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For Anders and Christie.

Your love inspires me to make this world a better place.



Foreword
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In the fall of 2015 I gave a lecture, organized by the Jane Goodall Institute of Canada, in Edmonton, Alberta—part of my almost nonstop tour around the globe. After my talk, there was a book signing, and, as usual, a long line of people formed, waiting to have a few words, get an autograph, and have a photo taken.

There was one person in that line, however, who had a different agenda—Spencer Sekyer was desperate to tell me about an infant chimpanzee named Manno, who was on display at a zoo in northern Iraq. His keepers were not unkind, Spencer told me, but they had little understanding of Manno’s needs. Chimpanzees, like us, are social animals with close family bonds. Manno should have been with his mother and other members of the community. Yet he was the sole chimpanzee in the zoo, and only came out of his tiny cage to be photographed with visitors, dressed in human clothes. It was clearly no life for the infant chimpanzee. Moreover, war raged less than a hundred kilometers away in Mosul where forces were battling the Islamic State.

Spencer had made it his mission to rescue Manno from this inappropriate setting. Of course, Manno could not be returned to the wild, where he belonged, but he could go to a sanctuary where he could socialize with other orphaned chimpanzees, climb trees, and eat a healthy diet. If only we could get permission from the zoo. And a permit from the proper authorities to enable him to travel back to Africa. And enough money necessary for such a venture. A daunting series of challenges, but I could tell that Spencer was a very determined person.

It was a strange experience, to be signing books in North America and talking to a high school teacher about how to transport an infant chimp from war-torn Iraq to a sanctuary in Africa! Of course I told him I would do all that I could to help. The Jane Goodall Institute (JGI) of Canada put Spencer in touch with Daniel Stiles, project manager for the Project to End Great Ape Slavery.

Eventually, thanks to the efforts of Daniel and many other concerned people, Manno was indeed transported to Sweetwaters Chimpanzee Sanctuary in Kenya, a sanctuary that I had worked to establish. It is situated within the Ol Pejeta Conservancy that encompasses 90,000 acres of savannah habitat. There, Manno was gradually introduced to one of the groups that now considers Sweetwaters home—although a home very different from the tropical forests from which most of the orphans had originated.

Sanctuaries like Sweetwaters are vital in the efforts to end the illegal trade of great apes, who are taken from the wild to be sold as pets or for entertainment in circuses, movies, and advertising. Manno is just one of the many victims of this trade. All were snatched, terrified and traumatized, from the dead or dying bodies of their mothers. Other members of the community often try to intercede, and they too may be killed by the poachers.

Animal trafficking is taking hundreds of great apes from the wild every year, most of them chimpanzees. Once there were up to two million chimpanzees ranging across twenty-five African nations, but due to habitat loss, the bushmeat trade, and poaching there are no more than between 200,500 and 300,000 today, and they have become locally extinct in four countries. Many of those that remain are living in small isolated groups, cut off from other chimpanzees as a result of the destruction of their forest habitats, with little hope of long-term survival. One of the most urgent conservation measures being tackled today is creating corridors enabling these isolated groups once again to make contact with others and exchange genetic material, thus preventing inbreeding.

The JGI is working with other organizations, communities, and individuals like Spencer to end trafficking. We run two sanctuaries for rescued chimpanzees. Our Tchimpounga Chimpanzee Rehabilitation Center in the Republic of Congo is the largest in Africa. Since its doors opened in 1992, we have protected and cared for more than two hundred chimps, all victims of illegal trade. The other is Chimp Eden in South Africa.

But sanctuaries are not enough to put a stop to the illegal trade in wildlife. To save chimpanzees—or elephants or rhinos or the many iconic species now pushed to the brink of extinction—we must alleviate poverty. People need alternative and sustainable sources of income so that they no longer need to kill wildlife simply to meet basic needs—for food or for money.

