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Praise for Patrice Vecchione’s

STEP INTO NATURE
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“Wise and full-hearted advice on blurring the boundaries between inner and outer nature. Patrice Vecchione guides us into deeper, freer levels of imagination and creativity.”

—David George Haskell, author of The Forest Unseen, Pulitzer Prize finalist

“Patrice’s sense of joy and spirit of inquiry inspire me to live in nature more and to honor the creativity often buried beneath the ‘business’ of life. Her writing is seamless as she navigates the depth of provocative insights about both nature and art-making. Step into Nature instantly becomes an old friend, urging us oh so gently to wake up to the wonder around and within us.”

—Tandy Beal, artistic director and choreographer

“Patrice Vecchione masterly weaves a tapestry between the natural world around us and within us in this collection of simple and accessible stories filled with wisdom that holds a full field guide for anyone who is interested in the muse, art, or creative process and how nature can feed our internal fire.”

—Jon Young, author of What the Robin Knows: How Birds Reveal the Secrets of the Natural World

“After reading Patrice Vecchione’s book and supplementing it with a nature walk, I realized the value of her work at a basic, human level. Even though I lived on the Central Coast of California most of my life, where much of Patrice’s inspiration for Step into Nature comes from, I never had time to chart the names of flowers, the trees and weeds, and until reading Patrice’s book, I never appreciated not having this knowledge. Unless we become aware of our surrounding nature, we will be unable to sustain its existence. Vecchione sets us straight and enriches our lives.”

—Gabriella Gutiérrez y Muhs, first editor of Presumed Incompetent: The Intersections of Race and Class for Women in Academia and author of Rebozos de Palabras: An Helena María Viramontes Critical Reader

“Step into Nature is a gift for all of us who spend too much time inside four walls! Patrice Vecchione’s enthusiasm is infectious and her stories, reflections, and art-making suggestions are inspiring. Quoting everyone from Darwin to Dickens, from Kafka to Lorca to Liszt, she has chosen memorable and moving passages that are a treasure chest in themselves.”

—Ellen Bass, author of Like a Beggar (poetry)

“A practical guide on how to access the inspiration available everywhere and in everything, Step into Nature is a necessary and extraordinary book. With useful examples, detailed packing lists, and stimulating prompts, this book will open you to the many creative influences that are right outside your door.”

—Camille T. Dungy, author of Smith Blue and editor of Black Nature: Four Centuries of African American Nature Poetry

“In an era of cascading ecological crises, what could be more important than reconnecting people to the wonder and beauty of nature? Patrice Vecchione’s elegant paean to the wild world, Step Into Nature, accomplishes its vital mission with a poet’s eye and ear . . . . an enchanted map linking inner and outer worlds, guiding us through the marvels of nature to discover our own innermost artistic visions.”

—Tai Moses, author of Zooburbia: Meditations on the Wild Animals Among Us

“The subject matter is more important than any other, so it is my pleasure to recommend Step into Nature.”

—Elizabeth Marshall Thomas, author of A Million Years with You and The Hidden Life of Deer: Lessons from the Natural World

“Step into Nature shows that in nature your imagination will embrace you with a feeling of happiness. Patrice Vecchione reminds us of the importance of caring for the places we love and how every step you take in the natural world will make you want to return again.”

—Erick Higuera, marine biologist, conservationist, and underwater cinematographer

“If you take Patrice’s hand she will take you on a walk with mountain lions and aspens, over ice and through fire, among your fears, empathies, and imaginings. Then she’ll deposit you back in your comfortable chair with a kiss on your head. And only later will you find that your pockets are quite full of turquoise and in your hair, feathers.”

—Wallace J. Nichols, PhD, author of Blue Mind

“In words carried as lightly in hand as a newfound robin’s egg, Patrice Vecchione invites readers into a warm and ranging conversation—one that’s held with the natural world and its many plants and creatures, with her own thoughts and life, with an array of the world’s great writers, scientists, and artists, and, finally, within their own hearts and minds. Step into Nature illumines the intimate connection between inner and outer, contemplative and wild, and shows the reasons these connections matter.”

—Jane Hirshfield, author of The Beauty (poems) and Ten Windows: How Great Poems Transform the World

“Patrice Vecchione has given us a true workbook for the senses, full of beautiful methods and exercises for getting ever closer to our surrounding world. Read it and your travels into nature will be enhanced and changed. I shall never head for the woods without a ladder and a hammock again.”

