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  What people are saying about




  Finding Solace at Theodore Roosevelt Island




  “I can’t think of a more timely book than Finding Solace at Theodore Roosevelt Island to remind us of the natural wonders within our nation’s capital. Melanie Choukas-Bradley expertly captures the essence of our political quagmire, while reminding us of the role nature plays in helping us recover from our collective stress, as we search for a path toward reconciliation.”




  Dr. Robert Zarr, MD, MPH, Founder and Medical Director, Park Rx America




  “In Finding Solace at Theodore Roosevelt Island, Melanie Choukas-Bradley proves herself once again to be nature’s most eloquent observer and chronicler. She writes, ‘Every walk is a good story,’ and proves it with this poignant and beautiful recollection of navigating a turbulent year using the natural wonders of Roosevelt Island as a source of inspiration. Readers can dip into her book for seasonal touchstones or dive into full immersion in the fascinating and restorative powers of an urban oasis where flora and fauna always outshine traffic, politics and noise. After just a few pages, you will feel compelled to seek out nature nearby to recharge your own connection to the infinite beauty of the natural world around us. With this, her sixth nature book, Choukas-Bradley has more than earned her place among the storied members of Audubon Naturalist Society who, throughout history, have been our nation’s environmental leaders, writers and champions including President Theodore Roosevelt, Louis Halle (Spring in Washington), Rachel Carson (Silent Spring) and William Weaver (Beautiful Swimmers).”




  Lisa Alexander, Executive Director, Audubon Naturalist Society




  “Melanie Choukas-Bradley is at the height of her powers and goes beyond classic nature writing with her latest and best book, Finding Solace at Theodore Roosevelt Island—a moving, big-hearted journal that is a must for those seeking survival in our turbulent times of climate change and political upheaval. To read Finding Solace is to open your heart as you explore the natural world in the nation’s capital with a spirited, loving, empathetic, and expert guide.




  As we journey with her, ospreys, ancient oaks and black walnuts, sparkling dragonflies, wondrous wildflowers, even nestling backyard blue jays, join our lives. Their beauty and resilience are part of the solace we need. But Choukas-Bradley is mature and confident enough to confront the dark spaces of our world...contrasted with the sensitive, poetic side of Theodore Roosevelt, the naturalist and writer, whose best values—environmentalism, trust-busting, engagement and an emphasis on ‘character’—are sadly lacking in contemporary Washington. These values, like those of Rachel Carson, drew inspiration from nature, not to retreat but to engage with the world.




  Keep Finding Solace and Melanie Choukas-Bradley close at hand as you explore the beauties and the turbulence of Washington and our world. We need them now more than ever.”




  Robert K. Musil, President & CEO, the Rachel Carson Council, Author, Washington in Spring: A Nature Journal for a Changing Capital




  “Theodore Roosevelt Island is a very special place, and it takes a sensitive and innovative person to tell its story, especially from the point of view of a naturalist—an approach Theodore Roosevelt would have really appreciated. If you can go to the site, this book will add immensely to the experience; if you cannot get there this book is the next best thing.”




  Tweed Roosevelt, University Professor, Long Island University; Chairman, Theodore Roosevelt Institute at LIU




  “Over the course of a year, Melanie Choukas-Bradley mingles personal and political observations with accounts of her adventures on Theodore Roosevelt Island. The result is a fitting tribute to Roosevelt, whose passion for the natural world enriched his personal life and informed his politics. Choukas-Bradley believes that every walk in the woods ‘is a good story.’ She has given us a whole bookful of them.”




  Kristie Miller, Author of Ruth Hanna McCormick: A Life in Politics




  “If nature is a balm for the troubled heart, this book is a balm for a nature lover in troubled times. With keen eyes and an open heart, Melanie Choukas-Bradley peels back layers of history, geography and ecology on an island wilderness less than two miles from the White House. As she searches for signs of hope and resilience despite the slow creep of climate change and the swift political disaster unfolding nearby, you will be with her every step of the way.”




  Sadie Dingfelder, The Washington Post




  “If anyone loves Rock Creek Park more than Theodore Roosevelt did, it must be Melanie Choukas-Bradley. At a time when the world inside the DC beltway is regarded as the seventh circle of the Inferno, Melanie has taught us all that one of the nation’s great natural retreats is no more than a few minutes from the White House and the Capitol. She not only loves Theodore Roosevelt Island in the Potomac, but she has taught thousands of others to find solace there. Melanie has emerged as one of America’s premier guides to taking a deep breath, looking about with open eyes, and listening to the sanity of the breeze in the trees. For Roosevelt Rock Creek Park was a bit of the wild he could visit between his long journeys to the Dakota badlands. For all of us now the park is a national sanctuary. Nobody sings that lovesong more than Melanie Choukas-Bradley.”




  Clay Jenkinson, Author of A Free and Hardy Life: Theodore Roosevelt’s Sojourn in the American West




  “Melanie Choukas-Bradley provides the reader with a gentle and insightful nature walk through the seasons, capturing a series of moments in life, from July 2016 to July 2017. The timing is relevant to the story, because it captures the pain and inner turmoil many of us felt during those troubled months of ever-deepening gloom brought on by the American political system. Solace was sought through escape from ugly politics into the serenity of verdant nature in some of the more enchanting green spaces of the Nation’s Capital—Rock Creek Park, the C&O Canal, and, of course, Roosevelt Island. In telling this story, the author shows us the way to peace and spiritual comfort in turbulent times. And she reminds us of better times, when Theodore Roosevelt led our nation and relished special natural places a mere horseback ride from the White House.”




  Bruce M. Beehler, Author of Natural Encounters: Biking, Hiking, and Birding Through the Seasons and Birds of Maryland, Delaware & the District of Columbia




  “Nature does not stop to mourn the damage that we cause to ecosystem integrity or our political fallacies; it keeps striving with each new miracle seen through Melanie’s journey to seek solace. Her observations of the natural wonders that take place on Theodore Roosevelt Island put the reader into the hands of wildflowers and water birds and remind us that each day is still a miracle. We only have to open our hearts and take notice.”




