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The secret of life is to have a task, something you devote your entire life to, something you bring everything to, every minute of the day for the rest of your life. And the most important thing is, it must be something you cannot possibly do.


—Henry Moore


How could a weed be a book?


—Aldo Leopold
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Preface


When I was a kid and I wanted to be alone and quiet, I’d walk into the woods behind my elementary school, far enough that I could no longer see the playground or the baseball field or the apartments through the trees. I stopped walking before I reached a large cemetery’s maintenance area, where I’d once discovered piled-up concrete grave liners and an eerie silence. I was satisfied when I felt surrounded by trees, and I could pretend to be far away. The scent was green, it was rotting leaves, and sometimes it was the sharp, carcassy smell of skunk spray. My destination was a shallow stream about three feet across, not much deeper than the puddling on my street from an overwhelmed storm drain after a quick heavy rain. It was like something out of a story I’d once read: two smooth-barked trees on opposite sides of the stream reaching toward each other, their branches coming together to form an arc over the water. The water was clear, and I could see the bottom. Kids would claim to catch crayfish in this stream, but I was doubtful. That didn’t stop me from looking; I’d sit on the same fallen log and stare into the water, hoping I could report seeing a crayfish, or any fish. Usually all I saw were beetles.


Around that time, I tore through James Herriot’s books about his life as a veterinarian, and I decided I would be a veterinarian, too. That was the only job I knew of where I could take care of animals all the time, and I was sure I could do it in a picturesque countryside like Herriot’s Yorkshire Dales. But the more I read about veterinary medicine, the more I realized that along with the saving and curing, veterinary work also involved a lot of dying. I didn’t want to be responsible for any creature dying, or for killing anything, even when it was the humane thing to do. I gave up on becoming a veterinarian, and became a vegetarian instead (right as my mother was putting a chicken dinner on the table). Eventually, I gave that up as well and settled on becoming a writer.


I came to this mountain after thirty years of searching for a place in the country, during which I mostly didn’t believe we’d end up finding a place at all. Most of the search was about standing in a spot on a river or in a hayfield or on a hilltop and daydreaming. The daydreaming was satisfying in itself for a long time. To actually move forward with a plan seemed unrealistic. For years, I didn’t want the added responsibility I knew would come with it, and that wasn’t even about the land—I was raising kids; I had no spare time. And I didn’t understand land ownership. What did it mean, to have it? I’m still not sure that I know.


Eventually of course, children grow; mine did, and they can take care of themselves now. A decision was made at dinner, after once again hiking and driving around the hilly county whose natural beauty and rural life we’d always appreciated. When I was in this place, I realized, I wasn’t on edge. The stress I’d long carried fell away. As an adult, I still needed a place like those woods, where I could be quiet. We restarted our search in earnest, after a long hiatus, and I was driven by the particular goal of establishing a native meadow wherever we ended up—a neat, organized, narrowly defined project. I don’t think I realized until I was in the middle of it that I was ready for a new kind of responsibility; I’ll call it stewardship. To finally own this land was a decision long in the making, even if it may have seemed, at the time it finally happened, impulsive, chaotic, irrational. It was all of those things, and none of those things.


Sometimes a book or story idea will emerge when I overhear a line of dialogue; the words float around in my head for a while and then the line sort of falls into a slot and I can see where it might fit, and the larger story grows up around those initial words. When I’m done I may not remember the piece of dialogue that started the whole thing; maybe it’s not even in the story anymore. In this case, my idea to plant a meadow was like the bit of dialogue that had yet to be developed. It led me to the big idea, when, standing on the mountain for the first time, I was overcome by the epic potential of this place.


I started the project of restoring the land in my head, researching, before I started it in reality, and I was months into it in reality before I decided to write a book about it. I was working on a novel at the time. This project so successfully took over my mind, I don’t remember what that novel was going to be about. I realized then, there was no question that I’d write about the mountain and what I’m trying to do here. It would have been impossible to write anything else, and it would have been impossible not to write at all. I’m driven to it, even if what I end up accomplishing is inherently ephemeral, and, like everything else, I can’t be sure of what will happen to it after I’m gone.


As with other projects I’ve attempted, I may not know quite what I’m doing, but I know that I’ll either figure it out, or I’ll figure out that it doesn’t work. Like many writers, I’ll pursue an idea, I’ll go down that rabbit hole, because that’s the only way I can find out if it can be made real. Often the rabbit hole turns out to be no more than a divot.


