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Part One



Finding the Wild City
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1 Empty Lots, Mesquites, and Parakeets



The only animals that come around to eat the sweet seed pods of the mesquite trees that grow around our house now are, like my wife, immigrants from Argentina. You could call them an invasive species, but so are we, and in the case of the monk parakeets, you can’t blame their arrival for the extinction of the Pleistocene megafauna. The legend of the parakeets who build their massive multifamily stick nests in the power poles of Austin and other American cities is that they descended from birds who were imported for the exotic pet trade, broke free from a crate on the tarmac of JFK in 1967, and proceeded to colonize their way down the Eastern Seaboard, all the way to Texas and points beyond. The ones who drop by on hot summer days to picnic on our lot live in places like the cell tower behind the Eleven, the transformer pole behind the abandoned elementary school, and the old AM radio antenna across the street, which transmitted soft rock at 1490 kHz under the call sign KNOW until its final sign-off in 1989.


You can always hear the parakeets before you see them. They are loud little chatterboxes, communicating in short, high-pitched squawks that seem weirdly well suited to our postindustrial streetscape, even as they also bring the sound of the South American jungle. Their leprechaun color makes them easy to spot, as does the tropical profile of their wings in flight and that characteristic parrot beak when they are at rest. When they alight on the branches of the mesquites clustered near the chain-link fences at this double dead end at the edge of town, they pull the pods from the thorny branches, crack them open, devour the seeds, and toss the husks to the ground, the same way the after-hours partiers around the corner toss their empty beer cans to the curb. The adaptation of these magical animals to this weird, run-down place seems perfect, but not quite in balance, as there are not enough birds to eat more than a small portion of the pods the trees produce, and none of the other critters seem to touch them, other than a few beetles.


[image: Image]


The people who inhabited this region of the continent before Europeans arrived figured out you could make a sweet flour from mesquite pods. They say the best flavor comes from pods that have dried on the tree, an insight that provides a clue to the secret history of the plant: Before humans arrived in North America, mesquite pods were eaten by the megafauna that once roamed this landscape. Long-tusked American mastodons, sloths the size of bears, armadillos the size of Volkswagens. In their absence, the mesquites have acquired a mixed reputation among the contemporary human occupants of this land. They are gnarly, hard-wooded trees with thorns that can puncture tires, whose desert-ready toughness, slowly running their roots deep into the earth to find water, makes them well suited to survive in blighted landscapes—both the ones nature makes and the ones we make. Trees that bring life to polluted empty lots in the land of long, hot summers, like the one in the edgelands of East Austin where we made our home.


The mesquite at the front of our lot reveals the damaged past of the place in the weird grace of its form: trunk bent at abrupt angles as it rises, branches canopying out where they can to soak up the sun on fronds of tiny leaves, and big scars where older branches were lost to weather and human abuse. Seventy years old, according to the wizardly master arborist who came to help us care for it after we finally grew to appreciate its wonders. It may be only a tenth as old as some of the live oaks you can find in the hidden sanctuaries near here that the city has not yet devoured, but it’s probably the oldest living witness to what happened on this lot before we got here.


I barely noticed the mesquite when I first visited this property with a pair of real estate brokers in April 2009, looking for a new place to live at the onset of middle age and the peak of the financial crisis. I’m not even sure I could identify a mesquite tree by sight back then, even though I had been living in Texas for more than a decade. I have no training in the natural sciences other than the unofficial one my life has given me, learning what’s what at the same time its importance to my world becomes evident to me, and a wariness of our tendency to put the naming of each object in nature before the unmediated experience of it. The call of the wild amid the manufactured unreality of contemporary life is what had me walking that empty lot, along with my weird idea that a sensible place to look for natural beauty was in the fenced-off zones behind the industrial parks.


Once you opened the padlock and stepped through the ugly chain-link gate at the front, in the peak of springtime, the place looked pleasant but unremarkable. Texas pastoral, with a clearing of tall grasses and wildflowers ringed by a grove of big hackberry trees. Next door was a quaint green cottage with a picket fence—a very old house, the listing agent explained, that the property owners had moved there when it was marked for demolition at its original location. As we followed the dirt path toward the back of the lot—a path that was just like a trail you would find in the woods—butterflies and songbirds fluttered around us. Then we started to notice the signs of ruin.


All over the back side of the lot, under the shade of the tall trees, were huge slabs of concrete. Fragments of demolished buildings, giant chunks of curb cut, even sections of cement staircases. Some more than half-buried in the earth, others still lying on top of it, with weedy plants growing up around and on top of them, intertwined with gnarls of exposed rebar. There were old tires, too, sticking up out of the dirt, one housing a colony of killer bees making rich honey in its cavity. You could see other trash all along the face of the rough hill that graded down to the floodplain of the urban river: the metal frame of an old car seat, bits of colored wire, fragments of porcelain from a busted-up toilet, looped threads of orange-and-yellow shag carpet poking out of the dirt where there should have been spiderwort. At the very bottom of the hill was the wreck of a mid-‘60s Ford pickup, sticking up out of the ground at the same angle as those old El Dorados at the Cadillac Ranch, its front end aimed at the Moon.