  Susan Leopold, PhD, Ethnobotanist, Director of United Plant Savers, Author of Isabella’s Peppermint Flowers, and member of the Patawomeck tribe of Virginia




  “Melanie’s writings are deeply centered on the joys of being fully present in our wondrous natural world. The relentless and distressing news cycle can feel like an all-out assault on our sense of well-being. Melanie offers us a way to find connection, peace and renewed resolve to fight for what is at stake. Her keen observations invite us to more fully embrace the healing and life-giving forces of nature available to us in special places like Theodore Roosevelt Island. She expertly weaves together keen observations, revealing history, and wonderful knowledge about our living world. I find myself almost instantly transported to a more awakened, centered and enchanted place. Melanie is a gifted writer and naturalist.”




  Doug Barker, Founding Board Member, Rock Creek Conservancy, and Chair of Green Ribbon Panel for 125th Anniversary of Rock Creek Park




  “What a timeless gift, this precious book by Melanie Choukas-Bradley! Sitting in my house in the middle of snowy winter, I am beckoned by the flight of the kingfisher, I sense the rhythms of the Potomac River and I can even feel the July heat as we paddle around Theodore Roosevelt Island, a place I have never been. Choukas-Bradley has such a talent for describing the intricacies of nature and she weaves the history of the wildlife, the island, and the founding of our nation into this book that was composed during a tumultuous and critical time in the sustainability and survival of all three. Not only is this work a delightful reprieve from the world today, it is a piece of history.”




  Dr. Suzanne Bartlett Hackenmiller, Medical Director, Association of Nature and Forest Therapy; Author, The Outdoor Adventurer’s Guide to Forest Bathing: Using Shinrin-yoku to Hike, Bike, Paddle, and Climb Your Way to Health and Happiness




  “What do kingfishers, Teddy Roosevelt, and the current state of our Republic have in common? Quite a bit, as it turns out. The intrepid Melanie Choukas-Bradley has once again delighted us with a deeply personal account of a year spent exploring a premier naturescape hiding in plain sight amidst Washington, DC’s busiest thoroughfares. In eloquently describing the natural rhythms of Theodore Roosevelt Island, Choukas-Bradley lets us see the often chaotic and nature-starved modern world through the eyes of our foremost conservation president, a view that is at once uplifting and provocative, but always fascinating.”




  Tony Fleming, Geologist and Author of the Geologic Map of the Washington West Quadrangle (with Avery Drake, Jr. and Lucy McCartan); Geologic Atlas of the City of Alexandria, Virginia and Vicinity; and Technical Guide to the Natural Communities and Physical Environment of Rock Creek Park (with NatureServe and the National Park Service)




  “Melanie’s new book is a soulful, provocative excursion to one of Washington’s underappreciated treasures. Packed with botanical insights and discoveries, Finding Solace is also a hymn of thanksgiving for nature in our midst.”




  Steve Dryden, Director, Rock Creek Songbirds Habitat Restoration Project




  “There’s no better guide to nature within Washington, DC than Melanie Choukas-Bradley. With the keen eye of a naturalist and the language of a poet, she introduces us to the wonders of historic Theodore Roosevelt Island, just off DC’s Potomac shore. Whether it is the stately sycamore, the fetching wood duck, or an unexpected swamp rose, each discovery by Choukas-Bradley in the island’s wild landscape is like an introduction to a new friend.




  Traveling along Theodore Roosevelt Island’s shores and swamp boardwalk, and through historic woodlands with Choukas-Bradley reminds us that time in nature has the power to restore us to sanity and joy.”




  Stella Tarnay, Co-Founder, Capital Nature




  “This beautifully written and informative book chronicling a year of natural history exploration at Theodore Roosevelt Island is the latest in the author’s lauded meditations on the wilds of Washington, DC and vicinity. Perhaps more importantly, it is a timely example for reconnecting with the natural world—so essential to guiding sound land-use policies and ensuring environmental and social justice.”




  Rod Simmons, Author of the Native Flora of the City of Alexandria, Virginia, co-author of Natural Communities of Plummers Island, Maryland, and other scholarly local natural history works




  Praise for the book from Theodore Roosevelt Island stewards:




  “Melanie Choukas-Bradley brings Theodore Roosevelt Island to life in ways I did not think possible for a book. Those familiar with the island will instantly recognize it in Melanie’s narrative, but they will be astounded by all the details that only the eye of a naturalist as skilled as Melanie can catch. Those who have never visited the Island will be inspired and eager for their first of many adventures to discover its charms. Finding Solace at Theodore Roosevelt Island is a gift to all who appreciate Theodore Roosevelt and share his passion for our natural world.”




  Sam Sharp, Board Chair, Friends of Theodore Roosevelt Island




  “For those of us who regularly visit Washington DC’s Theodore Roosevelt Island, naturalist Melanie Choukas-Bradley’s new book provides a rich narrative about the environment on an urban hideaway. She does this by sharing highlights of a year-long journal she kept during many visits to the island. The journey begins in a kayak as she follows a kingfisher around the island’s shoreline. We learn about the huge Grandmother Sycamore tree lounging on the island’s Virginia side as well as the assortment of other vegetation and animal life on the island.




  Choukas-Bradley frames her chronicle with enough history that we understand how this small island has had a front row seat to the development of the nation’s capital. In the 1600s it was a fishing camp for Analostan Indians, a century later it served as a grand retreat for well-connected Washingtonians. During the Civil War it provided a camp for troops, and eventually became a fitting memorial to our most environmentally aware president, Theodore Roosevelt. TR’s love of nature is part of the narrative as is his daughter Alice, who we learn had some strong opinions about her father’s imposing statue on the island’s plaza.