In an interview in Outside magazine, documentarian Ken Burns described his many, varied project ideas as akin to the numbered balls in a lottery machine. They bounce around in your head, “and then one drops down to your heart.” When I came to this mountain, what finally landed in my heart was a much larger ambition than planting a small meadow. I thought I could make a difference here. That seems like such an earnest and clichéd desire to admit. Whenever I feel dangerously earnest I immediately temper that feeling with some good self-mockery. I’m reminded of a line from a sitcom spoken by a megalomaniacal tech company founder: “I don’t want to live in a world where someone else makes the world a better place better than [I] do!”


One of my kids told me, “Being able to make a difference is a privilege.” He’s right. There have been many times in my life when I’ve been completely occupied with simply getting by. Now, it’s a privilege to be able to do what I’m doing, hiking around a mountain trying to figure out why there are so many lichens and voles and thistles and thorns and how some grasses can be brown even when they’re not dead. And writing about it—the meadow and the mountain and what I’m doing here—at the same time I’m trying to understand all of it. The result is me wandering and stumbling and gradually getting to know this place, the plants and creatures and how they interact. My hope is that my experience will resonate with anyone who is interested in getting to know any part of the natural world they encounter in their day-to-day lives.


I was hit by lightning while working on this book, and I wasn’t even outdoors. It was a secondary bolt that shot through the floor and the touchpad on my laptop, zipped up my arm, and knocked me out of my chair. I like to think it helped my process. For a few hours after, my hand was tingling. I would be struck, metaphorically, many times as I tried to “fix” the meadows here, surprised by what I learned about the way the living things rely on each other, startled by the paradoxes I encountered that are inherent in attempts to practice conservation, all as I struggled with questions to which there seemed to be no single “right” answer.


One thing I learned: restoration, as an end point where everything stops, is not possible, not truly. If you somehow, against the odds, can guide a natural place to a perfect moment, exactly what you were aiming for—after reading my story, I think you’ll laugh and maybe also cry at the idea—you might be able to keep it that way, briefly. But we’re talking about nature, by definition ever evolving, ever changing. I can’t control the climate, the wind, where plants decide to grow, the creatures that carry seeds on their feathers and fur and in their droppings and leave them where I don’t want them, the neighbor who likes those pretty invasive trees with the big purple flowers, the nurseries that sell nonnative plants that escape gardens and end up here, the meandering stream that distributes weed seeds along its banks. I can’t keep the land one way forever. I could drive myself batty trying. This story is about how I tried, and how I both failed and succeeded, and how the true benefit, as with so many efforts, lay not only in how the plants grew but how I grew in the process.


Back when I started, I couldn’t live on the mountain while I studied and worked on the land. The road up was barely passable, there was no source for drinking water, no power, and no shelter of any kind, besides a tent that kept blowing away and a broken-down hunting stand deep in the woods, long since stove in by fallen branches and inhabitable only by field mice. Much of what I describe in this book took place under those circumstances. Now I finally have water and power and a place to live here (and an actual working bathroom, which it turns out is far more pleasant than squatting behind a boulder at the exact moment a visitor shows up, calling your name from the other side of said boulder as you frantically pull up your pants).


There was, and still is, so much I don’t know about this place and the life here, and that’s not bad. In sharing my early lack of knowledge and understanding, my many mistakes and failures, and a few successes, whether intentional or accidental, I hope someone out there might also come to notice the plants around them, to see all the beings—plants, birds, insects, wildlife—that live in their own backyard or farm or city park in a different light. For someone who was fascinated by all kinds of wildlife, but who didn’t spend much time paying attention to plants before, I now think about them a lot more than I ever imagined I would.


As I was inspired by Isabella Tree’s book Wilding, and her work restoring her farm in Sussex, England, I hope that someone will read this book and consider what may be possible, that it might lead them to think more and differently about the landscape, wherever it is they find themselves, to wonder what might have made a place what it is, and what it might be capable of becoming. I think about my impact on the land in a new way, and when I say the land, I mean all of it, not only the spot where I happen to be standing. Maybe this will happen to you, too.
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Chapter 1


The Terrarium


... in which I’m stung by wasps and sick over sea lions, and I finally find the perfect picnic spot


My first time on the mountain, it was August; relentless heat, bright sun beating down, no place to hide. I was surrounded by the frenzied growth of a meadow that had been left to its own devices for years: endless fields of yellow wildflowers taller than I was, bumble bees zigzagging past my head, butterflies fluttering about, and ticks climbing up my socks. I was bombarded with impressions, and, with little context for interpreting or understanding what I was experiencing, it was all I could do to take it in. I hiked along a narrow path that was mowed only days before to allow space to walk, and within a few minutes I felt like I was submerged in a sea of plants, invisible. I stumbled on a vine stretched like a trip wire across the path and sidestepped coyote dung, a fancy maneuver that would eventually become second nature. I reached the highest spot on the mountain and turned in circles, every angle its own scenic vista. The Blue Ridge was laid out like slices of layer cake across the west and southwest horizon, the foothills of the Virginia Piedmont to the south and east.