All of us have a role to play. Demand for pets, trinkets, and souvenirs fuels the worldwide illegal animal trade through which billions of dollars flow. Trafficking wild animals and their body parts would become increasingly less worthwhile if the demand dropped. This is why JGI and other conservation nongovernmental organizations are launching awareness campaigns in the countries that buy wild animals as pets, for entertainment, for ivory carvings, or in the belief that some body parts—such as rhino horn, pangolin scales, tiger bones, and shark fins—have medicinal value. It is the young people who are helping that give me the most hope. JGI’s environmental and humanitarian program for young people from kindergarten through university is now in almost eighty countries. And these young people, along with other similar youth groups, are working to educate their families, friends, and the general public about the cruelty involved in wildlife trafficking and how it is driving some species towards extinction.

How often I hear, when people are talking about conservation, “Think globally; act locally.” But if we think of the trafficking of wildlife around the world, we are overwhelmed by the enormity of the task and tend to give up. Instead, we should tackle a problem that we can do something about. By enabling one little chimpanzee to move from a lonely life of servitude to a very different life with a group of his kind, Spencer illustrates that one individual can, indeed, make a difference.

For me, my small part in this story came full circle when, during a recent visit to Sweetwaters, I was introduced to Manno. I was able to throw him an orange through the electric fence that keeps the chimpanzees in their spacious enclosure and keeps predators out. I heard his contented grunts as he consumed the sweet flesh. And I watched as he bounced toward one of his new friends, listened to their breathy laughter as they tickled each other. Manno was at home, and I wished I could have shared these moments with Spencer. Because, if not for Spencer, who was able to persuade many dedicated people to play a role in his rescue, Manno would, almost certainly, still be a prisoner, miserable and alone, in far-off Iraq. Slowly, his spirit would have been broken as he sat with dull blank eyes, staring into space. Would another Spencer have found him and determined to rescue him? There is always hope.

I urge you to read this inspirational story of one ordinary man who did something extraordinary and the mischievous chimpanzee who changed his understanding not only of chimpanzees but also of the other amazing animals with whom we share this world and the importance of saving them before it is too late.

Jane Goodall, PhD, DBE

Founder of the Jane Goodall Institute and UN Messenger of Peace



Prologue
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“The world is a book, and those who do not travel read only one page.”

—AUGUSTINE OF HIPPO

The lukewarm drink slipped down my throat, filling my stomach with fire, vaulting up into my nose and making me gag. My watering eyes drip-dropped into the shallow wooden bowl as I lowered it from my mouth, and my tears made ripples in the runny concoction that looked, smelled, and tasted like a tobacco chewer’s spit cup. Each sip left my lungs breathless and body ablaze, but I chugged it back until the sandy dredges coated my upper lip. I gave the wooden bowl back to Don Luis, the shaman standing at the edge of my stained mattress clad in a white guayabera with colorful cuffs. He took it to the center of the room, which was lit solely by moonlight filtering through the temple’s thatched roof in the depths of the Amazon rainforest.

Don Luis had led me here from my cabin in Selva Madre, a twenty-two-hectare chunk of the Peruvian jungle that resembles the Garden of Eden in daylight. At the hour of my ceremony, however, it might as well have been the dark side of the moon. My headlamp illuminated the treaded paths as I followed him through the compound, across planks layered over creeks and ditches, under the brightest stars I had ever seen, and into the temple, where eight mattresses lay against the walls. He checked behind each one for snakes and gestured for me to choose one. I picked the mattress nearest a screen door to the outhouse, in case I needed more than a bucket to purge. I settled into a yogi position, studying Don Luis’s silhouette as he stood at a table mixing liquids from plastic pop bottles with their labels peeled off. He chanted, lit a thick, hand-rolled cigarette, and blew wisps of smoke in the world’s four directions, repeating a prayer after each massive exhale. Finally, he approached me with his outstretched arm to take my pulse with his clammy fingers. “Very good,” he said, stretching each vowel forever, before returning with the bowl, blessing it with a blast of smoke, and placing it in my hands.