  I particularly liked the way the author shares how her many visits to the island offered a special solace from life’s bustle. It is likely that every hiker, jogger, dog walker and tourist has also found their own solace on the island and reading this volume will expand that enjoyment.”




  John Doolittle, PhD, Secretary, Friends of Theodore Roosevelt Island




  “In Finding Solace at Theodore Roosevelt Island, Melanie Choukas-Bradley, already an esteemed naturalist, has delved into both the history and ethos of TR. She makes wonderful connections between the island memorial and Roosevelt’s past, connecting the island’s cottonwoods to TR’s time in the Dakota badlands. While Choukas-Bradley praises TR for being so evocative in writing about nature, she herself continues in this tradition, writing prose so full of action and detail that one can imagine the birds singing, the flowers blooming, and the frogs chirping on the island’s shores, and on its hilly uplands.




  No doubt Theodore Roosevelt would be delighted to know that such an avid nature-lover is leading tours and educating the public about nature at his national memorial over a century after his death.”




  Nicole Goldstein, Board Member, Friends of Theodore Roosevelt Island; Trustee, Theodore Roosevelt Association
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Foreword





  by Thomas Lovejoy




  Every day hundreds of thousands of motorists whizz across the Theodore Roosevelt Bridge or the Key Bridge between Virginia and Georgetown oblivious to the natural oasis below: Theodore Roosevelt Island. In this enchanting account, Melanie Choukas-Bradley takes us to this place of natural wonder and peace, giving us a portrait of the annual rhythms which await and welcome any visitor.




  Once owned by George Mason and farmed by his son, John, at the time of the Theodore Roosevelt administration the island had been largely reclaimed by nature and was possibly one of many favored destinations for the deeply nature-loving President. Accessible by car and by kayak, it seems but a hop, skip and a jump from 1600 Pennsylvania today, but for that unstoppable President it would have been accessible only after a stout walk and a swim or boat trip across the intervening Potomac.




  This book is inevitably a tribute to that naturalist president who brought so much good sense to managing public lands and conservation. It is populated with some of his descendants, all of whom seem to share in Theodore Roosevelt’s affinity for nature rooted in his childhood, and his basic good sense about natural resource management. It is easy to imagine him on the island, excited—about, say, the song of a wood thrush—and raising a fist and shouting “Bully.”




  This wonderful account lets us enjoy the nature of that island throughout a year, intertwining human history with the island’s natural history of which most of the Capital City is simply unaware. This is an account of the natural rhythms, the migrant birds which come and go, the flowering and fruiting times of its plants. Yet it is also an account of the exotic species which have taken up on the island including the impact of the Emerald Ash-Borer, an exotic invading insect species from Asia. The standing dead white trunks of the Ash Trees always catch my eye as I head up the George Washington Parkway at the end of the workday.




  There are multiple ways to provide a portrait of this wonderful natural Shangri-la, but happily this is an account of an actual year, mostly about the nature but also punctuated with historic changes in Washington of the particular twelve months. Indeed, this oasis has changed through time, while ever obedient to the annual rhythms of nature, and has survived as this important refuge of nature right in the heart of the Capital.




  Finding Solace is much more than an annual portrait of the nature on the island. It is equally a 12-month portrait of the larger capital and national scene in which it is imbedded. As such, it actually highlights the benefits to the human psyche—in this cyber world clamoring for instant attention—of being able to repair to the embrace of nature and its rhythms. It is a portrait of the tension between the two and a tribute to how nature can nurture our humanity.




  By sharing the experiences of nature on Theodore Roosevelt Island the author is essentially issuing a continuing invitation to engage in the experiences yourself. It doesn’t require a lot of skill and experience to enjoy, and the abilities to do so build over time, especially when you can visit in the company of a skilled naturalist such as the author and her intrepid companions.




  Finding Solace is both a tribute to the natural wonders and benefits of this island imbedded in the heart of the nation’s capital, and an invitation to partake of its joys and benefits. Your RSVP is long overdue.




  Dr. Thomas E. Lovejoy is University Professor of Environmental Science and Policy at George Mason University and a Senior Fellow at the United Nations Foundation. A world-renowned conservation biologist, Dr. Lovejoy introduced the term “biological diversity” to the scientific community.
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Preface





  Walking alone during a twilit winter evening, I stumbled upon a question traced in the snow near the larger-than-life statue of Theodore Roosevelt on his memorial island in Washington, DC: “Whither the Republic?” I stood above frozen footprints left by children and adults, under bare black trees and the statue’s raised bronze arm, as that simple question spoke from the snowy ground.




  During a troubled time for our country and the world, I sought solace in the comforting bedrock of Theodore Roosevelt Island, partly to escape the soul-crushing news of the day, more saliently to find inspiration in the healing powers of nature and the legacy of our foremost conservation president. The island felt like a curative destination for the particular challenges of those times. “Whither the Republic?”—a question concerning many Americans, then and now.




  I invite you to join me for a year-long exploration of an island paradise lying in the midst of the Potomac River less than a mile and a half west of the White House. We will journey on foot and by kayak, alone and in the presence of other nature lovers. We will ask ourselves the question I found scrawled in the snow as a cold winter twilight faded to dark on an island in the capital. In the midst of difficult days, we will seek solace and inspiration in what Roosevelt called “the wonder-book of nature.”1




  —Melanie Choukas-Bradley, Washington, DC







  



  Chapter One




  July 2016—Winged Invitation
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  July 11th: The Kingfisher




  She was flying in front of me, with arcing swoops between water and sky. My kayak bobbed along the Potomac channel known as Little River with far less grace. The blocky stacks of the Rosslyn skyline loomed to my right, and an enchanted island world beckoned over my left shoulder. Ivory sycamores at the river’s edge shimmered with ricocheted evening sunlight, their lowest boughs grazing the water. Earthy smells of low tide drifted up from the rocky and muddy island shore.




