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Praise for The Healing Wisdom of the Forest



“A wise and engaging guide to the many insights offered by trees. Filled with practical advice and gentle invitations, our humanity and joy expand through attention to our leafy cousins.”

—David George Haskell, biologist and Pulitzer-finalist author of Sounds Wild and Broken, The Songs of Trees, and The Forest Unseen

“The Healing Wisdom of the Forest by Anthony D. Fredericks is a beautifully reflective and practical guide that draws timeless lessons from the natural world to inspire our personal growth, resilience, and inner peace. Through engaging storytelling, actionable advice, and journaling prompts, the author invites readers to reconnect with nature’s quiet wisdom and find strength, gratitude, and joy in everyday life. A nurturing and thoughtful read for anyone seeking to deepen their connection with nature and with themselves.”

—Holly Worton, author of If Trees Could Talk: Life Lessons From the Wisdom of the Woods

“I came away from The Healing Wisdom of the Forest with a sense of peace—no small thing in today’s world—and a newfound appreciation for the extraordinary lessons trees can continue to teach us. With poetic insight and ecological grace, Fredericks draws from the lives of trees to offer us a map for our own futures.”

—Daniel Lewis, author of Twelve Trees: The Deep Roots of Our Future

“Optimistic and generous, The Healing Wisdom of the Forest offers tree-inspired lessons and reflections to reduce stress and increase happiness and well-being. This book is a story-rich manual that invites readers to engage their curiosity outdoors and discover for themselves what the local environment demonstrates about living a fulfilling life.”

—Heidi Beierle, author of Heidi Across America: One Woman’s Journey on a Bicycle Through the Heartland

“Just as trees achieve a balance of roots below ground while its branches reach for the sky, Anthony Fredericks has achieved a singular balance in his writing: part memoir, part information, and part inspiration. This is a gentle, intriguing read that will motivate you to observe, reflect, and embrace the balance, music, and magic embodied by trees. Read this book—and find a tree.”

—Suzanne I. Barchers, writer

“With wit, charm, and wisdom, Anthony D. Fredericks weaves inspiring life lessons with evocative arboreal imagery into every page of this delightful volume. Like taking a leisurely walk along a verdant forest path with a beloved guide, let The Hidden Wisdom of the Forest take you deep into Nature to reveal your own nature, teaching how to live fully, gratefully, and with grace. Beautifully written, I was so enchanted, I could hardly put it down.”

—Cathy Katin-Grazzini, sustainable chef and author of Love the Foods That Love the Planet and Love the Foods That Love You Back

“Anthony D. Fredericks reaches deep into your soul to remind you of your power, resilience, influence, and above all, humanity. This is not just a book—it’s a quiet forest path that leads you back to yourself.”

—Crystal Robertson, leadership coach and employee experience consultant

“The Healing Wisdom of the Forest is a gentle and enjoyable ramble through not only lovely forests and trees, but also through wise and gentle ways of handling life more enjoyably, and with a lot less stress. Just as the ancient trees withstand the varieties of life, this book will help you emulate their natural strategies and become, like them, adaptable, unflappable, and ultimately wiser for it. Recommended for all who wish to live more at peace with themselves and the world.”

—Michael Zajaczkowski, author of The Owner’s Manual to Life: In Case You Missed That Day in School When They Handed It Out

“A nurturing book, full of thought-provoking observations and insights.”

—Tristan Gooley, author of How to Read a Tree: Clues and Patterns from Bark to Leaves

“I love this book! So wise! The Healing Wisdom of the Forest has a simple but profound message, told with poetic elegance. Most importantly, each chapter contains a wealth of practical and life-changing advice.”

—Rob Taylor, author of Professor McPhadden’s Absolutely Essential Guide to Ghosts and Ghost Hunting

“This book is beautiful! The writing is silky and cheerful. It will refresh your senses and restore calm. Dip in a toe or plunge fully in. It’s a stunner!”