Two-thirds of the way back was a more enigmatic object: a 6’-by-6’ steel box embedded in the ground, in the middle of which was a big wheel like you would find on the hatch of a ship. It looked like one of those portals into some secret underground facility the stranded passengers found on the mysterious island of Lost, a TV show my then-middle-school-aged son and I watched together on DVD. The way in, or maybe the way out. To where, at least officially, only became clear from the white metal sign sticking out of the ground nearby, with a notice in bright red text:




WARNING


PETROLEUM PIPELINE


BEFORE EXCAVATION OR


IN EMERGENCY CALL COLLECT


713-222-XXXX


THE TEXAS PIPELINE CO.





The sign was so old that the text had faded over the years, and parts of its message were obscured by rust, but you could fill in the blanks—even if you couldn’t get all the numbers for that collect call.


The pipeline, the listing agent assured me with the characteristically positive spin of his trade, was no longer in use, and the current landowners had commissioned environmental studies to confirm the land appeared free of contamination. He showed me a model site plan on which some architect had sketched a possible homesite that worked around the maze of industrial easements that carved up the lot. But you could be sure it was not a property your typical future homeowner would zero in on, especially in an economy reeling from the collapse of the real estate markets. There’s always a reason the empty lots are empty.


Building a house from the ground up was the last thing I needed to add to my plate, as a half-time single dad already loaded up with financial obligations and two busy careers. I had gone there to look at an existing house for sale next door by the same owners, hoping to trade my monthly rent for a mortgage. But the house was too big and expensive, whereas the price of the land was in my range—just barely—and it was the only acre of undeveloped land I could afford. Behind the lot was a pocket of urban woods that abutted the river, a zone whose existence I had discovered years earlier and the reason I had asked my downtown condo-broker neighbor if he could help me look for a place in this part of town. I was a lawyer, with plenty of experience dealing with big companies and a reflexive confidence that the global petrochemical giant that owned the pipeline would be happy to have me pay them to remove their environmental liability from my property. I was also a science fiction writer, with a particular interest in the aesthetics of ruin and rewilding, the kind of orientation that makes you think nothing would be cooler than to live in an overgrown concrete bunker that looks like the last outpost after the end of the world. And I had come to believe that places like that, where the worst of our industrial abuses of the Earth collide with wild nature, were where the essence of real life and the possibility of a better future could be found. A refuge, but also a place where, by working to harmonize the radically conflicting energies of the place, I might do the same to the conflicts in my own life.


The journey did not begin that day—in a way, I had been on it most of my life—but that gate with the barbed wire on top opened a portal. It was a different sort of portal than the valve box opened, and a dirtier one than those found in the secret worlds of magic and make-believe down the rabbit hole or through the closet that I had gravitated toward as a child. This portal told the truth, even if you had to blaze your own trail to find it.


It took me a long time to really begin to understand its lessons. Finding a beat-up piece of land like this, making it your home, trying to bring back the biodiverse life it is capable of sustaining, and integrating daily wanders into the urban wild as part of your life, you start to see things more clearly. You learn to banish from your mind the illusory fantasy that there is some precious, intact wilderness still out there, beyond the horizon, where wildlife can eke out a healthy existence outside the realm of our dominion. You come to see how the other species we share this planet with occupy the marginal spaces we leave for them—usually those we can’t figure out how to more directly occupy or exploit, like the floodplain of the river behind the factories; or places we have already trashed, like landfills and the pathways of abandoned petroleum pipelines. The beauty of nature is still there. In a way, it is more beautiful when it manifests in these fallen places, because of the resilience it reveals. But it is also deeply damaged and scarred, evidence of the way we have remade the world into some butchered cyborg. The deeper lesson that accretes as you learn to really see these places is that the damage we see in the natural world around us is a mirror, a reflection of the damage we feel inside ourselves, even on the days when we feel healthy. We, as a collective, are the ones causing the horror show of everyday life that we live in with our eyes averted. We cause it by our sometimes willing, sometimes hoodwinked, sometimes coerced participation in a system of subjugation, extraction, and accumulation that makes the Earth and each of us its slaves, training us to see ourselves as apart from nature in the same way it alienates us from each other and from ourselves. While the path out of here is a long one that will take generations to map, rewilding projects—which can be as small as my friend Matt’s guerrilla planting of native wildflowers on a patch of dirt beneath the M train in Queens or as big as the multi-acre restorations undertaken by communities all over the world, from the Fresh Kills Landfill in Staten Island to the brownfields of Ballona Creek in West L.A., from Cheonggyecheon in the heart of Seoul to the Isar River in old downtown Munich—provide us the agency to start working our way there, learning to see the native life ready to burst through the pavement, doing the work to help hasten its emergence, and beginning to heal ourselves in the process. It can be as simple as learning to really see the damaged old tree in your yard, the lost birds that feed on its fruit, and the ghosts of the creatures who used to. Seeing the tree, seeing the way it mirrors you and the way it feeds the world and feeds from it, in a simultaneously hyperlocal and global system of exchange of which we are each a part. A system we have the power to make more reciprocal, as we work to make our own society more just.


The bird books say monk parakeets can mimic human speech. I have not yet heard them speak our language, but they still teach me things. Things about adaptation, making home, building community, and making the best of the world you find yourself in. They are charismatic creatures, one of the first natural wonders I connected with after we moved to Texas and found them living in the light towers of the intramural fields behind the garage apartment we rented. Queer, kooky birds that didn’t belong here any more than we did, and yet made it richer, as they made you smile.