  The belted kingfisher dove headfirst for a fish, and then retreated to the snag of a dead green ash tree near the river’s edge. Had she made a catch? Hard to tell. She flew out in front of my boat again, dipping and gliding along toward Old Town Alexandria. On the next dive, the bird came up empty. She flew to another snag and broke into scolding kingfisher chatter.




  How well I know the sound of that chatter from my Rock Creek rambles, my heart leaping for joy when a kingfisher wings purposefully past or lands in a creekside tree!




  Another fly-out over the water, another dive, this one more aggressive-seeming, the sound of her bill and head hitting water not unlike a human belly-flop. I paddled along behind as the kingfisher continued her search for dinner.




  It occurred to me that I might be bothering the beautiful blue bird with the perky crest, as she landed in another island tree in front of me, her rusty belly band announcing her gender. But chattering kingfishers always sound oddly annoyed.




  We traveled together almost to the Theodore Roosevelt Bridge, and then I reluctantly gave in to the reality of the lowering sun and waxing crescent moon. As I turned my kayak around and headed back toward the Key Bridge Boathouse on the Georgetown waterfront, I consoled myself with the thought that, at least now, the kingfisher would be able to fish in peace.




  In the sky northwest of the city, billowing clouds were tinged with evening shades of pink and gold. Dipping and raising my paddle, I headed back up the Little River channel of the Potomac toward Key Bridge, feeling blessed that I had seen the kingfisher, and sad to travel away from her. Then over my right shoulder I heard that unmistakable chatter, and soon she was out ahead of me again, dipping and gliding upriver, her distance between herself and me nearly the same as when we were tandem-traveling in the other direction.




  Was our synchronized turnaround pure coincidence, or was my boat stirring up fish for her? And could this be one of the very kingfishers I know so well from Rock Creek? After all, the mouth of my beloved creek was just over the horizon on the other side of the island at Foggy Bottom, and kingfishers are, by nature, travelers.




  Finding wild beauty in the midst of the city has always comforted and inspired me. With our country now torn apart by political strife and violence, and climate-change concerns my near-constant preoccupation, could this island that I was exploring by kayak be a balm for my troubled soul? In Theodore Roosevelt’s words, which are carved on a large stone tablet near his statue in the interior of his memorial island: “There are no words that can tell the hidden spirit of the wilderness, that can reveal its mystery, its melancholy and its charm.”2 Those words are true, even when the “wilderness” is a wild island in the midst of a world capital lying under the flight path of a metropolitan airport. Where wild beauty lives, the heart can too.




  July 12th: Circumnavigation




  My evening paddling trip was part of my prep for a kayaking tree-tour I’d be leading for the non-profit organization Casey Trees two days hence. Our plan was to launch at Key Bridge Boathouse, an energetic enterprise on the Georgetown waterfront staffed by enthusiastic and friendly millennials with a penchant for blasting loud Led Zeppelin over the dock. We had 14 kayaks reserved—8 singles and 6 doubles—and one woman would bring her own.




  A windy forecast threatened our plans for the trip. One of the young Key Bridge staff members had explained their weather flag system to me. A green flag, which was flying at the boathouse on the Friday evening of my kingfisher rendezvous, meant clear sailing. A red flag meant no boats go out. If a red flag flew, we’d have to reschedule the trip.




  It was the yellow flag that I dreaded. If the wind was from the north-northwest and stronger than 10–15 miles an hour, the yellow flag would go up. Boats could travel, but we would have to travel north, into the wind, at the outset. No circumnavigating Theodore Roosevelt Island to the southwest, which was my plan. I had scouted the DC shoreline north of the boathouse and found it sadly lacking in native plant diversity, and worse, overrun with invasive woody vines.




  I had my fingers crossed mightily as I studied the wind forecasts on my smartphone. The yellow cautionary flag seemed almost a certainty for Sunday.




  However, it would be tough to cancel the trip on what was expected to be a beautiful summer morning, with lowered humidity after days of steam heat. We were all reeling from the tragic news of the week—two young African American men killed by police in St. Paul and Baton Rouge, and the massacre of several police officers in Dallas. Racial tensions in our country were intensifying, and the political gulf between left and right was widening daily. What better balm for our grieving and troubled souls than a few hours on the water, with the comforting horizon graced by the Lincoln Memorial and the dazzling City of Trees, and the river filled with colorful boats and the happy shrieks of young paddle-boarders?




  Sunday morning I opened one eye and peeked out at the oaks across the street. Not a twig was stirring. Perhaps we would be okay! At 7:45, I did a quick consult with Laura Bassett, the Casey Trees education staff member coming on the trip. We gave each other a cautious green light, hoping for a green flag to match once we reached the boathouse.




  We arrived at Key Bridge to meet our group of participants just after nine, and all was well. The green flag flapped jauntily in an energetic breeze. Young people in bathing suits were already out on the Potomac, calling to each other from their white paddle-boards. Kayakers wielded their orange-tipped paddles as they traveled up and down the river and out toward Theodore Roosevelt Island. Before our own launch, we gathered our group of expectant tree-loving kayakers into a circle to introduce ourselves. On the field trips I lead throughout the Washington area, it’s always a pleasure to hear a bit about the lives of those who have decided to spend a precious weekend morning dedicated to the study of trees. Among us were a mother and her college-aged daughter, a couple celebrating their twenty-eighth wedding anniversary, an employee of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and a woman who volunteers to remove invasive plants through Friends of Theodore Roosevelt Island. Each person shared a bit about his or her life, and all expressed eagerness to get out on the water and experience the magic of kayaking under trees.




  I showed the group a map of the Potomac River and Theodore Roosevelt Island, pointing out the Potomac’s “Little River” between the island and Rosslyn on the Virginia shore, and the wider Georgetown Channel between the island and the DC waterfront.




