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Praise for Embers of Hope
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“During this time of climate, ecological and other crises, Embers of Hope is a needed beacon to help us navigate ecological grief, feelings of despair, hope and more. Embers of Hope is the missing piece in our climate, social and other justice work. This is the antidote we need to face our mortality while fostering hope for a better future.”

—Emma Lui, activist, researcher, and contributing author in Corporatizing Canada: Making Business out of Public Service

––––––––
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“With open-hearted generosity, Bonita Eloise Ford weaves a pathway with permaculture, energy healing, the Indigenous wisdom of her teachers, and her own life experience, and then guides the reader through a series of exercises to enable us all to face the challenges of a world in ecological collapse and climate chaos with clarity and meaning. That is how, as the fire dies, we find the Embers of Hope.”

—Maddy Harland, editor of Permaculture Magazine and author of Fertile Edges: Regenerating Land, Culture and Hope

––––––––
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“A compendium of the wisdom she has gleaned from years of experience as a permaculture design coach, in Embers of Hope, Bonita offers a how-to guide for moving forward into an uncertain future with gratitude, courage, strength and grace.”

—Andrea Most, professor of American Literature and Environmental Studies at the University of Toronto and director of the Persephone Project

––––––––
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“In her clear-eyed and very personal book Embers of Hope, Bonita Ford offers profound insight into the challenges of facing ecological unravelling and embracing the grief that this entails. This is a small book with a large, open and generous heart.”

—David Chernushenko, author of Burning Souls and producer of the films Powerful: Energy for Everyone and Bike City, Great City

––––––––
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“Part memoir, part workbook, Embers of Hope is contemporary ecophilosophy at its finest, a landmark guidebook to navigating the end of the world and beyond, by way of the garden gate.”

—Heather Jo Flores, author of Food Not Lawns: How to Turn Your Yard into a Garden and Your Neighborhood into a Community and director of Permaculture Women’s Guild

––––––––
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“Bonita is giving us lots of spiritual food and you can feel the presence of the spirit throughout. This book includes a working companion to support and nourish ourselves and our Mother Earth so that we continue the work and keep the spirit alive. Chi migwetch Bonita!”

—Grandmother Francine Aki Songideye Ikwe, Algonquin grandmother/elder, traditional knowledge keeper, and holistic nutritionist
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OPENING
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I give thanks to Grandmother Moon, Mother Earth, the living Waters, Grandfather Sun, the gentle Winds, and all that supports me.

I give thanks to the beautiful plant and animal friends in this garden I call home, here on the unceded traditional territory of the Anishinabe people.

I honour all those who stand up, speak out, or put themselves at risk to protect life and the well-being of all our relations.

I give thanks to all those who took care of this place for generations before, and I pray for all those who come after me.
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Foreword
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Bonita Ford’s Embers of Hope is a personal testimony of our current shift from an age that denies the Earth is alive towards a future in which we co-evolve with a living, generous, and abundant Mother Earth.

On this planet that we share with a multitude of other species, living within our ecological limits is both an environmental and an ethical imperative.

500 years of Colonialism and 300 years of fossil fuel based industrialism have ignored the fact that we are one humanity on one planet. They started a process of extermination of indigenous people and diverse species, which is now culminating in a sixth mass extinction event. Extracting dead carbon that the Earth fossilised over 600 million years ago created the illusion that we could extract limitless resources for limitless profits. Climate catastrophe is the result of an economic model based on fossil fuels and globalisation.

Bonita Ford turns the death of this old paradigm into the rebirth of a new one, rooted in the living Earth, in interconnectedness and oneness, in non-separation and non-dualism.

The Garden is the metaphor and the place for this rebirth. The Garden is where diversity grows and where we become one with Mother Earth. Through this oneness, we learn we are part of one Earth Family.

