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Introduction


ZACHARY SEAGER



At all times and in all places, in wonder, horror or concern, human beings have puzzled over our place in nature. Thunder on the mountain brought fear and awe – had we done wrong? The harvest was plentiful and the seasons were clement – had we done right? Was nature hostile, was nature good? How best were we to live with it, respond to it, respect it?


Every culture throughout history has had a clear conception of nature. In myths and religions around the world there have been mountain journeys and fasts in the desert, river crossings and catastrophic floods, bounded gardens and star-filled skies which have formed the core of our spiritual narratives. Many have imagined, like the Greek poet Hesiod (c. 750–650 BCE), a golden age in the deep past marked by harmony with the natural world. Many, like Hesiod, saw this age as irretrievable. Humans, after a fall, had to struggle against nature.


Centuries later, still in classical antiquity, a popular poetic genre took shape, the pastoral, which from Theocritus (d. after 260 BCE) to Virgil (d. 19 BCE) focused on the rustic life of shepherds. These bucolic poems were tailored to an urban readership who imagined life in the countryside to be simpler and more natural than in Athens or Rome. In the late Middle Ages in Europe, travel accounts by literary-minded voyagers offered fantastical descriptions of exotic creatures, honey-coloured streams, trees gleaming with fruit and strange stunning birds. These extraordinary flora and fauna promised that, elsewhere, humans had a different relationship to their environment.


In the West, something changed in the early modern period. Stimulated by the scientific revolution and a major shift in religious attitudes, many thinkers felt a growing need to provide rational accounts of nature and its processes. This scientific impetus demanded close observation of natural phenomena. From the mating habits of salmon to the divergent forms of different ferns, we studied the world, described it. Humans remained apart, as if alien on our planet, in nature but not of it.


This novel scientific impulse was predicated on an ancient idea, man’s dominion over nature. Departing from theological notions of stewardship, scientists and philosophers reconceived the natural world, theorizing it as a system that could be accurately measured and judiciously controlled. René Descartes (1596–1650), for instance – that emblematic innovator at the birth of modern science – argued that scientific methods could render humans ‘masters and possessors of Nature’. This renewed vision of the natural world laid the foundations for modernity. It led to the titanic taxonomies of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, exhaustive catalogues which separate life into distinct domains, each a kingdom unto itself.


There was some resistance. Romantic writers in the late eighteenth century attacked the inheritors of Descartes’s vision. Nature rationalized and tamed was a cold monstrosity. Spiritually corrupt and morally degrading, it destroyed a sublime mystery. Later, through the long intellectual, political and literary traditions which led from Romanticism to modern environmentalism, thinkers around the world deployed new concepts in the fight. Preservation, for instance, which sought to protect natural landscapes, and new forms of conservation, which aimed to better protect natural resources. One or both of these approaches, it was thought, could stave off future ruin. Meanwhile, those blindly viewed as uncivilized – Native Americans, for example, and other Indigenous peoples – looked on with mounting dread.


The ideas of conservation and preservation have had a lasting impact on our relationship to nature. But the temptation to mastery is, for many, irresistible. Taking Descartes at his word, science and industry under capitalism have radically transformed the planet, rendering us at last masters and possessors of our world. This has led to our present moment, which some scientists have termed the Anthropocene. Derived from the Ancient Greek word anthropos, human, this is a geological epoch of our very own. Our impact on the environment has been so enormous, it is claimed, that we have utterly transformed the planet to meet our whims. But our well-reasoned actions have had unintended consequences, and we have had to relearn the ancient lesson taught in poetry and religion: the world has whims of its own. As the planet defends itself from human domination, our drive to dominion may lead to our destruction.


Throughout history, then, ideas about our place in nature have shifted and clashed, disappeared and resurfaced, been formulated and reformulated in response to different pressures. These competing conceptions have been captured in literature, most notably in the genre known today as nature writing. An outcrop of the scientific mission to comprehend and master the world, modern nature writing emerged in the eighteenth century. It was pioneered by British country parsons like Gilbert White (1720–93) who, intrigued by natural history, described the fauna and flora he found around Hampshire. Now a diverse and thriving genre, nature writing favours detailed descriptions of striking environments, and scrupulous accounts of animals and plants.


