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Praise for the work of Melanie Choukas-Bradley





“Melanie Choukas-Bradley has more than earned her place among the storied members of Audubon Naturalist Society who, throughout history, have been our nation’s environmental leaders, writers and champions including President Theodore Roosevelt, Louis Halle (Spring in Washington), Rachel Carson (Silent Spring) and William Weaver (Beautiful Swimmers).”




Lisa Alexander, Executive Director, Audubon Naturalist Society




“A spirited, loving, empathetic and expert guide…Choukas-Bradley is mature and confident enough to confront the dark spaces of our world...”




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




“If nature is a balm for the troubled heart, this book is a balm for a nature lover in troubled times.”




Sadie Dingfelder, The Washington Post




“Melanie has emerged as one of America’s premier guides to taking a deep breath, looking about with open eyes, and listening to the sanity of the breeze in the trees.”




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




“Melanie Choukas-Bradley shows us the way to peace and spiritual comfort in turbulent times.”




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








“Nature does not stop to mourn the damage that we cause to ecosystem integrity or our political fallacies; it keeps striving with each new miracle…Melanie’s observations remind us that each day is still a miracle. We only have to open our hearts and take notice.”




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




“Melanie’s writings are deeply centered on the joys of being fully present in our wondrous natural world. The relentless and distressing news cycle can feel like an all-out assault on our sense of wellbeing. Melanie offers us a way to find connection, peace and renewed resolve to fight for what is at stake. Her keen observations invite us to more fully embrace the healing and life-giving forces of nature available to us.”




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




“There’s no better guide to nature in Washington, DC than Melanie Choukas-Bradley. She reminds us that time in nature has the power to restore us to sanity and joy.”


Stella Tarnay, Co-Founder, Capital Nature
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Foreword by the Publisher





“What can we do to help?”




In a time of crisis — such as the 2020 covid-19 pandemic — we all have a natural impulse to help our neighbors. John Hunt, founder of John Hunt Publishing, asked this question of our company, and then offered a suggestion. He proposed producing a series of short books written by experts offering practical, emotional, and spiritual skills to help people survive in the midst of a crisis.




To reach people when they need it most, John wanted to accomplish this in forty days. Bear in mind, the normal process of bringing a book from concept to market takes at least eighteen months. As publisher of the JHP imprint Changemakers Books, I volunteered to execute this audacious plan. My imprint publishes books about personal and social transformation, and I already knew many authors with exactly the kinds of expertise we needed. That’s how the Resilience series was born.




I was overwhelmed by my authors’ responses. Ten of them immediately said yes and agreed to the impossible deadline. The book you hold in your hands is the result of this intensive, collaborative effort. On behalf of John, myself, the authors and production team, our intention for you is that you take to heart the skills and techniques offered to you in these pages. Master them. Make yourself stronger. Share your newfound resilience with those around you. Together, we can not only survive, but learn how to thrive in tough times. By so doing, we can find our way to a better future.




Tim Ward


Publisher, Changemakers Books


May 1, 2020










Foreword by Wendy Paulson





When the World Trade Towers were struck on 9/11, I was in New York’s Central Park birding with a friend. As the horror of the events became clearer, I found myself returning to the park day after day, along with untold numbers of others. Rarely had I experienced so many people in the park – walking slowly, somber, contemplative, greeting one another in a shared kinship of tragedy. I remember being deeply moved by the warmth and care expressed by people yearning for affirmation of life, finding solace in the beauty and peace of the quiet footpaths that wound through ponds and woodlands and open fields.




After one of those outings, only a day or two after the horrific events in lower Manhattan, I returned to our high-rise apartment. I looked out the window and spotted a kestrel, then a couple more, flying by as they hawked green darner dragonflies. That moment is seared in my memory. Those falcons were carrying on an age-old pattern, one they and countless others pursue every September as they migrate southward, following the simultaneous migration of green darner dragonflies. The perception of that simple, annual odyssey warmed and uplifted my spirits in an indescribable way. No matter how dark, how horrific the recent events, the rhythm of nature continued. It spoke of life, of unstoppable vitality and beauty.