Through over 35 years of ecological agriculture, I have realised that we are capable of providing more nutrition to humans and more food for pollinators and soil organisms than with our current industrial practices. By tending the soil harmoniously, we simultaneously address climate change, which is a result of burning fossil fuels and industrial agriculture. At the Navdanya farm in Doon Valley in the Himalayan foothills, we have six times more pollinators than the forest. Through promoting diverse plant life, we are healing the broken carbon and nitrogen cycles by pulling excess carbon dioxide and nitrous oxide from the atmosphere—which would otherwise be pollution that drives climate change—and putting it back in the soil where it belongs.

This is our work in embracing life in an age of ecological destruction and climate change. This is how we sow seeds of hope in times of despair.

––––––––
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—Dr. Vandana Shiva, scholar and environmental activist; author of Soil Not Oil: Environmental Justice in an Age of Climate Crisis; and listed in the United Nations Environmental Programme’s Global 500 Roll of Honour
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Embers of Hope is a metaphor: as we taste the bitter ashes of personal and environmental loss and grief, it points a way to finding the small, glowing seeds of renewal. The author’s own journey bridges between East and West, between timelessness and the end of history. In her body, her family, her home, and her cultures, she affords us a unique and powerful perspective on the dire conflicts between our indigenous souls and the modern paths we walk. 

Facing mass death and the loss of all that has nourished our lives in nature, we urgently need the tools Ford offers—reflection, meditation, loving kindness, self-inquiry, compassion—if we are to navigate the treacherous shoals of ecological destruction while holding to the hope of a better world. 

If a loss of feeling is the greatest danger, this book marches squarely and tenderly into its maw: brimming with passion and vulnerability, raining tears of sorrow and joy for the world passing before our eyes, it invites us to blow, gently, incessantly, the breath of life back into the heart of all beings.

––––––––
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—Peter Bane, executive director of Permaculture Institute of North America and author of The Permaculture Handbook: Garden Farming for Town and Country
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Dear Reader
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I'm so grateful that you're holding Embers of Hope in your hands. Now more than ever, your choices may contribute to the survival and well-being of human and ecological communities. 

I believe it is truly possible for us to create meaningful lives while also taking care of the life around us. If you believe this too, then please make this part of your own life. Take action. Contribute to your community. Talk with others and help amplify this message.

As an independent author, your support makes a difference to me. I would be very grateful if, as part of spreading the word, you encouraged your friends to buy a copy of this book or bought one for them as a gift. 

I realise that many people are facing financial difficulties at the moment. Rather than copying and sharing this ebook without permission, please ask your local library to add it to their collection. Or if you are a low-income activist working for environmental or social justice, please request a free copy. Visit www.embersofhopebook.com for more information. 

In this age of global crisis, I urge us to uplift those who are creating change and protect those who are being hurt. As we act in the service of life on Earth, I wish all of us courage, resilience, and hope.

With gratitude,

Bonita
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What This Book is About

I am concerned we are killing the living world that makes our survival possible. I want to imagine a healthy future for the children I know; right now, I worry about the hardship they will have to bear in their lifetimes.

When I chat with people, be they neighbours or strangers, most agree that things are not working in some way: the state of our environment is dire, our economies are unstable, and our political systems do not serve the average citizen. In addition, many of us may be dealing with personal challenges such as a serious illness, the loss of a loved one, or other trauma. It’s not easy to deal with all of this and still keep our hearts open.

The future of life on Earth is uncertain and our lifetimes are finite. Considering our own deaths as well as the possibilities of climate catastrophe, and perhaps even our collective extinction, shows us what we have to lose. If we are to find happiness in the face of this, I believe it is up to us to create it while making a contribution to the world.

Embers of Hope is about doing just that: embracing life in uncertain times. In this book, we explore death in order to reconnect with our vitality, and we confront ecological devastation in an effort to rediscover our oneness with all of life. Although reflecting on these things may feel uncomfortable or scary at first, ultimately they lead to uncovering what is truly important to each of us.

Personally, my perspective has been radically transformed by the deaths of a dear friend and a close family member. I learned through them to be grateful, to do small meaningful things each day, to give back to the community, and to let go, so that when it’s my time to die, hopefully I can be at peace.