My stomach gurgled within seconds of swallowing the liquid, but there was no immediate effect. I shifted into a balled-up posture under Don Luis’s watchful eye, expecting visions and answers to questions I hadn’t yet thought to ask. I’d sojourned alone on this spiritual retreat because I was at a crossroads. A brew of blessings and hardships over the previous months had destabilized me, leaving me pondering my purpose in the world.

After thirty minutes, I wondered if I was in the one percentile of people for whom ayahuasca has no psychotropic effects. Just then, my body went numb and my cheeks felt elastic, as if they might droop into my lap. A wave of dizziness overcame me. Here it comes, I thought.

From out of the darkness, Emma, my beloved mutt, shimmied toward me. She hopped onto the mattress and rested on her haunches at the edge of the bed, out of reach. She was mangy and malnourished, her skin almost snaking across her ribs, looking as she did when I found her and her nine puppies in a ditch in Kabul, Afghanistan. This isn’t real, I reminded myself. Emma died last month. I lurched forward to pet her but she disintegrated into pixel-like orbs.

As Emma disappeared, four shadows glided toward me like black stratus clouds turned on their sides. Their paces quickened until they were almost flying, and I reflexively threw my arms over my face for protection.

I fell onto my back, facing the open ceiling, with my eyelids locked closed. My skin began to sweat, and I saw colorful neurons firing behind my eyelids, threading into patterns resembling textiles in Arab souks. I let the hallucinations flow through me, let my stomach churn, let the dizziness rattle my consciousness. I kept touching my face, reminding myself aloud, “This is still me.” All the while, Don Luis switched from singing and whistling anicaro, a melodic medicine song, to only whistling it. When I opened my eyes, the faint light on his loose white shirt and spread arms in front of me turned him into a soaring eagle. He and the small fire burning at the end of his cigarette were mesmerizing, and I believed I’d seen the essence of his soul.

The cloud-like entities still loomed over me. I opened my eyes to face them. I heard whispering, and I realized what they were. Who they were. They were my critics. The people who have attacked me for helping the needy abroad instead of “our own,” or who have called me a white savior for trying to do good. The voices that have lambasted me for rescuing animals instead of people, or dogs in other countries when we have so many strays at home. They were the critics that have condemned me as a try-hard, a show-off, a hypocrite.

Then, a flash of an old dog-eared snapshot from my family album made me smile. It was me and my brother as small boys, holding dead ducks we’d shot on a family hunting trip. My smile in the temple disappeared, but it stayed forever in the photo. Was that a moment of childhood innocence or did it reveal something inherently evil about man? What was wrong with me that remembering that moment after four decades brought me joy? I sprinted through years of hunting innumerable sentient beings, struggling to come to terms with the pain I’d caused. The swallow I’d thrown rocks at on the fairground where I’d worked one summer. All the coyotes I’d hunted, convinced I was in service to a greater good. They were probably as smart as the domestic dogs that brought love into my heart and changed my life forever. Am I a hypocrite for my past deeds, or just an evolving animal? I thought.

I rolled onto my side. My temple throbbed so viscerally that I could have sworn someone was pushing on my ears. I could almost see the outline of a small face close to mine. Was it my unborn child? The boy—I believed—forming in my wife Christie’s womb? Or was I the baby in this scene, experiencing the pressures inside the womb of the world? I rolled onto my back to face the vision. It was my son. A miniaturized me, blond-haired and blue-eyed. But he was not alone. Beside him sat a baby chimpanzee of equal size. It was Manno. My friend stuck in a zoo in Iraq, kilometers from a war zone in Mosul, staring at me with those massive brown globes he has for eyes. He stretched out his long arm and placed his wrinkly dark hand on my son’s chubby leg. I saw it now. They were one. Their needs were no different. Their instincts the same. Their right to life, to happiness, equal.