—David Rothenberg, author of Bug Music and Why Birds Sing
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In memory of my beloved father-in-law, Roy Stark, who loved the natural world;

for Charlotte Cecil Raymond, in gratitude for the sustenance of her support;

and for Michael Stark, who has my love, and takes my hand, and into the forest we go.


All the leaves of the earth are an alphabet in my hands.

—Marjorie Agosín

There is only a single, urgent task: to attach oneself someplace to nature  .  .  .

—Rainer Maria Rilke

Poetry comes to me like water coming to a river, like a river coming to the sea.

—Jeremy Millburn



INTRODUCTION



YOU COME TOO

I only went out for a walk, and finally concluded to stay out till sundown, for going out, I found, was really going in.

—John Muir

My infatuation with the woods began with the most basic act: I bent to tie my shoes and placed one sneaker-clad foot in front of the other. I walked into the forest, along narrow poison–oak–bordered paths and on former logging roads, up hills, around bends, past trees and more trees, into sunlight and more often into shadow and dappled darkness. I didn’t set out to revive my imagination, didn’t think my spirit would be restored, and had no idea that joy and inspiration would overcome me.

I went into the woods near my Monterey home for exercise—enjoyed the air filling my lungs when I walked up hills, felt my head clear, became enchanted by the views. Over time, I became newly and deeply curious about the earth. Nature began working on me, and I began to change and grow. My perspective on the world and my own life shifted. I found possibility where there’d been none. I wanted to learn about that which had never held my attention before—from butterfly habitats to mountain lion hunting tactics.

From that, art came. It was a natural progression inspired by the conversations I was having with the earth. Making art felt less effortful, the call to it more true. Though art has been a primary part of my life for as long as I can remember, time in nature gave it a greater platform.

The creativity of the natural world validates my own endeavors. The earth’s bounty and beauty infuse my work. Returning home from a walk, pictures form in my mind that I rush to put on paper. The earth’s ways of doing things make me want to try them out too: How might a poem make the staccato of raindrops? Could I layer hues in a collage like leaf mulch layered on the ground? Nature has turned my writing upside down. Noticing connections between things makes leaps of imagination nearly effortless. Attention to detail and nuance have grown in me, both in the art I make and in my whole life. The boundaries of my curiosity have dropped away.

Out in the woods one day, for seemingly no reason, I stopped, mid-step. It’s odd how the eyes see before the brain knows what’s being seen. Or was it a mystical occurrence—had nature called my name? In the midst of the thick green foliage and twig-crossed brush: a single, cobalt blue, five-petaled flower. It was the end of winter, but there, exactly when I needed a sign that spring was on her way.

Being in nature has deepened my belief in the unexplainable. Magical, spellbound thinking, which is so much a part of artistic process, may serve us more than we know. One day I saw a cluster of bees gathering along a trail, making a soft collective buzz. I spotted their hole-in-the-ground hive, but kept walking. Then, curiosity nabbed me and I turned around to get a better look. Both hive and bees had disappeared. I doubled back many times, but never saw a single bee. Had they slipped into their hive, buttoned it up, and flown off in it to a safe place? The experience ruffled my thinking with wonder.

We’ve become people who place utmost faith in the rational mind at the cost of the creative mind. We won’t find all the answers we need via a linear and pragmatic route; certainly not the most beautiful, unpredictable solutions. For the imagination to blossom, we need to think afresh. To learn how to best care for the earth and how to find the will to do so, we need to ask previously unasked questions, be more wholly aware, engage our senses and our spirits, honor our emotions, and put stock in the earth’s wisdom.

I used to think that artistic inspiration came only rarely, striking like a lightning bolt. Outdoors, I discovered, it’s everywhere—in the furrows and burrows, caves and treetops, atop that far hill, on the undersides of leaves, and, my favorite, in the sounds that small creatures make traveling through the brush. Outdoors, imagination expands more easily. The stimulation we receive from the earth is far more varied than most anything found between four walls, a floor, and a ceiling. Out on the land or at sea, our senses become easily engaged. The mind responds to the bends and twists of nature. Even on days when my imagination feels drier than a desert, somewhere along the way what I see intrigues me, and my mind becomes supple again.

When I began walking in the forest it would have never occurred to me to make the universe my companion, as the seventeenth-century Japanese haiku master, Basho, suggested, and that by doing so, my art might grow. Nor would I have considered that trees are the lungs of the world; that’s what a grocery clerk named Jamie told me when I mentioned I was writing this book. I used to feel a firm distinction between human affairs and nature’s. We are disconnected from the idea of being a part of the planet, as my friend Janet says, by the “topsy-turvy tenor of life.” The pull of work and family can isolate us from both nature and our own imaginations. The more time I spend outside, the less conviction I have in a division between me and the earth.