I’ve hiked on countless trails in countless places, from teenage misadventures in woods where No Trespassing signs clearly should have been heeded, to moonlit rainforest, to jagged lava field, to the other end of the spectrum—timber-lined mulched trails where I could still hear the traffic on the interstate, and where a public restroom (sometimes clean) waited at the end. But this is different, hiking where I’m the only human I can reasonably expect to see simply because this is now “my” place. But I don’t think of it as mine as much as a place I’m now sharing with the creatures that were already here. It’s the realm of the bee and the beetle, the raptor and the songbird, the snake—venomous and non—the frog and the coyote, the turtle, the tick, and the turkey. And it’s the realm of a thousand plants, both desirable and not (depending on your point of view), many of which grew here by chance, brought by these same animals and birds, or brought here because of choices made by humans who were here a long time before me, and who knew more and less than I do and had disparate goals. Those people undoubtedly believed they were making the right choices at the time, based on what they knew. Will future inhabitants look back at what I do here with dismay and incomprehension, with relief, or with indifference?


I’d come here in part because I wanted to plant a meadow. I thought planting a meadow was a way to save native wildlife, which I’d wanted to do, and tried to do in small ways, my whole life. When I was a kid, on summer trips to Rehoboth Beach, I tried to rescue horseshoe crabs that washed up on the sand by transferring them to the bathtub in our hotel room, as if I could create a new home for them there. I’d failed at that, the same way I’d failed to save my pet praying mantis from being run over by a lawn mower. As an adult, I’d tried to save a fledgling robin from broiling on my suburban driveway during an unusual spring hot spell. I watched the bird all morning, knowing that I shouldn’t interfere, but when it keeled over in the heat, I laid it carefully in a shoebox and brought it to an animal shelter. It was dead before I arrived.


And then there were the frogs. More than a decade before I knew this mountain existed, I purchased a terrarium and tadpoles for my kids. We watched with anticipation as the tadpoles grew into tiny grass-green frogs. I went to the local pet store and brought home batches of live crickets to feed them. The crickets were not very smart: the moment I released them into the terrarium, they hopped from the fake lawn into the tiny pool of water and drowned. The frogs, for their part, would only eat live crickets. And, for some reason, the frogs didn’t hang out in the water as much as I’d expected. Maybe all those dead floating crickets? I kept adding crickets; the crickets kept drowning. Even though I provided plenty of food, it wasn’t long before the frogs died, too. One at a time, over a period of weeks, I woke in the morning to discover their stiff little desiccated bodies. I never figured out exactly why they died. Was it the limited food supply? The dry air? Disease? Was it a loud household of people, vacuum cleaners, trombones and trumpets, leaf blowers outside the window, plus the inept person who didn’t know how to keep crickets from drowning? I could only guess. They were trapped in the terrarium, restricted to the nourishment and atmosphere I could provide. Whatever the cause, the frogs had gone extinct in their environment, and I’d played a role. Once they were gone, nothing came along and replaced them, because there was no nearby habitat from which other frogs could migrate to fill the gap. I wasn’t about to buy more tadpoles and risk killing them again; it was too heartbreaking for everyone.


Not long after, we came into some hermit crabs left by a friend who was moving away. One of my kids asked, if we don’t kill the hermit crabs, then can we get a dog?


Am I just terrible at saving creatures? Would I be any better at saving places?


Now it’s my turn to decide what will happen on this mountain. What’s at stake? Only a mountaintop. Only all the living things that call it home. What if I screw it up? Given my track record, there’s a strong likelihood that despite my best intentions, I’m going to screw it up.


