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  WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

  FAMILY PLANTING

  This is a story that has been told before, of course, because moving to the country is a great fantasy and dream for many. But rarely has it been told with this kind of honesty and psychological insight. There’s a great deal to learn here, no matter where you live.

  Bill McKibben, author of Eaarth: Making a Life on a Tough New Planet

  With endless reports of environmental and financial disaster, Family Planting offers a rare ray of hope. Kimerer LaMothe artfully weaves together philosophical vision and social criticism to create a work that opens new ways of seeing and being. This book is a pleasure to read and will leave you with questions we have been avoiding far too long.

  Mark C. Taylor, Columbia University, author of Field Notes and After God

  Sensuous and intriguing. LaMothe’s narrative of her family’s experiences alone is worth the read. It is so deliciously written, you could make a meal out of it.

  Shannon Hayes, author of Radical Homemakers and Long Way on a Little.

  Family Planting is a book about LOVE, and the dynamic, yearning, moving, painful, sublime truth of being human. LaMothe uses her own life in connection with the roots and branches of her own family tree as a laboratory for conscious living. Beautifully written and True.

  Susan L. Franklin, Psy.D.

  LaMothe has done it again and delivered yet another profound and exuberantly told book that interweaves her experiences of living on a farm with insights into relationships with parents, partners, and progeny. She offers a rich, deep, and accessible philosophy that is a joy to read and an inspiration to live by.

  Colby Devitt, Author


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  First published by O-Books, 2011

  O-Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., Laurel House, Station Approach,

  Alresford, Hants, SO24 9JH, UK

  office1@o-books.net

  www.o-books.com

  For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.

  Text copyright: Kimerer L. LaMothe 2010

  ISBN: 978 1 84694 410 9

  All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.

  The rights of Kimerer L. LaMothe as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

  Design: Stuart Davies

  Printed in the UK by CPI Antony Rowe

  Printed in the USA by Offset Paperback Mfrs, Inc

  


  
    We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.

  


  Also by Kimerer L. LaMothe

  What a Body Knows: Finding Wisdom in Desire

  Nietzsche’s Dancers: Isadora Duncan, Martha Graham, and the Revaluation of Christian Values

  Between Dancing and Writing: The Practice of Religious Studies

  For more information about Kimerer and her work, please visit:

  www.vitalartsmedia.com


  Acknowledgments

  A book has a life of its own. It beats and breathes and pushes its way into this world through the person it chooses, setting in motion a host of repercussions that vibrate through that person’s relationships. So it has been with this book. This book wanted to be born, and as it came, it changed everything. The process of writing down what was happening after our move to the farm with my parents, partner, and progeny deepened my experiences of it all. Reflecting upon our relationships focused my attention to the challenges, refined my sense of what was possible, and helped me appreciate the larger significance of what we were and are creating.

  Much of what appears in this book is pieced together from extensive journals I kept during our first three years of living here. The narrative frame of the book spans the eight-month period (July 2008 – February 2009) in which I did most of the stitching.

  In this work, I have enjoyed a wide web of support from people who appear in its pages and others who don’t. Colby Devitt, reading an early draft, responded with buoying encouragement and pointed questions. Susan Franklin, Melissa Schulz, Tony Stiker, Kathleen Skerrett, Gay Lynch, Sharron Rose, and Courtney Bickel Lambert provided helpful words along the way. I am ever grateful to Mary Pipher, Ellen Langer, Diana Eck, Mark C. Taylor, and Bill McKibben for the time they each spent with the manuscript. The footnotes in the text chart the relationship of this work to authors in philosophy, psychology, and related disciplines whose work has influenced me. The tireless O-Books team smoothly guided the publication process from start to finish. That the book exists is a testament to all of these individuals, though the fault of none.

  Above all, I am steeped in boundless gratitude for the parents, partner, and progeny who inspired me to write this book. Every day I discover more of what my parents, Cynthia and Jack LaMothe, have already given me. My debt to them is incalculable. I am overwhelmed by the beauty and passion of my children, Jordan, Jessica, Kyra, Kai, and Leif. Every day their lives impel me to live my own with more understanding and more compassion. I am in awe at the mystery that my partner, the consummate musician, ever-present muse, and expert editor, Geoffrey Gee, chooses to spend his life with me. Every day I learn more from our practice of total presence about what love can be. Thank you.


  Prologue

  A Farm Family
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  We need the tonic of wildness… We need to witness our own limits transgressed.