Two decades later, the parakeets taught me to pay attention to that beat-up old tree under which I parked the Airstream trailer I made into my home office. They did so rather noisily at first, making me think it was raining strange objects as they tossed their empties onto the aluminum hull over my head. When I went outside into the heat and light of the Texas summer, the parakeets helped me see that the crooked mesquite in our yard, and its nearby cousins of younger vintage, provided food that could help sustain life. They drew my attention to the way the tree grew and changed over the seasons, and to the way new mesquites came up out of the ground no matter how brutal the weather got, trunks from the same plant emerging at different spots, more under than above, the sun-seeking tendrils of ancient organisms that were all about the roots. Trees like icebergs whose visible wonders are just a small part of the story. These revelations from the observed world were supplemented by things found in books that compile our accumulated knowledge about the world around us. I learned that the name “mesquite” is not really Spanish, but Nahuatl, from mizquitl, a name used by the Aztecs and perhaps other Indigenous tribal groups whose cultural memories and knowledge of the world are not as completely erased as we might think. I learned that the fruit of the tree was one of many in our landscape that had evolved to be eaten by the giant mammals who disappeared from this continent not long after humans showed up, one of those factual nuggets that punctuate a truth about the deep history of the Anthropocene in ways reading alone cannot.


I have not yet put to use the knowledge that the prodigious pods of this big, busted-up tree, which barely looks alive itself, can provide food for us. I write this in the middle of the hottest summer since measurements started to be recorded, a summer of wildfires and floods and coastal waters hotter than the baths we run for our daughter, of refugees desperately moving across a destabilized and shrinking world only to run up against militarized borders and a dehumanizing suspension of charity. As relentless development capital continues our sprawl over the green spaces of a world that has lost 69 percent of its wildlife population since my sixth birthday, and as I worry about what we will do when the power runs out again and the air-conditioning goes with it, I get some reassurance when I walk out to my office and see the pods laying there on the ground beneath my feet and look up to see many more still hanging from the branches. Reassurance about the resilience of nature, about its capacity to help us get through each season and teach us things we once knew but have forgotten, and about our capacity to be the loving stewards of planetary life our sacred books instruct us to be, instead of the self-absorbed creatures of insatiable appetite we have become. That, and a looming sense that we will soon need to learn not to take for granted things like the wild food that goes uneaten due to the absence of the animals whose extinction our dominion coincided with.


I wonder what kind of cake we will make, if we have to make it from the fruit of the old tree that grew up in the brownfield. A tree that can make you bleed. There’s a chance it will be better, and a certainty it will be more real.










2 A Wilderness of Edges



Fences, Foxes, and Buteos


From the street, the lot where we made our home is not a place where you would think nature is close by: a paved corner where two roads terminate at the edge of an industrial zone. Every side is fenced with chain link, some of it topped with barbed wire. Behind the fences stand shipping containers repurposed as storage sheds, stenciled with the records of their years at sea and their origins in faraway places where even the alphabets are sometimes different. There are three wide gates at the corner. One opens to the loading dock of a commercial door factory, another to our little driveway, and the third to an empty lot. It’s a spot where infrastructure intersects, some public and some corporate. There are manholes in the street that access huge storm sewers, a fire hydrant that gets frequently tested in case there is an explosion at one of the factories, and a tall pipe sticking up out of the ground behind the sidewalk, bent like a big check mark, with chipped and faded yellow paint to mark the location of the buried pipeline. Most of the trees you see are dead ones: the telephone poles that line the streets, carrying power lines and the transmission cables of four different telecommunications service providers. There are live trees, too, growing next to the busted-up and rarely used sidewalk, but you probably wouldn’t notice them if you drove by. They have been rendered invisible by their subservience to the cables hanging from those poles, pruned back over decades to create a strange vision when you look straight down the lane: a blocks-long symmetrical line of trees trained into Vs as their limbs yield to the telephone poles and their ethereal cargo, locked in a dance without touching, branches of networks that occupy the same space but never really interact.


At night the corner becomes a black hole, the only signs of life the occasional semitrucks that idle in the darkness while their drivers wait to make their deliveries in the morning or the lovers who take advantage of the darkness for their private intimacies. Sometimes the next afternoon you will find a used condom on the pavement, slowly melting under the Texas sun, or spent nitrous canisters left over from last night’s euphoric whippets. Just a few hundred feet from a major thoroughfare, so close the stoplight casts its ambient red pulse into the darkness, the corner is a strangely secluded spot when the factories close at night or on the weekends. It gets quieter as the traffic becomes sparse and the internal combustion cacophony of the city dials down. Step out in an especially quiet moment and you might hear the eerie call of an owl. And when the quiet is interrupted by a police siren screaming down the boulevard, the urban coyotes will answer back from the darkness beyond the fences with an unearthly chorus of banshee yips and howls. Despite its industrial brutality—and maybe even because of it—our corner is one of those spots where the wildness sneaks back into our world.