My loved ones’ journeys helped me see our global ecological crisis through new eyes. Previously, I thought there were only two options: be hopeful and do everything in my power to change things, or accept that there’s nothing I can do and give up. I now try to hold both perspectives: I am doing what I can to foster a healthier world and make peace with the end; I am nurturing new possibilities and trying to be open to receiving what life brings.

When we take the step of acknowledging our own mortality, how does this affect the way we live? When we look at the threats to our planet home, how does this compel us to act?

We can nurture ourselves and the life around us through our choices. Those choices can be as simple as helping a neighbour, or they can be as significant as protecting a forest or starting a nonprofit to serve food-insecure people in our community. If the end is near, then now is the best time to appreciate life: to feel the air on our faces, to sing, to sit under a tree, to hug a friend. 

I hope this book will help you realise or remember how you want to live. May this nourish the seeds of possibility and the embers of hope that you carry.
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Is This Book for You?

[image: ]




Perhaps you are an environmentalist, an activist, a land or a water protector, a scientist, or a science journalist, and you are feeling helpless, overwhelmed, or burnt out. Or perhaps you are simply concerned about climate change and don’t know what to do about it.

Climate breakdown impacts each of us in different ways. You may have lost your crops, your home, or your neighbourhood to a flood, fire, or hurricane, or you know someone else who has. Or maybe all of that seems far away to you, so you try not to think about it because it’s too frightening. Or perhaps you cannot stop thinking about it because it’s too terrible to deny.

Whatever the case may be, if you’re reading this book, I imagine that you and I share some things in common. We care about our own lives and about life on Earth. We appreciate happiness. We experience meaning when we help others.

Throughout my life, I’ve grappled with big existential questions; death and crisis have also fuelled such reflections. These kinds of questions may be in the back (or front) of your mind, too:


	How might I create meaning and happiness in my life through helping others or taking care of the Earth?

	How might I apply my passion and purpose to helping my community or the greater world?

	How might I live so that I may be at peace when I die?

	How might I share love and nourishment today?



Our responses to these questions point us to what we can offer the world. We don’t have to be superheroes to assist others.

In the superhero stories I know, the hero discovers that they have super powers and are unlikely to die. This compels them to be bold, to work on the side of good, and to save others and the world. 

In my experience, ordinary, everyday heroes tend to be the opposite: people who recognise that they will die, and this is what compels them to be courageous, to work towards a greater good, and to help others and the world, therein realising their power. 

This book is for those ordinary, everyday heroes, which include you and me. When I think of famous leaders like Mother Teresa, Nelson Mandela, the Dalai Lama, and Vandana Shiva, I admire their commitment and their love. Even if you and I are not famous leaders, we are the caring hands that nurture our communities both now and for future generations. To be changemakers, healers, kind neighbours, and empowered citizens asks us to strive for our highest potential. 

As you read this book, I invite you to imagine us sitting together in a garden, sharing heroic visions and humble ideas over a pot of tea.
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Using This Book 
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In Part 1, “Starting the Journey,” I want to give you a sense of how I perceive the world. When I consider all that threatens life on Earth, I naturally feel despair, yet still I nurture hope. In spite of struggling with mild depression for years, I now trust in what supports me spiritually.

The idea of death, ecological collapse, and extinction can be overwhelming. Sadly, they are more than ideas, and climate chaos may hasten all of them. Thus, in Part 2, I talk about building “Inner Capacities”—the practices of noticing self-defeating thoughts, working with our feelings, and cultivating gratitude and love—to help prepare us for the challenge.

Next, in Parts 3 and 4, I explore “Death” and “Ecological Crisis” in order to connect with what is meaningful. Through two significant deaths and a growing concern about the climate, I’ve learned to appreciate life and to focus on how I can help others and the world.

Having confronted what there is to lose, for myself personally and for all of us, I affirm how I want to live. In Part 5, my passion and purpose guide me in making “Choices and Change.” I share how my partner and I redesign our relationships with food, home, money, and livelihood to take better care of ourselves and Mother Earth. I find that my everyday choices can make a difference to others and that small steps can bring me closer to an overwhelming goal. 

