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LIFT YOUR EYES FROM THIS PAGE and stare out of a window at your yard. Give it a minute or two. Look hard.


Did you see anything moving?


Maybe the wind ruffled a leaf or two. Maybe it made the grass sway. But did a single animal—a bird, a bug, a snake, a mammal of any size—hop, fly, flutter, slither, crawl, or creep past?


Probably not.


But that’s normal, right? Things don’t usually move in your yard, not that you can see, anyway. The grass grows. The leaves of the trees soak up sunlight. Underground, roots drink water and gobble up food. But you don’t see stuff moving.


You’re right. You don’t. But you should.


You should see stuff moving because your yard is a part of the natural world. Nature doesn’t just exist in far-off stretches of wilderness. It’s not only towering forests or steamy swamps or rugged mountains. And it’s definitely not something you drive for hours to reach so that you can camp in it, or hike through it, or take a picture of it and then come back home.


Nature is everywhere. That’s a good thing, because human beings like you and me wouldn’t last a day without it.


Plants give off the oxygen that we need to breathe. Their roots hold the dirt in place. They also help to clean the water that trickles through that dirt and into lakes, rivers, and pools. Healthy plants create healthy soil and clean water. Healthy soil and clean water grow new plants.


Plants also feed animals, and some of those animals return the favor by pollinating plants, letting even more of them grow. Some animals become food for other animals—including human beings. Others eat pests like mosquitoes or mice that love to feed on our crops.


Air to breathe, food to eat, water to drink—we get all of these things from the natural world. (Plus some handy mosquito control.) And it starts with plants like the ones in your yard.


But not just any plants.


That’s what this book is about—how to create a yard that is a real part of the natural world. The kind of yard where, if you look closely, something is moving.
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All grass and almost nothing more—a lawn like this isn’t going to have many living things visiting.













CHAPTER ONE



the history
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WE KNOW THAT WE NEED TO TRANSFORM OUR YARDS so they attract more wildlife. But before we can figure out how to do that, we need to take a look at how we got here. How did we end up with yards that are mostly grass and nothing else?


It began with the way we think about the plants, animals, and earth around us.


The Best Hunters


Almost as soon as human beings were human beings, we were hunters. And we were good at it. We had big brains, we could run for long distances, and we could throw things. That meant we could kill our prey with rocks, clubs, spears, and arrows while we stayed out of reach of teeth and claws.


And so we became the deadliest hunters the planet has ever seen.


People learned to make stone tools, and then metal ones. That made us even better at hunting. It also allowed us to cut down trees. We burned the wood to keep us warm, we used it to make shelters, and then we planted crops on land where the trees had once grown. Or we used that land to raise animals—cows, goats, sheep, chickens, and the like—that we wanted to eat.


It just made sense to do this. After all, before we learned to conquer nature, we were afraid of it, and for good reasons. Bears and wolves lived out there and could eat us. The natural world could freeze us, flood us, starve us, ruin our crops, and kill our cows, goats, sheep, and chickens. When humans hunted animals, chopped down trees, cleared land, drove out predators when we eliminated the risks of nature—we felt safer and better off.


This system worked for a long time because the earth was huge and humans were few. There were usually enough natural resources to give us what we needed. And if there weren’t—if we chopped down all the trees and hunted all the game and farmed the land until nothing would grow—we could move somewhere else.


This gave the earth time to recover before we moved back and started the whole process all over again.


But as the number of humans on the earth grew and grew, wild areas began to shrink. It was in the Middle Ages that people first began to realize that, if they didn’t act to preserve wilderness, it might not last forever.


Saving Wild Places


As the great forests in many parts of the world began to shrink, kings and queens realized that they needed to do something or they’d have nowhere to hunt. They made laws to protect forests and the animals who lived there. Peasants weren’t allowed to hunt in places that royalty reserved for itself. They couldn’t even pick up firewood.


This was conservation for the rich, not for the rest of us. The idea of saving wilderness for all to enjoy didn’t become popular in Europe until the 1800s.


That was about the same time that British artists began to paint in a new way. Before this, pictures of saints or events from the Bible had been the most popular form of art. Now, suddenly, artists made paintings of mountains, trees, fields, and oceans—celebrations of the beauty of the natural world.


It’s not surprising, really. More and more land was being turned from wilderness to farms. Big predators were becoming rare—or extinct. If you were an English farmer or a French shopkeeper or a German cobbler, your chances of being eaten by a bear or a wolf had become very small. People began to stop seeing nature as dangerous and started to see it as beautiful.


And they started to notice that it was disappearing.
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People began to stop seeing nature as dangerous and started to see it as beautiful. And they started to notice that it was disappearing.
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In England, truly wild places were all but gone. In North America, wagon trains, railroads, and evergrowing towns and cities were pushing wilderness and wild animals aside.