The first season we lived here, renting the little cottage next door to our lot while we tried to figure out how to build a house of our own in this unlikely zone, we had one of our first real experiences of the everyday wonders of the feral city. Agustina and I were coming back from a movie on a Saturday night, driving down our long block, which is the length of three regular blocks. It’s the sort of street that is darker and creepier at night than other streets, with two asphalt lanes divided by double yellow lines and dimly lit in a way that might make you think the engineer who laid out the streetlights had a love of film noir. As we rolled toward home, we saw motion at the curb, behind the diner. Animal as apparition. Canine trot. But not a dog. Something wilder, not much bigger than a house cat, with a big bushy tail and flashes of red and gray fur in the intermittent bits of light.


A fox.


It was the first one either of us had seen in our lives, but we knew immediately what it was, in that weird way we are trained from an early age to identify animals we will never likely see outside of a zoo. The name we were taught to give that animal, and its name in many other European languages, derives from older words that describe that distinctive tail, for reasons you can only appreciate when you see one in person—even if it is flashing that tail in your headlights behind the truck tarp installation shop instead of above the tall grass at the edge of the woods. Not the rarest or most exotic animal one could see, and yet also totally remarkable. To spend decades outside only to finally see one not in a national park, but on a gritty urban street. The immediate wonder we felt was intense and validating, confirming our counterintuitive instincts about where to find signs of real life beyond the city’s mirrored veneer.


We followed the fox the length of the block as it trotted casually along the curb, phasing in and out of the incandescent cones of the tired old streetlights. It continued at that pace, fast but not urgent, all the way to the very end of the street. And then it suddenly disappeared, through an almost imperceptible gap at the base of the chain-link gate where the road ended, like one of those imaginary beings in comic books who can render themselves intangible and walk through walls.


The fences at the end of the street were a barrier, but also a portal. They mostly worked to keep people out, but in doing so, they created a sanctuary for animal life in the empty lots behind the factories.


Years later, I put a trailcam at that gate and saw how often the foxes came and went—almost every night, even on the night of our city-crippling blizzard in 2021. Hunting as we slept, taking advantage of the unique opportunities the city afforded—probably capturing the rodents that gather around our dumpsters at night, and maybe even dumpster diving themselves. Foxes—especially red foxes, but also gray foxes like the one we saw that night—thrive in ecotones: areas that straddle two very different types of habitats. And the foxes around here have figured out that the zone between overgrown empty lot and industrial streetscape creates similar opportunities for predation as the border between grassland and forest or prairie and wetland.


They are not the only ones. In the warm months, the fence at our corner is overgrown with vegetation. Four different species of vines climb the chain link and poles, exploding at summer’s end with flowers that look like hot pink popcorn and dark, gamey grapes from which you can make outlaw wine. Poison ivy and skin-puncturing agaves grow thick in the right-of-way, swallowing the accumulated litter in vegetation so aggressive it disappears the sidewalk. At night, it sometimes swallows entire cars, when the corner becomes so dark that people who miss their turn for the on-ramp on their way home from the bars find themselves accelerating into the void. One recent morning I walked out to find a late-model Honda caught in the net of our front fence, silent and empty, the eerie eyes of the LED headlights shining like some crashed UFO, its driver as vanished as if they had been abducted in one.


There is one big, old tree right at the corner where the fences meet, its branches just far enough from the Google Fiber lines to be left alone by the chainsaws, the base of its trunk pushing up against the pavement that surrounds it. It’s a sycamore, mature enough to have mostly shed its outer bark, unveiling a ghostly whiteness that manifests most potently in the cold light of our short winters. I never really noticed it, my eyes drawn instead to the door factory loading dock sign in its shade, until one afternoon when I saw how its bleached-out high branches catch the last sun of the day. As I looked up to admire that druid-worthy descendant of the native woods that must have once covered the street, I noticed how the line of telephone poles continued beyond the gate, the thick cables draped diagonally above the intersection to their anchor on another pole whose top you can see poking up against a background of trees further back. And I learned that on a nice afternoon, there’s a good chance you will see a lone hawk sitting atop that pole, just above the porcelain insulators that tether the high-tension wire to the wood of what is probably a southern pine embalmed in pentachlorophenol and diesel oil. Raptors love the surveillance posts dead trees provide, including those we use to line our streets and carry the power we have harvested from the Earth.


The red-shouldered hawk, Buteo lineatus, is smaller than some of its cousins, almost stout. When you see one sitting there atop a pole, it might even look a little pudgy and cute. On the wing, it is an amazing avian interceptor, a forest hawk especially well adapted to flying at insanely high speeds through the branched maze of the woodland canopy, deftly threading the line between treetop and ground-crawling prey. You usually hear them before you see them, and that piercing skree, which is a lot like the better-known clarion of the red-tailed hawk, always gets your attention. They are often hard to spot when perched on a branch, but if you can observe them up close or with field glasses, you see they are not pudgy but stocky, wearing their wings over their broad shoulders like the furry capes of ancient warriors, washes of autumnal brown and rusty orange collared with black and white ermine. They are wary of us, with good reason. But they have also learned to adapt to the hunting opportunities our encroachment on their habitat has created. Like that empty lot behind the factory, where the right-of-way for those telephone poles—the path of an old road, abandoned and allowed to go back to wild—creates an open zone foxes and smaller creatures of the field must cross on their own forages. Sometimes the hawks come out even further into our domain, like on quiet Sunday mornings when you might find one surveying the mowed zone of the highway feeder from its perch on a tall post.