Noticing that the simple act of walking allows my thoughts to shift and that I think differently when my feet are in action, I consider my great-grandfather Alphonse. When he was twelve, he fled the orphanage in Rome’s Jewish ghetto and stowed away on a ship bound for America. He was heading to New York City and the community of fellow Italians there. But the ship deposited him in, we think, Charleston, North Carolina. From there, he walked to New York City by himself, where he worked hard, married my great-grandmother, and years later became a champion pinochle player. He told his grandson, my father, “I had a long walk. Lucky for me, it was autumn and the apples were ripe.” Walking itself is part of our shared lineage; once upon a time, that’s how everyone got around. If we return to ambling amongst the trees might our spirits get wind of it and feel free? Might the art we make find its wings? Alphonse walked his way into a new world, and we might also.

The natural world has inspired artists, seekers, and thinkers for millennia, but in recent times, the pace of life has sped up and its demands have moved us indoors. Yet nature’s capacity to lead us to important truths, to invigorate and restore our imagination and equilibrium, is infinite and within reach. Taking a walk, who knows where you might end up? You might fall in love with the call of one particular bird and walk toward her song; I’ve certainly gone far afield doing so. Or the desert may whisper long-hidden secrets, show its subtle colors and rattle-bearing snakes. Does the rhythm of the waves mirror the determination of your footsteps? The wide-open plains, do they set your feet to walking? Alone in a gully, what’s that darting behind the rocks? It can be as simple as a startling slice of blue sky that you catch outside your kitchen window that draws you outside and into the imaginative beyond.

In determining the scope of this book, I made list upon list, asking myself certain questions over and over. How does walking on the earth influence imagination, increase its breadth and depth? What is it about the way art speaks to me that makes me listen? Why does my spirit feel a primal resurgence? How is it that nature can draw one simultaneously inward and outward? Why do I feel a greater sense of emotional balance when I walk? What makes me want to know the planet, as I never cared to before? It is my hope that we may traverse these questions, their answers, and more together in the chapters to come.

To support you on your journey, each chapter contains a few items for inspiration and inquiry from an imaginary cupboard—the Cabinet of Curiosities. You’ll find a compendium of suggestions, activities, and resources within the text. These inspirations are designed to entice you outside, allay any hesitation, and delight and surprise you.

Step Into Nature is a book designed to strengthen trust in spirit, invigorate the imagination through the wall-less rooms of nature, and deepen our love of the earth. If we want to care about the earth, don’t we need to know her? Can we express ourselves fully by finding new ways to explore our creativity? What’s the link between nature, imagination, and mystery? The practical aspects won’t be left behind—we’ll discuss what to bring and what to leave, how to get lost, and when to be found.

Throughout this book, you’ll notice that both nature and the earth are referred to in the feminine, as in Mother Nature. I continue this familiar tradition to keep nature close, as a child stays close to his mother.

Being in nature is a way to go the distance that requires nothing fancy—no new boots, no suitcase. Just open the door and walk outside—into the air and, simultaneously, into your self. May this book be your companion. Dog-ear the pages. Let sand get in the binding. Mark the pages with mud. Nature accepts us exactly as we are—bedazzled or bedraggled, lonely or lively, willful or wistful. Your imagination and your spirit will grow alongside your joy, and a love for the earth will flower.



1

THE ALLURE OF THE EARTH



AN ANCIENT AWARENESS

Landscape was here long, long before we were even dreamed. It was here without us. It watched us arrive.

—John O’Donohue

We come from the earth. The deserts, forests, and plains are our ancestral home. Once upon a time, our floors were dirt and our stoves were open fires; water was sipped from a stream. There was nothing to separate us from the land. People believed that their power came from the earth. Though we’ve drifted away from that ancient awareness, our cells have not forgotten, nor have our spirits. It’s the modern mind that has gone astray. But it hasn’t traveled so far that reclamation isn’t possible. Now is a good time to rediscover our roots. Our imaginations and our bodies, to say nothing of the earth herself, will benefit from our return.

Beyond any single thing, nature’s appeal comes from her aliveness and from the fact that we’re a part of her. It’s alluring to return to the place we once knew as well as our own names. How could it be otherwise? As much as we love a bed at day’s end, or a kitchen with hot running water, the natural world is still our home. If we seek liberty from walls, a plaster firmament, and swept floors, we might find that freedom from one thing can provide freedom into another. The difference between inside and out isn’t just a variation of containment, though that’s part of it. As we will see in this chapter, the power and presence of the earth is significant.