Once there had been sixty million bison. Now only a few were left. Billions of passenger pigeons were slaughtered until not a single one remained. The number of Eskimo curlews went from ten million to almost zero.
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Bison were very nearly wiped out in North America.





It wasn’t just animals that were targeted. Plants were vanishing too. The white pines of Wisconsin and Minnesota, the longleaf pines of the Southeast, and the hardwood trees of the Appalachian Mountains were toppled to build houses, to burn as firewood, and to make way for farms. About 99 percent of the Midwest prairie was plowed and planted with crops. The prairies of the West, mostly too dry for farming, were grazed by herds of cattle that chomped the grass down to the dirt.


People who were tired of watching the natural world shrink started to speak up. Philosophers like Henry David Thoreau, poets like Ralph Waldo Emerson, activists like John Muir, and politicians like Theodore Roosevelt opened our eyes to the value of wild spaces. And in 1872, the U.S. Congress created the national park system.


National Parks


The first national park in the United States (some say the world) was Yellowstone. Yellowstone wasn’t made as a park for kings and queens to hunt. It wasn’t a forest kept for lumber companies to chop down trees. It was something new—a wild place kept apart to stay wild.


Yosemite National Park and the Grand Canyon followed, and they weren’t alone. While Theodore Roosevelt was president of the United States, the country established five national parks, fifty-one bird preserves, four national game preserves, and 150 national forests. In all, 230 million acres were set apart to stay wild forever.


But something didn’t seem to be working.


Protecting patches of habitat, even if those areas seemed large, was not enough to save many plants and animals from local or global extinction. This list names just some of the North American plants and animals whose numbers have dwindled or who have been threatened with extinction in the years after Yellowstone was created.
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American ginseng


Bachman’s warbler


bobolink


California condor


Catesby’s lily


Columbia Basin pygmy rabbit


dusky seaside sparrow


Florida panther


Florida scrub-jay


golden-cheeked warbler


gopher tortoise


indigo snake


ivory-billed woodpecker


Karner blue butterfly


Kirtland’s warbler


lake sturgeon


lynx


marbled salamander


regal fritillary


roseate spoonbill


rusty blackbird


spruce grouse


eastern whip-poor-will


whooping crane


Winkler’s blanketflower
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Species were still dying out. Our efforts weren’t enough, but we didn’t understand exactly why.
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So few Kirtland’s warblers are left that they may soon become extinct.
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The Karner blue butterfly is an endangered species today.






The Endangered Species Act


When peregrine falcons, ospreys, and bald eagles began to disappear, people took notice. It was Rachel Carson, a biologist and the author of the book Silent Spring, who showed how an insecticide, DDT, was affecting the shells of bird eggs. The shells became so thin that they broke when a parent sat on them to keep them warm.


Carson helped us realize that the things we do in our homes and on our farms and ranches—like spraying pesticides to kill insects—affect the natural world. Maybe just saving big wilderness areas was not enough, not if we kept poisoning the water and air and land that surrounded them. Maybe we needed to focus not just on saving wild spaces, but on saving species too.
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Carson helped us realize that the things we do in our homes and on our farms and ranches—like spraying pesticides to kill insects—affect the natural world.
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In 1973, that idea became a U.S. law called the Endangered Species Act.


What does this law do? It says that the government must protect species from extinction. The law was successful in helping to ban pesticides like DDT. Peregrine falcons, bald eagles, and ospreys started to recover. The Endangered Species Act saved precious habitat for animals like American alligators and gray wolves.


But the act focused on saving one species at a time. Often it ended up preserving small patches of habitat where one kind of bird might nest or one species of fish might lay its eggs.


The act didn’t pay much attention to the large stretches of land all around these pieces of protected habitat—the areas where humans live and work. The areas we pollute or damage.


To truly protect plants and animals that are threatened with extinction, we need to do more. Saving habitat wherever we can is good, but it doesn’t do much to help whole ecosystems or save animals that migrate long distances during different seasons. We need to treat the earth well everywhere, and that includes the places where we—people—live, work, and farm.
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We need to treat the earth well everywhere, and that includes the places where we—people—live, work, and farm.
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Today machines and technology let us move whole mountains if we want to so that we can take what we think we need from the earth. Every day we take more and more, as if the planet were growing along with our own numbers.


How can we change this? First, we need to change how we think about the natural world.


Luckily, some people have helped us to do exactly that.
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CHAPTER TWO



new ideas
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THERE ARE MANY PEOPLE WHO HAVE HELPED us to see exactly how precious, fragile, and worth protecting the natural world is, people who have taught us how to live in a more balanced, sustainable way. In fact, there are more than I have room to write about here. I’m grateful to all of them, but I’d like to look at two more closely: Aldo Leopold and Edward O. Wilson.


Aldo Leopold


When Aldo Leopold was born, on January 11, 1887, the word “ecosystem” didn’t yet exist. But as Leopold grew up, he became one of the first to understand what this word means—that you can’t look at one species of animal or one kind of tree or one sort of flower all by itself. Every plant and animal in an area affects how the others live and grow—or wither and die.
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Many think of Aldo Leopold as the father of modern conservation.