I cannot help but think of that time in the midst of this global pandemic. While the character and scale of the circumstances are very different, the need for comfort and solace is the same. Now living in Illinois, I find both in the bugling of sandhill cranes as they return, right on schedule, to northern latitudes to breed, in the emergence of the early spring ephemerals, in the songs of chorus frogs on warmer evenings.




Nearly twenty years ago I was surprised by the pull of New Yorkers to Central Park. In the current crisis, the news of people flocking to parks and preserves in Illinois and around the country and world – even, sadly, as many of those open spaces are being shut daily – seems completely logical. Nature offers balm to wounded hearts, peace to troubled thoughts, light and life that outshine the darkness and gloom of the daily news. At the beginning of April, I received a message from a good friend in China, with photographs of Japanese waxwings, an elegant bird species. She told me what joy they brought her. Another friend, this one local, sent a photo of a crayfish he had found with scores of tiny offspring on its belly. Space-restricted people around the world are sharing their natural discoveries.




Melanie Choukas-Bradley is another nature enthusiast whose messages I’ve welcomed during this time. She has described the blossoming of trees and spring ephemerals in Washington, DC three weeks early and the return of eastern phoebes to the Rock Creek Park woodlands.




I first met Melanie months before a crisis of another sort – the 2008 financial crisis – hit our country. Melanie was leading a Saturday hike on Sugarloaf Mountain in Maryland for staff at the Department of Treasury where my husband served as secretary. As we hiked and talked, we recognized in each other a kindred gravitation to the natural world. Melanie already had written several books about nature in the DC area – about Sugarloaf Mountain, local wildflowers, the trees of Washington. I had begun leading bird walks locally, in Rock Creek Park, along the C&O Canal, on Theodore Roosevelt Island. Before departing from Sugarloaf, we promised to reune for walks from time to time. And we did.




Melanie taught me so much – about pawpaws in the floodplain, about winter clues to tree identity, about the distinctive silhouettes of upper branching in different species. She revived in me a long-dormant familiarity with scientific names of plants. Melanie approached every wildflower, every shrub, every tree with reverence and wonder. Her love for the world of plants – for every individual one – was palpable. A walk with Melanie was an immersion into timeless lessons of botany, beauty, spellboundness. She understood, deeply, the uplift and grace and joy that nature can bring. While it was my husband, not I, who was at the center of the financial crisis, I felt the reverberations daily. Walks with Melanie, as well as by myself, were the balm that soothed and anchored.




Since leaving Washington for our Illinois home, I’ve returned only a few times to the Capital city. On each trip I’ve contacted Melanie beforehand. Even though she has been, predictably, deep into a new book project, her eagerness to take an outing together has been instant. We’ve met on the Capitol grounds to meander beneath and scrutinize the many species of trees contributed by states over the decades. Twice we’ve met at Theodore Roosevelt Island. Even though I had led bird walks there for several years and felt quite familiar with the vegetation, Melanie pointed out features that had escaped my eye, but never hers: an ancient sycamore springing from bedrock at the river’s edge, a tall Shumard oak, which is uncommon in the DC area, and a massive silver maple.




She would soon be publishing a book about finding solace on TR Island. She’s the perfect person now to write about finding solace in nature in a time of crisis.




During the global pandemic, even more acutely than after the 9/11 days and during the financial crisis, I realize how essential nature is to mankind. It invites, inspires, nourishes, instructs, soothes, gladdens, fascinates, delights. My hope is that when we emerge from this troubling time, people around the globe will find themselves more keenly aware of how blessed we are by the gifts of the natural world – prairies, wetlands, forests, mountains, deserts, oceans, and all their remarkable inhabitants – as well as by wild pockets in cities and towns.




Even more, I hope that the recognition of nature’s value leads us to contemplate our individual and collective roles in caring for our planet as it has for us. In the fiftieth anniversary year of Earth Day – in a time that feels unsettlingly bleak – committing ourselves to more active earth stewardship seems a logical and fitting and entirely necessary outcome.




This book, another example of Melanie’s tireless, boundless commitment to opening eyes to nature’s treasury, should help us on that path.




Wendy Paulson is a Nature Educator and Chair of the Bobolink Foundation
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