There is a stereotype of the classic nature writer as a gifted stylist absorbed in their study. Rigorously attentive to the natural world and intent on the complexity of its interlocking systems, they leave little room for emotion or for a wider sense of our own place in nature. This might be true of certain scientific texts, but in the masterpieces of nature writing, many of which are included in this anthology, it is rarely the case. Henry David Thoreau (1817–62), for instance, permanently strives through his work to cultivate a stronger bond with the natural world.


But writing about nature isn’t necessarily nature writing, and many authors in this collection who wrote before or after the codification of the genre cannot be recognized in the term. The Japanese author and court lady Sei Shōnagon (c. 966–1017 or 1025), for example. For over a thousand years, Japanese poets have drawn their imagery and metaphors from the changing seasons, helping to frame the right conduct of life. That doesn’t make Lady Sei – as she is sometimes known – a nature writer.


The writings in this anthology are not bounded by one category. Although all attend to the natural world with meticulous care, the works, like their authors, are all different in their way. Some – Robert Louis Stevenson (1850–94) or the explorer and travel writer Isabella Bird (1831–1904), for example – see adventure in the wild. Others, like Rachel Carson (1907–64), seek to better understand our world to better protect it.


The authors in this collection have one thing in common. They all raise profound questions about our role on this planet: how we interact with the complexity of the natural world; how we might best respect and appreciate nature; whether we should work to preserve or conserve it, or reshape it as we wish; and what nature can do for our spiritual, emotional and intellectual life. Implicitly or explicitly, they all ask a question posed since humanity emerged: what is our right relation to the natural world?


From thrilling accounts of swifts and praying mantises to lyrical descriptions of survival in the Mojave Desert, from the changing seasons in the Pacific to silent spring mornings in tenth-century Japan, from an alligator attack in north Florida to reflections on the common toad in London N1, this anthology brings together powerful and emotive writing about our experience with the natural world. Whether outlining the stewardship principles of the Lakota in North America or delighting in the miracles of one’s own private garden, every author in this collection is intensely conscious of our place in nature. Some call for spiritual growth through contact with the natural world. Others argue against our work-till-you-collapse ideology, finding a warning and a remedy in the cycles of the environment. Still others call for action, and, in devastating prose, demand that we preserve forests and mountain valleys, and protect the sea and coastal lands. Some, despite all, even find hope.
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RACHEL CARSON
1907–1964



Born in Springdale, Pennsylvania, near the Allegheny River, Rachel Carson spent much of her career with the United States Fish and Wildlife Service. Employed to cultivate public interest in the bureau’s work, she used her spare time to pitch articles on marine life to magazines and newspapers. An essay in the Atlantic Monthly earned her a publishing deal and led to her first book, Under the Sea Wind (1941). Her second book, The Sea Around Us (1951), also focuses on aquatic life. In stunning detail, it describes the sea in all its forms, from the birth of an island to the curves of ocean-floor canyons, from rainfall in the Pacific to the lifecycle of plankton. It won her a National Book Award and financial independence, allowing Carson to devote herself to conservation. Her final work, Silent Spring (1962), made her a household name. A thundering account of the destruction wrought on the world by pesticides such as DDT, it became a rallying cry for the environmentalist movement. It led to significant changes in US agricultural policy, if not, as Carson had dreamed, to enduring restraint in our domination of the planet. The Sea Around Us, excerpted here, is typical of her writing. Complex and gorgeous, it combines scientific rigour with the highest literary qualities, staging the fluctuations of the ocean as a life-and-death narrative filled with beauty and wonder.


from The Sea Around Us



For the sea as a whole, the alternation of day and night, the passage of the seasons, the procession of the years, are lost in its vastness, obliterated in its own changeless eternity. But the surface waters are different. The face of the sea is always changing. Crossed by colors, lights, and moving shadows, sparkling in the sun, mysterious in the twilight, its aspects and its moods vary hour by hour. The surface waters move with the tides, stir to the breath of the winds, and rise and fall to the endless, hurrying forms of the waves. Most of all, they change with the advance of the seasons. Spring moves over the temperate lands of our Northern Hemisphere in a tide of new life, of pushing green shoots and unfolding buds, all its mysteries and meanings symbolized in the northward migration of the birds, the awakening of sluggish amphibian life as the chorus of frogs rises again from the wet lands, the different sound of the wind stirs the young leaves where a month ago it rattled the bare branches. These things we associate with the land, and it is easy to suppose that at sea there could be no such feeling of advancing spring. But the signs are there, and seen with understanding eye, they bring the same magical sense of awakening.


