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Praise for

THE WORLD IS OUR CLASSROOM

“A love of the natural world and an understanding of our place in it are vital for humanity and all other life. Knowing we are part of nature and not outside it is vital for the future. The importance of this comes across strongly in The World Is Our Classroom. Ross taught it by doing rather than telling. Experience rather than theory. This is a book that shows just what is possible, a book that gives hope for the future.”

—CHRIS TOWNSEND, award-winning author of Out There: A Voice from The Wild

“School teachers are largely bound by classroom walls and the Internet; parents have no such constraints. As Cindy Ross reveals in The World Is Our Classroom, the unbounded opportunities in nature should inspire every parent to create memories and powerful experiential learning opportunities. Significant emotional encounters can be transformative. When children are allowed to explore, and use their curiosity to discover the seemingly magical things in nature, it changes them as no passive learning can. In this rapidly changing world, we must foster a love of nature in every child as they must soon confront profound ecological disruption and play a vital role in restoring, replenishing and relocating elements of biodiversity to retain some aspect of system integrity upon which all life depends.”

—LARRY SCHWEIGER, author of Last Chance: Preserving Life on Earth

“Navigating the best educational options for your children can feel like you are lost amid a dense wilderness. The World Is Our Classroom cuts a path through that wilderness and gives the reader a map of how to teach their children the resilience, compassion, and problem solving that is part of adventure-based learning.”

—JENNIFER PHARR DAVIS, author and National Geographic Adventurer of the Year

“Cindy Ross is one of today’s most eloquent and thoughtful writers on the connection between humans and the natural world. The World Is Our Classroom shows how all of us invite humility and wonder into our lives, not only through great adventures, but through everyday communion with the rest of nature.”

—RICHARD LOUV, author of Vitamin N, The Nature Principle, and Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder

“We are encouraged to treat our children as if one tumble from the monkey bars or spiteful remark from a friend can cause a lifetime of pain. How exciting it is to see two parents put the world in front of their kids from such a young age, believing their kids will rise to the occasion. This book, The World Is Our Classroom, will explode some disabling myths about how fragile our kids are!”

—LENORE SKENAZY, founder of the book, blog, and movement Free-Range Kids

“In a culture increasingly alienated from nature and dependent on technology, Ms. Ross’s book shows how our love for the world can be reanimated.”

—AUDREY PETERMAN, president and co-founder of Earthwise Productions, Inc.

“Someone once said of Ginger Rogers: ‘She does everything Fred Astaire does, but backwards and in high heels.’ For me, that’s what it’s like watching Cindy Ross. She and I have both walked across countries, traveled all over the world, maintained freelance careers, and authored books. But in addition, Cindy and her husband, Todd, built their own log home with their own hands, and raised and schooled two children. Cindy’s kids grew up with the world as their classroom. Want to live a big life? The World Is Our Classroom takes you on the journey of how one family did it, and it doesn’t get any bigger, wilder, and better.”

—KAREN BERGER, author of Great Hiking Trails of the World and the New York Times-bestselling America’s Great Hiking Trails

“Cindy and her husband Todd have succeeded in accomplishing one of life’s noblest goals—‘to make one’s avocation, one’s vocation, as our two eyes see as one.’ They have exhibited the courage, fortitude, and just plain old hard work, to create a life they fervently believe in and then effectively sharing it with their two children. The message in this book carries the truth born from actual experience. Read it, think about it, feel it, and then get on with making, rather than earning, a life for yourself and your loved ones.”

—WARREN DOYLE, PhD, 36,000-miler and founder of the Appalachian Long Distance Hikers Association & the Appalachian Folk School

“Whether tightrope-walking a fogged-in Knife’s Edge, ascending through the mist of Half Dome, or traversing slopes in grizzly country, Cindy and Todd present their children with breathtaking experiences that instill a sense of wonder, creativity, resilience, and self-confidence. The mental health benefits and lifelong lessons that come from extended time in nature resound through the book. Read this book before your children get sucked into the video-game vortex.”

—LEO WALKER, president and co-founder of HIKE for Mental Health

“The World Is Our Classroom is an enthralling education in itself for anyone eager to intimately experience the mysteries of the natural world. Cindy Ross has given us a treasure of environmental consciousness, empathy, and gratitude for the life we share on this Earth.”

—GAIL D. STOREY, author of I Promise Not to Suffer: A Fool for Love Hikes the Pacific Crest Trail, winner of the National Outdoor Book Award

“Cindy raised her family with a real consciousness of the value of being in nature and adventure. Cindy and her husband Todd have shown that getting kids outside early makes them better people in the long run and it makes us better parents. The World Is Our Classroom is not about completely flipping your life upside down but making the time to take you and your children outdoors. It’s a lot easier to hand your child an iPad instead of going on a hike but it is ultimately much more fulfilling.”