  —Henry David Thoreau1

  July 1, 2005. We are alone in the wilderness, or so it seems. It is 5 p.m. on a Friday afternoon. My partner, Geoff, myself, and our three children have been moving since this morning, in hot pursuit of a long-held dream of rural living that is now coming true: we are buying a farm in upstate New York.

  We left Boston at 6 a.m. with our rental truck and trailer, drove for four hours, signed closing papers, returned to our newly purchased 1840s homestead, and began unpacking our belongings. We are not finished. The sun is still beating hot.

  We bought the house “as is,” and it is as I remember it from my sole visit forty-five days earlier. Tangled weeds cling to peeling house and barns. The driveway buckles unevenly, crumbling around the edges. The barnyard is a jungle. Inside offers little relief. Not one room is habitable. Bugs rule. Mouse and rat poop is piled in every corner. A dead bird graces the hallway floor. The windows are painted tightly shut. There are no screens. Doors and cabinets shed layers of coloring. Plaster dangles from a bedroom ceiling. There is no telephone service, no heat, and no running water, no toilets, baths, sinks, or showers, except for the cold tap in the kitchen sink. I have spent the afternoon with that faucet gushing, finding hope for humanity in its cooling, cleansing flow. Minutes ago, the river slowed to a stream then a trickle. Now there is nothing. Not one drop.

  So much for being close to nature.

  I have rarely felt so alone. How can we stay here? There is no one to call. No neighbor across the road. No family close by. Sure, Geoff and I have each other, but I am nine months pregnant and our children are nine, seven, and three. Each body extends the surfaces of my vulnerability. Geoff is working mightily to unload the basics we brought with us from the truck. The rest is in storage until we are ready for it. We aren’t. The truck is due back soon. When?

  I decide to leave Geoff and the kids and drive into the local village. I will find out when the telephone company plans to connect our service and when the rental place closes. Yards from our house, as I begin to breathe through the fear and uncertainty, an idea ripples into view: Harold. Harold is the farmer whose family owned our farm for generations before selling four years ago to the absentee investor landlord who sold it to us. Harold lives a half mile down the road.

  I stop in front of his house, get out of the car, and yell “Hello” at the older man walking towards me across the yard.

  “I’m no longer the justice,” he calls back. I must look distressed.

  “I don’t need the justice, I need you!” I reply.

  Minutes later, I am sitting comfortably in his living room, ear pressed to the receiver, staring down at a polished golden oak floor, grateful to be in this clean, neat place. Harold drives his truck down to our place to help Geoff with the well. The telephone company isn’t coming until Tuesday—in four days. The rental place, in the closest city, forty minutes away, is open until 8 p.m. Less than three hours to go.

  I drive back to the house. By now Harold has led Geoff up the hill, about 100 yards from the house, where they are poking their heads into a cock-eyed wooden shed: our well house. Harold confirms that the pump isn’t working. He shows us how he used to hit it with a screwdriver. No juice. We thank him and continue unloading. The kids, ablaze with some unknown fire, play in the yard.

  The last box is in Geoff’s arms. The time is 7:10. Geoff closes the truck and climbs into our Honda Civic to drive it off the attached trailer. The car won’t start. The battery is dead. Small drops start to drizzle. As the sky falls, we jump-start the car under an umbrella. About to leave, we realize that there are no locks on the farmhouse doors, and no way to secure our belongings. There are no keys to the house. We grab my laptop and leave the rest, hoping.

  Motoring our caravan along farm field roads, barely visible in the drenching downpour, we get lost. Finally in town, we get stuck in a Burger King parking lot while asking for directions. We arrive at the rental shop half an hour after it closed. Roused by our desperate knocking, the attendant responds. He kindly takes the truck and trailer. We are suddenly light, exceedingly grateful, and on our way again, looking for a place to stay, with a pool. We find one alongside a state thruway.

  We will spend our first night in rural paradise at a highway hotel.

  After a 9:30 dinner in the hotel restaurant, the kids beg to go swimming. How can we refuse? Rarely had their cooperation been as important as it was that day. They had enabled us to do what we needed to do to make a home for them. They want water too.

  We leave the pool at 11 p.m. and drop into bed, damp, reeking of chlorine, and wondering. What will tomorrow hold?