—Diane Osgood, author of Your Shopping Superpower: Follow Your Values and Better Your World One Purchase at a Time

“Fredericks masterfully gifts the reader with a work that is part magical, part self-help, and part scientific. Artfully written, the author shares personal stories, details of insight and inspiration acquired from trees, and concludes each chapter with straightforward strategies for self-improvement. Without reserve, Anthony D. Fredericks is ‘Author Extraordinaire!’ ”

—Dr. Susannah Richards, author of A Work of Heart: Connecting with Kids in a Chaotic World








[image: The Healing Wisdom of the Forest: Timeless Lessons of Renewal, Tranquility, and Joy, by Anthony D. Fredericks. Health Communications, Inc. Mt. Pleasant, SC. www.hcibooks.com.]






For Beverly,

who, like trees in a forest,

always reaches for the sun






Preface


You fill up my senses like a night in the forest.

—JOHN DENVER



It was a crystalline dusk; faint stars speckled a darkening sky. They peeked through branches and wrapped around edges of the forest—silent harbingers of an approaching night deep in the High Sierra Mountains.

I stood on the margin of Grassy Lake (aka Jackson Lake), an expanse of shadowed waters, a bouldered shoreline, and the rich ecology of ancient mountains. I was nine years old, and my father and I were camped in this serenity for two weeks of fly-fishing in unclouded streams. Days hiking alpine trails, napping in the company of curious chipmunks and persistent mosquitoes, and the experience of fresh-caught golden trout fried in a cast-iron pan and served on tin plates beneath an assembly of trees were also part of this annual pilgrimage. These ventures began when I was seven and continued through my teens.

They have never left my consciousness.

Each August, my father and I would pack up the Buick with sleeping bags, fishing gear, and the indispensable Coleman Stove, and journey north out of Los Angeles on Highway 14. We would drive across the simmer of the inland desert and quickly slip through the outposts of Palmdale, Lancaster, and Mojave. At Walker Pass we would turn north onto Route 395 and begin our ascent into the ancient geography of eastern California. This part of the journey took us through the rustic towns of Little Lake, Olancha, Lone Pine, Independence, Big Pine, and Bishop. A long day of asphalt highways and hardscrabble landscapes would eventually deposit us in Mammoth Lakes. We would take a cabin for the night, and early the next morning, cupping cardboard cups of hot chocolate and dark coffee, we would check in at the Mammoth Lakes Pack Outfit.

There, we would transport our supplies to a waiting line of pack horses—solid stock that traversed mountain trails with resolution and patience. Necessary camping supplies and food were tucked into canvas bags and loaded side to side on several hooved transports. Cowboy hats canted to the side, we would mount our horses, and in the company of a practiced (and often loquacious) wrangler, we would begin the nine-hour journey deep into the John Muir Wilderness. Hour after hour we passed an embrace of escarpments, orbited azure lakes, and climbed looping switchbacks etched upon a rocky landscape. Occasionally, we would pause beside a stream to water the horses or unwater ourselves. A late afternoon sun eventually brought us to Grassy Lake, an expanse of frigid water set amid towering evergreens and a carpet of meadow at 9,600 feet. Coursing through these mountains were varied mountain streams that would soon experience Parachute Adams, Sparkle Duns, Pheasant Tails, and other trout flies gently laid upon their ripples.

On one particular twilight, I stood beside the shore surrounded by silence. No planes overhead, no artificial soundtracks, and not a whisper of human existence for miles around. The stillness was persistent; the quiet ethereal. Even the insects had taken respite. A light wind, pregnant with pine, brushed by my face, encircled granite boulders, and drifted through the web of branches and snags behind.

Then, like tiny dancers on an oversized stage, I saw them. A doe and her fawn meandered out of the virgin forest to the banks of an unhurried stream. They hesitated, as do all ungulates when moving from one ecosystem to another. I knew they were not halted on my behalf. Humans were an anomaly in this wilderness, and I was certain they could scarcely find me standing in the shadows on the opposite shore. They were patient, nonetheless, stopping occasionally to nibble a few clusters of grass in their prenocturnal waltz.