  I told the group: “Our city is strategically located on the fall line, the last navigable point along the river—a feature shared with other eastern cities.” And I added, “The island we are about to kayak around lies right on the fall line, with the bedrock of the Piedmont visible along the northern shores, and the flat and sandy character of the Coastal Plain evident on the southern end. We will circumnavigate the whole island, including the outlying land known as ‘Little Island’ at the southern tip.”




  I noted: “The human body is 60 to 70 percent water, and if you live in Washington, that means the Potomac River is your life’s blood. And everything we do impacts the health of the river.”




  The mission of Casey Trees is to “restore, enhance and protect the tree canopy of our nation’s capital.”




  Many of our paddlers had taken part in their spring and fall tree-plantings and I pointed out that those trees enhance the health of the Potomac by soaking up the stormwater runoff that is such a threat to the health of our Chesapeake Bay Watershed. And all the other things we do—such as picking up litter, recycling, and using responsible products—affect the watershed’s well-being.




  I could tell by the restlessness of our group that I had talked enough. It was time to don our life jackets and the green vests that would identify our group, grab our orange-tipped paddles and go. The green flag flapped wildly and the water was not exactly smooth as glass as we all scooted off the dock and into our boats.




  My plan for us was to kayak under Key Bridge, across the main body of the Potomac to Little River, and to rendezvous or “raft up” on the western shore of the island where we would begin our paddling tree-tour around the shoreline.




  The crossing was fairly smooth despite a stiff breeze. I led the way to the first cove I’d identified as especially species-rich. As our boats convened there, it became clear that we were going to be seriously challenged by the force of the wind. The current was so swift that it was almost impossible to stay next to a tree near the shore long enough to identify and talk about it. The wind was loud, the traffic on the George Washington Memorial Parkway was louder, and every few minutes a plane took off from Reagan National Airport, screeching overhead.




  Twenty-one frantic paddlers awkwardly tried to navigate 15 boats into a cohesive pattern so that they could see what I was pointing at and hear what I had to say. Improvisation was immediately required. I held onto a tree, we all grabbed each other’s boats, a few people dug their paddles vertically into the muddy river-bottom, and everyone looked stricken and worried as I started to talk about the trees. I could tell by the stunned looks on their faces that they weren’t hearing a word, just wondering how they would endure two or three hours of this uncomfortable chaos.




  After some deep breaths, we started to settle into the experience. I eked out a few words about the black walnut overhead, with large pinnate or feather-compound leaves and bunches of nuts inside round green husks, clustered like small coconuts. My paddle made a handy pointer, but I had to be careful not to whack people in adjacent boats. I talked about the river birches, the smooth alder shrub, and the Norway maple (one of the few invasives I planned to point out), all growing along the immediate shoreline. Someone managed to pluck a leaf so that we could see the milky juice oozing from the tip of the leafstalk or petiole, something that distinguishes the Norway from the native sugar maple, also an island inhabitant.




  On my evening kingfisher run, the setting sun had lit up the grapefruit-sized fruits of an osage-orange near the walnut, but in the morning light those fruits were nearly invisible. When I tried to point out what no one could really see, my fellow paddlers looked puzzled and disillusioned.




  It was at that moment, however, that nature’s magic took hold. Clinging to each other’s boats, it suddenly felt as though we had become one body. I stopped talking; we pulled up our anchoring paddles and slowly began to drift downriver together. In the parlance of mental health self-help, one of the signature skills is learning to “let go.” We did. Collectively. Suddenly we weren’t fighting the wind and the current, or struggling to talk and to hear; we were simply drifting down Little River. As we floated past trees whose diagnostic characteristics I had no time to describe, the pleasurable feeling of the river’s power took hold of all of us, the wind at our backs and the rocky, leafy shoreline sliding past. I dubbed our little fleet the “green flotilla” in honor of the color of our vests and our love of trees.




  When there was something really special to share, I asked people to grab a limb, dig in a paddle, and help us to “raft up” and linger long enough to appreciate and learn about a tree. We stopped at a massive creamy-white sycamore and collectively gazed into its branches, the lowest ones dipped in the river. I showed them the hanging ball-shaped clusters of dry fruits and described the remarkable ability of the hairs attached to each individual tiny fruit to open into small parachutes to disperse the seeds on late-winter and early-spring winds. We stopped to admire the pinnately compound leaves of the green ashes along the shoreline and their winged dry golden fruits called samaras, hanging in lush clusters like extravagant necklaces. And we grieved, together, for all the dead ashes we could see along the shore, sudden victims of the destructive invasive beetle known as the emerald ash borer. Dead ash trees on which the kingfisher had perched and chattered during my evening paddle.




  We also “braked” for the wildflowers that bloomed beside us: yellow nodding fringed loosestrife flowers, members of the storied primrose family; purple spikes of pickerelweed, rising above shiny heart-shaped leaves with deep parallel veins; lizard’s tail with its upright narrow cluster of tiny white flowers, the shape of the flower cluster giving the plant its evocative name.




  Many of the woody vines we paddled past were smothering, choking invasives, but we admired the natives, with their looser and more benign methods of draping themselves over the trees: poison ivy with small green berry-like drupes that would turn whitish later in the year (a scourge for humans but an important food plant for birds, including pileated woodpeckers whom I’ve seen hanging upside down on the vine and lustily dining); Virginia creeper, with five palmately arranged leaflets per leaf (a fall stunner with its red leaf color and blue-black fruit); and trumpet creeper or trumpet vine. We paddled up to a trumpet vine in glorious bloom, with its orange-red trumpet-shaped flowers. When I asked “Who pollinates those?” several cries of “Hummingbird!” rang out from the green flotilla. Yes, hummingbird seduction is what those flowers are all about, in the tubular structure and red color favored by the remarkable little birds.