In the sea, as on land, spring is a time for the renewal of life. During the long months of winter in the temperate zones the surface waters have been absorbing the cold. Now the heavy water begins to sink, slipping down and displacing the warmer layers below. Rich stores of minerals have been accumulating on the floor of the continental shelf—some freighted down the rivers from the lands; some derived from sea creatures that have died and whose remains have drifted down to the bottom; some from the shells that once encased a diatom, the streaming protoplasm of a radiolarian, or the transparent tissues of a pteropod. Nothing is wasted in the sea; every particle of material is used over and over again, first by one creature, then by another. And when in spring the waters are deeply stirred, the warm bottom water brings to the surface a rich supply of minerals, ready for use by new forms of life.


[. . .]


In a sudden awakening, incredible in its swiftness, the simplest plants of the sea begin to multiply. Their increase is of astronomical proportions. The spring sea belongs at first to the diatoms and to all the other microscopic plant life of the plankton. In the fierce intensity of their growth they cover vast areas of ocean with a living blanket of their cells. Mile after mile of water may appear red or brown or green, the whole surface taking on the color of the infinitesimal grains of pigment contained in each of the plant cells.


The plants have undisputed sway in the sea for only a short time. Almost at once their own burst of multiplication is matched by a similar increase in the small animals of the plankton. It is the spawning time of the copepod and the glassworm, the pelagic shrimp and the winged snail. Hungry swarms of these little beasts of the plankton roam through the waters, feeding on the abundant plants and themselves falling prey to larger creatures. Now in the spring the surface waters become a vast nursery. From the hills and valleys of the continent’s edge lying far below, and from the scattered shoals and banks, the eggs or young of many of the bottom animals rise to the surface of the sea. Even those which, in their maturity, will sink down to a sedentary life on the bottom, spend the first weeks of life as freely swimming hunters of the plankton. [. . .]


Under the steady and voracious grazing, the grasslands of the surface are soon depleted. [. . .]


In the spring the sea is filled with migrating fishes, some of them bound for the mouths of great rivers, which they will ascend to deposit their spawn. Such are the spring-run chinooks coming in from the deep Pacific feeding grounds to breast the rolling flood of the Columbia, the shad moving into the Chesapeake and the Hudson and the Connecticut, the alewives seeking a hundred coastal streams of New England, the salmon feeling their way to the Penobscot and the Kennebec. For months or years these fish have known only the vast spaces of the ocean. Now the spring sea and the maturing of their own bodies lead them back to the rivers of their birth.


Other mysterious comings and goings are linked with the advance of the year. Capelin gather in the deep, cold water of the Barents Sea, their shoals followed and preyed upon by flocks of auks, fulmars, and kittiwakes. Cod approach the banks of Lofoten, and gather off the shores of Ireland. Birds whose winter feeding territory may have encompassed the whole Atlantic or the whole Pacific converge upon some small island, the entire breeding population arriving within the space of a few days. Whales suddenly appear off the slopes of the coastal banks where the swarms of shrimplike krill are spawning, the whales having come from no one knows where, by no one knows what route.


[. . .]


A hard, brilliant, coruscating phosphorescence often illuminates the summer sea. In waters where the protozoa Noctiluca is abundant it is the chief source of this summer luminescence, causing fishes, squids, or dolphins to fill the water with racing flames and to clothe themselves in a ghostly radiance. Or again the summer sea may glitter with a thousand thousand moving pinpricks of light, like an immense swarm of fireflies moving through a dark wood. Such an effect is produced by a shoal of the brilliantly phosphorescent shrimp Meganyctiphanes, a creature of cold and darkness and of the places where icy water rolls upward from the depths and bubbles with white ripplings at the surface.