  Close to Nature

  Back in college, when I was wrestling to make sense of my vague but persistent thirst for closer proximity to the natural world, Henry David Thoreau helped me name it. I read Walden as a freshman, not missing the irony. I had grown up a mile through the woods from the idyllic body of water where Thoreau lived for two years, simply and deliberately, tuned to the rhythms of the natural world. While living there, however, I had rarely visited the pond. It was for tourists and city swimmers; our family went to the country club. Even so, something from the place must have seeped through my pores. Far from home, I discovered the inspiration I had left behind.

  A few months ago I picked up Walden again. After so many years I was astonished to realize how much our mission in leaving Boston for the woods and fields of upstate New York aligned with Thoreau’s own “experiment in living.”2 While I had forgotten his words, I recognized their uncanny echo in my own questions and concerns.

  Thoreau was seeking a closer relationship to the natural world, not only as a refuge from the noise of social life, but also as a fund of patterns and symbols that would help him to understand and live his life fully awake, with love. We were too. He was dogged by a nagging suspicion that urban ladder life fosters ways of thinking and feeling and acting that are not healthy. We were too. He was seeking a set of experiences that would help him establish a critical perspective on contemporary culture. We were too. He was motivated by a desire to free his thinking from ruts of convention and common sense. I was too. I moved here to dance and write in a place where I could not ignore the spinning of the earth, the cycling of the moon, the shedding of time. Like Thoreau, I wanted to align my art more deliberately with the forces that sustain the best in human being.3 I am firmly convinced that without such connection there is no consciousness, no accountability.

  Nevertheless, in pursuit of his goals, Thoreau went to the woods by himself. He built his own cabin, furnished it sparsely with furniture he made, and fueled it with wood he cut. He carried his water from the pond. He walked, thought, wrote, and planted beans. I, on the other hand, moved with my family of five, becoming six and then seven, to an abandoned farmhouse nestled next to a road, in dire need of new systems, windows, and walls. We hired a contractor for the larger repairs and set up our computers in order to stay connected with city-sources of income. Could there be any similarity?

  I saw it. Thoreau, alone in nature, had discovered what I too was discovering with family on the farm: how inextricably webbed we humans are in a matrix of relationships that extends in space and time far beyond our singular selves. He wrote to share his experience of the “infinite extent of our relations.”4 I do too.

  Even though Thoreau went to the pond to live there by himself, in his writing, he rarely is. The “I” he retains—confined, as he claims it is, by the “narrowness” of his “experience”—is a hub of interactions with writers and orators, poets and saints, fishers and farmers, past and present, as well as with birds and animals, plants and pond, all of whom animate his thoughts, enabling him to perceive and conceive as he does.5 Thoreau’s writing enacts this radical interdependence of all living and nonliving things, including his own self. He writes as a poet and philosopher who is self-consciously participating in a “poem of creation” that is “uninterrupted.”6 He calls his readers to find in nature the sensory experiences that will help them understand themselves as relational creatures, fellow participants in this poem of creation. I do too.

  Thoreau, however, ended his experiment. Having discovered and affirmed his relational self, he returned to Concord where he dwelled in closer proximity with other humans, compiled his field notes, and wrote his book. What he did not write was a sequel that would share with his readers how he lived as an infinitely webbed creature in actual relationships with the concrete humans without whom he could not and would not be who he was.

  Our experiment continues. I want to know: what difference does it make to our human relationships to think and feel and act as a participant in an ongoing “poem of creation”?

  Reinventing Family

  Our farm is a ninety-six acre swath of grass and trees, with a sparkling stream, two placid beaver-enhanced ponds, and a slew of tumble-down buildings. It is located in a county that remains an agricultural holdout amidst spreading suburban sprawl. Rolling hills surf blue sky. Shorn patches of pasture turn with the seasons, stark white to glowing green to stubby blond and crackling grey. Cows and horses, goats and alpacas lift their heads from grazing to contemplate passers-by. Tractors and milk trucks rumble by several times a day. People work hard.

  From our first day, despite the drought, we were thrilled to be careening toward our dream of nature-enabled art. Yet days after landing, as we fixed the well pump, restored our water supply, connected with the telephone grid, and began resurrecting the homestead, our sense of mission began to unsettle and soften. Why are we here?