Brandon Stanton’s book of photographs, Humans of New York, captures a wide array of personalities. Some pictures are accompanied by a subject’s comments. One caught a gray-haired elderly woman smiling beatifically at the camera; she said, “Every time I force myself to go outside, something wonderful happens!”1 I know just the feeling. It can be a matter of forcing myself sometimes because of inertia or a frightfully long list of things to do, but getting out the door is always worth it. On a similar note, Charles Montgomery’s book, Happy City: Transforming Our Lives Through Urban Design, documents that people in cities are happier when they pass by small parks. Montgomery writes, “Green space in cities shouldn’t be considered an optional luxury. It is a crucial part of a healthy human habitat.”2

If an attraction to the natural world is something you’ve been asleep to, as I was for most of my life, it can be startling once it awakens in you! I have to wonder: Didn’t I live just fine before I was enthralled by sunlight breaking through fog, the humping crawl of caterpillars, the redness of wild raspberries? The conversations between unseen birds have become as interesting to me as my conversations with friends. Wasn’t life just as good before I began walking in the open air alone?

WAKING UP TO NATURE

Shortly after college, my sister signed up for a several-month-long backpacking expedition. The leader took the group into California’s High Sierra for study and exploration, where they would be incommunicado for weeks at a time. I thought she was crazy. That was the furthest thing from this city girl’s idea of fun. Why don hiking boots if I could slip on a pair of heels? How could walking in the mountains lead to poetry or anything except for blistered feet and a profound longing for the comforts of home? My sister has always had an affinity for nature and for the animal kingdom, in particular. She knew the call of the earth when I was entirely taken by Manhattan’s art museums and used bookstores. So didn’t I live just as finely before discovering the great outdoors? No, actually, I didn’t. Not as finely as I live now, connected to, communing with, and infatuated by the earth. My younger sister knew something important a long time before I caught on.

Elizabeth Marshall Thomas, in her book The Hidden Life of Deer, remembers her father telling her that the chemistry formulas for hemoglobin (a component of our blood) and for chlorophyll (which allows plants to take in carbon dioxide and release oxygen) were almost identical. Thomas writes, “Both had the same amounts of carbon, hydrogen, nitrogen, and oxygen, and only one difference: right in the middle where hemoglobin has iron, chlorophyll has magnesium. That a plant and a person shared something so basic seemed awesome. It gave a sense of the oneness of things.”3 We truly are part of this planet, as certainly as any other creature. We are nature. There’s liberation in that thought, and comfort; our restored connection with the earth makes sense—it’s our birthright.

Roaming the plains, running after waves, wading in the river, and standing at the edge of cliffs, we’re interacting with aspects of the essence of who we are. These are our spiritual and alchemical, nascent, elemental selves. In the forest, every growing thing contributes to the environment’s well being—from the freshness of the air to the physical space that surrounds our bodies. There, no bank teller insists I’m overdrawn. The traffic light doesn’t take forever to change. I’m never running late to get to the next hilltop. The trees don’t point their branches at me and tsk, tsk because I’ve been away too long. The rocks never try to sell me a single thing.

Over the decades, necessity has pulled us farther and farther from our source. Most of us now make our livelihoods unconnected to nature and live removed from her. Our separation from nature has developed a need that earlier generations didn’t have. When people lived close to nature and worked there, too, a relationship with the earth was a part of life, even if it wasn’t easy. The longer a person is away from the earth, the greater the call may be to return. Even if, like me, you’re numb to the craving—until you’re not.
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Consider the parts and places of nature you feel connected to. Is it the deep darkness of many-roomed caves or the lushness of a rainforest? Perhaps butterflies’ ability to flit resembles your own? You might jot down a list of those aspects of nature that feel like “family.”
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WHERE IS NATURE?

Nature’s not far away, really. No rabbit holes to squeeze through, no boulders to heave out of the way. You don’t need to hightail it to Alaska’s Kenai Fjords or the Mojave Desert to set your feet upon concrete-free earth. A taste of nature may be no farther than right outside your door or at the neighborhood park. Even on a day when a short walk in the open air is impossible, you can open the window and lean your head out, inhale the breeze and take in the sky, the absolute expanse of it.

Every Tuesday, some of Monterey’s homeless women gather for a lunch prepared by local volunteers. Once a month I come and offer a writing workshop. In her poem, one woman wrote, “I’m not homeless; my roof is enormous; it’s the sky!” There you are, too, a part of it. The earth isn’t far away; it’s just under your feet. The sky surrounds your skin.