—COREY RICH, film director and adventure photographer, author of My Favorite Places—Great Athletes in the Great Outdoors

“The World Is Our Classroom is a fascinating discourse on creativity and learning. This book will help parents find ways to nurture creativity in their children—particularly by taking them into stimulating nature and giving them the freedom to explore and wonder. In these pages, parents will come to understand how necessary it is to spend lots of quality time with their children. Building a strong and effective hands-on relationship between parents and their children is the best way to minimize negative effects from challenges such as drug use.”

—MICHAEL KESSLER, acclaimed contemporary artist

“Schooling, too often, is a world where teachers and schools are encouraged with ‘drill and kill’ methods. This development of a new culture of schooling in America seems to mean that ‘successful’ students must learn to operate their digital apparatuses and attach themselves to their computer screens, or else risk failure. The online computer-based testing begs the question about which priorities are most important; test taking on a computer screen or true learning from experience and adventure as advocated for by Cindy Ross’s book, The World Is Our Classroom? Cindy’s belief in experiential education for her children, in teaching children to have sense of place, belief in ‘The Nature Principle,’ and having great adventures is well worth contemplating.”

—MONTY THORNBURG, PhD, educator and president of the John Muir Geotourism Center
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To my girls, Lee Reinert and Lynne Williams, who gave me the confidence and the tools to make the world our classroom.


FOREWORD

A few years ago, on a travel writing assignment in South Africa, I had the great fortune to meet Cindy Ross. She and I were part of what we came to call “The Lucky Five,” five women who, within twenty-four hours, were able to track and photograph the Big Five. It’s every safari taker’s goal, to see the African lion, African elephant, African leopard, Cape buffalo and rhino. Many go away empty-handed.

But even more fortuitous for me was the chance to spend a whole week with this remarkable woman. Cindy and I bonded almost immediately. We had children the same age. We looked at life in much the same way. We got up many mornings before the other three for a chance to walk and talk and share life dreams and philosophies.

Five minutes in, I knew I was in the presence of someone rare and unique, someone from whom I could learn important things.

So when Cindy asked me to write the foreword to this new book, I answered “yes, yes, yes” before she so much as put the question mark on the end of her sentence.

Because here’s what I know. Cindy already practices what I’ve been writing about for the last four years. She knows the principles I shared in my international bestsellers, E-Squared, E-Cubed, and Thank & Grow Rich. Like I suggest in these books that have been translated into some forty languages, she lives in possibility state rather than problem state, which seems to be the dominant cultural paradigm. She knows about the butt-kicking power of the universal forces and she uses them to her advantage.

Cindy has much to teach all of us—about the natural world, about raising kids, about the truly important things that so many of us have forgotten as our noses get more tightly glued to our electronic devices.

She taught her kids, by unwavering example, that they should follow their joy no matter what. She taught them about science, spirituality, and nature, not from a boring textbook, nor from a computer screen, but from direct immersion in the very lessons they were learning. Their classroom for many years was the Continental Divide Trail where they witnessed spectacular displays of nature, their senses stimulated with double rainbows and night skies littered with stars. Other years, they explored foreign lands, exotic countries that most kids only experience in the pages of National Geographic.

From living with a Muslim family in Morocco to visiting the Swiss Alps where Heidi lived, their education was tasted, smelled, and felt in a way no child in a classroom could ever know.

While other kids in sterile labs across the country were dissecting worms, Bryce and Sierra, her children, were in the wilds of Kentucky peeling back the hide of an elk, cutting its ribs with tree loppers, accompanied by a wildlife biologist looking for the culprit (it was a meningeal worm) of its demise. They learned about nature by becoming part of its rhythm, by squatting on beaver dams and paddling through treetops swaying with gibbons on remote Thai lagoons.

But most of all, Cindy’s kids learned that life’s possibilities are endless and that absolutely anything can be achieved.

I am honored to write the foreword to this book and can say with complete conviction that anyone, from parents looking for child-rearing tips to inspiration seekers reaching for their dreams, will find what they’re looking for in this volume of Cindy’s unconventional, yet very wise words.

PAM GROUT


PREFACE


“And now,” cried Max, “let the wild rumpus start!”