In Part 6, “Coming Full Circle,” I discover hope in simple things. Building community becomes part of being resilient, and nurturing our garden creates a small haven for life. With the threat of climate catastrophe, all of our actions matter, and the world needs all our efforts.

Finally, Part 7 invites you, the reader, to integrate these ideas into your own life. The exercises—meditations, writing, and other activities—in that section lead you to personally explore the themes covered in this book.

––––––––
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LISTENING TO YOURSELF

Listening to yourself is an important part of this process. Since death and ecological crisis can be difficult topics, please take care of yourself emotionally and mentally. I invite you to skip ahead at any point to the “Inner Capacity Exercises” in Part 7, which are meant to support you. If you already have a practice that encourages you to be calm and grounded, please use it. I will also indicate throughout the book when I think self-care might be beneficial.

I realise that for some of you, the ideas I present may sound fluffy or “woo woo.” I want you to know I majored in biochemistry and can be skeptical too. Nevertheless, I’ve been drawn to things like Reiki and shamanism; like a scientist, my approach is to simply try new things and observe the outcome.

In this book, I ask you too to experiment and to be open. If you are unfamiliar with an exercise, please try it out. Perhaps you will discover something valuable. If it helps you, then keep engaging with it. If it doesn’t work for you, then let it go. Knowing yourself better is part of living intentionally.

Reflecting on our lives and the state of the world can be uncomfortable, unsettling, and upsetting. Please hold yourself and others with compassion as we grapple with our collective challenges. These are our growing edges as we urge ourselves onward to hopefully leave a healthier world for those who come after us.

––––––––
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GROUP SUPPORT

Dealing with death, climate catastrophe, and extinction can be hard work. As such, you might appreciate going through this book and the exercises with a group. If you are part of a book club or an environmental activist support group, you might propose this; or you could invite a few like-minded friends to explore the book together. If you do, please see “Group Agreements and Guidelines” in the Appendix.

––––––––
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ASSUMPTIONS AND LANGUAGE

I’d like to offer some clarification about my assumptions and the language I use in this book.

I’m aware that I could spend several years studying and compiling the vast amount of material available on climate change, extinction, the fall of civilisations, the rise of social movements, the psychology of grief, and much more. Alas, based on the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s report from October 2018, our work in this coming decade is critical. As such, I do not have the time to be as thorough as I might like. 

The writing and editing of this book took place between 2013 and early 2020. As climate breakdown and the climate movement continue to unfold, part of me would like to keep adding the most recent findings and perspectives here. Of course, it was necessary to stop writing at some point in order to send this to the printer. This book is now in your hands, however incomplete the story might be. 

In approaching the ecological crisis, I start with the following assumptions:


	There is a strong scientific consensus that global warming is caused by humans. (One team reviewed the abstracts of 11,944 peer-reviewed research papers on global warming or climate change; of those that expressed any position on human-caused global warming, 97.1% endorsed it.)1


	Human activities in our industrial civilisation are changing the face of the Earth. This includes our use of and dependence on fossil fuels, which is at the root of climate change.

	Climate breakdown is already happening. Increasing wildfires, floods, droughts, and other extreme storms are ravaging some areas. The less our global community acts now, the worse it will get. The poorest nations, which use the least fossil fuels, are also the most vulnerable to these changes.

	Ecological devastation is making it increasingly difficult for humans and other living beings to survive.



I will not try to convince you of the above assumptions. I would encourage you to study more if you are interested. (See “Additional Resources” in the Appendix.)

Throughout the book, I share some of the principles of permaculture and Nonviolent Communication, though I will not teach either approach in detail. If you are interested, I would invite you to delve further into these topics. (See “Additional Resources” in the Appendix.)

What I do explore in this book is how you and I might create meaning and happiness through taking better care of our human and ecological communities. I cannot tell you the most effective steps to take for the climate, because I do not know what they are. Instead, I lead us to consider our own relationships with death and ecological destruction, to examine our lives and what is important to us, and to ask ourselves how we might live differently to contribute to the world. 