As I lay there, now surrounded by the sounds of the jungle, I reflected on the question I had come to answer: What is the meaning of life? It was the question that had started me on this journey, and as I stared at the images of my son and Manno before me, I realized the answer had always been there. The meaning of life is love. Of course it is. Love is really all there is. This newfound awareness was beautiful in its simplicity. We all inherently know it. But to feel it in my core was euphoric.

I felt a renewed sense of purpose. I had a responsibility to love. My wife. My family and friends. Animals. Soon, our baby would add more love to our lives. To be of this world is to live for this world, and the highest expression of that is to give love.

The answers comforted me and turned what had started out as an incredibly uncomfortable experience into a calming exaltation. This is the beauty of ayahuasca: it will show you what you need to know, what you need to work on, but it’s on you to do the required work for any meaningful transformation. In that moment, I realized what I had to do—to give love to the helpless, I had to get Manno to a sanctuary so he could live the life he was entitled to live. I had to change his world, not mine.
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“The man who views the world at fifty the same as he did at twenty has wasted thirty years of his life.”

—MUHAMMAD ALI

You don’t know peace until you’ve worked in a high school and seen it in the early morning. When the building itself feels at rest, oblivious to the frenzy and haste about to rattle its floors, there are fewer places calmer than between those cinderblock walls.

It was just before Christmas break in 2013, and the snow was coming down hard as I arrived at the school that morning. As I banged my boots together to brush off the snow, the hollow thumping echoed off the bulletins and student-made posters. Eager winners of science fairs and invention competitions had pasted their projects on boards with an abundance of blue thumbtacks that bled out at the edges. The glass trophy case displayed faces full of pride and self-esteem, of that look you get when you realize hard work pays off. I’d been to the top of Mount Kilimanjaro, and the summit was not as quiet as these hallways in the precious hour before the hundreds of beige lockers were whipped open and slammed shut, four hundred of them at once. When the scuffling of my socks on the spotless linoleum was the only sound as I padded to my classroom. I sometimes felt that walking school halls at 8:00 a.m. feels like the International Space Station must at all hours—still and vast, empty but for a few colleagues in their rooms preparing their work with the calmness of lab chemists.

The northern twilight outside my classroom window had turned a foot of fresh powder sapphire. The only other colors across the diluted blue landscape came from Christmas lights along the eaves of houses across the parking lot. In about thirty minutes, that view would be blocked by dusted cars jammed in a tight box by frustrated parents wondering why they were still driving their teenagers to school. It was the only source of light in the room until I flicked on the four switches and the long fluorescent bulbs spasmed to life.

A female student once quipped that my classroom reminded her of her younger brother’s bedroom on account of all the posters that adorned the walls. On one side of the class were mementos from my trip to Hanoi: a poster with North Vietnam’s Communist crest and a laminated vintage USSR propaganda poster. On the other side hung framed 8 × 10 quotes from Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech and a bright Afghan rug for a hypnotic splash of color to counter the white cinderblock walls and institutional cream-colored linoleum.

Things got more “colorful” at my desk, where I kept photos from my travels: a snapshot of me in white with a red neckerchief extending a tepid hand to graze a vicious Toro Bravo during the Pamplona bull run—not my proudest moment anymore; a framed picture of the Israeli border wall, taken from the West Bank; and a photo of me—a shock of tight blond hair, holding an AK-47 in Afghan garb. When parents asked about it during parent-teacher meetings, I pointed to the picture beside it, the one of me teaching in a Kabul school for street kids, and their wrinkled foreheads smoothed out.

I wanted to demystify the unknown other worlds with firsthand experience, so with every break we got—in December, March, or those two glorious months of summer—I went where most others wouldn’t dare. Places that made me appreciate the true meaning of peace more than those quiet hallways ever could.

Around 8:25 a.m., a small pattering of colleagues’ footsteps and light chatter formed into a rumble. The stillness outside filled with tires chomping and skidding through snow. The rumble grew into a deafening stampede, a discordant mix of laughing, squealing, calling, slamming, and running, and soon I had to shout over a cacophony of students still acquainting themselves with this thing called socialization.