Maurice Sendak, Where the Wild Things Are
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All along the creek were miles and miles of beaver dams in all stages of construction and deterioration. The children ran their fingertips over the tooth marks on pointed stubs of trees that the beavers have gnawed down and hauled away, some so recently that wood chips were scattered around. Behind dry, deserted dams, the silt was built up to dam level, making it clear that it was time for the beavers to move on. Further along the stream we came across an active dam and the difference was visually obvious. If we crouched down to eye level with the dam breast, even my one-year-old son, Bryce, could see how it raised the water level a few feet. The beavers built a dam right where the trail crossed, making our ford thigh deep; they were clearly in charge.

That night, our eagle-eyed daughter, Sierra, was the first to spot the beaver, silently gliding in the pond by our camp. She ran wildly back to our tent, so excited she could hardly speak.

I’ve spent enough time in the wilds to know that when a beaver chooses to emerge, it’s a rare gift, so I grabbed the binoculars and cameras and trooped back to the pond.

Creeping toward the stick dam, we watched as the beaver chewed a willow branch in two with its sharp teeth. Then, sprig clenched in his mouth, it swam to the dam breast and disappeared. We waited; scanned the pond trying to guess where the beaver would resurface. The kids gasped when the slick, round head parted the water and the dark, beady eyes reappeared.

While we were watching the beaver, a small summer shower moistened the land, bringing a brilliant double rainbow that stretched right over the beaver pond. A golden eagle soared over our heads, its mighty head glowing from the setting sun. I looked at my husband, Todd, and we exchanged a look that clearly said, “These are the times of their lives. This is what we leave home to find.” Sierra wasn’t happy until she snuck barefoot through the mud to stand closer to the dam, where she watched the beaver swim back and forth for an hour. Not until darkness fell and her beaver friend retired for the night did she skip back to our campsite, saying, “Mama, today was one of the happiest days of my life.”

Months later, we were visiting friends in southern New Jersey. We had just spent a few hours in the car and the kids were anxious to run around outdoors. Our friends lived on a quiet, rural road, and a large field behind their house led to an expansive scrub pine forest full of winding deer trails and hiding rabbits. A child could look at it as the gates to adventure, like C. S. Lewis’s cupboard doors that lead to the land of Narnia—or not.

My friend, knowing our love for nature, was anxious to show my children their new computer application, “Acorn Pond.” Her daughter skillfully clicked on areas around the pond and the animals came out and told us what they were doing.

When she clicked on “beaver,” the computer simply said, “Beavers build dams on streams.” I watched Sierra as a look of slight confusion covered her face. It brought her right back to our beaver friend—hearing the slap of his tail, seeing the light glisten on his wet fur, smelling the pond water, feeling the warmth of the lowering sun. The computer image did not have any of this.

This is when it hit me: how much we were teaching our children just by placing the world of nature in their path. Experiential learning is better than a book, better than a school building, better than a computer program. This kind of learning was creating a life for our children filled with abundance, passion, purpose and gratitude, and it would stay with them for the rest of their lives, because they had lived it.


INTRODUCTION

The Trail—Where the Learning Begins


“If things start happening, don’t worry, don’t stew. Just go right along and you’ll start happening too.”

Dr. Seuss, Oh, The Places You’ll Go!
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October 1989. From my elevated viewpoint on stage, I scanned the packed auditorium. I was looking for a child; no one in particular, but a small person. Just one. Instead, I saw bandanas tied around long hair, hiking boots on nearly every set of feet—people who clearly marched to their own drumbeat, but all adults. This was a conference of “professional” hikers—the Gathering of the Appalachian Long Distance Hikers Association (ALDHA), where workshops, slide shows, and information sessions showcased walking opportunities all over the globe. The five hundred people before me were hiking addicts who took every opportunity in their lives to walk long distance trails. They lived to hike.

My husband Todd and I were two of them. We had completed both the National Scenic 2,100-mile Appalachian Trail and the 2,600-mile Pacific Crest Trail. These folks were members of our tribe, but what I was looking for in the sea of faces was a child, for I was pregnant with my first baby. I saw none.

I was participating in a panel, discussing how we were able to create a lifestyle that enabled us to continue hiking long distances throughout our lives. When it was my turn to speak, I surprised myself and the entire audience by breaking down in tears. I asked for some wisdom and information from my mentors and elders on how to take a baby backpacking, how to continue this love that really defined who I was, how to find my way down the new path my husband and I were about to step out on.

I didn’t just hike in my spare time as a recreational pastime. It began that way but I figured out how to turn backpacking into a livelihood. I wrote books about it, published hundreds of magazine articles, was employed as a backpacking teacher at a local college, was a guest speaker and a workshop leader. At thirty-four, I had begun to see clearly who I was and the work I was destined to do. Backpacking was my life and my job and I wanted to find a way to continue as a mother.