[. . .]


As the fall advances, there are other movements, some in the surface, some hidden in the green depths, that betoken the end of summer. In the fog-covered waters of Bering Sea, down through the treacherous passes between the islands of the Aleutian chain and southward into the open Pacific, the herds of fur seals are moving. Left behind are two small islands, treeless bits of volcanic soil thrust up into the waters of Bering Sea. The islands are silent now, but for the several months of summer they resounded with the roar of millions of seals come ashore to bear and rear their young—all the fur seals of the eastern Pacific crowded into a few square miles of bare rock and crumbling soil. Now once more the seals turn south, to roam down along the sheer underwater cliffs of the continent’s edge, where the rocky foundations fall away steeply into the deep sea. Here, in a blackness more absolute than that of arctic winter, the seals will find rich feeding as they swim down to prey on the fishes of this region of darkness.


Autumn comes to the sea with a fresh blaze of phosphorescence, when every wave crest is aflame. Here and there the whole surface may glow with sheets of cold fire, while below schools of fish pour through the water like molten metal. Often the autumnal phosphorescence is caused by a fall flowering of the dinoflagellates, multiplying furiously in a short-lived repetition of their vernal blooming.


[. . .]


Like the blazing colors of the autumn leaves before they wither and fall, the autumnal phosphorescence betokens the approach of winter. After their brief renewal of life the flagellates and the other minute algae dwindle away to a scattered few; so do the shrimps and the copepods, the glassworms and the comb jellies. The larvae of the bottom fauna have long since completed their development and drifted away to take up whatever existence is their lot. Even the roving fish schools have deserted the surface waters and have migrated into warmer latitudes or have found equivalent warmth in the deep, quiet waters along the edge of the continental shelf. There the torpor of semi-hibernation descends upon them and will possess them during the months of winter.


The surface waters now become the plaything of the winter gales. As the winds build up the giant storm waves and roar along their crests, lashing the water into foam and flying spray, it seems that life must forever have deserted this place.


[. . .]


But the symbols of hope are not lacking even in the grayness and bleakness of the winter sea. On land we know that the apparent lifelessness of winter is an illusion. Look closely at the bare branches of a tree, on which not the palest gleam of green can be discerned. Yet, spaced along each branch are the leaf buds, all the spring’s magic of swelling green concealed and safely preserved under the insulating, overlapping layers. Pick off a piece of the rough bark of the trunk; there you will find hibernating insects. Dig down through the snow into the earth. There are the eggs of next summer’s grasshoppers; there are the dormant seeds from which will come the grass, the herb, the oak tree.


So, too, the lifelessness, the hopelessness, the despair of the winter sea are an illusion. Everywhere are the assurances that the cycle has come to the full, containing the means of its own renewal. There is the promise of a new spring in the very iciness of the winter sea, in the chilling of the water, which must, before many weeks, become so heavy that it will plunge downward, precipitating the overturn that is the first act in the drama of spring. There is the promise of new life in the small plantlike things that cling to the rocks of the underlying bottom, the almost formless polyps from which, in spring, a new generation of jellyfish will bud off and rise into the surface waters. There is unconscious purpose in the sluggish forms of the copepods hibernating on the bottom, safe from the surface storms, life sustained in their tiny bodies by the extra store of fat with which they went into this winter sleep.


Already, from the gray shapes of cod that have moved, unseen by man, through the cold sea to their spawning places, the glassy globules of eggs are rising into the surface waters. Even in the harsh world of the winter sea, these eggs will begin the swift divisions by which a granule of protoplasm becomes a living fishlet.