Each one dipped its head to the water and took a long drink. Both heads eventually raised, and they nuzzled each other for brief moments. Then they turned their silhouettes to the rising moon and ambled back to the comfort of thick trees. The vision lasted but a scant five minutes, yet its details are forever on my conscience as though an anniversary or a grandchild’s birth date.

The deer had been secured by the sanctuary of the forest—both before and after their passage. The trees were both home and refuge. The two had slipped from the forest’s embrace to refresh themselves and then, just as silently, crept back to its abiding shelter. Why was the forest so critical? Did it have secrets known only to deer and other animals, secrets long concealed from human experience? Does living in a forest or walking through its trees give one brave insights or consequential comfort against an outside world with the possibility of danger? Did the doe and her fawn know something about an arboreal environment unfelt by a preadolescent boy? I felt a message, but I was naïve and unaware of how to search or even what to look for.

A brief moment in 1956 was sufficient to spark a lifelong quest for evergreen truths harbored by groves, orchards, and long expanses of powerful timbers. Now, as someone well ensconced in his eighth decade, I have considered determination to examine the uncommon wisdom of trees, and the persistent lessons cached among their branches.

I have learned much.






Introduction


Going to the woods is going home, for I suppose we came from the woods originally.

—JOHN MUIR



As a wise philosopher once noted, “Life is tough!” Consequently, we frequently react (negatively) to daily inconveniences, we wrestle with unnecessary stressors to our day, and we become immobilized by injustices and the seeming unfairness of daily living.

Too often, we lose sight of the big picture. We think less of others and less of ourselves. Life becomes a constant battle of trying to endure one challenging event after another and seems to be a series of nonstop emergencies. We move from one crisis to another. Many times, we spend so much time and energy trying to quell our issues that we fail to prevent them in the first place. We become more reactive and less proactive. It is as though we are caught in a personal whirlpool from which there is little escape.

Yeah, life is tough!

Many years ago, while pursuing my master’s degree, I enrolled in an advanced psychology class. Early in the course, our instructor invited us to participate in an activity that has never left me. He asked each of us to bring in one three-by-five-inch index card to the next class with our names hand-lettered on the front in large letters. We were also instructed to rule the back of our individual card into sixty half-inch squares.

During the subsequent class, the instructor gave us an unusual set of instructions. First, he directed us to carry the cards with us everywhere throughout the upcoming week. Then he told us that each time someone said something negative to us we were to tear out one of the squares on the card and discard it. If someone gave us a task to do that we didn’t choose to do, we were to tear out a square. If someone didn’t smile at us when we smiled at them in the supermarket or cafeteria line, we were to tear out a square. If someone said an unkind word or failed to give us a compliment, we were to tear out a square. We were instructed to bring what was left of the cards to class the following week.

During the next class, we all sat in a circle and shared our experiences. Our instructor informed us that the cards represented the amount of control each of us has over the slights and injustices of our daily lives. In other words, each tear off was a way of letting go of a problem or negative situation.

The instructor made the point that each of us had command over the shape of our lives. If someone did something we didn’t like or said something inappropriate, we had the power to excise that event from our lives. Although we were all dealt a different set of cards, it was what we each did with our respective cards that was important. Most significant was that we could hang on to the frustrations of our daily lives or we could take charge and remove them.

Happily, there are ways we can ease our burdens and bring more harmony into our lives. It’s a change in perspective—a fresh and vibrant way of reminding us what is important and what is necessary in a peaceful life. Its prophets are all around—to be found in your backyard, an urban botanical garden, a state forest, or a sprawling assembly of timbers in a national park. Their “lessons” are visionary and eternal. Not only will they influence your mind; so, too, will they touch your soul. Their instruction is life-affirming and long-lasting.

As with that lesson of mine long ago, you will also come to understand that we each have the option to choose a wholesome, enjoyable purpose that significantly reduces the stress in our daily lives, positively influences our outlook and production, contributes to a healthier lifestyle, makes us more productive as human beings, and solves a myriad of everyday problems. Much of that orientation involves a communion, or re-communion, with nature—a return to our roots. It is a reawakening of our inner core and an embrace of a world with subtle lessons and patient insights. Or as noted naturalist E. O. Wilson once said, “Nature holds the key to our aesthetic, intellectual, cognitive, and even spiritual satisfaction.”