Hawks were rare things to see when I was a kid, even in the country. Their populations had been decimated by DDT and other pesticides. By the time I was in college in the 1980s, they had started to become more common—especially red-tailed hawks, who learned to take advantage of the interstate highways. On some stretches when we drive between here and my parents’ home in Iowa, we see one every couple of miles, especially in Kansas and Oklahoma. When I started seeing hawks in the city, I didn’t really know the differences between the species, their different habitats and adaptations. But once you start paying closer attention, they teach you revelatory things about your own habitat.
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When you see or hear a red-shouldered hawk in the city, it is a sign that a pocket of urban woods must be close by. Finding those woods is harder, because they are almost as hidden as the wildlife they harbor, in the wilderness embedded in the city’s edges.


Roads, Rivers, and Time Travel


The secret wilderness I found here twenty-five years ago is disappearing now. Not completely gone, but you can feel it slipping away, day by day. Because this is one of those zones where wild nature infiltrates the city, when you live in it you learn to see, in the fabric of your everyday life, how the wildness is bleeding from the world. We don’t tend to notice those changes that slowly manifest in the other life around us. The city has a way of keeping us focused on feeding it, and the faces we see in its ubiquitous mirrors. Sometimes the waking dreams of our popular culture give us peripheral glimpses of the truth about how we relate to our world, but vampires can’t see their own reflections.


It’s strange to me, thinking back to when it first happened, that I found this place not on a wander, not at the end of a hidden trail, but through the window of a moving car driving down the highway. It was 1999, a year after we moved to Austin, the year they opened the fancy new airport on what had been the site of an air force base. A place whose very existence was a product of the End of History, in a moment when Austin was one of the epicenters of the Long Boom the forecasters promised would never end. I had come here to be a part of that, as a young lawyer who had left government service to help a friend start an Internet company, and I soon found myself living the life of one of those corporate mercenaries of cyberspace I had read imagined versions of in the ‘80s. Even then, dispatched to Dallas, D.C., or NYC for the day to negotiate a new level in the virtual world we were building, the real world beckoned. Even if you could only see it in flashes so brief you might have imagined it.


It helped that I had to slow down a little when I got on the bridge to get to the airport. It was an old bridge, a camelback truss of curved and bolted steel built in the Great Depression. One of those bridges whose lanes were designed for a time before half the cars on the road were spawned from monster trucks, its safety features seemed inadequate for the more dangerous world we now live in, built at a scale that brought you closer to the world around you. The route to get to the bridge went through East Austin, past industrial neighborhoods and run-down commercial strips I paid little attention to back then. But the view from that bridge, from the very first time I crossed it, was like a window into another world. The world that once was, and could be again.


You could only see it from the right lane—and unless the traffic came to a stop, you could only glance at it without crashing your car. Through the window, beneath the bridge, a stretch of wild shallow river meandered through a thick, green landscape devoid of any signs of human occupation. It was hazy and mysterious, atemporal and confounding, like a scene from a Romantic painting somehow inserted into the brutal landscape of the late-twentieth-century city. But there it was, so ordinary and obviously real that your conscious mind didn’t even take that much notice of it, focused instead on the workday at hand, a day of travel itineraries and life billed out in six-minute increments.


I drove on, not really thinking about it. But over time, that momentary glance stuck with me, implanted in my mind like a dream you can’t forget. Maybe it was the way it looked like the series of riverine landscape paintings my brother had done early in his career, one of which hung on my wall—more Gerhard Richter than Caspar David Friedrich, paintings like the covers of imaginary compilations of ambient music. Maybe it was the innate surreality of it in that context. Or the absolute reality of it, in contrast to the dammed up and domesticated version of the river I could see from the window of my office just a couple miles away. Lady Bird Johnson and her rich friends hadn’t touched this.


I can see now, after half a life looking for it with greater intention, that it had the same power over me as the fleeting glances I sometimes had of wild animals, animals whose names we learned as children but almost never saw in real life and who disappeared from our view almost instantly when we did. Or the experience life sometimes affords of great trees, trees that have somehow survived the sprawling of the human city around them but only rarely display their majesty, their near-immortality, in a way you can really see. The river I saw was the river as it was meant to be—or as close as we would let it get to that. And in that moment, I saw it the way I was supposed to.


I tried to find it. I would run toward it on long lunch breaks, away from the manicured and densely peopled central trail of downtown. Past the dam, I found unofficial footpaths through the woods that grew around the river but few fresh vantages of the river itself. I would see that same atemporal album-cover vista again every time I went to the airport. But it was only when my young son helped me see the world through his eyes that I was able to read the signs nature manifested in the landscape of the city—invitations to step off the pavement and into real life.


Hugo had an innate affinity for the outdoors, with a sensitivity to other life I lacked at that age. My son was not an adventurer, the sort to take physical risks for fun. He was a tactile empath, who intuitively understood how to more richly see and experience things that were right there, without damaging them. Like the creatures in the front yard of our little rental house that my mother had taught me to call potato bugs when I was his age, which the Texans called pill bugs or roly-polies. In the months leading up to his fourth birthday, Hugo became fascinated with them, so much so that I read up on them, learning they are not insects but terrestrial crustaceans. He learned how the life in the yard responded to his gentle touch, expressing the same gifts that would make him the middle-school tinkerer who could get broken old watches, cameras, and phonographs working with a few minor adjustments and cleanings, then a gifted painter, sculptor, and woodworker who feels and expresses the life of the material in his hands. He became a fisherman at a precocious age, the sort who could, through that interspecies empathy, lure the savviest flounder at the end of the lighted dock onto the plastic tackle and then release it back into the water. I was a crummy fisherman but a natural born wanderer, with an innate sense of direction and an urge to find my own shortcuts to nowhere. We started to go out into the world together to see what we could find, and we discovered a richer realm than I had ever seen before.


