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Wallace Stegner is a writer I admire.  He wrote from a place I know well, about people I know well, and about a struggle I know too well.  Stegner explored the contradictory and conflicting impulses in his beloved West that are also evident in the world at large. On the one hand were those who Stegner described as “boomers” who saw the frontier as an opportunity to get rich quick and move on.  We know their stories well – they were the Conquistadors, the gold miners, the buffalo hunters, land scalpers, and dam-building good ol’ boys.  They are still among us, trying to make a killing so they can end up on Easy Street.  Today in my Utah desert backyard they are planning to build nuclear waste dumps.  Near my mother’s home in western Colorado, they are breaking the locks on rancher’s gates to pump methane gas from coal. 

On the other hand were those who Stegner described as “nesters” or “stickers.”  They came to stay and struggled to understand the land and its needs.  They were less concerned about what they could get away with and more concerned about what the nature of the local land and water would allow.  Their vision was to become independent, frugal, settled, small freeholders.  That’s what we call “Jeffersonian democracy.”  Their hope was to become native to this land.  They are also still among us – their numbers include both backpackers and ranchers -  and they are still trying to define and share this place we call “home.” 

That division between boomers and nesters is too simple, too easy.  I believe there is some deep and abiding call within all of us that expresses the orientation of nesters.  There is, after all, as Dorothy famously reminded us in The Wizard of Oz, “no place like home.”  And all of us, at least through the conditioning of an acquisitive culture, are boomers.  We drive, we build, we consume, we use, we move.  So we are torn between staying and going, caring and not caring, and our choices are rarely clear or final.  We continually choose.

I believe we can describe that struggle to choose wisely and to live with each other’s choices, the struggle to practice ecological citizenship.  That is, we realize we must care for the watersheds and landscapes that sustain us, but we have different ideas and perspectives on what that requires and the best way to do it.  I recently attended a symposium where the speakers debated current trends and issues about how we conserve land, regulatory approaches versus reliance on voluntary tools, the role of the marketplace, and more.  The exchanges were informative, creative, and passionate – the kind of keen public dialogue we need to sort out our differences and arrive on common ground.  But none of it makes much difference if we do not instill a compelling connection to the land that is broadly and deeply shared.  Our collective commitment to conservation by whatever means we choose is driven by the connections to our watersheds and landscapes that we feel and understand.

I am a political activist who writes – so the insights I can offer here are limited by my experiences.  But I would like to at least offer my own account of my own compelling connection to the land, my personal struggle to understand and practice ecological citizenship, and, in the process, to become a nester, to come home.   

Thirty years ago my wife Linda and I had the unique experience of living for almost four years in the middle of one of the grandest wilderness areas in the nation – in the middle of Capitol Reef National Park – in the heart of the Colorado Plateau.  We lived alone about eleven miles by dirt road from our nearest neighbors and operated a small guest ranch, the Sleeping Rainbow.  Although the spring, summer, and fall were filled with guests and activities, we lived alone for the four winters we spent in that remote corner of America. The road was often impassible for weeks at a time.  We awoke to find cougar tracks around the small cabin where we slept. There was no television or radio – our prime source of entertainment was a nest of peregrine falcons in the cliff above the lodge.  We burned wood for heat.  We grew most of our own food. We maintained our own supply of drinking and irrigation water.  We were off the grid and on our own.

During our years in the wilderness, we learned compelling and fundamental lessons we had missed during our modern education in an urban world.  We learned that although we live in a culture that encourages us to think and feel and act as if we live above and beyond nature, or perhaps beside nature (you know, nature is something we like to visit on weekends), we are, in fact, embedded in natural/physical world as that world is embedded in us.  The Sixties expression “you are what you eat” is incomplete.  You are what you eat, what you drink, and what you breathe.  Of course, you don’t have to live in the wilderness to understand this – there is a simple experiment you can do at home – just stop eating for three weeks, or stop taking in fluid for three days, or stop breathing for three minutes – and your body will make the case for you that life is the process of translating a physical/natural environment into flesh and blood, bone and nerve, and experience. 

Although this seems self-evident to me now, it wasn’t then.  I went to one of those elite Eastern colleges where I was taught to think of myself as this magnificent disembodied ego – this “self “without an environment -  that was entitled to rule the world by virtue of my intellectual prowess.  The bumper sticker for that education could have been the Cartesian expression “I think, therefore I am.”  The bumper sticker for my years in the wilderness could be, “I stink, therefore I am.”