Not a single person from the audience raised a hand in response. I surmised that either my comrades made a conscious choice not to have children so that they could continue hiking, or they were older and had already raised their children before taking up this sport. After our panel, senior hikers tried to reassure me that children would be such a blessing that I would not mind giving up long-distance hiking. Most people believe that raising children is tantamount to settling down, living conventionally, and avoiding danger. That is not the vision Todd and I had of parenthood. Not only was the path ahead of us not well worn, it evidently did not exist. It felt as though Todd and I were attempting to penetrate a dense, inhabitable jungle. But if we had learned anything in our short lives, it was that we had to take the first steps to begin, even if they were baby steps, one at a time.

When our baby was born, Todd and I were happy to learn that Sierra enjoyed the natural world from the very first month of her life. It happened in the throes of a crying jag that just did not stop no matter how much jostling and rocking, soothing and singing we did. As a last resort, we took her outdoors, in the dark. To our surprise, Sierra was immediately transformed. She quieted, grew peaceful, and remained that way. From then on, no matter what the hour, the temperature, the weather, when she fussed, she went outside. It was not even necessary for her to see the wind blowing or the light dancing to divert her attention—a pitch-black night had the same effect. There was simply something magical about going outdoors that made her happy, and we used this technique throughout her babyhood.

Sierra was only four months old when we thought we’d give backpacking a try. Pennsylvania’s sixty-mile Loyalsock Trail was her maiden trip. Even though Todd and I had each hiked over six thousand miles at this point, the endeavor felt daunting with a tiny baby in our care. We chose a trail that had road crossings every ten miles, as a built-in safety net if we found we could not do it. Although we had a friend’s help to plant our car at the trails’ terminus, our expectations of the whole family actually walking to it were low.

Despite our doubt, the Loyalsock Trail was a very successful hike and we learned how flexible babies can be on the trail, especially if their parents have experience. What we were amazed to discover was how naturally baby Sierra took to living outdoors and how much she seemed to enjoy it.

We watched her young senses open wide to all the beauty that surrounded her. She stared, mesmerized, at the sparkling sunlight on a lake. She listened to a singing brook and followed the wind as it raked through the trees and fluttered the leaves. She cawed to ravens and was so delighted when they answered her back. She discovered textures like pinecones, big oak leaves, and sand between her toes. When she woke up in our tent, she immediately rolled over and smiled before her eyes even opened. We knew she was happy out there.

When Sierra returned home, she seemed to suffer withdrawal and felt disoriented. She had to sit on a carpet instead of pine needles and noisy dry oak leaves, and had to watch a wind-up mobile instead of the wind and the dancing sunlight. She was physically separated from her mother and father when we sat her down to go about our business and do our chores. This was a huge difference from the trail, where for twenty-four hours a day, she was close to the rhythm, smell, and feel of her parents’ bodies.

We tried our hand at long distance cycling when Sierra was eighteen months old—the 184-mile-long towpath trail along the Chesapeake & Ohio Historic Park in northern Maryland. The flat terrain, the frequent campsites every five miles, the excellent swimming in the paralleling Potomac River, the constant source of entertainment from the nearby active train line, made our introduction into this sport quite easy, despite the fact that I was five months pregnant. Sierra was strapped into a wide, open bike trailer with her favorite stuffed animals attached to cords and was able to observe the big world going by as well as get out and play and swim every five miles. Todd and I were feeling confident in our new lifestyle as outdoor adventuring parents, until our son Bryce arrived.

We were knocked back to reality when we attempted a mere day hike in New Hampshire’s White Mountains. The goal was to climb up to the open Franconia ridgeline, walk across the alpine landscape, then circle back on another trail. But all day long we climbed steeply, as if we were ascending a never-ending rock ladder, with a child on each of our backs. Halfway through the day, we sat down defeated, me in near tears, knowing we had to turn around and abort our plans. How could we possibly backpack long distance with two babies when we couldn’t even successfully accomplish a day hike? We didn’t know it then but stock animals were the answer to our prayers.

Shortly after our failed White Mountain hike, our family was given the opportunity to embark on a life-changing adventure—llama packing the 500-mile Colorado Trail. The Rocky Mountain Llama Association wanted to promote packing with the sure-footed, gentle creatures and what better way to accomplish that than aiding a sweet little family on a long journey. Mellow, trustworthy llamas would carry our children on their backs in specially made saddles while spirited packers would carry our supplies, which included one hundred cloth diapers for baby Bryce. No one had done what we were attempting to do, and we weren’t even sure how to do it. At first, our motives were purely selfish; hiking made Todd and me happy, and our one-year-old and three-year-old literally were coming along for the ride. We were not thinking of what the experience would do for our kids. But, as it turned out, this adventure would determine who our children would become more than anything else we, as parents, could have done.