I took a deep breath and put my index finger over my lips. “Everybody go shhhhhhhh . . .” This was my trick—don’t shush them, make them shush each other. Works (almost) every time.

“Merry Christmas, Happy Winter Solstice,” I said after it quieted down. A few of them wished one back. “I bet you’re all excited to start your vacation tomorrow, though from the looks of it some of you couldn’t wait.” Five of the desks stood empty; from my experiences of teaching grades seven to twelve, the absences grow with every grade. No matter what their age, though, everyone gets loopy at this time of the year, even the teachers.

School really is a minisociety. You can’t predict your next year until another random assortment of teens squeezes into your room and begins a silent dance. Sometimes we fool ourselves into thinking we live in a vacuum, but our lives can change depending on the sequence of personalities that surround us. Any given combination can boost one pupil’s confidence or reinforce another’s low self-esteem. Even the coordination of desks is important. A single sightline between two students can create a crush that’ll form some of their first feelings of love and heartbreak, or a jealousy that’ll reveal personal insecurities they won’t understand for years to come. But the dance is usually subtler, filled with tiny power dynamics that allow some to lead and others to follow. All these new social dynamics need time to stabilize, so by Christmas break most of us are eager to break from this society.

“Everybody with their textbooks already out of their bags . . .” I announced with a dramatic pause. “Please put them back.”

What’s his game? their looks said. But after a reassuring nod, the prepared students packed away their hulking brick of a textbook. I couldn’t have taught a typical history lesson that day if I’d wanted to. It was 8:45 a.m., and their legs were already bouncing like the oil derricks pumping around the Alberta countryside.

There’s an old teaching adage: “Don’t smile until Christmas.” Sounds harsh, but there’s an inkling of truth to it. Each load of students is a fresh slate of relationships that will carry into the next few years, relationships determined by the first weeks of class. The thinking of many teachers is that it’s easier to come in strong and relax over time than to gain control of a classroom after they see you as an ally. The first time I heard this proverb was as a fresh and brash physical education teacher. The colleague who said it to me made it sound as though school was a maximum-security prison—show them your prowess or forever be powerless. Hyperbolic it may be—that December day was the sixty-ninth school day of the semester and I’d probably smiled for as much—it’s usually best to loosen up over time instead of on day one. That way, by the time you can connect with them personally, you’ve already established your leadership.

“Let’s take a break from the course,” I said. “What I want to know today is, who was not born in Canada?”

Only two hands went up. It wasn’t unusual for where I taught. Though the city, Edmonton, was a cosmopolitan capital of many income levels, this suburb, Sherwood Park, was a middle-class, primarily white community created out of good-paying oil refinery jobs in the 1970s. The batch of immigrants in 2013 was Carly, a red-headed girl in plaid from the United States—a fact she’d made known numerous times since school started—and a brown-haired boy in a black sweater and skater shoes sitting in the front of the room.

“Where are you from, Ricardo?” I asked.

“Philippines,” he said quietly.

“The Philippines,” I repeated louder for everyone to hear. Ricardo’s mom arrived ten years ago as a temporary foreign worker. The oil boom had created a shortage of Albertans willing to work many jobs, so the service industry imported them from abroad—she was one of thousands to arrive from the Philippines. Tagalog was the fastest-growing language in the city, the Filipino community was a growing middle class, and Ricardo’s deep brown eyes were a glimpse into this student body’s future.

“So, right away, you understand something the rest of us don’t—something that, as a Canadian born and raised here, I know I didn’t understand for a long time,” I said. “Tell us, what is it?”

“How actually cold it is?”

I laughed along with the teens. “Believe it or not, Mr. Santos, even those of us who have been here for a while know it’s unnatural to live in these conditions. No, but really, what do you think it is that you learned by coming here from far away?”