  This piece of earth, whose beauty had beckoned us so undeniably, was now calling us to participate in the activities that had cultivated its fields, cleared its vistas, and opened its panoramic views. We found ourselves wanting to farm. We were not interested in raising crops for cash or equipping ourselves with tractors, pesticides, and chemical fertilizers to boost field production. We were, like Thoreau, rather critical of industrial farming practices driven by the desire to increase short-term yields.7 Our desire was to nurture the ongoing health and fertility of our soil and so of our selves. We wanted to bring our farmyard back to life as it had been in its haying days, when our barns were standing straight and tall, red and white, home to creatures great and small; when the fields were fenced, grazed, and manure-enriched; when paths led from place to place, as tracks of effort and appreciation.

  The problem was that we weren’t farmers. Geoff and I moved to make art: culture not agriculture. What would we do? Applying our city skills, we started to read books about the history of farming in the United States, the rise and fall of the family farm, the details of gardening and animal care, and the experiences of modern homesteaders who often traced their lineage to Thoreau. We read homesteading classics by Scott and Helen Nearing and Wendell Berry, as well accounts of contemporary agricultural practices by Scott Chasky, Michael Pollan, and Barbara Kingsolver.8 We talked.

  Meanwhile, I walked the land, day in and out, calling to it as it called to me. I felt alternately pulled and torn, unable to get traction towards a vision that seemed to fade as rapidly as I approached. How were we going to connect with this place? How were we to connect with our work now that we were here? What was I going to write? Or dance?

  Unlike Geoff and me, the children knew what they wanted. They wanted cows and crops, flowers and fences.

  Winter flipped into spring. We began to help our kids unfold their visions. Pushed by them to learn how to farm, we started to appreciate why it was necessary for us, as artists, to do so.

  Farming is more than a matter of growing plants and tending animals. It is more than a matter of mastering the economics, politics, or biological chemistry of food production. Farming describes the range of activities that humans undertake in order to create a mutually enabling relationship with nature—one that will provide them with the nourishment they need to survive now and forever. Whether neuroscientist, actor, or accountant, every human alive (with the exception of a few remaining hunter-gatherers) is absolutely dependent every day upon the actions of farming in order to exist at all. Farming is that basic to humanity. It is so obvious, but we forget.

  Our biggest revelation, however, came on the heels of this one. We realized that the work of farming is not just about creating a mutually enabling relationship with the natural world. Farming is also about creating relationships among the people who do it and depend upon it. Farming is about growing humans who can and will and want to create a mutually enabling relationship with the natural world; and it is about growing humans who can and will and want to create mutually enabling relationships with one another as the condition that will enable their success.9 Historically speaking, across many times and places, especially in the United States, farming makes family. The work of farming creates the tightly coordinated team of people grown on the farm, by the farm, to run the farm, generation after generation.

  Answers to my questions began to take shape: in order to connect with our art in this place, Geoff and I would have to cultivate the connections with our children and one another that would sustain each one of our family in living the rural life we all wanted. We would reinvent the farm family. Our desire to live in closer connection with the natural world was providing us with the opportunity—by making it necessary—to learn what love can be.

  What we were learning took us beyond what we had read in the homesteading and environmental literature; for the challenge we humans face in developing an ecological consciousness involves more than learning to interact in life-enabling ways with plants, animals, rocks, and streams. We must also find ways to move in our relationships with other humans that support us in becoming people who can and do live that proximity with the natural world. The two go hand in hand. One enables the other.

  If we are to connect with this planet in mutually life-enabling ways, we must learn to love one another. If we are to connect with one another in mutually life-enabling ways, we must open ourselves to the sensory experiences our movement through nature provides.

  As Thoreau insists, it is not enough to know in intellectual terms that we are richly connected with the natural world; we must also sense and practice that connectivity in the relationships that matter most. We are nature too.

  Impulse to Connect

  As a family on the farm, the relationships that mattered most appeared in sharp relief as a threefold matrix, common to every human—parents, partners, and progeny.10 It was what we had. It was who we were. It was in trouble. I was further from my parents than I had ever been for longer than six months. I was in closer contact with my partner than we had ever been in our fifteen years together. I was more dependent on my children for helping me take care of them than I had ever been, and in each case, past patterns of interacting were failing. At every turn I was emotionally wrenched. I felt as if I was disappointing my now-distant parents. I felt irritated by my now-proximate partner. I was constantly worried whether my children were getting what they needed to thrive. Something had to shift. If I wanted this experiment in living close to nature to work, I would have to recreate the shapes of these primary relationships. Without the support of these persons, it would be impossible for me to do the nature-tuned writing and dancing I wanted to do.