In the first few days of llama packing, it became clear to us that this traveling life in the wilderness also made our children more joyful. They sat atop their trusty steeds and watched the exquisite Colorado Rockies go by. They walked when they felt like it and rode when they grew tired. They saw spectacular displays of nature from double rainbows to thundering herds of elk and night skies littered with stars. We covered about ten miles a day, which left plenty of time to climb on rocks, slosh in creeks, and skinny-dip in lakes. The Colorado Rockies became their personal playground. They learned, at a very young age, the thrill of adventure and fell deeply in love with the natural world.

One evening on the Colorado Trail, shortly after supper, one-year-old Bryce disappeared from our camp. I called and called, but got no answer. I began to check the area around our campsite. I found him a short distance away, certainly within earshot but totally oblivious to my calls. He was sitting in an open meadow in the lowering sunshine. A gentle breeze feathered the strands of his sun-bleached hair. He was lost in thought, staring at a purple aster in his hand as the wind fingered the petals, bending them down and then lifting them up. My throat tightened and my nostrils prickled as my eyes filled with tears. My goodness, my children must be happy out here, I thought. A sunlit meadow, a simple flower, an evening breeze are entertainment enough for my little boy. It quickly became obvious that the natural world possessed tremendous gifts for the child who gets to spend time in the outdoors. It stands to reason that when you increase the length of stay and the quality of the experience, the results will be even greater.

What seemed like an impossibility only a few short years ago at the ALDHA Gathering, was becoming a reality—we were evolving into a family that could successfully hikes long distances and Todd and I were joyously relieved. We were learning how to do it by taking those first scary steps. As an added bonus, our children were falling in love with our beloved sport too, all on their own.

On the trail, the fun and entertainment happened spontaneously, but something else was strangely and unexpectedly occurring at the same time—the children were changing. They were learning to be present and notice things, which proved, as time went by, to be huge.

As an artist, I had already trained my eye to be more observant, to notice shapes, patterns, light, and color nuances that an artist must be sensitive to in order to draw and paint. But I simplified this looking process down to a child’s level and taught them to tune in and be aware of their senses.

In the early mornings or evenings, we sometimes got the children to whisper or stop their chatter altogether as we searched for deer in the open forests. We looked for squirrel nests in the trees when the leaves have fallen off. Along the water’s edge, we looked for ducks swimming and turtles sunning on rocks in the water, for fish moving beneath the surface and birds in thickets and briars. We scanned alpine meadows for running marmots. In mountain lion country, we searched for trees that had strong horizontal limbs that were capable of supporting a large cat. In the mountain’s scree slopes, we searched for squeaking pikas.

As we hiked, we looked for rocks with white quartz and sparkling mica or anything interesting at our feet. We looked for flowers or particular colors that we took turns choosing. All I had to do was spark their interest. On the trail, they learned to be present, to be aware of their world and when one views the world as the amazing, fascinating place that it truly is, there is no room for complacency or mediocrity. Once Sierra and Bryce began to really see, with their mind’s eye, as opposed to merely looking, I knew that they would never be bored in life.

It did not take many weeks of this kind of immersion and interaction for Todd and I to realize that we were teaching our children. The learning was unintentional at first, although highly beneficial. It happened not just to their absorbent, young sponge brains but even for their parents, as we worked to engage them. It was also unavoidable. We couldn’t help ourselves. We believed it was part of our job as parents—to show them the world and help them understand it.

It hit us one particular day in a large burn in the Sawatch Range. We took the opportunity to teach the kids about forest fires—how they start, what happens to the animals. We pointed out ditches that the firefighters had dug to try to stop the spread of flames. We looked at the rock-hard serotonin cones of the lodgepole pine, with seeds so tightly encased that they need the intense heat of fire in order to open. In the evening, we built a campfire and further explained fire to the children.

After that, Todd and I began to intentionally teach on the trail to help keep our children entertained and occupied. One day we talked about how trees grow, how they are able to stand upright, and how there are as many miles of roots underground holding them up as there are visible branches. We told the kids to imagine tiny straws sucking up water to the leaves. We encouraged them to use their imaginations and see images in their mind, a skill that often atrophies as we grow older. Of course, as a parent, you have to possess a sufficient amount of knowledge so you can share, so we carried field guides and learned together.