“How good we have it here,” he said matter-of-factly.

“Yes!” I pointed my finger at each of the five rows of desks, lumping their inhabitants together no matter how different they might feel most of the time. “How good we have it here. How good do we have it here, Ricardo?”

“Pretty good.”

“Not just pretty good—very good.” I pushed the projector power button. As the screen lit up, I asked them, “How many of you would like to win the lottery?” Every hand attached to a head that was paying attention rose. “Congratulations, you’ve already won it. Just by being here. Here, Sherwood Park, Alberta, Canada. You’re wealthier than almost everyone in the world.”

A website called the Global Rich List flickered on with two entry fields, one for your country of residence and one for your annual income. “Anyone here have an afterschool job?” I asked.

The minimum age for employment in Alberta was twelve. Twelve! Still, it was rare for more than a couple of hands to go up, even in a high school. Only Logan, a boy in a black T-shirt, volunteered.

“Where do you work?” I asked.

“McDonald’s!” interrupted another boy with a snort.

I shhh’d him and asked Logan a second time. He mumbled McDonald’s. “Good for you, buddy. Now, do you mind me asking how much you make per hour at McDonald’s?”

“Ten-fifty,” he said.

“Nice, man,” I said, nodding and imagining being lucky enough to make that wage myself at his age in 1983. “So, $10.50, part-time, let’s say, what? Fifteen hours per week?” I wrote his hourly wage and “× 15” in dry-erase marker on the whiteboard, humming to myself as I crunched the numbers. “Help me out, guys.”

“$157.50,” Carly offered, and together, she and I multiplied that by fifty-two weeks, for a grand total of $8,190. I punched the numbers into the keyboard, hit enter, and the screen displayed a stack of one hundred human silhouettes. A flash of gray darkened them from the bottom, snaking from left to right, climbing to the top of the graphic until only the first twenty were unshaded.

“Logan, you are in the top twentieth percentile. Do you know what that means?” His look said, No. “It means you, on your own and with no other help, are wealthier than four out of five people on this planet.”

“Or the . . .” Logan struggled to count the much bigger number beside the percentage on the screen. “One billionth? Two-hundred—”

Carly interrupted again. “1,239,775,074th richest person by income.” She took a long breath. “Is that true?”

“Close your eyes for a minute. Now imagine that the world is a village of one hundred people.”

“Can I be president?” asked a deep voice I knew to be Jonathan.

“How about village idiot?” snipped Carly.

“Carly,” her budding nemesis Vanessa snapped, “how about you be—”

“Let’s not right now, please.” I populated the tiny world now existing in their imaginations. “If there were only one hundred people in your village, half of you would still be male, half of you female. Only fourteen of you would be from North or South America. Most of you would be from Asia. Only five of you would speak English. Twenty-three of you would pray at a mosque. Fourteen of you would be illiterate. Twenty-two of you wouldn’t have a safe shelter. Eleven of you would be malnourished. Nine of you wouldn’t have access to clean water. One of you would die of starvation today.”

I let the rare silence linger. “Now, does that sound like any place you’ve been?” The silence thickened. “And yet, that’s our world. Luckily, one hundred percent of us in this room have safe drinking water. One hundred percent of us have a roof over our heads. One hundred percent of us have eaten a meal in the last twenty-four hours.” I added with caution: “Hopefully. Now open your eyes.”

On the screen behind me, there was a wide shot of a schoolyard playground with African kids running in the dirt, kicking soccer balls, and climbing rusted poles. “Anyone notice anything about this picture?”

“No shoes,” said Ricardo.

“Shoes, to them, are flip-flops, and they take them off to play because those things on our feet are, to them, luxuries.”

“Where is that?” Ricardo asked.

“It’s Sierra Leone,” I replied. “A country in West Africa that had a brutal civil war that started in 1991 and only ended around the year you were born.”

“Did you take it?” Carly asked.