* * *


Around twenty-five years ago, on an educational trip led by a paleoclimatologist and a conservation biologist, I was snorkeling in the Pacific Ocean off Darwin Island in the Galápagos while endangered hammerhead sharks swam fifteen feet below me. The sharks ignored me, in the way that most of the creatures in the Galápagos ignored us humans or seemed to see us as a source of amusement. During the course of this trip, a blue-footed booby untied my shoes, a mockingbird stole and hid a fellow traveler’s hearing aids, and, more than once, we shared our deck with opportunistic and intransigent sea lions that, along with the local penguins, liked to play with us in the water, including dive-bombing out of nowhere to snout-tap us on our snorkel masks, which is, I guess, the sea lion equivalent of the fist bump. We spent ten days on a small boat, and between lectures about Darwin’s finches and the Humboldt current, nearly everyone in our traveling group of twelve became seasick at least once, most of them on the night we crossed the equator. That night, only a stalwart few appeared at dinner where even the boat-wood chairs, heavy as concrete, were rocked away from the table by rough seas. I was (far more humiliatingly) land-sick instead. What did me in was a place called Sea Lion Beach. That may not be the official name, but it should be. It’s a wide beach covered with flat boulders, and every boulder is draped with sea lions, none of which even twitched a whisker as we approached. I’ve not experienced before or since as intense an astringent odor, the odor of sea-lion pee in overwhelming volume; not even bat guano matches it. That and what my confused vestibular system imagined as the rocking of the shore sent me to lose my lunch behind a (sea-lion-free) rock. This wasn’t the sea lions’ fault. My only truly negative contact with wildlife came courtesy of an invasive species, when I was stung by nonnative wasps massing around a hanger of bananas on the boat.


It was in the Galápagos islands that I was confronted with the impact of invasive species and habitat loss up close, a harm considerably worse than a swollen arm. I saw the damage caused by feral pigs and goats that reproduce readily and will eat nearly anything. They had been introduced to these islands, and many others, hundreds of years earlier by whalers who seeded islands along their whaling route with a reliable food source. The animals multiplied and munched out on land where they had no natural enemies and where they didn’t belong in the first place. Their presence upset delicate island ecosystems; they crushed, ate, and uprooted native plants, and devoured the eggs and trampled the nests of native ground-nesting birds and tortoises.


In the water, overfishing along with unusual current temperatures caused by climate change led to declines in sea life. Even in an extremely remote place like the Galápagos, where so much is protected, there were those who tried to take advantage: the mayor of one of the islands’ few towns was caught hoarding off-limits sea cucumbers. Just outside the protected area that creates an invisible boundary around the islands, sharks were harvested for their fins and tossed back into the water to die. These injuries to the islands embedded themselves in my mind like an everlasting painful sting.


What was happening in the Galápagos turned out to be a microcosm of what’s happening all over the world. The biologist who led that trip introduced me to the theory of island biogeography, originated by Edward O. Wilson and Robert MacArthur. Back in the 1960s, MacArthur and Wilson noticed that species living on islands in the middle of an ocean are more prone to extinction than those living on larger territories, on larger islands, or on islands that are closer to the mainland. They examined why that was the case and came up with ways to help predict extinctions in such places. But they didn’t restrict their discussion to literal islands in the middle of an ocean, like the Galápagos; they applied their theory to isolated ecosystems everywhere, including lands that may as well be islands—those that were once large, continuous wild places, until they were broken up by agriculture or development into smaller, disconnected bits, a situation known as habitat fragmentation. These disconnected bits, they contended, behave very much like islands; they’re subject to similar pressures that decrease biodiversity—the variety of species that live in a given place—by threatening the existence of individual species and whole ecosystems, the interconnecting community of organisms trying to survive there. And, because development was unlikely to end, they predicted the problem would grow worse with time. (Spoiler: it has.)


It seems like just yesterday I was reading Edward O. Wilson’s Diversity of Life to one of my kids as a bedtime story. (My son may have been the first preschooler to learn about the volcanic destruction of Krakatoa; I think he’s forgiven me.) And then, a few years ago, my kids were launched into the world of college and beyond. As a midlife empty nester, my time became more flexible, and I was determined to more actively pursue my longtime avocation, by rescuing a small corner of nature that needed help. I figured I knew more now and could do a lot better than dragging unsuspecting horseshoe crabs off the beach and pouring table salt into bathwater as a substitute for the ocean. I’d recently read Isabella Tree’s book Wilding, about her years-long project of returning her thirty-five-hundred-acre farm in Sussex, England, to a more authentic wild state. It was the most exciting conservation project I’d heard of in years; I couldn’t get it out of my mind. How amazing, how rewarding that must be, to make a difference in a place that large—to rescue not only one creature or one plant, but whole communities of creatures and plants. What if I could take a piece of land and restore it to a more natural condition? What if I could create a home for birds and other creatures that are losing more habitat every day? I’d researched it, and I thought I knew what it took to plant and maintain a meadow. What if I could do even a small fraction of what Isabella Tree had done? Wouldn’t that be something? One of the first things she did was plant a meadow. I could do that—I’d take two or three acres, four at the most, and create a native meadow with wildflowers to attract pollinating insects and local wildlife.