After our family successfully completed the 500-mile Colorado Trail in 1992, we were hooked. Why not have more of a good thing, we thought, and began planning to tackle the entire 3,100-mile National Scenic Continental Divide Trail that stretches from Canada to Mexico through the Rocky Mountains, of which the Colorado Trail is a part.

We purchased our own llamas and all their packing gear, as well as a stock trailer. We returned to the Rocky Mountains every summer to traverse another 500-mile stretch. Mexico was our goal, and it took five summers to accomplish it. The Continental Divide Trail became Sierra and Bryce’s first “school,” during the most formative years of their lives.

No parent comes into this new lifestyle already knowing how to promote and nurture all aspects of our children’s whole being. We learn alongside our children, through trial and error, for we parents are also a work in progress. There are a lot of surprises along the way and for our family on the trail, the laws of cause and effect seemed to be even louder and stronger. Maybe it was because the distractions of a modern, hectic life were absent. What was happening to our children was nothing short of amazing to Todd and I.

The first change we noticed was Sierra and Bryce’s increase in creativity as they learned to use their imaginations. The summer that Bryce was three years old, I discovered the extent of his ability to focus on this newfound world of his. As he hiked, he made up rhyming poems about “Bonemen” and told extremely long stories about goblins and ghouls. He often walked ahead of me, spending as much time turning around and looking at me for a reaction as going forward. If he was telling me a story in camp, he followed me around while I did my chores. The most amazing behavior, however, was when he playacted in his head as he hiked.

A stick with a few broken branches would turn into a gun. For half an hour Bryce pretended he was a robber, shooting and making all kinds of mouth sounds. He found a horseshoe and held it with his shirt sleeve pulled over his hand pretending he was Captain Hook. For an hour he imagined he was a pirate, and in a deep voice made up poetry about pirates and recited it. He did all this while he was walking a normal pace of two and a half miles per hour, though rarely on the trail bed itself. Bryce’s trail was frequently in a ditch, eroded by horses’ hooves and hiking boots. He crossed back and forth from the trail-bed’s ridge to the ditch, to the other ridge, and back down again. He stumbled over rocks and tufts of grass, putting in far more miles than was necessary, but he didn’t mind; the stories went on.

Once, on the trail in camp, I was busy writing in my journal, when Bryce yelled from the bushes, “I’ve got bones!”

“That’s nice,” I replied, not even looking up. He made trip after trip lugging huge cow bones so big that he could hardly carry them. He sat down and got out his felt tipped markers and drew monsters on the flat areas (pelvic bones were best), planning on putting together a puppet show for us. He disappeared for more bones and yelled to me to help him. “I can’t carry them,” he hollered. “They are too big!” When he finally roused me, I discovered they were still stuck together, covered in dried meat and hair! He did not care.

Another time Bryce found a totally dried-up shrew and begged me to let him keep it. It looked as though it was frozen in mid-jump, and he felt sorry for it. I let him hold it by its hard tail just until we reached camp, if he promised to wash his hands. He named it “Thumpkin” and sang and talked to it, telling it how much he loved it for over an hour. I was amazed at what simple, seemingly insignificant things brought my children joy and entertainment on the trail, and how free their imaginations could run.

On the trail, Bryce was in another world. He was able to entertain himself happily and fully without the use of television, smart phones, video games or even man-made objects—just his mind left to run wild, his senses stimulated by nature, and his body moving through space. All those free hours, every day, to wander and wonder and absorb what he saw, smelled, heard, and felt; the impact was monumental. A childhood begun in this manner truly contributed to the gifted and talented artist he became as an adult.

Another skill I saw my children learning as we hiked was their attempt to think critically. One night Bryce and I lay in the tent, cuddling, and he asked, “Do you like to breathe in or out better, Mama?”

“I don’t know,” I told him. “I never thought about it. How about you?”

“Breathing in, because I can smell.”

While Bryce indulged in the depths of his creative mind, Sierra discussed everything that was going on in her mind as she rode her llama. Sharing conversation was how she explored, examined, and made sense of her world. When she was only three, we played a guessing game of hers that stumped me. She quizzed, “What is Berrick (her llama) doing with his feet?” I replied, “Walking? Moving towards camp?” and a half dozen other actions Berrick could be doing, but nothing was the right answer. Finally, she said, “Making foot prints!” Of course! Moments like these showed me the kind of very analytical mind my daughter would develop, one that would serve her well in her future work as an anthropologist and a geographer, as she explored the world, helping to solve the planet’s water crisis, and writing about it.