“I did. I went there to teach at a summer school five years ago. Back then, it was considered the second least livable place on Earth.”

“Why did you go?”

“Because it was considered the second least livable place on Earth,” I repeated with a smile. “I wanted more perspective. Is anyone getting on a plane for the holidays?” A few were. Jonathan was going to Cancun with his parents. Another student to Vancouver. A few would see grandparents out of province, and Carly was going back home to Salt Lake City. “That’s awesome. All travel is good. Anything that expands your world, even if it’s by a few hundred miles, is great. And the earlier you can start, the better.”

“How old were you when you started?” asked Vanessa. I dared the class to guess.

“I don’t know, like, eighty?” asked Jonathan. I flashed a mock unimpressed look and then he tried for real. “I’m guessing twenty.” I shook my head, raising a thumb to say higher. Another student guessed twenty-five, another thirty-five. My thumb climbed higher in the air. Vanessa guessed forty.

“Close,” I said. “Forty-one. That’s how old I was when I started really seeing the world, just five years ago. Do any of you have parents under forty-one?” Many did. Too many. I grimaced and covered my eyes. “Ahh, it burns, it burns!” When I peeled my hands off, I saw that I had everyone’s attention. No gazing at the clock, no texting, no sketching in their textbooks. A captive room. “In fact, except for traveling around Canada and a few trips to Mexico and the States, I’d spent most of my life within Alberta and British Columbia.”

“You’re not from Sherwood Park?” asked Carly.

“I’m from a place much smaller, believe it or not. I’m from a town called Dawson Creek.”

“Like the show?”

•  •  •

No, nothing like the show. My childhood home was a bungalow in northeastern British Columbia. Our house overlooked a ravine and had no resemblance to the fictitious community at the heart of the 1990s teen drama. The real Dawson Creek was a tough farming, logging, and coal-mining town, and like many small Canadian towns of that era, it could be rough.

Most people in Dawson Creek were friendly, willing to push your truck out of the snowbank before you even needed to ask for help. But anything you did, good or bad, would be known by almost everyone in town (including my parents) before day’s end. On fishing trips, my dad, Gary—a firefighter—would tell me and my older brother, Dean, that when it came to character, reputation and hard work were everything. “Earn what you have, don’t expect handouts from anyone, and always be honest.”

I got along with most people and I really liked to laugh and have a good time squeezing the most out of each experience. But I was also a product of my town’s pugilistic nature, which you could see in my slightly crooked nose that I’d smashed on the ice or the dip on my right hand where my ring finger knuckle should have been, remnants of one of many bar dustups. Long before becoming a social studies teacher, you could say I had no business teaching anyone about civil society.

Growing up at the tail end of the Vietnam War, I absorbed most world affairs from what was on the one TV channel we had or from fiddling around with my grandfather Papa Nelson’s mementos from his service in the Second World War. I spent many afternoons sitting at the kitchen table sketching army tanks, choppers, and imaginary battles. As I filled the pages, my mind would drift to dreams of playing pro sports, the rapturous spectators chanting my last name: “See-kerr, See-kerr . . .” By the time I’d snapped out of it, my cartoon soldier’s gun would look an awful lot like a hockey stick or his helmet like that of a football player. The only images in my childhood head more vivid than the ones of war in the jungle were the ones of New York Islanders defenseman Denis Potvin kissing the Stanley Cup or Warren Beatty suiting up for the Los Angeles Rams in the 1978 movie Heaven Can Wait. A poster of the movie—my favorite as a kid—adorned my wall beside pictures of Potvin, staring at me from between his clumps of shaggy sideburns, his gaze daring me to dream big. Submerged in this fantasy, I made secret bets with myself as I played in the yard. If you walk along the edge of the fence without falling, you’ll make the big leagues one day, I’d tell myself.