  I read books in psychology, philosophy, theology, ecopsychology, and neuroscience. I danced. I walked. I worked hard on my relationships. I wrote. I came to the conviction that enlivens this book: we humans are nothing more or less than an impulse to connect. As bodies born helpless, we become who we are by virtue of the relationships we cultivate with those who enable us to thrive. Yet we are not individuals who attach to one another; nor are we static sites where relationships intersect. In our most fundamental bodily selves, we are the movement of connecting— the movement of creating patterns of sensing and responding that guide us in relating with whomever and whatever will sustain us in our bodily becoming, whether person, place, or planet. We are these patterns of sensing and responding—the kinetic images—that we are creating in every moment of our lives.11

  Of the many implications this conviction carries, Family Planting elaborates one: a vision of what love can be. In this book, I share what we have discovered: to love is to open to another as a cause of our being. Love, in this sense, is what human beings are born to do; love is the action, the condition, and the context that enables our best becoming. At the same time, we are not born knowing how. Where an impulse to connect provides us with the motivation and direction to learn how to love, the bodily challenges of our primary relationships offer us the opportunity.

  Moving to the farm, I committed myself to an experiment in living whose logic Thoreau would recognize as expanding the work he began. How do we live deliberately in our relationships with those primary persons whose living enables ours? How do we learn to connect with caregivers, partners, and progeny in ways that honor the earth? How do we open to affirm human, animal, plant, and pond as causes of our being? What can love be?

  I am convinced that the day in, day out work of learning to love those who care for us before we are able, those we choose to accompany us along our journey, and those who are given to us to tend is some of the most exciting, path-breaking philosophy there is to be done in pursuit of a healthier planet.12 It’s why I’m here.

  What appears in the chapters to come is a loose chronicle of the first three years of an adventure that is ongoing, unfinished, and still producing beyond our wildest dreams. The “narrow I” that circumscribes my writing is propped open by a co-creating partner and our five sense-extending children, as well as by a raft of authors and artists who have engaged my attention.13 Where chapter 1 introduces a framework for understanding the bodily challenges of our primary relationships and how they entwine, subsequent chapters tell our story in three overlapping waves. I work through relationships with my parents, with Geoff, and with our children, to fund an earth-friendly philosophy of human relations.

  The perspective on love that emerges expresses a hands-on, intellectual, and spiritual engagement with one matrix of entwined lives. It is a philosophy that is local and living, embodied and enacted. Its content and form render it ripe for an age in which people are looking to connect with the earth, with one another, and with their own spiritual, sensory selves in ways that demonstrate care and respect. In promoting the primacy of relationship, it offers a view of human being that poses a radical challenge to enlightenment notions of persons as individual agents. In all these ways, Family Planting maps a shift in consciousness that is desperately needed to support us in creating mutually life-enabling patterns of interacting with the earth in us and around us. Whether we live on a farm or in a skyscraper, alone or with crowds, the work is the same.

  Life on the farm is teaching our family what we humans need to know: we are not who we think we are. We are not rational minds or salvation-seeking souls sitting awkwardly in earthly vessels. We are our bodily selves, ever moving and connecting with the people, places, and elements we need to thrive. We are relations before we are subjects; we are movement before we stand still. We are earth, air, fire, and water; carrot, apple, egg, and milk; infant, child, partner, and parent. We are nothing more or less than an impulse to connect, born to live in love as the condition that enables us to become who we are.


  1

  Moving Matters
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  [N]o generation has learned to love from another, no generation is able to begin at any other point than at the beginning.

  —Søren Kierkegaard1

  July 2008. It is one of those days; a gorgeous blast of life alive. Bird songs pull me out of a dream-clotted sleep. As eyelid images fade, a clear sky appears, and a squared blue ray peeks through the skylight. Then I see gold, streaming through, streaming down, lighting the round green of birch tree leaves and the tousled greens of the hillside. How could a scene be so peaceful and so full of life?

  I creep downstairs, careful not to wake anyone else. This time is mine, 6 a.m., perfect. Sneaking around the kitchen, munching on a banana, I see Precious, our Jersey heifer, out the window, up the hill, munching on grass. She lifts her long back leg and scratches behind her ear. Amazing feats cows do with those pegs. We had her bred a couple of weeks ago and I wonder. Is she a mama? Does she know? We won’t for a while yet. We have to wait to see if she starts bellowing for a bull again. If she doesn’t, we’ll know.