A school environment can teach children how to think critically but it doesn’t give their minds the freedom to explore and it often falls short when it comes to opportunities that feed a child’s soul. There simply are not enough free hours in a regimented school. Life on the trail, on the other hand, seemed to accelerate this kind of learning. On Lester Pass, in Wyoming’s Wind River Range, we observed Sierra and Bryce’s four- and six-year-old minds amazingly at work.

We crept around the edge of a gigantic snowfield that smothered the pass. Our descent appeared to be convex, over a dangerous cornice. We were forced to travel down the ridge about a quarter mile and find a safer route. The kids asked if they could hop off their llamas and lead them. The country was open, and there was no trail whatsoever. The way was cross-country and you had full reign over which direction you went.

We had to look ahead to see if the piece of meadow we were going to walk across would drop off and give way to a rocky cliff or safely lead us on to another strip of dry ground. We could possibly find ourselves at a dangerous precipice and have to backtrack and climb to another vantage point to evaluate a new direction. It was like a chess game where we were constantly planning two or three moves ahead. We had to hold about a half mile’s topography in our heads as we hiked, for if our route dropped into a notch or a low point, we lost our expansive vision.

Todd and I followed the children closely and were amazed that their direction of travel was exactly the path we would have chosen. In all those summers of hiking, we never discussed how to select the safest, most direct terrain to travel across when negotiating a pass. Todd and I just led them, but they had been paying close attention, without even realizing it.

We saw the same behavior when it came to rock-hopping across a stream. Todd and I watched as the children selected stable rocks and judged the distance correctly. They planted their feet with skill and crossed with agility and grace. We did not know how much was seeping into their subconscious just by doing as they followed us all these miles. We did not sit down and actually teach them wilderness skills. I began to understand how profoundly our children were influenced by what they were experiencing on the trail without even being aware of it, how intently they had been paying attention.

Knowing how to negotiate a mountain pass and how to ford a stream are worthwhile skills, but would Sierra and Bryce need to know these to get through life? Doubtful. But more importantly, the experience was teaching them creative problem solving. By practicing this way of thinking, they would be better equipped to navigate a rapidly changing world.

Lenore Skenazy, author of Free-Range Kids: Giving Our Children the Freedom We Had Without Going Nuts with Worry, said, “Expecting kids to know how to make wise decisions and look after themselves when we limit their opportunities to do that makes about as much sense as expecting them to know how to drive safely without ever letting them practice.”

Many of the things Sierra and Bryce learned while traveling on the Continental Divide Trail were acquired through modeling. Modeling is a way of teaching in which the teacher demonstrates a concept or approach to learning and students learn by observing the behavior and then imitating it. Teaching by modeling is often used as an intentional, instructional strategy but until this moment in our family’s adventure, we were not aware that we were actually teaching using this method. But it made total sense and we were struck by the success of it.

Sierra and Bryce observed and followed us, their parent-guides, across snow fields, as we forded deep rivers, dodged lightning storms, hiked through driving rain, past wild animals, for thousands of miles. They witnessed our behavior as we confronted challenges, assessed risk, and demonstrated wise decision making. Their lives were in our hands and it was obvious to them, although they were very young. They believed their parents could and would keep them safe. They came to trust their parents, which would become increasingly more important as they grew older and learned to navigate life on their own. Most parents possess wisdom, and in order for our children to listen, believe, and embrace what we have learned, so they can make their own wise decisions, a deep trust must be present.

As Sierra and Bryce successfully learned these skills, they also came to trust themselves and their ability to make decisions. This lifestyle showed them how to work through struggles and have things end up being okay, that “this too shall pass,” and the sun will come back out. Since Todd and I were fastidious about keeping them warm, dry, fed, safe, and loved, they were nearly always happy, despite inclement weather and other natural challenges. Even a youngster has a choice on whether he/she wants to be miserable or take the situation in stride and make the best of it. As a result, they came to not just trust themselves, but trust life and their fellow human beings, who were there to help us make that long 3,100-mile journey.

Trust is a very important thing to learn at a young age because it sets the tone for the rest of our lives. It can give a person the strength to go out on their own and live the life they were meant to live, to not see limits, and have a strong belief in themselves. A parent need not take their children across the Continental Divide in order to learn these things. Values and virtues can be learned right alongside knowledge and are even more important to an education than information and facts. But for our family, the trail became our personal path. For us, long-distance hiking was not a family vacation. It was an extension of our lives—our values—not a departure from life but an arrival.