  As the rocky shoreline gave way to flat sandy Coastal Plain, a magnificent osprey flew overhead carrying a fish in his or her talons. Later on, the large raptor perched in a tall tree, as if posing for the benefit of the green flotilla. We admired the heart-shaped leaves and “bats and balls” fruits of the American basswood or linden (the tiny nutlike “balls” attached to a leafy bract “bat”). But that was the last tree to really captivate us up close because what we saw now, suddenly, as we turned the corner around the southern tip of “Little Island,” was one of the most stunning views from a kayak. Smack dab in front of us, across the wide Potomac, stood the Lincoln Memorial, dazzling white in the morning sun, flanked by deep green rows of elegantly shaped elms. Looking to our right, we saw the dramatic Arlington Memorial Bridge with its symmetrical stone arches, and to the left the starkly rectangular Kennedy Center and the many-tiered balconies of the Watergate Hotel.




  After everyone had basked in the magnificence of the view, I said: “I guess you’ve ‘gotten wind’ of the fact that it’s going to be a challenging paddle upriver” (and I didn’t spell out the distance, which would be over a mile).




  Surprisingly, no one seemed fazed or daunted as we all hugged the shore where the wind was least intense and began the hard work of heading “home,” into the wind. We were encouraged along the way by two great blue herons, who—as if intuiting our plight—began a pattern of flying in front of us and then fetchingly perching in trees just up ahead of our flotilla. Who could not be inspired by the lanky grace of those tall and slender blue-gray birds?




  Gregg, who works for the EPA, stopped his kayak along the shore near a tree with creamy blossoms and asked me its identity. People were stunned to hear that it was a Japanese pagoda tree, native to China and Korea and traditionally planted on temple grounds in Japan.




  “It may have grown from a seed carried down from Frederick Law Olmsted Sr.’s nineteenth-century Capitol Hill plantings to take root on the island landscaped by his son, Frederick Law Olmsted Jr., decades later,” I said.




  The elder Olmsted chose the Japanese pagoda tree for the Capitol because he loved the dappled shade created by its small leaflets. Some of his original trees still grow on the Capitol grounds today and they are magnificent specimens. Unfortunately, the pagoda tree is becoming invasive in our region, prompting the National Park Service (NPS) to add it to the growing list of mid-Atlantic invasive plants.




  Kayaking along the leeward side of the island wasn’t too difficult, but when we made it up to the main river crossing we had to paddle hard against a strengthening wind. I brought up the rear with Joan, who was paddling a friend’s hand-made wooden sea kayak. My heart surged with envy when I noticed how effortlessly she was moseying along in her sleek brown boat while I was giving it my elderly all in my stout orange rental.




  I must admit I was grateful to paddle—hard—under the easternmost arch of Key Bridge and up beside the welcoming dock immediately beyond it. I heaved my fatigued body out of the boat and onto the dock with an involuntary sigh.




  As we climbed the steps from the dock, something caught my attention out of the corner of my eye. I poked Laura in the ribs as she was settling up the finances at the registration desk. She turned around to see what I had spotted flapping merrily in the breeze: the yellow flag.




  July 13th: Why July?




  Mid-July is an odd time to begin a book recording a year’s seasonal cycles. July neither begins nor ends a season and has no solstice or equinox which would have been celebrated in the Old World. In Washington, it doesn’t even really qualify as the “dog days,” a pejorative term usually associated with August in the capital.




  However, mid-July is the time the kingfisher led me down Little River and back again, inspiring me to get to know her island, so here I am. I must admit I’m not in love with July. I adore the verdancy of June, and during the month I often find myself silently breaking into Rodger and Hammerstein’s classic song from Carousel, “June Is Bustin’ Out All Over...” as I marvel over the depth of our city’s tree canopy and stick my nose and whole head in any southern magnolia flower I can reach. And August is one of my favorite months, all ripe with the poignancy of summer’s end. In my imagination, August is bathed in golden light.




  Truth be told, I find the thought of July enervating. I’m not a fan of fireworks or backyard barbecues, and our Atlantic beaches are crowded this time of year. However, my love of nature always lures me out and away from the air conditioning to seek the pleasures of high summer. The Rock Creek canopy is so deep and dense that I can find coolness in the forest even on the hottest days. A perennial breeze blows through the table-mountain pines on the summit of Sugarloaf Mountain, less than an hour’s drive from the city. And Norman’s Farm Market on Beach Drive near Rock Creek is overflowing with the abundant local harvest: blueberries and peaches, corn, heirloom tomatoes, eggplant, fat peppers, white onions, and small new potatoes swaddled in dirt.




  Best of all are the summer wildflowers. Our region is famous for its abundance of spring wildflowers, but most Washingtonians don’t know the extent, diversity, and beauty of the wildflowers of hottest summer. At this time of year, our fields, forests, and wetlands are simply brimming with flowers of every shape and hue. Yesterday I began serious exploration of Theodore Roosevelt Island’s flower-filled interior out of kingfisher-inspired curiosity and also with the thought of leading future nature and forest-bathing walks there.




  Shinrin-yoku, which translates as “forest bathing” (or, more generally, soaking up the forest atmosphere), is a term that was coined by the director of the Japanese Forestry Agency in the 1980s. Overworked citizens of Tokyo and other Japanese cities were encouraged to travel to forested areas and immerse themselves in the beauty and wonder of nature. Although fairly new, shinrin-yoku is rooted in the age-old reverence for nature that is woven into Japan’s Shinto, Buddhist, and folk traditions. The practice of spending quiet mindful time in nature has spread globally in recent years. Health studies around the world have shown lowered stress-hormone levels, lowered blood pressure, improved cognition and mood, and increased immunity to disease following time spent in nature.




  As a naturalist who has been leading nature walks for many years, I discovered long ago that my favorite times in the field occur when everyone grows quiet, surrendering to the beauty and wonder of the moment. That’s what shinrin-yoku—or forest bathing—is all about. On a naturalist walk, quiet and reverential moments occur periodically, and on a forest-bathing walk they are the essence of the experience.