The question was how, and where, would I come up with these acres? My longtime home in the Washington, D.C., suburbs had a standard-size lawn that was regularly trampled down to dirt by our standard-size poodle and her daily zoomies. My husband, B., had planted and landscaped wherever the trampling was less energetic, but there wasn’t room for much of a meadow.


As it happened, my desire to plant a meadow coincided with the escalation of our long-running search for retired farmland in the countryside, where we planned to spend the next phase of our lives. After years of being limited to sporadic country visits, we were more than ready for a big change. We wanted nature at its most, well, natural; an outdoor life, where B., an Eagle Scout (once an Eagle Scout, always an Eagle Scout), could go on hikes and unwind by a campfire, and where I could grow vegetables and continue to find new creatures to study—and now, I hoped, plant a meadow.


I pictured an old hayfield, a broken-down barn, an old farmhouse that needed fixing up. I pictured a writing studio in the middle of the meadow I was going to plant, where I’d watch flowers shift in the breeze while awaiting inspiration. But our quest so far had proved inconclusive. Like the Berenstain Bears’ search for their perfect picnic spot, from one of my favorite children’s stories, I thought we’d never find the right place. My dream meadow plan was destined to remain a dream.


And then one day, here we were, standing on top of a mountain. This was it, and like so many “perfect” places, it turned out to be nothing like what I’d pictured. It was, for sure, an old cow pasture that had not seen cows in years, an old hayfield that had gone to seed. But it was far more than that. (And far less—there was no old barn or old farmhouse for me to fix up; there were no buildings at all, broken down or otherwise.) This was more than a few acres. It was over two hundred acres on a mountain, more than a third of it rolling open meadows—the former cow pasture—some of it quite steep, surrounded by even steeper sloping forests that spilled down the hillsides. A place where hawks circled, voles tunneled, deer wandered, and bears and bobcats lurked, where trees and grasses were bent by wind, where the sky changed every moment; a landscape of preternatural beauty and drama—and a massive tangle of weeds.


Perfection was too much to expect, right? This hoped-for country paradise turned out to be full of what I would eventually learn were invasive plants. For me, it was still a paradise. If I’m honest, I’ll say I’m most alive when I’m trying to fix something, trying to solve a problem. (Why does that have to be true? Can’t I sit back and enjoy things as they are? Evidently not.)


The more I learned, the better I could imagine the potential of this place, and the more I felt committed to repairing it. And, the more I learned, the more I had to face that, in this job I’d volunteered myself for, total control was impossible and my definition of success would be, necessarily, elastic.


* * *


There’s an inspirational poster that hangs on the wall in my dad’s home office. It’s been there since I was nine years old. The words on the poster begin, “Nothing in the world can take the place of persistence ... talent will not ... genius will not.” (It wasn’t until years later that I learned it was a quote from Calvin Coolidge.) Growing up, I found this philosophy exasperating. Couldn’t I be allowed to give up sometimes without feeling bad about it? Well, no. I’d be called into my dad’s office for a lecture and to stare at that annoying poster. Maybe this is why my tastes as an adult lean more toward parodies of inspirational posters, like the one that depicts an athlete lying on his back on a playing field, covering his face with his hands. It reads “Failure is not an option. It’s your destiny.”


But my parents have lived by the terms of that persistence directive. Nowhere was it more evident than in the way they tried to help my younger brother. He was born with Williams syndrome, a genetic disorder that created obstacles for him in every aspect of his life, physical, emotional, and intellectual. I grew up watching my parents work devotedly, trying the best they could to equip him for life in the mainstream world, even though I think we all knew (but never explicitly said) that an independent life would never be truly possible for him. Maybe those rose-colored glasses were what helped my parents to persist, to my brother’s very real benefit. They made sure he became the most capable and contented person he could be, within the limits of his disabilities.


I have, for better or worse, inherited my parents’ tendency to persist. Nature? Nurture? A little of both, probably. I haven’t contended with anything nearly as serious as my brother’s problems; in comparison, mine have been no more than minor inconveniences. But we all have our private disappointments, and as I get older, there have been times when I’ve felt increasingly boxed in by health concerns, as if the world is narrowing around me, and limits are something I’ve never been good at accepting. I wonder why? My father, at age ninety-one, fully cerebral, thankfully, but with extremely poor balance, decided to stand on the sofa to hang a sign on the wall while my mother was in the shower. Before she got in the shower, my mother told him not to stand on the sofa. Why would she even think of telling him this? Only because she’s lived with him for sixty years and has seen him take similar risks that ended in near-serious injury, including the time he fell through the ceiling of the garage after trying to balance on attic joists, and the time he cut off his finger replacing the fan belt in the car. This time, he lost his balance on the mushy sofa cushions and fell and injured his neck. The doctor said he was lucky he wasn’t paralyzed. Now, at ninety-three, after months of rehab, he can walk, haltingly, almost normally, without assistance. The other sign on my dad’s office wall says “The salesman’s job starts when the customer says no.”