Our family spent two months, 24/7, for five summers immersed in nature on the trail, and inseparable as a family. It was a most unusual steady diet of family together time, and our relationship grew stronger with every passing mile and every year spent on the trail. Since Todd and I were fortunate to witness and make note of our children’s developments and learnings, we received insight and information into how we wanted to parent for the rest of their upbringing. We knew we could not continue hiking long trails, nor did we want to. But after completing the Continental Divide Trail, the bar for our family was raised unusually high. Traveling and the need for adventure and being immersed in the wild world had turned into a necessity, not a luxury. Because of what occurred out there, how deeply Sierra and Bryce were positively impacted, Todd and I were inspired to design a unique way of raising and educating them. The whole world came to be their classroom and we accessed it via nature, whenever possible. Our children learned through experiences and we taught by modeling, whether they were on the trail, at home, in the public school system, or traveling the world. What began as an actual physical path—the Colorado Trail and then the entire Continental Divide Trail—became a metaphorical path for our parenting and their whole childhood.


CHAPTER 1

Learning from Play


“Front yards are boring. Backyards tell stories.”

James Stevenson, “Backyards,” Popcorn



[image: image]

As I rummaged through the drawer of hats and gloves looking for matching pairs, I heard the teakettle whistle in the kitchen, reminding me to make hot chocolate for our thermos. We were dressing Sierra and Bryce in multiple layers of clothing. Todd and I wanted a fast getaway, for tonight we were going out to play under the full moon.

We first started going on full moon walks for ourselves, because we loved them and we needed these little doses of moonlight in order to stay happy and function in society. But after we became parents, we went for our children. We wanted Sierra and Bryce to see that there is much magic in the natural world and most of it is accessible to anyone. We also wanted to show them it was not necessary to travel far from our log home in order to have an adventure, learn, experience something new. Our long-distance hikes on the Continental Divide Trail set the bar high in our children’s eyes. In between adventures, our base was our rural log home, the planning center. Every morning, when young Sierra woke up, she would ask, “What adventures are we having today?” I’d tell her of an outing—visit a museum, see a play, watch a documentary film, hear a concert, etc. If it was only a half-day excursion, she questioned, “What are we doing exciting for the second half of the day?” The answer was playing, or merely discovering the big world right where we lived.

Some parents might be nervous about relying on what is right outside the door to entertain, occupy and teach their children many of life’s lessons. But given the right formula of free time, open space, a few materials, and a tiny bit of guidance, a whole universe of lesson plans is amazingly close by. Kids also learn to entertain themselves and not constantly rely on outside stimulation. Our family would go on many more adventures during the course of Sierra and Bryce’s upbringing, both domestic and abroad, but for the most part, our home and their big backyard would be their primary source for learning. Much of it would be on their own, especially while they were young, and much of that learning would look, to the undiscerning eye, like play.

Fred Rogers (of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood, the hugely famous and influential educational preschool television show) once said, “Play is often talked about as if it were a relief from serious learning. But for children, play is serious learning. Play is really the work of childhood.” Children learn while they play and they actually play to learn, without any help from adults. It is unsupervised play where they stand to gain the most. The American Academy of Pediatrics is of the opinion that play, especially outdoor play, is “essential to development as it contributes to the cognitive, physical, social, and emotional well-being of children and youth.” Nearly every month, our family went into the night to “play” by the full moon.

We have walked under balmy summer moons in T-shirts, with katydids singing and lightning bugs flashing in a multi-sensory display. We have walked under autumn moons and watched migrating geese as they became silhouettes against the silvery disk. We have walked under spring moons and felt the warming breeze on our skin and smelled the rich earth waking up, and we have walked under winter moons, when the wind blew the ice-coated tree limbs that sparkled like jewels and tinkled like musical instruments.

Once we arrived at our location that evening, Sierra and I stood holding hands, thanking the sun out loud for its warmth and light all day long. We then turned and faced the opposite direction in the sky and waited to cheer the full moon in its rising. A thin sliver of the apricot moon poked above the hulking shape of the Blue Mountain Ridge. Everyone stood up and witnessed its rising. More of the moon materialized until it turned into a brilliant orange sphere. Todd explained to Sierra and Bryce that the moon makes no light of its own, but simply acts like a mirror, reflecting the sunlight back to us long after the sun has sunk below the horizon.

“Does the moon’s face change?” Bryce asked. I told him that the moon rotates with the earth, but it does not spin on its axis like the earth does. The same side of the moon is always facing earth. We never see the other side, the far side of the moon. Sierra remarked that the moon looked larger and closer when it was rising. I explained that it is an optical illusion because it is so close to the horizon that the moon tricks our eyes into comparing it with nearby objects to create the impression of increased size. Through our binoculars, the kids got a close-up look at the craters and valleys and mountains on the moon, the dark patches that astronomers call plains and seas.
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