Trees offer a unique comprehension of life. They are, in so many ways, exemplars of determination and vibrancy, persistence and growth. Many authors, along with a cadre of researchers, have celebrated our natural connection to nature. Yet observers have also lamented the fact that in our busy and crowded lives we have lost touch with that world—not only a world of wonder, but one of insight and explanation.

In answer, this book underscores nature as a great healer, but only if you take time to experience it firsthand. As our ancestors knew, you can learn much in the company of trees. More specifically, you can enjoy a compendium of practical advice that will change your life for the better; a collection of scientific and psychological insights that can renew and reinvigorate; a game plan, if you will, that will alter habits and improve your outlook.

For the long term.

This book welcomes forests as fonts of knowledge, beacons of enlightenment, and exemplars of inner peace and satisfaction. Here is a way to take back control of who you are and what you can become—a way to improve your personal “index card.” What you will discover is that trees are teachers of the highest order. Wide and fertile forests, sprawling orchards, ancient woodlands, and towering woods allow you to stand back and take a look at the larger picture. You’ll discover powerful ideas to help you refocus and relax. You’ll learn strategies to reinvigorate your life. You’ll reduce everyday stressors and frustrations with positivity and resolve. Most importantly, you’ll read about techniques that help bring out more of the best in yourself.

Know that the wisdom of trees is forever writ.

They await your attention.






Part I Branch Out
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Always Leave a Campsite Better…


Be as useful as a tree! Give life to others; be shelter to everyone; grant fruits to all! Be good like a tree!

—MEHMET MURAT ILDAN



As you may recall from the preface, in the 1950s and early 1960s, my father and I spent two weeks every summer camping deep in the John Muir Wilderness of the Sierra Nevada Mountains. Each day we would set out from our campsite, hiking to various lakes, through acres of undisturbed woods, along winding streams, and past verdant meadows. Our goal: to fish for rainbow and golden trout across this unspoiled wilderness.

During those fishing trips my father taught me one of life’s most important lessons. For thirteen days we would fish every day. But on the fourteenth day, we would stay in camp to clean up, repair a wooden table, clear out a part of the trail, strengthen a lean-to, gather errant bits of litter, and other such tasks. As my father would frequently tell me, “Always leave a campsite better than you found it.” And we did.

That maxim has stayed with me for long years. That embrace may be one of the reasons why I became an educator. I always sought to make students’ lives better—to strengthen their self-concepts, to repair any injustices, and to build a healthy regard for learning. When I became a teacher trainer, I wanted my undergraduate students (all future classroom teachers) to pass that baton along.

Always leave students better than you found them.

The saying also rings true in other aspects of our lives—in our interactions with family members, colleagues, and even the strangers we meet every day. When we approach others with the question “How can I make this person’s life a little better than I found it?,” we are filled with a limitless sense of direction and purpose. The question motivates us to make a positive change in someone’s day—a change for the better.

Simply waking up each day to thoughts of how we might improve the lives of those with whom we live, work, and interact, we achieve a heightened level of personal satisfaction in our own lives. Strengthening the lives of others is the truest form of compassion, the epitome of humanity.

A friend recently shared photographs and a video of several stately ponderosa pines well established around her northern California home. They reminded me of my childhood ventures through long expanses of these trees—a species common across western states. In my admiration, I was also reminded that ponderosas significantly enrich the lives of others.

Many types of wildlife rely on ponderosas for their food. Squirrels gather ponderosa pine seeds as food. Several types of birds, such as sapsuckers, drill horizontal holes in ponderosas to get at the sap—an important food source. Insects that typically gather on these pines are also necessary for a variety of birds. Mammals, such as elk and mule deer, typically use these trees for shelter.

The lives of humans have also been enriched by these iconic trees. Ponderosa pines supply timber for building, firewood for comfort, and medicines for various ailments. Native Americans used the inner bark as food in times of starvation and as a form of chewing gum. The tree’s resin was used as a salve for skin problems and to soothe achy joints.