That athletic spirit was more than just psychological. It was cultural. Canadian kids of my era were practically groomed for athletics. In the 1970s, right around the time of the Montreal Olympics, the government launched a program called ParticipACTION. The jingle—“Don’t just think about it . . . DO IT! DO IT! DO IT!”—was everywhere, and so was the propaganda, including in public school.

Every kid between grades three and eight had to take a yearly fitness test, a series of challenges that determined whether they earned a bronze, silver, gold, or, for a select few, the coveted Award of Excellence certificate. I worked hard to do well amongst the other ten-year-olds when it came to push-ups, sit-ups, or flexed-arm hang, and I was often amongst the top runners. But my standing long jump distances weren’t even close to the standards needed for an Award of Excellence. I struggled to launch myself farther than a few feet. But my mom, Irene, knew how much earning the Award of Excellence meant to me. So, every day before supper, she took me through the ravine and bushes behind our bungalow and into an empty school field where nobody could see us practice. I see now how my mom went out of her way, without a word spoken between us, to help me reach my goal. Though her sports career was limited to her bowling league, she did her best to teach me how to gain “explosiveness,” as she described it, propelling my body forward until my footprints in the dirt were nearly two meters from the jump line. With her help, I earned the Award of Excellence not just that year, but every year I competed. Holding the certificate in my hands for the first time, I realized that if I put in the effort and had the right people to help me along the way, there was nothing I couldn’t do.

My parents also tried to prepare me for the real world with their healthy pragmatism. But they couldn’t tame my aspirations. If I wasn’t going to play in the NHL, it was the NFL, and if not the NFL, then at least the Canadian Football League. A steadier career like teacher or firefighter wasn’t on my mind.

What started as a fantasy felt more like the future with every bigger size of hockey and football jersey that I pulled on. I had one pretty good season as a hockey player when I was nine or ten, until I had to compete with the older boys. Suddenly, the guys around me were playing at a different level. I still worked my hardest, but I struggled to keep up.

A few years later, when I started playing junior hockey as a teenager, I found my place on the roster by squeezing into the one role where I’d win the approval of my teammates and coaches: enforcer. All it would take was a tap on the shoulder from the coach or maybe he’d give me a number, but it was usually obvious what I had to do and to whom I had to do it. I’d hop over the boards, glide toward my target, and tail him around the rink. “C’mon, let’s go,” I’d taunt my counterpart, sticking to him like a shadow while he chased the puck, draining his patience with each jostle and slash. “C’mon, tough guy. Are your gloves glued on?”

Inevitably, I’d get to him, and then it was on. I had ten seconds, twenty tops, before the refs pulled us apart—just enough time to whip up the crowd and my teammates. Then it was over. I would head to the dressing room, using my last seconds of ice time in the game to wipe my face with my hand and check for blood.

Long before I realized the long-term effects of brawling—the limited short-term memory and frustration of constant forgetfulness that plague me today—I enjoyed it. Loved it, even. I’d get sick with anxiety on game day, knowing I would not sleep that night without a new wound or two. But I relished the adrenaline of winding up my opponents, the roar of the crowd, the euphoria of my teammates’ adulation on my way to the dressing room after I’d done my part. I even had a fondness for the starburst that came with a hit, a painless flash that I wouldn’t feel until the adrenaline wore off. The downside? If I lost in our barn, everyone in school saw it, and I’d have to face hundreds of witnesses to my defeat the next day.

I wasn’t good enough to advance beyond the junior hockey league that overlapped the borders of northern Alberta and northern British Columbia. Luckily, when I was sixteen, Dawson Creek started its first football team, a group of raw, enthusiastic small-town and farm boys who signed up to relieve excess aggression. At first, there were hardly any spectators at our games, let alone bleachers for them to sit on. The field was a defunct outdoor speed-skating rink with field-goal uprights three feet from perpendicular. The team name—the Penguins—didn’t seem to match our hard edges, but given that practice sometimes entailed us braving –30°C weather and sweeping a foot of snow off the grass with curling brooms, the Antarctic bird was appropriate.
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