Most of all, perhaps, there is assurance in the fine dust of life that remains in the surface waters, the invisible spores of the diatoms, needing only the touch of warming sun and fertilizing chemicals to repeat the magic of spring.
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MARY HUNTER AUSTIN
1868–1934



Poet, essayist, novelist, and playwright, feminist and activist, advocate of Native American and Spanish-American rights, Mary Hunter Austin was celebrated in her lifetime for the range and abundance of her creative output. Born in Carlinville, Illinois, her family relocated to the West Coast in 1888. Among the desert landscapes of California and New Mexico, her writing flourished. She catalogued Native American myths and described the shepherding industry in California, wrote plays and founded theatres, and collaborated with the noted photographer and environmentalist Ansel Adams (1902–84). After her death, Austin’s work suffered a period of neglect. Rediscovered in the late twentieth century, her works are now recognized as classics of nature writing. Her book The Land of Little Rain (1903), excerpted here, is a stunning tribute to the High Sierra and Mojave Desert, the fauna and flora which survive and thrive there, and the spiritual life the landscape can cultivate.


from The Land of Little Rain



East away from the Sierras, south from Panamint and Amargosa, east and south many an uncounted mile, is the Country of Lost Borders.


Ute, Paiute, Mojave, and Shoshone inhabit its frontiers, and as far into the heart of it as a man dare go. Not the law, but the land sets the limit. Desert is the name it wears upon the maps, but the Indian’s is the better word. Desert is a loose term to indicate land that supports no man; whether the land can be bitted and broken to that purpose is not proven. Void of life it never is, however dry the air and villainous the soil.


This is the nature of that country. There are hills, rounded, blunt, burned, squeezed up out of chaos, chrome and vermilion painted, aspiring to the snow-line. Between the hills lie high level-looking plains full of intolerable sun glare, or narrow valleys drowned in a blue haze. The hill surface is streaked with ash drift and black, unweathered lava flows. After rains water accumulates in the hollows of small closed valleys, and, evaporating, leaves hard dry levels of pure desertness that get the local name of dry lakes. Where the mountains are steep and the rains heavy, the pool is never quite dry, but dark and bitter, rimmed about with the efflorescence of alkaline deposits. A thin crust of it lies along the marsh over the vegetating area, which has neither beauty nor freshness. In the broad wastes open to the wind the sand drifts in hummocks about the stubby shrubs, and between them the soil shows saline traces. The sculpture of the hills here is more wind than water work, though the quick storms do sometimes scar them past many a year’s redeeming. In all the Western desert edges there are essays in miniature at the famed, terrible Grand Cañon, to which, if you keep on long enough in this country, you will come at last.


Since this is a hill country one expects to find springs, but not to depend upon them; for when found they are often brackish and unwholesome, or maddening, slow dribbles in a thirsty soil. Here you find the hot sink of Death Valley, or high rolling districts where the air has always a tang of frost. Here are the long heavy winds and breathless calms on the tilted mesas where dust devils dance, whirling up into a wide, pale sky. Here you have no rain when all the earth cries for it, or quick downpours called cloud-bursts for violence. A land of lost rivers, with little in it to love; yet a land that once visited must be come back to inevitably. If it were not so there would be little told of it.


This is the country of three seasons. From June on to November it lies hot, still, and unbearable, sick with violent unrelieving storms; then on until April, chill, quiescent, drinking its scant rain and scanter snows; from April to the hot season again, blossoming, radiant, and seductive. These months are only approximate; later or earlier the rain-laden wind may drift up the water gate of the Colorado from the Gulf, and the land sets its seasons by the rain.


The desert floras shame us with their cheerful adaptations to the seasonal limitations. Their whole duty is to flower and fruit, and they do it hardly, or with tropical luxuriance, as the rain admits. It is recorded in the report of the Death Valley expedition that after a year of abundant rains, on the Colorado desert was found a specimen of Amaranthus ten feet high. A year later the same species in the same place matured in the drought at four inches. One hopes the land may breed like qualities in her human offspring, not tritely to “try,” but to do. Seldom does the desert herb attain the full stature of the type. Extreme aridity and extreme altitude have the same dwarfing effect, so that we find in the high Sierras and in Death Valley related species in miniature that reach a comely growth in mean temperatures. Very fertile are the desert plants in expedients to prevent evaporation, turning their foliage edgewise toward the sun, growing silky hairs, exuding viscid gum. The wind, which has a long sweep, harries and helps them. It rolls up dunes about the stocky stems, encompassing and protective, and above the dunes, which may be, as with the mesquite, three times as high as a man, the blossoming twigs flourish and bear fruit.
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