Ponderosas make the lives of others (humans and animals) a little better.

Reaching out and sharing a compliment or extending a helping hand is kindness at its best. Far too many of us go through life without ever receiving a thoughtful word or heartfelt appreciation. We are often so caught up in our own challenges and issues that we forget that others experience challenges, too. Making their day—or their life—a little better than you found it always has a positive impact. Orienting your life to giving enriches the lives of others. It puts a smile on their soul. And yours, too!

In my research for this book, I picked up a great quote: “Kinda cool to think someone somewhere is having the best day of their life today.” To that let’s add, “Kinda cool to think that you might help make that happen.”
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In Practice:

Doing good for others doesn’t have to involve big events or grand gestures. Small everyday behaviors send a positive message, too. A generous smile, a friendly comment, a sincere handshake, a welcoming greeting, a bouquet of flowers, a written note, a complimentary treat, an unexpected compliment, being a good listener, holding a door open, comforting someone, running an errand, an invitation to help, an engaging laugh, and a warm “Hello” are things we can do every day. They are gifts from the heart rather than obligations from the mind. The simple act of reaching out to others—with sincerity and love—can make a difference in someone’s day. Yours, too.
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For Journaling:

There is convincing psychological research to demonstrate that kind and helpful behavior toward others brings meaning to our lives. The more we reach out to others, the more we achieve a sense of purpose and commitment in our own lives. When done on a regular basis, reaching out to others helps us meet basic psychological needs such as feeling close to others and a feeling that we are good and capable. Take some time and congratulate yourself on a kind deed done for another human being. What feelings do you have? How has your attitude changed or improved?
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Think About…

The rowan tree in England has many associations with magic. One of its Celtic names is fid na ndruad, which means “wizard’s tree.” Believe it or not, you, too, are a wizard. When you wake up in the morning you automatically have the power to create some magic in another person’s day.










Acknowledging Your Burls


You don’t expect trees to change,

you love them as they are.

—ISABEL ALLENDE



On a research venture to gather information for a book on the longevity of multiple species of old trees (In Search of the Old Ones: An Odyssey among Ancient Trees), I journeyed to the Black River of North Carolina. On a calm and slightly overcast day, my guide and I took a kayak into placid waters in search of bald cypresses—trees that have existed for more than two thousand years in this peaceful ecosystem. Clustered along this iconic river is a vast acreage of soaring timbers that have stood against time and winds long before the arrival of humans. They are majestic in their years and beautiful in their stature. Theirs is a world tranquil and composed.

Eventually, the kayak bumped up against one of the towering bald cypresses. Sweeping my eyes upward, I noted several burls along its ascending height. Burls are common among these trees, each a prodigious growth in which the wood grain has produced a distorted protrusion or rounded outgrowth. Often the result of injury, fungal infection, or some form of stress, they are often viewed as deformities, botanical imperfections.

In truth, they are accents on the longevity of these trees.

Bald cypresses live for long years. The oldest, a giant deep in the solitude of the Black River, has lived continuously for 2,631 years (as of 2025). Its long life is due to its resistance to rot, the infusion of protective tannins throughout all its cells, and a solidarity against frequent storms and hurricanes that often topple lesser species. Its characteristic burls add character and dimension to this oldster. They are not deformities but rather botanical accents on a life well lived.

As you might imagine, constant attention on our imperfections is a focus on negativity. And frequent negativity drains us of our emotional energy; it consumes valuable time that would be better used elsewhere. Rather than being grateful for what we have, we complain about what we don’t have. Yet the real joy of life is a knowledge that we can always improve, we can always grow… like trees.

I’m quite comfortable with my burls (age spots, hair loss, artificial knee). They don’t disfigure me; they just make me unique. You, too, probably have a few burls that make you a singular individual—just like an ancient bald cypress along the Black River in North Carolina.

Accept your imperfections and you embrace a life of possibilities… a life of continual growth.
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In Practice:

Journey into a nearby forest or wooded glen. Observe closely the differences between trees of the same species. What differences do you note? What are some flaws or defects between various trees?


	Are there imperfections in the bark—holes, scrapings, missing pieces?

