey the blue-furred otter adjusted his cool sunglasses and greeted a
group of 4th and 5th graders as they arrived at Lake Jocassee. He noticed
one student, Tyler, carrying a bag of chips and casually tossing the
wrapper on the ground.

"Whoa there, friend!" Odyssey called out gently, picking up the wrapper
with his webbed paw. "Before we start our adventure today, I need to teach
you seven very important rules. They're called the Leave No Trace
principles, and they're like a promise we make to nature."

The students gathered around, curious.

"Imagine," Odyssey began, "that you invited friends to your house for a
party. How would you feel if they left trash everywhere, broke your
furniture, and scared your pet?"

"That would be awful!" exclaimed Maya. "They wouldn't be very good
friends."

"Exactly!" Odyssey nodded. "Well, when we visit wild places like Jocassee
Gorges, we're guests in nature's home. The animals, plants, and even the
rocks and water deserve our respect. That's what Leave No Trace is all
about."

He pulled out a colorful poster showing seven principles and began
explaining each one.



"Principle number one: Plan ahead and prepare," Odyssey said. "That
means bringing everything we need - water, snacks, sunscreen - so we
don't have to disturb nature to get what we forgot."

The students nodded, checking their backpacks.

"Principle number two: Travel and camp on durable surfaces," Odyssey
continued, pointing to the marked trail. "See this path? By staying on it, we
protect the delicate plants and soil on either side. When we all walk in the
same place, we prevent erosion and give plants a chance to grow."

As they hiked, a student named Carlos started to wander off the trail toward
a cluster of beautiful wildflowers.

"Carlos, wait!" Odyssey called gently. "I know those flowers are gorgeous,
but imagine if every visitor stepped off the trail to see them. Soon, all the
plants around them would be trampled. By staying on the path, we protect
the whole forest."

Carlos nodded and returned to the trail, admiring the flowers from a
respectful distance.

At their first rest stop, Odyssey addressed principle three. "Dispose of
waste properly - or as I like to say, 'Pack it in, pack it out!'"

He demonstrated by pulling out a small trash bag from his backpack.
"Everything we bring with us - food wrappers, fruit peels, even tissues -
goes back in our packs. Nothing gets left behind."



"What about apple cores or banana peels?" asked Jasmine. "Aren't those
natural?"

"Great question!" Odyssey replied. "You'd think so, but food scraps that
aren't native to this area can actually harm the ecosystem. They can attract
animals to areas where people gather, which changes their natural
behavior. Plus, that banana peel could take two years to decompose!"

The students looked surprised and immediately became more careful with
their snack wrapings.

As they approached a beautiful stream, Odyssey explained principle four:
"Leave what you find. Look at this amazing spotted salamander!"

The students crowded around to see the colorful creature under a rock
Odyssey had carefully lifted.

"It's so cool! Can we take it back to show our class?" Tyler asked eagerly.

Odyssey gently lowered the rock back into place. "I understand wanting to
share this discovery, but this salamander belongs here. If every visitor took
something - a rock, a flower, an animal - soon there would be nothing left
for others to enjoy. Instead, take pictures and memories!"

Sophia pulled out her phone and snapped a photo. "My class can see it this
way!"

"Perfect!" Odyssey beamed.



By lunchtime, they reached a scenic overlook. As they ate, Odyssey
introduced principle five: "Minimize campfire impacts. Here at Jocassee, we
don't build campfires on our day trips, but when people do camp, they
should use established fire rings and keep fires small. Uncontrolled fires
can damage soil and vegetation for years."

After lunch, they encountered another group of hikers coming from the
opposite direction. Odyssey demonstrated principle six by stepping to the
side of the trail and greeting them warmly.

"Respect wildlife," he explained afterward. "That includes giving other
visitors space to enjoy nature too. And speaking of wildlife..." He pointed to
a deer visible through the trees. "We observe animals from a distance.
Never feed them or try to touch them. Fed wildlife becomes dependent on
humans and can become dangerous."

As their adventure neared its end, Odyssey gathered everyone for a final
activity. "Principle seven is 'Be considerate of other visitors.' Let's practice
this now."

He asked the students to spend five minutes in silent observation, allowing
everyone to experience the peaceful sounds of the forest without
interruption. The students spread out along the trail, listening to bird songs,
rustling leaves, and flowing water.

When they regrouped, Emma spoke up. "That was amazing. I could
actually hear myself think."

"Exactly," Odyssey said. "When we're loud and disruptive, we disturb both
wildlife and other people seeking peace in nature."



Before leaving, Odyssey had one more surprise. He handed each student a
small card with the seven Leave No Trace principles.

"I'm going to give you a challenge," he announced. "Look around our lunch
area. Can you tell we were here?"

The students looked carefully. There was no trash, no disturbed plants, no
signs of their presence.

"It looks just like it did when we arrived!" Marcus said proudly.

"That's the goal," Odyssey said with a warm smile. "We want to leave
places even better than we found them. In fact..." He pulled out a small
bag. "On our way back, let's pick up any litter we find that others may have
left behind."

As they hiked back, the students competed to spot and collect the most
trash - a bottle cap here, a candy wrapper there. By the time they reached
the dock, they'd collected a full bag of litter.

"You've all become Leave No Trace champions today," Odyssey
announced. "But remember, this isn't just about following rules. It's about
love and respect for wild places. When you love something, you want to
protect it."

Tyler, who had dropped the chip wrapper at the beginning of the day,
raised his hand. "Mr. Odyssey, I promise I'll never litter again. I want my
kids to be able to come here someday and see it just as beautiful as it is
now."



Odyssey's whiskers twitched with joy. "That's exactly the spirit, Tyler! Every
small action matters. When each of us does our part, we ensure that places
like Jocassee Gorges remain wild and wonderful for generations to come."

As the students prepared to leave, they looked back at the pristine forest
and sparkling lake with new eyes - not just as a place to visit, but as a
precious home they had promised to protect.

Odyssey waved goodbye with his webbed paw, proud of his young
environmental stewards. The forest seemed to whisper its gratitude in the
evening breeze, knowing it was in good hands.