The places we lived were always near a creek, as are most homes anywhere. We followed their meandering routes as a way to break out of the prescribed paths of our new city and see where we ended up. That took us into the backyard of a mysteriously wooded private estate behind our house, through a long meadow at the end of a dead end that we later learned was an intramural archery range, and into the expansive empty lot that secreted the old cemetery of the state psychiatric hospital, its half-hidden grave markers nameless and numbered. We found our first tadpoles swimming in a pool behind the obstacle course where state troopers would train, saw our first feral parakeets nesting in the light towers of the playing fields behind our garage apartment, and picked our way through beds of exposed limestone littered with fossilized remains of Cretaceous marine life you could pocket and take home. For a second-grade science project, we searched for the source of one of those creeks using the location marked on a local street map and a web-crawled copy of some geology professor’s field notes from the 1960s, until we found ourselves staring at a gabion well in an office park behind the strip mall.


In second grade, Hugo joined his school’s scout troop. We started going on weekend campouts, almost always at one of the Highland Lakes upriver from Austin, made from the series of dams that trapped the natural flows of the Colorado for flood control and power generation. The troop was chill—no uniforms, no badges, all family members and genders welcome, no real rules except regarding fire—and the trips were fun. We made huge campfires, told stories, played music, caught fish, and had a lot of laughs. On one trip, we borrowed another dad’s canoe and I rediscovered how much I loved to paddle. It was something I had learned to do when I was not much older than Hugo, sent off to a summer camp at the edge of Minnesota’s Boundary Waters, where we were trained by Jeremiah Johnson–looking 1970s Outward Bound alums. I had spent much of my youth exploring the woods—I even considered going to an outdoor leadership school after high school but got diverted to more urbane pursuits until fatherhood helped me rediscover the balance outdoor exploration afforded. We got our own canoe and started looking for interesting places to take it. In the beginning we spent a lot of time honing our skills on the tame and tranquil waters of Town Lake, which you could access from ramps right along the main hike and bike trail. But as conventionally pretty as it was, it was weirdly lifeless, at least if you were looking for nonhuman life, so we pushed further. We paddled up from downtown toward the massive dam that holds in Lake Austin and explored the thickly wooded side channels just off the spillway, where the bird life was vital. One Saturday morning we spotted a pileated woodpecker in that Anthropocene delta, which felt like finding a creature of legend, then pulled our canoe up on the far side of an island and explored the woods around a suburban water facility. There we found a powerful totem—a deer skull next to an empty can of Budweiser—that captured the essence of the wild city we were learning to find.
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It took me a while, probably a year or two, to get the idea to use our canoe to more closely investigate that mystical-looking stretch of urban river I had seen at the eastern edge of town. One Saturday morning Hugo and I put the boat on the car, navigated labyrinthine loop roads, and found a run-down zone under the bridge where we could put in—a place I had never found before, even as I ran right over it. It was the kind of place where people park and party at the edge of town, where folks who never got real swimming lessons wade into the water to cool off on hot summer days, and where at nighttime anything goes, because the zone under the highway is within the jurisdiction of the state transportation department and therefore mostly ignored by the local police. As I carried the boat to the water, I looked back and saw my curious Cub Scout holding a used hypodermic needle he had picked up off the ground. I wondered what unlikely merit badges remain to be invented for the postindustrial landscape our children get to explore.


Even there, under the shadows of elevated highways and the drone of tires on pavement, signs of more authentic life were all around—starting with the hundreds of cliff swallows coming and going from the mud nests they had built on the beams of the bridges. The nests looked like brown pustules growing right out of the steel, as if its ferrous rigidity spawned organic tissue. The sense that the bridge had come alive was enhanced by the intense energy of the birds darting zigzags over the access road, stealing insects from the river-fed air to feed their babies and themselves, revealing a riparian ecology that had figured out how to incorporate and even take advantage of our engineered interventions.


We headed in the direction I had seen from my drive-bys—upriver, against the current, but seemingly navigable as the channel was not fast. As soon as Hugo and I got on the water and began to paddle away from the put-in, it was like we had pushed through some invisible dimensional boundary. We found ourselves on a stretch of river that seemed so wild that we immediately felt transported to a different time, even as we could still hear the sounds of the city in the distance. The trees were tall and lush on both sides, hiding the nearby buildings and roads from view, the river clear and bright as it flowed over mussel shoals and cut deep channels around unexplored islands. We hadn’t been in the water more than ten minutes when a hawk grabbed a duck from midair just above our bow, sending feathers floating into our boat—the duck somehow wriggling its way free before our eyes. We spent two more hours paddling until we could see the signs of the city, stopping to explore secret beaches along the way. It wasn’t a big area, really—probably just a mile from bridge to dam—but the seemingly undisturbed ferality of it made it feel bigger than its linear dimensions, a hidden wilderness that had somehow been allowed to exist in the middle of the city. An accidental refuge, paradoxically protected by industrial land uses that were oblivious to their ecological imprint but kept most of the human activity out of the riparian corridor hidden behind them.