My limits have meant I’ve had to forgo my favorite outdoor exercise and my favorite foods. I’m a runner who can no longer run, and a baker who can no longer eat bread. I’ve had to cut out caffeine and wine and dairy, too, part of a long list of culinary deprivations due to a GI disorder. This mountain may have good bones, but I don’t; I have osteoporosis. I have, on different occasions, broken a shoulder, an elbow, and a kneecap, plus three toes. (My doctor tells me the toes don’t count.) I tore cartilage in both of my hips because of a malformation I only learned about after three years of what would have been ill-advised yoga classes. I’m also a klutz, if that’s not already clear. I typed this chapter while wearing a brace on a sprained hand, because I tripped over the leg of a picnic bench that had been sitting in the same spot on my own patio for twenty years. I finished this book on crutches, after finally undergoing surgery to replace the torn cartilage in one of my hips. I keep asking the doctor when I’ll be allowed to run again. Where is the line between being persistent and plain stubborn?


My physical condition in some ways mirrors the condition of this place—I appear to be in decent shape, but don’t ask for an MRI. When I first wandered this meadow, it looked pristine to me. But now that I’ve learned to identify the many species of invasive plants, I can’t unsee them. I worry I won’t be able to stop them from destroying an ecosystem that’s already struggling. This land was shaped by hundreds of years of human interference, and it will require a different kind of human interference in order to thrive.


* * *


More than half of U.S. forestland is in private hands, and most of the grasslands in the United States—85 percent—belong to private landowners. Grasslands are the most endangered ecosystems in the world. But what do I mean when I say grassland and meadow? A meadow isn’t automatically a grassland—it depends on the balance of what grows there, and to some degree its history, as well as on who’s defining it. The meadows here, I’d eventually learn, are a mix of native and nonnative grasses, wildflowers (also known as forbs), and invasive plants. Fields with more grasses can be considered grasslands, and those with more forbs are meadows. That variation can be a good thing, because it leads to greater biodiversity—the variety of species that make up the mountaintop community—even if the abundance of nonnative plants here may not be a good thing.


In the Southeast, grasslands have declined by 90 percent. In Virginia, where this stunning, scraggly mountaintop is located, the Piedmont prairie, the native grassland community that once dominated the region east of the Blue Ridge mountains, is considered extinct; only small remnants hidden in tiny pockets around the state survive. With those numbers in mind, you can begin to understand why conservation of privately owned forests and grasslands is critical.


Back in 1962, even before MacArthur and Wilson had published The Theory of Island Biogeography, an independent researcher named Frank Preston declared that “it is not possible to preserve in a state or national park a complete replica on a small scale of the fauna and flora of a much larger area.” Parks alone can’t begin to help us ward off the worst effects of climate change, human development, the influx of invasive species, and other pressures that endanger biodiversity. Even if we put all the public lands together—all the national, state, and local parks and nature preserves—without the participation of private landowners, our parks would end up becoming species museums showcasing a handful of plants and animals, those lucky enough to survive the isolation. My interest in nature and ecology has often led me to deep dives into endangered ecosystems like coral reefs, mangrove swamps, and cloud forests, but I’d heard little about the threats to grasslands and their inhabitants; nor was I fully aware of the role I could play, as one person, in helping to save a native ecosystem.


Standing on the mountain, with all those acres of rolling hills unfolding in front of me, my goal to plant a small patch of meadow seemed timid. This land was big—I should think bigger! What if I could return this mountaintop to its natural glory? It would serve as a living example of how to restore native meadows! Pollinators would come from all around! I pictured sheep grazing on one of the hillsides. Just a handful of sheep. I’d make sheep-milk cheese. (I can’t eat dairy. I was clearly losing my mind.) I’d put up a fence to protect the sheep from the coyotes and bobcats and bears. Better make that an electric fence. Already I was taming the wilderness.