*  *  *
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I do not follow any religion. Yet I would describe myself as a spiritual person, and I cultivate a relationship with Something Greater than myself. Humanity has various names for what we may perceive as ultimate, infinite, and essential: the Great Mystery, the Source, the Great Emptiness, the Ground of Being, the Tao, Brahman, Creator, Great Spirit, Allah, Yahweh, God. I mostly use the term “Something Greater than us” to include all of these names.

In many places, I write “Mother Earth” instead of “the Earth.” Kokum Francine Payer, an Anishinabe (Indigenous) Grandmother and dear friend, encourages us to use the names Mother Earth, Grandmother Moon, and Grandfather Sun. When we understand them as beings on which our lives depend and we relate to them as kin, we naturally treat them with respect and it becomes harder for us to plunder the world.

Similarly, I refer to our garden as “she” because I relate to her as far more than an assemblage of plants, animals, soil, and water. Here, our relationship is often like a mother and child; whether I’m the mother or the child depends on the day. 

Because I’ve lived mainly in Canada and the United States, my experience and perspective are based here. I want to acknowledge that the First Peoples did not name this land “North America” so, out of respect for my Indigenous teachers and friends, I also use the name “Turtle Island.” 

When I write about the “dominant culture,” I am referring to the world views of capitalism and industrialisation that lead us to destroying Mother Earth.

Finally, please note that I’ve changed the names of a few people to respect their privacy, especially if I could not ask their permission to be included in this book. If you know any of the people whose names have been changed, please refrain from sharing their identities in public.
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PART 1: STARTING THE JOURNEY
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This is a journey of everyday heroes to confront the crisis that threatens our living world. Along the way, it is common to get stuck in despair or to try to cling to hope. I accept both, because I need to grieve the losses while also helping myself continue on. 

I invite you to see the world through my eyes, if only for a moment. After years of grappling with mild depression, I learned to create meaning in my life. I now experience a mysterious grace that assists me in challenging times. 

I encourage you to consider: what if there is more available to us than we currently imagine to be possible? What if we could foster well-being around us and receive happiness in return?

Let us set out together now, because life beckons.
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Despair and Hope
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Ecocide is happening now. Consciously or unconsciously, we grieve the loss of species, habitats, pure water, clean air, fertile topsoil, wilderness, and beauty, and we don’t know if the living world has the capacity to recover. Nonetheless, our civilisation continues on its current trajectory towards disaster.

Runaway climate change is something that impacts all of us. Hurricanes, tornadoes, wildfires, floods, and droughts are intensifying and becoming more common. Rising sea levels are threatening coastal areas, and fisheries are collapsing. All of these pressures are causing more people to migrate for better chances of survival.

Ecological destruction is pushing an increasing number of species to extinction. Many scientists say a mass extinction has already begun and—unlike an asteroid collision or a volcanic eruption—this time human activities are the cause.2

My partner, Bastou, and I can have depressing discussions about all of this. In one such conversation, he said, “People either think there’s still hope or that we’re totally fucked.”

I realised that I am trying to hold both perspectives at the same time, despite it seeming like a paradox. I practice accepting death while continuing to live fully. I acknowledge hard facts while seeking a productive response. I balance on a knife’s edge, learning to make peace with the end while working towards a healthier world.

I urge myself to face what is hard and painful because it strengthens the love, the care, and the hope I bring. It is like a blacksmith firing metal to make a blade: a certain range of heat makes the metal workable and another range of heat fortifies the blade.

A knife can be a powerful tool. In the hands of a skilled user, the same knife can whittle a spoon or fell a tree. If we are careless, however, that sharp edge can be painful. Most of us know what it’s like to be preoccupied while using a knife and to cut ourselves by accident. Self-awareness is useful, whether we are handling dangerous tools or confronting our mortality.

It seems that life and death are separated only by a fine line, and I’m conscious of how much there is to lose.

At times, I can feel very discouraged about where we are headed as a civilisation. Yet I know many people—caring teachers, parents, activists, researchers, authors, and artists—who endeavour to leave the world a better place. Despair and hope are real for me, and I consciously allow myself both. The despair keeps me focussed on what is at stake and the hope fuels me.