This way of thinking about the natural world was what made Aldo Leopold the father of the conservation movement.


But before Leopold became a scientist, an author, a professor, and a philosopher, he was a hunter whose father had taken him into the woods and taught him how to shoot game. The idea that wildlife mainly existed to be hunted for meat, fur, and fun was so common he hardly even thought about it.


Leopold grew up and began to work in wildlife management. At the time, this didn’t mean preserving wildlife and wild animals. Instead, it meant making sure that human hunters had plenty of the animals they wanted to kill—mainly moose, elk, and deer.


What’s the best way to make sure there are plenty of moose, elk, and deer? Simple—at least that’s what people used to think. Just get rid of the animals that eat them. Bears, wolves, and cougars were to be destroyed.


It was Leopold himself who shot and killed one of the very last Mexican gray wolves in the United States.


“We reached the old wolf in time to watch a fierce green fire dying in her eyes,” he wrote much later.


I realized then, and have known ever since, that there was something new to me in those eyes—something known only to her and to the mountain. I was young then, and full of trigger-itch; I thought that because fewer wolves meant more deer, that no wolves would mean hunters’ paradise. But after seeing the green fire die, I sensed that neither the wolf nor the mountain agreed with such a view.


It was Leopold who first began to recognize the terrible results that came from killing animals like wolves. With no predators to keep their numbers down, the populations of deer, elk, and moose exploded. Human hunters couldn’t make a difference. The grazing animals, desperate for food, ate their way through every leaf and blade of grass and shred of bark that their habitat could grow.


Many animals starved. The ones who survived were weak, easy prey for disease. Leopold was horrified. He and his fellow wildlife managers had been trying to help the moose and elk and deer—but they’d created a catastrophe.


Leopold came to understand that predators and prey need each other. They are part of an ecosystem that balances perfectly—as long as every piece of the system stays in place.


Need proof that Leopold was right? Take a look at what happened in Yellowstone National Park.


The last known wolf pack in Yellowstone was killed in 1926. A study in 1970 found no evidence of wolves in the park at all.


Then, in 1995 and 1996, thirty-one wolves were brought back to the park and released.


Yellowstone’s moose and elk made wonderful meals for the new wolf packs. In just a few years, the wolves brought the number of moose and elk down to sustainable numbers. And that wasn’t the only thing that changed.


Willow, aspen, and cottonwood trees grew better, since they were not constantly being eaten by herbivores—animals like moose and elk that grazed on the plants. That meant bison had more food. Their numbers grew, and so did the numbers of beavers. That was good news for all of the animals who live in wetlands, since wetlands are what beavers create when they build their dams.


Grizzly bears, bald eagles, and ravens love to scavenge or steal food from wolf kills. They thrived in a park with wolves as well.


The wolf packs weren’t trying to help out ravens and bears. They didn’t particularly care if they made the park better for beavers. They were just doing what they needed to do—hunt, kill, and eat.


By doing that, they made the park a better habitat for all.


Leopold was not alive to see his ideas proved right in Yellowstone. But well before he died he became a teacher and an author, opening many eyes to the truth that the natural world isn’t just a tree here, a mountain over there, but a series of ecosystems in which plants and animals and people all depend on each other.


Leopold didn’t merely teach and write about this vision. He made it a part of his life. In 1935, he and his family bought a piece of land in eastern Wisconsin. The place had once been a farm, but it had been badly managed. Only a few plants could take root in the poor soil. Animals of any kind were scarce.


Leopold and his family built a small summer home that Leopold called “the shack” and set about bringing life back to the eighty acres around them.


For thirteen years they rebuilt the worn-out farm into the prairie, grassland, and marsh that it had once been. Leopold carefully watched and recorded the life that slowly returned. He was so inspired by what he saw that he wrote his masterpiece, A Sand County Almanac.


Almanac at first sold slowly, but over the years more and more people read it. Today, more than two million copies have been printed. In the book, Leopold called on people to realize that, just like the moose and elk of Yellowstone, we are in a relationship with the natural world. Humans are just one part of an ecosystem that needs all of its parts—clean air and water, rich soil, healthy plants, thriving animals—to work well.


It’s an idea that has spread far and wide since Leopold’s death in 1948. But it’s still too easy for us to think of wilderness as something over there, far away from our houses and yards and roads. Far away from where human beings work, live, farm, or play.


When we build a new house, pave a new road, plan a new shopping mall, plant a new lawn, are we thinking of what Aldo Leopold taught us?
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Edward O. Wilson


In 1929, when Aldo Leopold was already a grown man, Edward Osborne Wilson was born in Birmingham, Alabama. Growing up, he was fascinated by animals—especially snakes. But after an unfortunate encounter with one of his venomous friends, he decided to turn to fishing. It seemed safer.
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