Mostly, I walk at a park ten minutes from my home. I’m extremely lucky it’s there. It wasn’t till years after moving here that I was aware the park existed. There are closer natural enclaves—the frog pond a few blocks away, where a symphony can be heard at the wettest times of year; a swath of field where neighbor kids play; a beach in front of the big hotel. However, the kind of nature that puts trucks, school buses, billboards, crowds, and shopping malls at a distance is the place for me. I am comforted when surrounded by green and brown, with a sky roof overhead, far from a car-studded street. To be in a place that’s shadowed, deep, and wide revives my spirit and stimulates my mind. If I can’t get to my woods, I’m damn happy with that frog pond!

Sometimes I go a bit farther afield, wanting to see something new. I remember one day when my husband, Michael, and I went south from our home along the coast road to a hiking area called Sobranes Canyon, in the Santa Lucia Mountain Range. From our front door to the trailhead, the effort was minimal, a mere half-hour drive. We walked inland from the coast. Large prickly pear cactus, tall grasses, wildflowers, and scrub brush bordered the open path. Quickly the landscape transformed into a dark redwood forest canyon with ferns, nearly as tall and far wider than I am, and a rushing creek. We climbed up and up. We could have walked the full four-hour loop but hunger for the lunch we didn’t bring got the best of us.

Chances are, where you live there are similar opportunities—ways to reach a hunk of nature without having to go too far. Truly, a city park or any body of unfettered land will do just fine. Someone I know frequents the dump on the outskirts of town because that’s the closest place he can go for some wide open space to feel dirt under his feet. There are spots in New York’s Central Park that feel very far away from the city.
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Begin to research natural areas near you. These are places that may be hidden in plain sight. Look for locales where you can get your feet on some earth and be close to trees, rocks, and bushes.

[image: Images]

Nature isn’t only in sublime, untouched-by-human-hand places. In fact, cultivated spaces that resemble unblemished ones can be enormously satisfying. In the heart of San Francisco, in the Tenderloin neighborhood, a change is taking place. In the midst of the former red-light district, there’s a sanctuary of green called “The Tenderloin National Forest.” Surrounded by residential buildings, instead of the drug paraphernalia that previously littered the sidewalks, is an oasis where cherry, cypress, and even a couple of redwood trees grow. Two ponds make homes for goldfish. There’s a garden with aloe cactus too. Residents reclaimed the land; they took it back from concrete and stucco.

Artist Topher Delaney’s medium is the land itself; she designs gardens. In a garden created for the Marin Cancer Center, Delaney included plants from which certain chemotherapy drugs are developed. She said, “Nature heals the heart and soul, and those are things the doctors can’t help. That’s what the garden is all about—healing the parts of yourself that the doctors can’t.”4 There are fewer dividing lines between the human-made world and the non-human-made one than we sometimes think. The earth is what everything else stands on—below the street and sidewalk, holding up house, school, and office. Where the corner store now stands, there were once trees, a field, or even a river. When invited, nature rushes in.

Most of us don’t live lives that offer easy access to unfettered, abundant wilderness. My friend Robin is the exception. Having moved from a coastal city, she can now touch the High Sierra because it’s right outside her door. When asked what she misses about urban life, she replied, “Well, truthfully, I don’t miss much. Sometimes, certain people. When I go back, I enjoy the food, going to restaurants, hearing live music.” She traded those things to be up close and personal with the earth. We don’t have to, though. Where are the places in your area that the ground makes a carpet of green or brown and you can kick off your shoes and feel earth between your toes?

ALLURING, ISN’T IT?

Nature is never boring. It’s not ho-hum or redundant. Nothing vague or general about it. Though some people may say “if you’ve seen one tree, you’ve seen them all,” don’t believe it for a minute. No one tree is the same as another any more than one person duplicates another. This tree is as wide as it is tall and its leaves are red, and that one’s over one hundred feet tall, unwavering in its upright posture.

The earth is dynamic, resplendent, and ever changing. There is only this tide pool, this dry canyon, this dark-eyed junco. A leaf shimmers in the sunlight; a lion opens her mouth; the rain squall comes as if from nowhere, and all of a sudden you’re drenched. Near my home, people line up every evening to catch the sunset with its banners of pink, yellow, and orange. Of course, the earth’s magnificence can also be terrifying and destructive—such as when an earthquake threatens the ground you’re standing on, when a tornado wrecks your town. But boring? Never.

