
 
 

LESSON PLAN 
 

DON QUIXOTE AND ANDERSON | CHASING WINDMILLS 
 
“Beware by whom you are called sane.” –Walter Inglis Anderson 
 
Like Don Quixote, Walter Anderson’s quest for understanding was misunderstood by 
many. Both lived by their own ideals – Quixote, chivalric purity; Anderson, nature’s 
infinite wisdom. The story of Don Quixote is the story of the clash between the worlds 
of imagination and of practical reality. 
 
ACTIVITY/DISCUSSION 
 
Watch the short video below about Don Quixote and read the excerpt from an article 
about Walter Anderson. Then answer and discuss the following prompts: 
 
Is Don Quixote delusional, refusing to accept reality? Or could it be that he so believes 
in principles that he is unwilling to sacrifice them in order to adhere to the status quo? 
Who are some other historical figures who refused to accept reality or go along with a 
social norm? (i.e. Albert Einstein, Ghandi) 
 
Think about a large issue that society faces (i.e. climate change, wealth disparity, food 
access). Make two columns of possible solutions: one with approaches that you know 
are possible; another with out-of-the-box ideas that seem implausible or unproven. 
How might the practical ideas be challenged and strengthened by the more 
imaginative solutions?  
 
LESSON ADAPTED FROM https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED481195.pdf 



 
 
VIDEO: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J9IhfIVPtWw 
 
 
Excerpted from: 
 
THE MANY VOYAGES OF WALTER ANDERSON 
THE BITTER SOUTHERNER 
 
Story by Boyce Upholt | Photos by Rory Doyle 
 
FULL STORY:  
https://bittersoutherner.com/the-many-voyages-of-walter-anderson-horn-island-mississippi 
 
You will hear Walter Anderson’s name if you 
live in Mississippi — especially if, like 
me, you are drawn to wild places. He’s a 
kind of John Muir of the Gulf Coast, a 
Henry Thoreau of the South. Every year, 
travel stories appear in a handful of 



magazines, recounting visits to Anderson’s 
wild Horn Island...  

The	logbooks	from	his	journeys	can	be	dull	at	times,	simple	recitations	of	
his	day’s	activities.	But	occasionally	they’ll	sparkle	with	wisdom.	John	
[Anderson,	Walter’s	son]	has	picked	one	aphorism	as	his	father’s	most	
important:	“In	order	to	realize	the	beauty	of	humanity	we	must	realize	
our	relation	to	nature.”	

	

The	idea	of	“realization”	has	become	central	to	the	contemporary	
understanding	of	Anderson,	though	just	what	the	word	means	is	not	
always	clear.	Sissy	[Walter	Anderson’s	wife],	in	her	memoir,	wrote	that	
realization	was	a	process	by	which	Bob	[the	family’s	nickname	for	
Walter]	“could	become	one	with	tree	or	insect	or	any	living	thing.”	(His	
kinship	for	the	nonhuman	world	could	reach	extremes.	Once,	Sissy	
caught	him	spoon-feeding	sweetened	coffee	to	a	cockroach.	“They	have	



lived	upon	the	Earth's	surface	far	longer	than	we	have	and	are	due	a	little	
respect,”	he	said.	“Besides,	this	one	is	my	friend,	and	particularly	
intelligent.”)...	
 
The	mores	of	society	are	built	upon	a	collective,	consensual	
interpretation	of	the	world	—	one	most	people	accept	without	
examination.	This	is	not	reality,	Anderson	noted	in	his	log,	but,	rather	
“the	sordid	thing	most	people	call	reality.”	He	told	his	wife	that	he	did	
not	want	to	be	“that	kind	of	normal.”... 
 

 
 
On	the	island,	he	painted	thousands	of	watercolors	—	of	birds	and	shells,	
of	cows	and	rabbits	and	trees.	They	are	at	once	realistic	and	
impressionistic,	capturing	the	formal	beauty	of	the	island’s	ecosystem	in	
pastels	and	dark	blues	—	not	the	colors	you	associate	with	these	animals	



in,	say,	a	child’s	bestiary,	but	once	you	see	the	pictures,	you	know	that	
he’s	perfectly	captured	the	beachside	light.	The	images	radiate	with	
ephemeral	energy,	and	there	is	a	sense	of	humility,	a	willingness	to	set	
aside	preconceived	notions	and	find	what’s	there.	Even	the	“ancient	
head”	of	a	cottonmouth	held	a	“formidable	beauty,”	Anderson	wrote	in	
his	log	—	a	beauty	he	paused	to	paint.	(No	surprise,	then,	he	wound	up	
snakebit.)...  
 
It’s important to note that Anderson’s 
status as a genius largely came after his 
death. In his island years, he rarely 
shared his paintings. To his neighbors in 
his small, Southern town, he was an odd 
creature, the “town fool,” John Anderson 
tells me — always rumbling around on his 
rickety bicycle, doffing his hat to the 
ladies, as if he were Don Quixote, a 
character he loved. 