  Farming. As we are learning, it’s all about generations, one to the next, parents, partners, and progeny. The farm survives based on its members’ ability to reproduce themselves. For this reason, it places great stock in its females—the breeders. Most of the males—the beefcakes—are expendable, that is, edible. The few males kept to mature, at least in the case of bulls, are reduced to test tubes of seed. Left on their own, males are troublemakers, for they compete with humans over the means and methods of reproduction. The females are the valuable ones. They have the power to give life in the form of milk, eggs, or more young, including the meaty males.

  Perhaps it is not surprising that many anthropologists credit women as the first farmers, inventors of animal husbandry and crop management. Women have direct experience of how fertility cycles. They know where the power pools. It is also not surprising that the males of our species soon stepped in to protect—and control—the fruits of female laboring. Farming makes family. But what kind of family? “Husbandry,” Thoreau laments, “was once a sacred art,” an act of worshipping the goddess of fertility and her human counterparts.2 Might it be again?

  Morning mocha mix in hand, I head off to my study. Steps from the door, I hear the unmistakable sound of small feet padding above me across our bedroom floor. The door to our room opens and a plaintive cry tumbles down the stairs. “I want mama!” Speaking of generations.

  I walk to the bottom of the stairs and scoop up small Kai, snuggling his compact two-ness to my chest. As we walk into the kitchen, he is still wailing, “I want mama!”

  “You have me.” I reply gently. “I’m right here.” He’s still not sure, half awake and so half asleep. Hungry too. I fix him some orange juice, a bowl of cereal, and take another look at the clock. I recalibrate. OK, I’ll be working by 6:30.

  What are you enabling, little one? It’s my mama mantra, tested over time. I know. My children, even when pulling against the current of my desire, are always enabling me somehow to come to a thought or experience or action that I need to unfold who I am. What is it now?

  As Kai quietly crunches, I decide to process milk. I pull out the large stainless steel pot we keep in the refrigerator. Milk goes there after Jordan, now twelve, pulls and squeezes it from our cow Daisy’s udder. Half a day later, the first skin of cream has risen. I skim it with a large spoon, lifting its thick velvet folds of gold. It hangs together, a slick sheet, and slides off my spoon into a glass jar. Tonight we will make ice cream.

  Soon, pearly white liquid shines through the remaining threads of cream. I pour the milk into two pans, one for yogurt and one for cottage cheese. I will cook today too, later, after I write, before making ice cream. The rest of the milk goes into glass bottles we bought online from an Amish family business. I wash my first bucket of the day and glance up at the pasture. Daisy and Precious are both there now, swatting each other’s flies in the sunshine.

  I turn to Kai. He asks for more “seewe-al.” Maybe then he will be happy and play, and I will get to work. Still, I don’t resent his intrusion on my time. Not yet. After all, he is the one who helped me grasp what it is I want to write about this morning: the impulse to connect that animates our bodily selves. It was watching Kai, Geoff and my fourth child, and his sheer will to connect with the piano, the walls, the chairs, the kitchen faucet, the dryer, his siblings, and doing so with trucks, balls, body parts, and various sharp implements that set me on a path to articulating what I was learning about human being from our life on the farm.

  We humans are nothing more or less than an impulse to connect.

  Washing another bucket, I think back to that moment of discovery. I was in the midst of writing my first farm book, What a Body Knows, eager to help readers find and trust and move with the wisdom in desire.3 What is needed, I was arguing, is an experience shift: we need to cultivate a sense of our bodily selves as movement, and specifically, as the movement that is making us. We are not bodies that move; we are movement that takes shape in the patterns of sensation and response that bodies are. This idea lies at the heart of the philosophy of bodily becoming that I am living and thinking—a philosophy that privileges this self-creating movement as the source and telos of human being.

  As soon as the idea of an impulse to connect took shape in my mind, however, I knew I would have to write another book. My philosophy of bodily becoming was evolving, with small Kai as its catalyst. Saying that we humans are the movement that is making us does not go far enough. Left intact is a privilege granted in western culture to an autonomous individual self, presumed to exist over and against his or her relationships. However, if the movement that is making us is an impulse to connect, then we are not individuals first. We are able to think and feel and act as individuals—as if we are individuals—only because of the relationships with other persons, places, and elements that are always already supporting us in doing so.4

  So too, if we are the relationships we participate in creating, then we unfold our potential as individuals only by learning to create the relationships that will support this becoming. There is no possible separation between the two. We can’t be individuals outside of relationships. We can’t be in relationships without unfolding our individual capacity to create them. In short, if we humans are bodies whose movement is making us, then we will find our freedom in relationships, through relationships, and because of our relationships, as we learn to open to the others in our lives as enabling our ability to think and feel and move at all. That’s love.5

  Kai is finally finished scooping and swallowing his cereal. He follows me into my study. I lie down on my stomach on the rug, pull out my notebook, and begin to write. Kai climbs on top of me. His warm length spans my back. For a while, he lies quietly then begins to wiggle. Suddenly, he is gone. Whatever connection was needed, he has received.