One experience in the natural world doesn’t duplicate another. I’ve never walked the same trail twice, no matter how often I place my feet on the same path. The day is different, and the light is too. Last night’s wind knocked that tree down. There’s more pink and purple vetch vine in bloom. Today you need a sweater, yesterday you didn’t. In her memoir, The Turquoise Ledge, Native American author Leslie Marmon Silko writes about how she takes a familiar walk each day and is occasionally surprised to find bits of turquoise beside the trail that weren’t there the day before.5 Lots of walks I take are circular. If I begin my walk in the opposite direction from the way I usually go, it’s as if I’m in a different place; such a small change too.

INFECTIOUS INFLUENCE: HOW NATURE CHANGES US

Nature is transformative. Lots about us—our outlook and our behavior—can change as a result of just being on the earth. Breath comes more easily. In nature, it’s difficult to rush. When I go out for a fast walk, it’s never fast the whole way. The earth forces me to slow down, because I’m captivated by what I see, and both my body and mind benefit from that adjusted pace. My curiosity is awakened; there’s more that I don’t know or understand about the woods—the behavior of its creatures, how the wind moves, why that tree’s fallen but not the one beside it. As never before, I’m interested in the details of the natural world. Although I avoided science courses in school, now biology, botany, geology, and physics intrigue. The art I make these days often includes bits of lichen, moss, dead bees, and some kind of seed pod I don’t know the name of. Even when my work doesn’t include nature’s detritus, its subjects are determined by my experience observing and engaging with the earth.

My understanding of what it means to pay attention has changed. The idea of paying attention used to feel like a duty. Now, I experience it as a privilege—I get to pay attention, to notice where I am and what surrounds me. The “how” of paying attention is also new. I don’t hurry. I practice observing slowly, using most all of my senses. This isn’t always possible—not because I’ve got somewhere else to be, but because I feel distracted. When I can absorb the world around me, I don’t only notice the essence of where I am; I experience all life more intensely, often in alliance with spirit.
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Take a hike. You may walk farther than you thought you could, stay out longer than you thought you would. Your gait will influence your thinking, and vice versa. As your behavior changes, the way in which you see yourself may change too.
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My compassion has grown. Since the earth’s come close, I care about the natural world in a less abstract way. Even when people thwart her, nature does her damnedest to revive and survive—the river finds a new path, the bird adapts to its polluted environment. Being out in the air motivates me to be adaptive, too, less rigid. I want to do all I can to support the earth—from picking up litter to campaigning for the earth’s welfare. Wanting others to have access to the park I love, I volunteered to open the gates a few mornings a week, since the park system is underfunded.

After spending time in the forest, I began to do things that were definitely out of character. Mud is no longer my enemy. Never had I liked to get dirty without a sink and towel close at hand, but there I was one day, crawling across a meadow for a close-up view of an autumn-colored moth, unbothered by the burrs that stuck to my socks and unaware my hair was flecked with dried grass. I once stuck my hand inside an almost deserted beehive. Rainstorms only mean I reach for a slicker; no longer a reason to stay inside. Have I discovered my inner Pippi Longstocking? You may find your own such alter ego awaiting birth or rebirth. I bet you’ll be pleased with how nature influences and changes you. You might see yourself and the world differently, and such a transformation may serve your life.

NATURE AND OUR EMOTIONAL LIVES

When my father came for a visit, we walked together at Jacks Peak Park, a place I love and where I mostly walk. He did what I never would in a forest: he yelled at the top of his lungs. He was angry and fearful about what life comes down to when its end draws near. The boom of his voice made me feel protective of the forest, made me want to shelter it from his gruff sound. I tell you, the tree branches quivered. Why hadn’t he saved his rant for my kitchen table? Though I wish he’d chosen another location, the boundless space gave him the room he needed to let go of a bit of his fear, for that is what his anger hid. After leaving the park, my father’s spirit was a whole lot lighter.

Take your sorrow outdoors and watch it change. A meadow is a good place to give in to tears—I know. The grass hasn’t shriveled up from my sorrow’s salt. “The heart, when it is too much alive, aches for that brown earth,” wrote Willa Cather.6 Yesterday afternoon, a couple sat on a bench before one of the most impressive views at Jacks Peak Park, overlooking Monterey Bay; you could even see individual boats sailing on the water. When I said hello as I walked by, the woman kept her face turned away from me but the young man halfheartedly returned my greeting. His eyes were two dark pools of grief. Whatever their trouble was, they chose to bring it into the woods. Though the trees can’t undo what made them sad, I’ll bet that, like my father, they felt lighter when they left. Author of the book, The Nature Principle: Reconnecting with Life in a Virtual Age, Richard Louv said, “Although we may not understand exactly how or why it works, as little as five minutes spent in nature has been shown to improve mental health.”7

In a writing workshop, a student shared: “This is a small story, but of a difficult time, so it mattered a very lot to me, and I’ve never forgotten it. When I was quite young, my husband was off at war, on a tanker somewhere in the Pacific. I was home alone with a one-year-old and another in the oven. Oh, I was lonely. I went to my parents’ home for an extended visit and while I was on my way my father had an awful car accident. Then, the day before her wedding, my best friend was killed in a car accident.