We returned there many times over the years, sometimes paddling further downriver, where we found hidden lagoons full of turtles the size of tennis rackets tucked behind aggregate pits, and baby turtles out in the main channel for their first swim. We made tentative explorations on foot of some of the zones along the banks—mysterious ranches and expansive industrial sites at the edge of town, always watched over by raptors and vultures. For Hugo’s fifth-grade science project, we went out with a copy of Fred Alsop’s Birds of Texas and compared the multitude of species below the dam with the much smaller selection above. We encountered a trio of hippies on one of those secret beaches who warned us not to tell anyone else about this place we had found.


The warning would prove prescient.


Town and Country


We set out for Texas on a spring day in 1998, not long after Hugo’s third birthday, in a red 1993 Volkswagen van we had bought used. We didn’t have to carry all of our possessions with us—the moving company handled that—and we didn’t have to worry much about the dangers we might encounter on the trail, which was an interstate highway that got us all but the first and last mile there. We were following the all-American life strategy of trying to find happiness and prosperity by moving to a new place, traveling on pathways widened by our forebears after they took the land from its prior inhabitants. We had looked all over—even in other countries—but settled on Austin, a place we did not know or even have a single friend in but had convinced ourselves was just what we wanted: a laid-back college town where one could make as good a living as in a much bigger city, but without all the hassle. A town with two indigenous chains of natural grocers, great bookstores, a vibrant literary community, an economy riding the tech boom, and a beautiful ecology that somehow traversed pastoral, tropical, and western desert. We also thought by moving away from extended family we might save our marriage and build a happy home life for our son. Only when the wreckage is complete and the irremediable design flaws fully evident do you learn there are smarter ways to try to fix those kinds of problems, and some work in our emotional lives can only be done outside of the relationship. Or outside, period.


We were also, I realize now, repeating patterns deeply embedded in the histories of our families, histories that blended fact and dinner-table legend over patterns of colonial settlement. My dad’s family, per the research my grandmother did to establish herself as worthy of that small-town white lady elite known as the Daughters of the American Revolution, had been doing it since the 1750s, when the first of her line had come over from County Cork—purportedly escaping Catholic persecution of Protestants—and settled in Maryland. His descendants would colonize Ohio, and theirs would emigrate to Iowa as it became a state in the 1840s, establishing a family tradition of editing and publishing small-town newspapers that often saw the sons moving to a new town to start or buy their own weekly or daily. The tradition was broken only when my dad decided to become a dentist instead. My mother and her family were more recent immigrants, having come here from Germany after the end of World War II in circumstances that made them an unusual kind of refugee household. My son had other stories in his lineage, of Catholic immigrants from famine-era Ireland and Japanese immigrants of the Meiji era who arrived via the Pacific instead of the Atlantic. The little sister he would have twenty years later would carry the secret histories of Jews who left Spain for the fruitless reaches of southern Patagonia, where they built car dealerships and theaters, and Italians who emigrated to the foothills of the Andes and planted vineyards, only to have their great-granddaughters grow up in Houston after their parents left Argentina seeking political and economic stability when many of their college friends disappeared during the Dirty War. And down each of those streams flowed deep histories of migrations that, if the geneticists are to be believed, can be mapped through the codes we carry in our cells, back to essentially the same ultimate origin. A reminder, when the maps come in the mail or appear when you log in after sending your spit to the lab, that we are all nomads in our bones, always ready to pack up and move on if we need to. That the recent history of the planet we live on is the history of its colonization and recolonization by human beings, propelled by the back-to-back bargains with Prometheus and Demeter that enabled us to enslave the world.


Even before we left Des Moines, I had found myself walking away, looking for ways out, paths into the real. Sometimes I explored the opportunities for time travel my slow-growth hometown harbored in its well-preserved but boring streetscapes—in used bookstores and antique malls, the lunch counters of old diners, and even the hidden corners of malls, like the one built on the site of an old monastery that had, tucked away in a back corner, a little shop whose red neon letters over the door promised THE SECRET. But the most fulfilling and authentic secrets were outside.


Nature is not as easy a thing to find as it should be, growing up in a state like Iowa. It takes a while to put it together, to explain to yourself the incongruence between where your instincts tell you to go and what you find when you get there. It should be a beautiful place—the rolling hills between two epic rivers, the Missouri and the Mississippi, interlaced with the tributaries of both, with the wonders of all four seasons but little in the way of extremes. And it is beautiful on good days: distinctly pleasant in the way the paintings of Grant Wood showed, a place that once conjured a Norman Rockwell variation on the Shire. But when you leave the city for the country on a beautiful summer day, seeking the wild that should be there, you find a place where everything is green but nothing seems really alive. A place where the beautifully rich soil made by glacier and prairie has been brought entirely under the plow, the marshlands have been filled, and the forests have mostly been cut. All in service of endless rows of crops that, come harvest time, will fill the silos next to each barn and the massive grain elevators at the edge of every little town, much of it destined for processing into fuel for machines. A place where there is water everywhere, in rivers and creeks that branch across the land like the tree of life but are almost totally dead, poisoned with the chemicals used to artificially stimulate the soil and kill insects that eat the crops. As recently as when my dad was a boy in the 1940s, the fields were flush with pheasant. The alluvial marshlands along the Missouri where he grew up southeast of Omaha would fill in spring with flocks of migratory waterfowl so huge that they darkened the sky. The last truly epic migration event was in 1947, when cold weather to the north impeded the birds from continuing on, accumulating a population so loud my dad remembered it keeping him up at night. But even then, the marshlands were no longer the habitat they had once been. The ducks stopped to pig out on waste grain left in the fields over the winter, in zones that a century earlier had been verdant wetlands where their ancestors would summer. Now they had to fly further north to find suitable habitat in which to breed, in Canada or the Dakotas.