	How is the structure of branches different? Do they all go in the same direction? Are there any missing branches? Are some broken?

	What about the splay of roots? Are some shorter than others? Have others been eroded or splintered?

	What about the arrangement of leaves on different trees? Are some discolored or others missing?

	What about the height of various trees? Are some taller than others? Have others been shortened by storms?



Undoubtedly, you’ll notice several burls, several differences. Trees, too, have imperfections. That doesn’t make them any less spectacular or magnificent. The same holds true for humans.
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For Journaling:

What makes you unique? What distinguishes you from everybody else? In what ways do you stand out in a crowd? Take some time every now and again and write about one or two of your own burls in a positive way. For example, you may wear eyeglasses in order to correct your vision (“Ever since I was fourteen, I’ve been wearing glasses”). Perhaps you don’t like this factor of your life. However, know that you are in a clear majority since more than 63 percent of adults in the United States wear prescription eyeglasses. You’re part of a special group of folks. Celebrate that fact; make it a positive affirmation (“Those glasses have helped me enjoy and appreciate the art my wife creates”).
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Think About…

Box elders are often held in low regard. Brittle limbs, twisted trunks susceptible to rot, and dull yellow leaves often put this species in the “ugly tree” category. Perhaps box elders exist to remind us that if we continually think we’re not as good as everyone else, then guess what? We’ll continue to act as though we’re not as good as everyone else.










Appreciation from the Inside


Why are there trees I never walk under but large and melodious thoughts descend upon me?

—WALT WHITMAN



A few years ago, I was contracted to write a children’s counting book featuring majestic redwood trees (Tall Tall Tree). It was to focus on various creatures (salamanders, woodrats, banana slugs, etc.) that lived in the canopy of these botanical skyscrapers. But, at the beginning of the writing process, I was stuck—I couldn’t seem to generate any creative ideas. So I decided to do something different. I imagined that, instead of observing these iconic trees as an outsider, I would mentally crawl inside a towering redwood tree and look at the surrounding environment as if I were in the center of that tree.

While “inside” the tree, I asked myself several intriguing questions. What creatures would be crawling over my surface? How would the wind feel against my bark? What birds would be roosting in my branches? What kinds of insects would be creeping up my trunk?

In short order, the ideas began to flow like warm maple syrup on a stack of Saturday morning pancakes. I couldn’t write fast enough. After about three dozen drafts over the next eight to nine months, I eventually sent the manuscript off to my editor and the book was published to many positive reviews. My “inside/out” strategy had given me a unique perspective on some iconic animals and their distinctive environment.

That same strategy can also give us a similarly unique perspective on our own lives.

If someone asked you about the most important thing you have ever done in your life, how would you respond? Most people, when asked, would single out an external event. They would identify a competition or situation that was recognized by others via an award, a certificate, a medal, or a trophy. But how many people would identify self-improvement as the most important accomplishment in their lives? How many people would state one of the following?


	I have learned to be more patient with other people.

	I have learned how to live with my imperfections.

	I have been able to reduce the amount of stress in my life.

	I now take time for myself each day.

	I have discovered an inner peace I never had before.

	I share more compliments with my family.

	I think more positively about myself.



When you think about it, we often identify personal accomplishments in terms of how others perceive them. Our friends and family can see the new business we started. They can see the certificates that hang on the wall. They can see the new house we purchased in a nice neighborhood. The bigger question becomes “Are our greatest accomplishments those that can be seen by others or those appreciated by ourselves?”

Each day, give yourself at least one positive affirmation. Here are some possibilities:


	“I do good things for other people.”

	“I love myself as much as I love others.”

	“I am an important person in the lives of others.”

	“I am proud of who I am and who I am becoming.”

	“I make time for myself.”



Write each on a Post-it note and place it on the top of your computer monitor, vanity, or kitchen cupboard before you go to bed. Make it the first thing you see the following morning.

You may discover that this simple activity reaps tremendous rewards. It gives you the opportunity to celebrate the most significant aspect of your life—your growth and development as a human being. It is also a signal that one accomplishment can trigger other equally important accomplishments.