“One evening I went outside for some air, just to catch my breath, to be alone for a moment. I stood on the porch looking out at the night. For the first time, I saw the brilliant Northern Lights. I felt as if those magical lights were shining for me; I was uplifted, able to imagine myself carrying on, saw my life as possible again.” Up in the barren country of eastern Washington, she saw the magic of light during a dark time, just when she needed it. In medieval Europe, the aurora borealis was believed to be a sign from God. This writer certainly imagined it that way. Nature has a way of infusing our lives like that.

Rory Stewart, in his book The Places in Between, writes about walking across Afghanistan, shortly after the tragedy of 9/11: “The pace of my legs began to transform the rhythm of my breathing and thinking  .  .  .  I began to take longer and faster strides, half racing along the dirt track. My anxiety faded and I reveled in the movement of my muscles.”8 A difficult feeling may not evaporate but, given fresh air, time, and space in which to shift, emotions can ease like loosening knots. The actual abundance of physical space provides release, but also the emotional space you can get when you put some distance between yourself and what’s troubling you. In a desert with its millions of sand grains, the self comes down to size.

Abundance is restorative. On a prairie, how many blades of grass could there possibly be? If you stand at the end of a long valley and look ahead, it seems to go on forever. There’s a comfort in that. Though we may not all have enough of everything we need in our lives, knowing that there are certain places where the multitudes thrive does something for a person. This can put us at ease and help us to feel safe—I won’t die of lack, not while I’m surrounded by this enormous sky, watching thousands of leaves caught by the breeze. Of course, if we want to support the earth’s enoughness, it’s important to get out there and do what we can to preserve it.

Daily, moment by moment, the earth makes and remakes herself—aiming always toward her own growth, her own survival. Each spring the same flowers—California poppy, prettyface, pearly everlasting—return. They remind me of my own resilience, my ability to revive after what can feel like a personal winter. Every growing thing contributes to our well-being. In a forest or out at sea, there are numerous hearts beating along with ours. Being surrounded by so many plants and animals, even those we never see, affects us. How can it not? Even alone, we’re never in isolation when out in nature. There, it’s indisputable—we’re part of a larger world that’s made up of many beings.

IN THE PRESENCE OF BEAUTY

I’ve walked through untrammeled beauty with my mouth hanging open and, chances are, you have too. Often it’s the littlest things—a fleck of mica, rolling tumbleweeds—that get me. The other day I discovered that when a leaf drifts downward, if the angle of the sun is right, you can see the leaf’s approach not only by looking at it but by watching its shadow as the leaf nears the ground. On a walk one early spring day, Monterey naturalist Nikki Nedeff bent down to a little low-growing vine, snapped off a leaf, crushed it between her fingers, and held it up to my nose. Yerba buena. I was shocked. How could this low-lying plant have escaped my notice all these years? It’s got the scent of cinnamon mixed with mint and a hint of chocolate. Yerba buena—“good herb”—was California’s original name. Nature reels us in this way with subtle and grand enticements. No accident, either. In a variety of ways, nature does this on purpose. Just as flower nectar lassoes the bees, we are too drawn to the scent. That’s how all the parts of nature continue—by drawing in that which they most need for survival.

Alan Watts wrote that the beauty in Chinese calligraphy “is thus the same beauty which we recognize in moving water, in foam, spray, eddies, and waves, as well as in clouds, flames, and the weavings of smoke in sunlight.”9 Much of the art we make is a mirror of nature mixed with our human creativity, individual inclinations, and desire to see what we can create too. Being in the presence of the earth’s magnificence, it’s not surprising that we want to respond. Making art is one way to have a relationship with the beauty of the natural world.

Where do you find the beauty that reels you in—in nature, art, and life? Some artists find that the blank slate of working in an austere environment inspires their work. Others, like me, surround themselves with shape and color. What conditions inspire you?