The Midwestern city, ironically, was the best place to find wild nature in that region. Pockets of woodland could still be found, especially along the rivers. Our little city was located at the confluence of two such rivers, the Raccoon and the Des Moines, the latter of which feeds into the Mississippi, where the French explorers Joliet and Marquette were taught the name by the Peoria Indians. The name of the town was always explained as a mystery when I was growing up. People theorized it was a reference to the middle river, as in moyen; a reference to a monastery from the French word for “monk”; or a French variation of the Indian place name Moingona. Turns out the latter is right, but only recently did a clever anthropologist and linguist of the region figure out that Moingona was the Peorias’ way of teaching Joliet and Marquette to call their neighbors on the Iowa side “the shit-faces.” A joke that has lasted 500 years and will probably last 500 more, even as the Indigenous Peoples who once cared for these lands are as gone as the mammoths. You can find woods along the Des Moines and the Raccoon as they pass through town, and we explored them, including the ones right behind our house—sometimes with BB guns or .22s—but they are mostly populated by ghosts.


A couple miles above the confluence, down behind the bottom lands where my brother played Little League, there was a place in the woods that the stoners a little older than us named “the Lost Planet.” It was where the municipal waterworks would dump the lime used in its treatment process, creating an unearthly landscape: a dead zone that would glow like a cratered alien plain in the moonlight, providing a perfect place to drop acid or make a home movie about other worlds. My earliest memory of the woods is of crossing the street where we lived when I was very young—aptly named Pleasant Street—and watching the bulldozers clear the trees to make room for the city’s first freeway, right where our neighbors’ backyards ended.


When we first moved back to Des Moines from D.C., a few months after my thirtieth birthday and right before Hugo was born, we lived in suburbia, just a few miles upriver from the Lost Planet and the neighborhood I had grown up in. Our dog gave me a good excuse to wander off seeking pockets of wild space hidden in that manufactured landscape, where the auto-centric regulation of one’s movement through space compelled small acts of resistance, like stepping off the designated walkways. We found our way into a creek bed at the end of the subdivision, where strangely rounded stumps were all that was left of many of the young trees. Every day there would be new stumps, and it took me weeks before I figured out they had been cut by beavers. I never found the animals, probably because I never thought to look and they knew how to avoid me. Not long after, a summer guide at Aspen’s Maroon Bells told me that the North American beaver only became nocturnal after French and English trappers showed up. I don’t know if that’s true, but it tells several different truths about the American landscape and what it hides. It made me wonder what else was there that I hadn’t learned to see.


As the first winter settled in, our warm-weather hound and I found our way back into the floodplain of the Raccoon, this time at the edge of town, and discovered a riparian woodland that could only be accessed when the river was iced over. In those days I often tried to read a paperback as I walked, roaming some Cimmerian snowscape or noir alley until my dog ran off after a deer and circumstances compelled me to put the book away and learn to track. I read Bernd Heinrich’s amazing book Ravens in Winter, about a biologist holed up in a frozen shack in Vermont watching birds interact with the bait he had hauled up. But Iowa had no ravens; only crows, whose song—if you can call it that—I had learned to associate with the otherwise lifeless aftereffects of factory farming.


When we finally got our own place in an older part of town, near the university, we couldn’t afford a second car. I became a reverse commuter, riding the bus to my job at the outermost edge of suburbia. I remember reading Samuel R. Delany’s Dhalgren on that bus in the summer of 1995, a transgressive text that follows a mysterious kid trying to find his way through a ruined city whose systems of control have mostly failed. Outside the bus window was a city whose systems of control worked perfectly, despite the absence of any overt coercion. A place where compliant worker-consumers, many of them raised in smaller towns, occupied a world of endless work, inadequate pay, and unremitting boredom, in a landscape of cookie-cutter homes, office buildings, malls, and freeways built where a few decades earlier had been farms—and a hundred years before that, beautiful prairies that stretched from the Mississippi to the Missouri. My transgression was modest: to violate that order by walking in a zone that did not really contemplate, or even tolerate, the idea of a pedestrian. When I got to my stop, there were no sidewalks to follow for more than a few steps, so I intuited my own routes, cutting through the surreal lawns of corporate estates and the interstitial woods that grew between them, testing the bounds of what sort of trespassing you could get away with without bringing out the guards. I applied the same instincts I had developed as a boy, finding shortcuts to school through the green space beyond the cul-de-sacs. The wild was hard to find except in the cold of winter, when you could see signs in the snow from creatures that occupied the slivers of time and space we left for them. When you walk where the land tells you to go, right through the often-invisible boundaries we erect to partition it, you can almost feel what it would be like to truly be free, even if you might also be hungry.
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