All too often we waste considerable time seeking the praise and approval of others. More meaningful and more satisfying is the recognition of the internal progress we are making. Know that hanging a certificate on your office wall is less important than patting yourself on the back for quitting a bad habit such as smoking or eating too much sugary food. It’s external recognition versus self-praise.

Looking at yourself from the inside out can be a positive affirmation of who you are and what you believe.
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In Practice:

Schedule a time every so often for self-reflection. Find a calm place and quiet time to mentally review some of your internal goals and accomplishments. This procedure takes about five minutes, but it makes a big difference. Celebrate yourself, reaffirm the good things you do, and recognize your role in the lives of others. Here are some statements to get you started:


	Today, I will do my best.

	I deserve to be loved by others.

	I accept myself for who I am.

	I am capable of making good choices.

	I have dreams I want to pursue.

	I am a good person.

	I can forgive myself for my mistakes.

	I have boundaries and they are important.

	I am a strong person.

	I am allowed to experience pleasure in my life.



This self-review gives you direction and guidance on what is truly important.
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For Journaling:

Write one personal accomplishment you’ve done this past week (parallel parked the car on the first try, helped a neighbor rake the leaves, sent an e-mail to a long-lost friend, helped a little old lady obtain a box of cereal from the top shelf in the grocery store, taught your son how to throw a baseball). How did you make yourself a better person? What did you do that you’ve never done before? Now, give yourself a pat on the back, a standing ovation, or a celebratory hug (don’t forget the selfie). You deserve it.
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Think About…

Constantly seeking the approval of others is a recipe for emotional disaster. A sugar maple tree doesn’t need anyone’s endorsement to produce maple syrup. It has the potential to be sweet just as it is.










Your Choice


Today I have grown taller from walking with the trees.

—KARIE WILSON BAKER



I was born in 1947, thus making me an official senior citizen. What I find interesting is that according to the U.S. Social Security Administration, American men born in 1947 had an average life expectancy of 64.57 years. Thus, I have apparently exceeded expectations… but not as much as a grove of bristlecone pine trees in the White Mountains of California.

For several thousand years, bristlecone pines have prospered in this remote mountain enclave while humans have fought wars, established civilizations, and claimed territories across distant continents and ancient lands. These botanical stalwarts are famously regarded as the oldest trees in the world. Most exceed three thousand years of age and nineteen of the trees are more than four thousand years old. However, there is one oldster that has been scientifically measured to have germinated around 3050 BCE; thus, its age is well over five thousand years old.

And it is still living.

Not only is the age of bristlecone pines remarkable, so is the environment in which they live. Their territory is one that would be entirely hostile to most forms of plant life. These arboreal stalwarts thrive at an altitude of over ten thousand feet, the region gets scant rainfall, icy winds blow in during long winter months, heavy snows lay thick upon the land, freezing temperatures are the norm for many long months, the soil is primarily infertile, and the trees are constantly exposed to extreme solar radiation. Suffice it to say, these trees have withstood environmental conditions that would try the patience of any home gardener.

They thrive in spite of their conditions.

In an odd way, I was reminded of bristlecone pines when I picked up some clothes at the local dry cleaners the other day. It was obvious the clerk was not enjoying her day and was, most likely, not enjoying her job. A greeting from me elicited a frown and a grunt. She did not smile nor wish to engage in any type of conversation. It was quickly apparent that she was having a really lousy day. And she let me know it.

I, instead, choose otherwise.

I’m a strong believer in one of Eleanor Roosevelt’s most famous quotes: “No one can make you feel inferior without your consent.” That is to say, if someone chooses to have a bad day, that’s not necessarily my day. Just because someone is grumpy, sad, moody, disrespectful, or irritating doesn’t mean that I have to be that way, too. Most times, I choose to have a most positive day: pleasant conversations with my wife, a long walk through a deep forest, a loving phone call with my daughter or son, a creative writing project, a delightful dinner at a new restaurant, or just some me time to meditate or daydream. Someone else’s day is not what I choose; I choose how my day will be lived and how my day will evolve.