WAYS OF BEING

In French, the word journey, journé, refers to the distance you can walk in a single day. Walking is my favorite way to be in nature. But rarely do I have the luxury of an entire day to wander. Usually, it’s an hour or two, and even that can feel like time I’ve stolen from something “important.” Ha! My feet know better. For years, I spent most of my outside time on a bicycle, which is great for the distance that can be covered. Because it’s so much slower than a car, you see more. On a bike, you’re bare to the air, which helps to destroy the illusory divisions between self and nature. But walking is far slower, and far better for observing the earth and the self, and for developing a creative relationship with nature. Walking, you change your scene but not quickly. You get to witness every part of the landscape—from the grandness of sunset to the minutia of slow-ambling bugs.

In her memoir, Bird Cloud, Annie Proulx, known for her writing about Wyoming and the West, writes, “Walking induces a trancelike state that allows the mind freedom and ease and encourages exploration of odd possibilities and improbable connections.”10 Many of our great minds—writers, artists, scientists—have found that walking enhanced their thinking. Darwin began his day with a short walk. Charles Dickens wandered the London streets late at night. Einstein was a walker. The poet Wallace Stevens put it this way: “Perhaps the truth depends on a walk around the lake.”11

A couple of weeks ago while walking on Jacks Peak’s Lower Ridge Trail, a former logging road, I heard a sound coming from the low, trail-side bushes, and stopped. It was a small animal sound, kind of a peep, but not birdlike. A few feet farther along I faintly heard the same sound. Curiosity lit, I placed myself between the two sounds and stood looking, listening, and waiting. One gray mouse darted out from the brush, wiggling around, flicking the ground with his long tail. A little ways down the trail, I heard another squeaky voice. Two mice were talking to each other! I think one mouse said to the other, “Here I am.” And his companion responded with something like, “Oh, great! I’m on my way over.” As I listened to the chatting mice, a poem written by a first grade student of mine played through my mind:

“I am the wind,

quiet like a mouse

singing to his brother.”

If I’d been riding in a car or even on my bike, this conversation, and so much more, would have been lost to me.
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Imagine “translating” a conversation between two parts of nature—between a tree and its leaves, the mountain lion and her cub, the rain and the soil. Or a conversation between you and a part of the natural world.

[image: Images]

There’s a place on the trail where once I found a near-perfect eggshell. Each time I walk by that spot, I remember the surprise of finding it and carefully carrying the tiny egg home. Sometimes even what’s long gone can be returned to us when strolling along a path. Being in a kind of abeyance, letting the mind roam, clears out the cobwebs. Antonio Burgos wrote, “ ‘Can you smell the jasmine?’ ‘What jasmine? There isn’t any.’ ‘The jasmine that used to be here in the old days.’ ”12 Walking in the woods returns my life to me over and over again.

The best way to be in nature, to really take in the ten thousand things of it, may be to stay still. Easier said than done. When I was a child, if my mother caught me sitting quietly for more than a few moments, perhaps a crayon suspended in my hand, she’d say, in her most exasperated voice, “Don’t just sit there, do something!” Obviously, my mother was no meditator. Each time she pulled me out of my reverie, I lost a bit more of my ability to linger in the place between doing one thing and doing another. Years later, I’m still relearning how to not rush out of the suspension of activity. The forest and the beach are my favorite classrooms. I used to pack a book. No longer. Never can I bring myself to open one. I’d rather read the butterflies, the lace of the spiderwebs suspended between tree branches.

NOT TO FORGET THE OTHER SIDE OF NATURE

Of course, not all of nature is idyllic. If nothing bad happens to you in the natural world; if you steer clear of the evening news; if you live in a place that hasn’t been struck by any of nature’s destructive behaviors, you might be swayed to believe that the natural world is benevolent. The forest where I walk isn’t a haven for all the beings there. Though I may tilt a bit too far in the direction of romanticizing nature, I’m not ignorant of its realities and perils. Nature may often offer me respite, but not so for the bee pedaling on her back, unable to right herself, the dueling hawks, or the badly wounded dusky-footed woodrat I met trailside one day.
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There’s a word in Spanish for something or someone not quite right, something’s twisted: chueco. Because of global warming, that’s often how the weather feels these days. When the weather is thrown off, some of us get thrown off too. Are you one of those people? How have you been affected by the changing climate?
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Nature is neither kind nor unkind. Nature is just nature—no more, no less. Sometimes it actually is a jungle out there. The snake may bite; the cliff edge may crumble; a gale may knock you down. You don’t have to go far to know the other side of earth’s bounty and peace—from drought to flood to volcanic eruption. Global warming, rivers diverted, roads placed where they never should be, and other human behavior have resulted in the earth behaving as we wish she wouldn’t.
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