Even as I dreamed up a Percy-Shelleyesque vision of myself communing with nature, skipping through meadows, bluebirds winging around my head, I was hit with second thoughts. I had the nagging sense that I might be glossing over a few important factors (besides poison ivy and rattlesnakes). Like, at this stage in my life, and considering my various physical limitations, did I really want to take on such a big, ambitious project with an open-ended timeline and a learning curve as steep as one of those hills? Hadn’t I reached what novelist Richard Ford had once dubbed the “permanent period,” when I’m supposed to be settled into a long (hopefully) pleasant plateau? Wasn’t the point that, since my child-rearing days were over, I could finally eschew at least some burden of long-term responsibility and revel in the freedom of empty-nesthood? Shouldn’t I be taking a long, well-earned break, resting on laurels or on a lounge chair somewhere with a drink with a tiny umbrella in it? But just as a vacation with no time set aside for writing never seemed like a real vacation to me, taking a break has never felt like a real break to me.


I understood, in theory, that caring for land was a major commitment—I would soon understand it even better in practice. To complicate matters, not only was there no house to live in up here, not even a shed for storing tools, there was no power, and no working well. This land would require time, sweat, single-mindedness: your basic obsession. In other words, exactly my jam.


So I chose to try to restore these two hundred acres, to attempt to transform ailing fields into native meadows, and a barren forest floor into a teeming native understory. Even though, outside of the knowledge I’d gleaned from books like Wilding and “weed warrior” expeditions with my kids along the Potomac River, I had no real idea what would be involved in doing this work on a vast mountaintop, or what the end point of such a project would look like—much less whether a true end point was possible.


If this course of action seems hopeful, foolish, and delusional, that’s the wheel around which my feelings about it cycle, sometimes in a single day. My frustrating limitations aside, what I do have going for me is a tendency to become preoccupied with a topic, studying it and talking about it nonstop (much to the irritation of my family). At various points in my life, I’d done this with mangrove trees, gray whales, carpenter bees, rats, sea urchins, carpet beetles, lizards, and flying squirrels. The mountain was not only a subject, but a place I could dive into and lose myself, a source of fascinating and unlimited information to fill my brain and give me a sense of purpose. And unlike most of the places that inspired those other fixations, the mountain wasn’t a place I would only visit—it would actually be my home. I’d literally live with the outcome, the success or failure of my endeavors. I didn’t know yet how that would feel or how it would influence my decisions.


* * *


It helps to remember those poor dead frogs in terms of island biogeography. An island can be any isolated place, from an actual island, like Fernandina in the Galápagos, to my terrarium. If we shrink a creature’s habitat down to an artificially small size, where there is limited food and no accessible path to another viable habitat, it puts tremendous pressure on every form of life there. An island can be a forest surrounded by a housing development; a hedgerow bordering a tilled field; it can be a single plant, if you’re a beetle and you spend your entire life cycle on one plant; it can be a backyard butterfly garden, or a highway median; or it can be a meadow surrounded by woods on top of a mountain.


My belief that I can revitalize this place has an almost magical quality to it, as if, as the land grows healthier, I’ll grow stronger, too. This may be magical thinking, but it’s also an exercise in hope. Standing on top of the mountain, contemplating the idea of somehow bringing change to this formidable landscape, is a dizzying experience. Whatever happens, like the wildflower seeds that stick to my trousers, the land grabs hold of me, and it won’t let go.










Chapter 2


Finding the Way


... in which I fail at navigating and at gardening


The first home I can remember was a tiny brick and siding split-level on a dead-end street in a quiet suburb of Washington, D.C. The streets were narrow, backyards were small, and the houses were close together. We lived on a corner, where the lawn wrapped around and created what felt to me then like a large front yard. Our lawn was full of dandelions, and I was discouraged from blowing on the seeds because it would spread them, so instead I made their heads pop off, which kept them from seeding and was also fun. There was clover, good for searching for the lucky ones, which I never found. Other than the lawn, many of the plants in our yard were exotic, which at the time was seen as something special. These plants seemed to fit with the previous owner’s claim that she was related to a famous person. She left a few pieces of similarly exotic furniture that she insisted had once belonged to her cousin, Ernest Hemingway. (If this is true, Hemingway’s table is now my father’s workbench in my parents’ garage.)


We were particularly proud of the Chinese silvergrass that grew in a giant tuft at the bend where the front yard became the side yard. And next to the backyard gate was a mimosa tree that reached the second-story window and exploded with fluffy pink flowers in spring. My mother took pride in the unusual plants in our yard, even when the mimosa dropped its seed pods all over the lawn. Red roses grew along the backyard fence, from which I’d spy on our neighbor Mr. M, as if something fascinating might happen while he pushed his reel mower back and forth on his small patch of lawn. My mother loved the roses, but she eventually dug them up because our German shepherd, Rex, kept eating them, a habit that could prove fatal.