But is hope just a naive, idealistic notion to avoid painful realities? I don’t believe so. To me, hope is a spark of aliveness that wants to grow, fed by a desire to nourish what is beautiful. It does not ensure any particular outcome, though it does invite us to embrace life fully. Hope is about trusting that something meaningful can emerge from losing something that is precious.

The ember of hope I hold is NOT about our civilisation continuing on its current path, believing that the planet is ours for the taking, that humans are more important than other living organisms, or that “survival of the fittest” means we don’t need other people and therefore do not have to care about them.

I do hope that we will do enough in the coming decade to prevent catastrophe later. Still I worry that perhaps we will not make drastic changes until it hits us hard.

I don’t equate hope with getting what I want. I learned this lesson from my dear friend Katherine, who died in 2013. She taught me to consider the worst and then seek to make the best possible. In the three years leading up to her death, Katherine did everything she could to heal and actually exceeded her doctor’s expectations. When it became undeniable that the end of her life was near, however, she let go. 

Although we cannot know the ultimate results of all our efforts, it does not diminish the positive impacts we can have. If we are indeed approaching the end, we can be kind to one another and take care of Mother Earth. If there’s a chance that our actions could help alter the destructive course of this civilisation, that would be a welcome surprise.

Ecological crisis can be frightening and may also bring out the best in us. We are aware of what is dying and what could be born. We nurture the seeds that we sow, knowing that tomorrow is a gift of possibility rather than a promise.
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Practice and Inspiration
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Thanks to spending a day lost in the woods as an adult, I know the value of meeting my basic needs. Later, when I started thinking that civilisation was unravelling and considered the cold winters where I live, I decided to improve my fire-making skills. 

In 2014, I took a survival course led by bushcraft and wilderness skills teacher Chad Clifford, where I learned to use a bow drill (which is basically four pieces of wood and a thin rope). Starting fire without matches, a lighter, or flint has shown me the importance of practice. It also reminded me that I am supported by a mysterious grace, even if I cannot fully explain it.

To start a fire with a bow drill, you wrap the rope of the bow around a spindle, which is positioned vertically between a handhold and a baseboard. The point of contact between the handhold and spindle is lubricated with conifer resin or spit. One holds the handhold down with one arm and moves the bow back and forth with the other arm to spin the spindle. The friction between the spindle and baseboard creates smoke (easy), and then a fine powder (challenging), which eventually ignites to make a small ember (in theory). 

My friend Brittany was with me at the course, and we worked alongside each other. As I watched her, I criticised myself inwardly: “I really suck at this. She’s getting this and I’m not. I’m such a failure. I should stop now before I look like more of an idiot.”

When I shared this frustration with Brittany and Chad, they were encouraging. Chad said, “Don’t worry about making fire for now. Just focus on getting the speed.”

I relaxed—my shoulder, the pressure from my hand, and the grip of my mind—instead of forcing it. I tried to focus on the form and let go of the outcome. Although it was still hard work, I struggled less than before. 

That evening, I picked up my bow drill set and found a large black beetle in the hollow of my baseboard. I said, “That’s not a good place for you,” and gently brushed it away. 

I worked the bow drill for several minutes, and then Chad said, “Your beetle friend is on the back of your shirt. Maybe it’ll help you with the fire and whisper messages to you.” It stayed on me for about 20 minutes.

By the end of the course, I did not get further than making smoke and powder, though I was determined to keep trying.

Brittany drove me home afterwards. Visiting my garden, she pointed out that we had more fireflies there than anywhere else along the street.

I’d learned through shamanism that animals can bring us messages. Having read that fireflies are actually a kind of beetle, I searched online and found that beetles symbolise surviving, adapting, and changing. I was comforted to read on the same website: “[You] have a profound understanding of mother earth and her needs. ... Know that you are on the right path.”3

*  *  *
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After a good night of sleep at home, I was brooding over the fact that I still lacked so many basic skills and would probably not survive a winter in the woods. Disheartened, I went out to our garden and breathed, then did a walking meditation.