  Another idea has formed, “Kyra,” replacing “Mama.” He is off in search of his older sister, longing to connect with her. I hear their morning greetings. Soon he is laughing. She is making him laugh, as she loves to do. She laughs too. I smile. He has found his freedom, and me mine.

  Now alone, my thoughts swim and dive as so many of Thoreau’s fish. What is it about being on the farm that has yielded this lived sense of being an impulse to connect? Is it simply the changed realities of family life? I think about Thoreau. For him, the natural world provided experiences of livingness that quickened his sense of his own creativity, his own movement. The same has been happening to me. It is not just that I am here with my partner, at a distance from my parents, in closer proximity to my children. The experience of living here, surrounded by such complex, ever-evolving beauty, cows, hens, horses, and hayfields, is quickening my senses. I see and hear and taste and smell and move differently because of time I have spent exploring this land. With senses so awakened, it has become impossible to ignore the tremors of dissatisfaction in my primary relationships that signal the presence of issues to address. At the same time, with senses so awakened, I find, at my fingertips, resources I did not have before for helping me move in relation to these others in ways that will not reproduce the pain.

  It is the message this book enacts: when we bring our senses to life, by connecting with the earth in us and around us, we awaken in ourselves the resources we need to seize the challenges posed by parents, partners, and progeny as opportunities to unfold our capacity to love. We find new ways to move that foster mutually life-enabling relationships with human and non-human others.

  Why is this sensory education so important? It is because the challenges of these relationships are rooted in the bodily changesthat occur as these relationships succeed. With caregivers, for example, in so far as the relationship succeeds, we grow from wholly dependent infant to independent adult. With partners, we evolve from a clothed and protected single to a bared and vulnerable mate. With children, we morph from an isolated adult to a shared flesh extending across generations. In each case, in order to negotiate this bodily transformation in a way that allows the relationship to continue, we must create new patterns of relating with the other. In so far as the transformation involved is bodily, the task of navigating it demands a similar skill: we must learn to welcome sensations of displeasure arising in and because of the relationship as essential information that is guiding us to move in ways that we want and need to move in order to become who we have the potential to be. And this skill is what time in the natural world, attuned to the movement of our bodily selves, can help us develop.

  Could it be true?

  My task for the morning is to explain why, laying out a template for the chapters to come. I have my work cut out for me.

  Geoff is awake now. Through the wall, I hear him shepherding the kids through their chores. Always adventures befall. It may be a stray kick from a cow, a dead rat in front of the chicken coop door, a snake in the hay or, from time to time, an overturned bucket of milk. Every day it is different, and the kids’ interest hasn’t waned.

  Today a cow foot lands in the bucket. The pail doesn’t tip. Not a drop of milk is lost. Nevertheless, there remains the unavoidable fact that a dirty hoof plunged in and out leaving all kinds of particles in its wake. Jordan, Jessica (ten), and Kyra (five) debate what to do. Was it true? Did it really happen? After a bit of mourning, the kids reluctantly agree to dump the morning’s catch.

  I yank my attention back to the page.

  What are you enabling, my little ones?

  Distance from Parents

  The hardest part of moving was telling my parents. Did I think it would be easy? We were living close by—a mere fifteen minutes—and had been for over ten years. When Geoff and I met, married, and made their grandkids, my parents were there. They were there when we bought our first house, and forged our careers. We saw them several times a month at least, often on Sunday afternoons, when they would invite the kids over to their house. My parents cherished their grandchildren time.

  Our first conversation about the farm was good. My parents were surprised, but supportive. As the dream became real, however, other feelings percolated through. My mother’s disappointment was understandable: “You are taking the grandchildren away!” The one in my belly included.

  As the sting of my mother’s displeasure shot beneath my skin, everything in me reared up in defensive response. I breathed deeply, and tried to imagine her words sliding down my back, like drips on a resilient duck.