  As I crossed the footbridge over Little River from the Virginia shoreline yesterday, I felt the lure of the forested island. The trees welcomed me with cooling shade as I stepped ashore. I photographed the map at the entrance to the island and then followed the Woods Trail to the Swamp Trail, a long boardwalk through a vast and scenic tidal marsh, alive with summer bird and insect sounds, and the intermittent screech of takeoffs and landings at Reagan National Airport. If it weren’t for the overhead planes, the Theodore Roosevelt Bridge looming over my shoulder, and tantalizing glimpses of the Lincoln Memorial, the Washington Monument, and the Kennedy Center, I could have been traversing a boardwalk on North Carolina’s Outer Banks.




  The flowers of summer greeted me in bloom and in bud as I walked slowly along the boardwalk through the open marsh. I saw more of the fringed loosestrife we had seen on our kayaking trip, with its nodding yellow flowers. The stinging nettles near the tidal inlet bore small elongated clusters of tiny white flowers. Stinging nettles may be a hiker’s scourge, but nettle leaves are prized by herbalists and French chefs for their medicinal and culinary properties. Cattails poked up jauntily everywhere, with their spear-like leaves and upright velvety clusters of brown fruits. In his book Stalking the Wild Asparagus, Euell Gibbons called common cattails the “Supermarket of the Swamps.”3 North American Indian tribes used cattails not only as a food staple for their edible roots and young shoots but also as a medicinal poultice, as cordage, and as basket and mat-weaving material. The fluff attached to the seeds was used to insulate moccasins and babies’ cradleboards.




  Green-headed coneflower, a less than poetic name for a favorite wildflower of mine, was abundantly blooming at the entrance to the swamp. (A friend in the Midwest calls the plant “golden glow,” which sounds poetic.) The coneflower is in the daisy or aster family, one of the two largest plant families in the world. Daisy-family members are found on every continent but Antarctica and they have ingenious ways of spreading their seed (such as dandelion fluff and burdock “burs”). But even more amazing, and even a little spooky, their “flowers” are actually dozens of flowers gathered into what looks like a single bloom. So when you look at a daisy or a coneflower you are looking at multiple flowers growing in a single head, thus exponentially expanding the impact of pollinator visitation. How did the daisy family figure out, during the long haul of evolution, to gather small individual flowers into one impressive faux flower, fooling pollinators throughout time on six continents?




  The green-headed coneflower is closely related to the black-eyed Susan (both are in the genus Rudbeckia), and its ray flowers—which look like petals—are a similar sunny yellow. The center of the “flower,” however, an assemblage of tiny disk flowers, is lime green, unlike that of its dark-eyed cousin. The plant is quite tall, and its graceful lower leaves are pinnately divided and almost fern-like.




  The coneflowers were surrounded by other tall daisy-family plants still in bud: New York ironweed and Joe-Pye-weed among them. I hope to see the purple ironweed and pink Pye-weed blooming on future island visits—but the buds themselves hold their own allure.




  Basking in the summertime magic of the tidal marsh, I walked slowly along the sunny cattail- and willow-lined boardwalk and into the deeply forested shade of a silver maple swamp.




  So while the thought of July might not give rise to my favorite seasonal fantasies, when I get out and about in the sunny and shaded wild, high summer dazzles me with abundant beauty.




  July 14th: Rethinking July




  July is working its wiles on my imagination.




  Today I awoke with the early morning light on summer’s hottest day yet and headed over to the lush canopy of Rock Creek Park, created in 1890 as the country’s first urban national park. The wooded park running through the center of Washington is more than twice the size of Central Park, and it is far wilder. Rock Creek Park’s flourishing forests have largely been left alone for well over a century. A weathercaster was issuing an excessive heat warning as I pulled into the Boundary Bridge parking lot.




  Rock Creek Park and the Potomac River were Theodore Roosevelt’s go-to adventure and natural history destinations during his 1901–09 presidency. “TR” led ambitious “point to point” walks and rock scrambles for colleagues, friends, and family members, at times fording the waters naked and swimming in icy Rock Creek in winter in his hobnailed boots. And throughout his time in Washington, whether on foot or horseback in local woodlands—or while strolling the White House grounds—he listened for his favorite avian songsters, among them the white-throated sparrow of the winter woods, and the wood thrush, resident of spring and summer.




  Roosevelt authored over 30 books on subjects ranging from naval war history and the history of the American West to soldiering, hunting, and ranching. His first published work, when he was only 19 and a student at Harvard: The Summer Birds of the Adirondacks.4 The book—really not much more than a pamphlet—earned young Roosevelt the respect of ornithologists.




  Theodore Roosevelt wore many hats during his lifetime: President, Governor, Assistant Secretary of the Navy, Historian, Conservationist, Naturalist, Adventurer, Hunter, and Cattle Rancher, among others. I would like to add: “Nature Writer,” offering this passage from his 1913 Autobiography as evidence:






   We love all the seasons; the snows and bare woods of winter; the rush of growing things and the blossom-spray of spring; the yellow grain, the ripening fruits and tasseled corn, and the deep, leafy shades that are heralded by “the green dance of summer”; and the sharp fall winds that tear the brilliant banners with which the trees greet the dying year.5







  Once I entered the Rock Creek forest this morning, the heat of the day gave way to welcoming shade. Wood thrushes and eastern wood-pewees sang their heart-piercing songs, and chipmunks scurried across the trail and under fallen logs.




  As I breathed the earthy forest smells, listened to the melodies of birds hidden in the high crowns of trees, and bathed in the forest green, I stumbled toward a realization hiding from me in plain sight: July is the apex of the year. Winter is a resting, incubating time, spring is all about becoming, and fall represents letting go. July, the fullness of high summer, is the northern hemisphere’s peak season. Here in the heat and heart of July, the leaves are engaged in photosynthetic revelry, spinning sunlight and carbon dioxide into sugar, and emitting oxygen in a process on which all life depends. Imagine if this energy were visible to us. The indefatigable leaves pursue the planet’s most vital enterprise at the cellular level with such apparent grace and ease that we can’t see their tireless activity, only their glowing greenness.