I remembered the way my friend Katherine had made the most of her time when she was ill. Recalling her determination, I took out my bow drill, let go of the idea of succeeding, and surrendered to the simple act of practicing. 

As I worked, a hummingbird came and hovered about three feet from my head. 

Later that night, I was touched to read that hummingbirds represent finding happiness and teach us “how to accomplish what seems impossible.”4 I wrote out the above story about beetles and hummingbirds and felt encouraged to be on the right path; I would persevere and also look on the bright side.

Tired and satisfied, I was tempted to go to bed. Still, I reminded myself that another round of bow drill practice would only take five minutes.

I went to our enclosed porch, which is a concrete slab with wood framing. While I usually don’t play with fire indoors, I was only making smoke and powder, so fire was far from my mind.

I worked the bow drill for about 45 seconds, until the notch in the baseboard was about half full with light brown powder. Then I worked for another 30 seconds. It was like sprinting from the shoulder, and my muscles screamed for rest. I wanted to build strength, so I told myself, “Just 12 more strokes.”

I finished those 12 strokes and then stopped. The spindle was smoking in my hand. The notch had filled with a dark brown powder that was also smoking. I blew softly on the powder and the smoke stopped. 

“Oh well,” I thought. “Just more of the same.”

As I removed the baseboard to examine my failure, some of the powder fell away. To my amazement, this revealed a tiny orange coal. I blew on it and it glowed. I had an ember! A glowing ember. 

I was stunned. After a long moment of staring, I scrambled in my fire-starting bag for cattail fluff, birch bark, and wood shavings. I pushed the coal into the cattails and blew, and the glow spread. I tried adding wood shavings to help it light, though was not well-prepared to make a fire—which was actually a good thing, because I was still on the enclosed porch. By now, I had several bits of smouldering cattail strewn around on the concrete, so it was time to put it out. 

I took all of it out in the rain and smothered it with wet leaves. The inside of the fluff still glowed orange and surprised me with its tenacity. I stepped on it, then drenched it and the porch with a watering can.

I was elated. I went inside and told Bastou what had happened. 

He said, “Bravo, chérie. And tomorrow, try it again.” 

Indeed, I was still learning and would keep practicing.

*  *  *
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Shortly thereafter, I watched a presentation by Albert Bates, permaculture teacher and author of The Biochar Solution: Carbon Farming and Climate Change. He explained that if we don’t make collective changes now, by 2030, we will have to actively remove carbon from the atmosphere to stay within a 1°C or 2°C rise in temperature. 

Bates said, “All of this is quite scary and you would have to say that our chances of getting out of this without going extinct are really pretty slim.” I felt my stomach contract at those words and might have stopped listening right there. 

However, he followed with a story about going to a permaculture conference in Brazil, which had given him some hope. There, he saw the dark, fertile soils of the Amazon. Agricultural practices that originated in Europe make deserts and release greenhouse gases; by contrast, traditional agricultural practices in South America (including biochar, agroforestry, and holistic management) build up the soil and lock carbon in the soil and trees. 

Before delving into his presentation on biochar, Bates asserted: “If there is a little bit of hope—an ember of hope—I’m going to blow on it and try to start a fire. ... [T]he only thing I can do is to try to do something.”5

The significance of his words echoed in me.

When I consider climate breakdown, sometimes my hope seems impossibly small. Yet I am reminded that an ember does not have to be big. 

This book is about the potential of small, powerful forces in transforming the world.
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Beyond Hopelessness
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For much of my life, I’ve experienced periods of great hopelessness. I didn’t always know how to thrive. Like a seed in dormancy, I was neither rooted nor nourished, and I needed the right conditions to germinate.

I was born and raised in the suburbs of Toronto, Canada. My parents gave me what many people strive to provide their children: a loving family, healthy food, a good education, a comfortable house, plenty of toys and books, and nice clothes. 

In spite of this, I didn’t feel carefree. I wondered, “Is this really the point of life: to go to school, get a job, get a house, have kids, retire, and then die? Is that really it?” I thought there was something wrong with me, because I was bothered by this and no one else seemed to be. At some deep level, I also sensed that things in the world were unwell.
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