Grumpy people are not part of that equation.

I suppose, by this point, you may be wondering about the connection between dry cleaning and bristlecone pine trees. Frankly, it’s all about longevity.

According to recent research by psychiatrists at Yale University, concrete evidence shows that stress can have negative health consequences beyond the usual mental or physical health conditions. Their research demonstrated that, unequivocally, chronic stress can shorten one’s lifespan. One of the researchers pointed out, “Some lifestyle choices mitigated the negative effects [of stress]. Subjects who showed strong emotional regulation and self-control skills had younger ‘biological ages’ than their counterparts who did not.”

In short, a reduction of everyday stressors can have a positive impact on our overall longevity. Ancient bristlecone pines have effectively adapted to the stressors in their lives. As humans, we also have the capacity to extend our lives—specifically, by choosing the type of day we are going to have. Adding the stressors (e.g., bad attitudes, disagreements, moodiness, grouchiness) of others into our day does not contribute to our overall longevity. They choose their day; you have the right to choose yours. Nobody should do that for you.

Just something to consider—from a senior citizen.
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In Practice:

Throughout our days we often meet folks in a bad mood. It’s inevitable. Here are some recognized, and positive, responses:


	Share a compliment.

	Don’t absorb their energy; stay calm.

	Counter their attitude with an accolade.

	Hold on to the responsibility for your own mood.

	Know that their bad mood is not your fault.

	Change the conversation.

	Walk away… smiling.
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For Journaling:

Consider this quote: “For every minute you are angry you lose 60 seconds of happiness” (Ralph Waldo Emerson). In your journal, write your own version. For example:


	“For every minute I am __________ I lose 60 seconds of __________.”

	Or consider a more positive rewrite: “For every minute I am __________ I gain 60 seconds of __________.”



Hold on to these statements. Review them every so often.
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Think About…

When walking through woods, you’ll notice that each of the trees has its own unique shape, dimensions, roots, branches, and leaves. No two trees are identical, which reminds me that we each approach the world a little differently. We each have a choice.










Beauty Reveals Itself… in Time


I don’t want to be a tree.

I want to be its meaning.

—ORHAN PAMUK



It had been a brutal winter. Icy blasts came down from Canada and froze both ground and creatures. Curtains of snow fell for days, obscuring vision in all directions. Day after day of punishing winds pummeled the land. It was an endless winter—dreary skies filled with gray and a landscape frozen in time and space.

The winter persisted. Endless weeks turned into endless months. It was a climactic and punishing assault from which there was little relief. Spring, such as it was, came slowly that year. It was in no hurry. Its voice was muted, its entrance subdued. Thermometers registered increasing temperatures—one patient degree by patient degree—a signal that change, a most reluctant change, was coming. The frozen grip would not give up easily, lasting well into April, extending the misery and anguish far too long.

Each day, on my way to teach undergraduate students, I drove past an eastern redbud tree. Divested of leaves, it had a constant cloak of icy crystals upon its branches. Piles of snow often built up around its base. It stood alone at the edge of a sweeping cornfield gilded in white—a solitary figure against a barren horizon.

Temperatures rose. Spring was on the way. Each day, I slowed to gaze… to watch for the grand unveiling.

Finally, that day arrived. I could sense its importance. As I approached, I could feel a spirit in the air. Then, there before me, in a brilliant explosion of color, was a glorious tree. Striking and robust pink flowers covered every branch—brightening the world around. The tree had changed; the cloak of spring embraced it completely.

The tree’s brilliant pinks contrasted with the starkness of the land. This was a botanical ballerina—a debutant in all her radiance, all her finery. The tree had taken its time—but it was time worth waiting for. I preserved the memory with a dozen photographs.

Sometimes we, too, need time—time to emerge from a cocoon, time to grow and develop, and time to become… just become. Hurrying the process is counterproductive. Or as someone once said, “Good things come to those who wait.” Our growth and development as human beings are never something to be rushed. Neither are those processes the same for everybody. We all learn to talk at different paces. We all learn our ABCs at different paces. We all learn how to interact positively with our fellow human beings at different paces.
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