  “Yes, I know. I am sorry. Come visit! Stay for a while! You will have more quality time with the kids than ever before!” Still, it hurt. I hurt. I wanted her approval. I wanted their approval. I wanted them to see how good this move was for me—how daring, how bold, how aligned with my deepest dreams for my family and for myself.

  All I could hear in my mother’s words and my father’s silence was one more example of a long-standing dynamic that has ever eroded my sense of self-worth. I was convinced that all they wanted was for me to be smaller than I am—to fit into a life that would make them happy. They say they love me and they thinkthey love me, but they don’t love me, or so I feared. The distance between what they give me and what I want from them has seemed an unbridgeable chasm. The distance between their house and the farm made that chasm real.

  Of course, my responses to my parents are far from unique. How many people do you know who can comfortably affirm that they received everything they wanted from their caregivers—all the love and attention and encouragement and guidance and support they could ever want? Can you name any?6

  I know very few, though my father happens to be one of them. “He was the darling of his mother’s eye,” my mother recounts wistfully. She did not receive the love, self-confidence, or emotional support she wanted and needed from her own mother. She wanted more. In her eyes, my dad’s mom had given it.

  Is it surprising that so many people want more?

  Think about what being a human baby entails. Think about the bodily changes that occur as a person matures. When born we are helpless, unable to secure for our bodily selves the food, warmth, and protection we desperately need. All we can do is move in response to sensations of pleasure and pain. As we move, we grow. We create patterns of sensing and responding that connect our moving selves with what is being given: we suck, swallow, and smile. We curl and cry, stretch and relax. These patterns guide our subsequent movements towards what we have learned gives pleasure and away from what does not. Then, as our bodily selves move to connect with what nourishes, our needs evolve. Desires proliferate; we learn what more there is to want. In so far as our caregivers have been minimal providers, we tend to want that more from them.

  Nevertheless, our caregivers are not always there when we need them, and not always available when they are. They do not always have what we want, or are not able or willing to give it to us. It is inevitable, at some point or another, regardless of their intention, that our caregivers will not give us what we want from them. In their unyielding resistance to us, we feel it: the sting of an impossible desire. This sensation settles into our flesh and flashes pain. We recoil in response. A pattern of sensing and responding forms: I want what I cannot have. I cannot have what I want.

  Because we are bodies born both helpless and moving, it is inevitable that we will feel this pain and that we will do all we can to make the pain go away. Pain registers in us as a need to move, to change positions, so as not to feel that pain. In our effort to craft responses that will protect us, we draw on the basic bodily movement patterns we have mastered. We angrily push our caregivers away. I don’t need them. I’ll do it my Self. We spit out their disapproval or disappointment. They don’t love me. We turn against ourselves in blame. I must deserve it. It is my fault. We extend and retract, twist and arch, push and pull, take in and expel, mimicking in our emotional lives the increasing mobility of our bodily selves. We seek to establish our independence from our caregivers as a way to stop feeling hurt.

  Making these movements makes us. An ego forms—a scab on the wound of our impossible desire. As challenges arise, we cling to this burgeoning sense of ourselves as an autonomous individual, believing that it will protect our vulnerable bodily self from further stings of impossible desire. We live in fear. We set out to conquer nature, beginning with our own.

  This dynamic feeds a frontier mentality: individual first. Recommendations pass from therapist to client, talk show host to audience, friend to friend. Establish your independence from your caregivers. Build boundaries. Give yourself what you want. We take it for granted that it is up to us to fill the cavernous, ravenous gap cracked open in our bodily, sensory selves by our experiences with caregivers. Disappointment simmers, untouched and alone.7

  I had tried for years to follow this advice. I failed. I tried to break from my parents and assert my emotional independence. I tried to reinforce the walls of a self against intrusion with soothing mantras, ducking and distancing behind them. I tried to find satisfaction by controlling my own bodily desires in advance of their criticism. I tried to accept my parents as they were. Nothing worked. I couldn’t not care what they think about me or my life. To cauterize my relation to my parents in the name of some individual self would mean silencing parts of my bodily being that were, at least once, open to them as source and cause of my happiness and well-being. So I remained, well into adulthood, far too vulnerable and defensive, a brittle shell still smarting over undelivered desirables, poised to crack.8

  Moving to the farm, it was clear: I wanted to feel more love in relation to my parents, not less. But how? How could I stay open to my parents when I sensed their resistance to my best judgment and their disappointment in my most cherished action? How could I move in myself and in relation to them so as to heal this pain? What could love be? I had to find out.
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