  As I meditated on my newfound reverence for July, I stopped to admire the occasional woodland wildflower—delicate white avens of the comely and delicious rose family, each little flower showing its rose-family characteristics with five petals and numerous yellow anthers, just like its strawberry, raspberry, cherry, apple blossom, and wild rose cousins. I checked a rotting stump to see that the delicate and slender cranefly orchids were in bud.




  By the time I crossed the Riley Spring footbridge on my loop trail, I couldn’t imagine appreciating any season more. How fluid nature is and how fluid we are in relation to it! Being out in the woods helps us to loosen and lighten up, to let go of our anxieties and expand our vision.




  And no better time than July, when the wild world seems to stop madly changing for a moment, offering us the tall climbing tree, the lazy creek, the broad flowing river, the dragonfly alit. Summer’s stillpoint.




  Nature may be fluid, but she is all about timing. As I heard the sweet song of the wood thrush in a tree above Rock Creek, I inhaled the pleasingly sharp scent of a spicebush twig. Looking closely I noticed small, shiny green berry-like drupes growing all along the leafy twig. By early fall they will be brightest red and nutrient-rich, and guess who will dine on them at peak ripeness, gaining fortitude for a migratory journey of more than a thousand miles? Yes, the wood thrush, DC’s official bird and one of Theodore Roosevelt’s favorite songsters. But for now these juicy little fruits are just being green while the wood thrush sings an aria in his summer home.




  July 17th: Summer of Violence




  I am writing on a flight to Providence, gazing down on the white comets of boats speeding off the sandy shores of a seemingly never-ending New Jersey beach. However, my thoughts are not as placid as the scene below me.




  Will my year of record at Theodore Roosevelt Island comprise a sad commentary on the state of the world? I wrote about the wood thrush on Bastille Day, happily typing on my laptop at the dining-room table while the fragrance of roasting new potatoes and simmering tomatoes and zucchini from Norman’s Farm Market wafted in from the kitchen.




  When I got up to stir the pot, I flipped the television on for some evening news. What I saw shattered the peace. I instantly recognized the palm-lined boulevard by the sea that had become our world’s latest scene of horrific violence. By the time my husband Jim got home from work we had both learned that a truck had barreled through a Bastille Day celebration in Nice—happy scene of a visit with our son Jesse during his college semester in France—killing 84 people, including several children. Many more were seriously injured.




  Since then—just three days ago—there was a violent attempted coup in Turkey, and this morning before boarding our plane we learned that two more police officers had been shot in Baton Rouge.




  With two political party conventions on the horizon, fear and uncertainty abound in many quarters.




  I hope my nature journeys this year won’t only feel like escapes from a world gone mad.




  July 29th: Island Geography of the Mind




  My paternal grandfather, Michael Choukas, was born on Samos, a verdant, mountainous Greek island just off the Turkish coast in the Aegean Sea. His love of islands carried him to Nantucket Island, near Cape Cod, where he and my grandmother, Gertrude Choukas, purchased a cottage that our family visited each summer. My grandmother was not an enthusiastic beach-goer herself, but Nantucket worked its magic on her and she had her island rituals. While the rest of the family dove into the cold cresting waves, my grandmother slowly walked along the shore, collecting shells for the large fishing net that she hung from the cottage ceiling. She harvested the mint that thrived in the spray of the backyard hose and added it to meatballs, to my delight. Together we hung the family laundry on a clothesline in the side yard overlooking the moors, inhaling the ocean smells clinging to the sheets and towels as we unclipped the clothespins. I loved that island, and through it my family’s first, as-yet-unseen, island in the Aegean. Both islands lived in me, even when I was asleep back home in Vermont dreaming of Nantucket’s golden beaches, sky-blue hydrangeas and rose-covered cottages, and the imagined vineyards of faraway Samos.




  Theodore Roosevelt Island possesses the beckoning magic that is the particular province of islands everywhere—surrounded by water, alluringly apart. Not 30 miles out to sea like Nantucket, but an island within city bounds, perched on the fall zone in the midst of the 405-mile-long Potomac River between the mouth of Rock Creek and the Virginia shore. Not a car or even a bicycle is allowed on Theodore Roosevelt Island. The 88.5-acre island, administered by the National Park Service, lies entirely within the District of Columbia and is linked to the mainland by a footbridge from Virginia. It is more accessible than Nantucket, but it will never be the convenient backyard refuge that Rock Creek Park is for me now, or that Maryland’s Sugarloaf Mountain was for the 20 years I lived in its shadow. Will I be able to love this island the way I love other familiar landscapes? I can’t answer that yet. The island lies directly under the Reagan National flightpath, and planes disturb the peace every few minutes. But I have been led up and down the shoreline by an exuberant kingfisher. I have caught my breath when the Lincoln Memorial comes into view as I round Little Island in my kayak. I have walked the boardwalk along the tidal inlet and through the enchanted world of the island swamp. My heart is drawn to this place, and where my heart leads, I learned, long ago, to follow. It led me to my husband, Jim, more than 40 years ago, and we have watched our two beautiful children, Sophie and Jesse, grow into young adulthood. They are wisely pursuing their dreams and getting established in their careers and it will probably be years before we have grandchildren. Isn’t my life today a bit like an island in the midst of the generational stream? It rings true that an island would call to me now.




  As I muse about the magic and meaning of islands, both Republican and Democratic Party conventions have occurred without violence, and the country seems to be breathing a cautious sigh of relief. Last night Hillary Clinton accepted the Democratic Party nomination for president, the first woman in our country’s history to become the presidential nominee of a major political party. Hillary’s mother Dorothy, who died recently, was born on the very day Congress voted on the Nineteenth Amendment, ensuring women’s right to vote, and we are four years shy of the centennial of its ratification.
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