Now, many of the plants that were once prized as exotic, like the Chinese silvergrass and the mimosa, are known to be invasive—prolific, introduced plants that can escape from gardens and push out native plants, threatening whole ecosystems on land and in the water. Aided by human disturbance, the spread of such plants has become an urgent threat to biodiversity worldwide. But back when I was growing up in the 1970s, these plants were something to be admired, a feature that distinguished our otherwise unremarkable house.


There was one tree in our yard that was native—not that I knew it then—the pussy willow. It was my favorite. I’ve yet to see another one of these trees anywhere. Years later, when I was picking up one of my kids at school, I noticed the secretary was keeping pussy willow branches in a dry vase on her desk. I admired them and told her about the tree at the house where I was born. When I stopped in to return my pass, she presented me with a wrapped bundle of the branches.


“Take these home,” she said. “You don’t need to do anything; they’ll keep forever.” That was more than fifteen years ago, and they’re still in the same condition as when she gave them to me. When I look at them, I return to the tree at the side of the little brick house where I used to wait impatiently for spring so I could run my fingers over the soft fuzzy catkins and imagine they were tiny paws.


There’s a map of that yard in my head. It’s more precise than the map of the inside of the house. The front yard was where we would sit on folding chairs and watch the July 4th fireworks that were launched from the parking lot of a nearby shopping center. The back patio was where I “saved” one hundred live cicadas in a butterfly house. The front stoop was where the milk was delivered in bottles, and the front walk was where I tried roller-skating for the first time. The narrow stretch of grass between our house and the house next door was where I sat under the willow with my best friend, trying to crack open rocks, sure I’d find a geode inside.


* * *


Before I can think about changing anything on the mountain, I need to get to know it, to develop my own internal map of the place. I have a satellite map showing the shape and location of forests and meadows, and I have a plat, a surveyor’s rendering of the farm’s boundaries and corners, marked with elevations and topo lines from the U.S. Geological Survey. The topo shows me that the whole farm sits above nine hundred feet, and where the lines are closest together, the slopes are steepest. But I don’t need a map to tell me that; my knees tell me well enough. I can see where the ridges are, because the lines curve against each other like back-to-back camel humps. The plat tells me that most of the corners are marked with iron rods sunk into the ground. One was marked by a ribbon on an oak tree, but that oak has since fallen. There are thirty-one of these corners. In other words, this land is nowhere near a regular rectangle, or even a parallelogram, like the plats I’m used to seeing. The boundaries form a shape resembling an awkward blocky drawing of a hopping rabbit. It’s a shape that owes itself to the way previous owners sold off pieces of the slopes going all the way around the mountain. It’s a reminder that the land’s current condition also owes itself to the work of the people who were here before me, what they touched and what they left alone.


In the beginning, the mountain felt like a giant mystery to me, and in many ways it still does. My way through mysteries to understanding has always been to write things down. So, I drew up a map. It wouldn’t be much use to anyone else, since it doesn’t mark the way so much as highlight places I use as landmarks to help orient myself. I sketched in the pages of an old composition book I’d managed to hold on to since elementary school. The book was empty, other than my name inscribed in red pen on the cover in someone else’s handwriting. I couldn’t help wondering if there was an assignment way back then that I’d failed to complete, since there was a time when I was known to shove all of my unfinished work, what we used to call “dittos,” into my lunchbox and throw it away when I got home. It seemed time to fill the notebook with something I wanted to learn; it felt like the right place to record my first walks on the mountain.


I didn’t know the names of most of the plants here yet, so I described them with a doodle and a note: “purplish stem” or “wispy seed pods” or “strange sap.” I’d skipped out on most of a college botany course, a move I regretted at exam time and even more now. Although I’d spent decades reading about wildife or insects or theories of island biogeography, I paid less attention to plants. At first, I only knew those that had caught my eye for specific reasons, like the mangrove trees on Sanibel Island, where I used to pull up a kayak and watch tiny crabs skitter among the gangly exposed roots. The names of many wildflowers simply never stuck, and because I’d never been a gardener, never planted a full-fledged garden myself, the names of even some of the more common garden plants can still escape me. I knew what I thought of as the “main” trees—oak and maple and poplar and willow—those that grew in places where I’d lived. But in general, and despite passing a course as part of Virginia Tech’s forest landowner education program, my tree identification skills were pretty shaky, and as I moved through the meadows, I fumbled through a stack of plant field guides in an effort to tell an aster from a black-eyed Susan and a box elder from a black gum. Early on, I did learn to recognize the sassafras trees that were gathered at the wood’s edge, because of the assorted shapes of their leaves, as if the tree has been dealt a mixed hand of clubs, diamonds ... and mittens.
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