What we learned in the wilderness is that the water we drink comes from a watershed, that the air we breathe is from an airshed, and that food is a synthesis of rain, sunlight, and soil, and that soil is, ultimately, habitat.  While living in the middle of Capitol Reef, for the first time in our lives, the connections between our bodies and the soil and water that nourished us appeared short and direct.  

Back in the city, water was an abstraction.  It poured magically from a tap on an underground network of pipes that drained a faraway reservoir I had never seen and probably couldn’t locate offhand.  To keep it flowing, I merely paid a bill.  At the ranch, our drinking and irrigation water gathered on the Aquarius Plateau and tumbled down the face of Boulder Mountain to feed the riparian oasis below that was the Sleeping Rainbow. I was responsible for clearing the irrigation headgate and ditches and maintaining the springhouse, pumps, and cistern that made water available to us to drink.  When the pump failed, we carried our water each day until it was fixed. 

Our water supply was a daily concern and the cycles that replenished it were at hand and sometimes dramatic.  In the summer we watched thunderheads build and burst and then waited for flash floods to rumble down Pleasant Creek an hour later.  Days later, a carpet of fresh growth would fill in the flood path and deer, bees, and birds would seek the tender grass and wildflowers that embroidered the flood’s green wake.  Over time then, if we were attentive and patient enough, the stone-loaded percussion of a flash flood would be followed by a chorus of birdsong and bee buzz.  

In the dry desert of the West, water’s gift of life is underlined boldly.  Obviously, humans need water.  We are, after all, fluid creatures - we blister, bleed, urinate, salivate, sweat, and cry.  Our bodies are a community of fluids.  While living at the ranch, the ways water is needed by wildlife and plants, the way it animates the landscape, also became clear. The bond we shared with the deer that we counted from our windows each morning was the water source we shared since, it occurred to us, about 80 percent of their earthly bodies and our own were made up of the same water from Pleasant Creek.  I had never been aware of sharing a watershed with other creatures in such a firsthand and compelling way. 

Likewise, years of growing the corn, tomatoes, and melons that attracted our hungry guests taught us that the nutrients our bodily fluids carry arise from soil that was once leaf, limb, stone, root, bone, carcass, carapace, and flower.  It was churned, swallowed, and excreted by worms, ants, mites, millipedes, and beetles so it could feed the plants we tended in our garden that, in turn, used the generous chemical energy of the Sun to make food available to us and our desert pilgrims.  Our blood tosses the salt of seas. Under the Sleeping Rainbow, our bodily communion with the landscape that sustained us was a fundamental, undeniable, and compelling fact of life and the walls we had built between the personal and the planetary during a previous education melted away.  

These lessons came back to us years later when we were living in a very different environment.  Twenty-six years ago, my wife and I moved from the Sleeping Rainbow to our current home in Grantsville, about 45 miles west of here on the rim of the Great Basin Desert.  Linda was pregnant with our second child and we decided that although kids need clean air and water to thrive, they also need friends and neighbors to become civic and social beings.  Grantsville struck us as an idyllic and classic small town American setting – a rural, old fashioned, and predominantly Mormon village sitting beneath the dramatic alpine escarpments of the Stansbury Mountains where kids raised  sheep and chickens in backyard pens for 4-H and the echoes from the rodeo grounds PA system could be heard all over town on a Saturday night in the summer.  Along with many mild-mannered Mormons, our village also has its share of trailer courts and many of my friends and neighbors are proud to call themselves  “redneck.”  If you want to visualize Grantsville, think Norman Rockwell meets the Dukes of Hazard. 

It was a great place to raise our kids for several years.  Then we started hearing about sickness and death.  The local conventional wisdom was that our neighbors suffered too much cancer and other chronic illnesses.  This was alarming.  We knew that the nearby army depot detonated old munitions and the smoke and dirt from those explosions drifted over us. We realized that a nearby magnesium refinery occasionally sent chlorine emissions over us.  But these episodic hazards seemed minimal to account for the illnesses we were seeing all around us.  

We told ourselves we were seeing illness because we were looking for it – that, after all, is the nature of perception – you tend to see what you look for.  Then one morning I sat on my front porch and realized that from where I stood I could point to three homes where children were in wheelchairs, to one home where a child had just died of leukemia, one home where a child had been born missing a kidney, and to a home where a child suffered from spinal deformity.  All my alarms went off at once. I feared I had moved my children into harm’s way.  I became an activist.  The story of my quest to find out what was making my neighbors sick, to raise consciousness about the link between environmental quality and public health, to publicize a hidden history of chemical weapons testing at Dugway Proving Grounds, and to hold polluters accountable was told in my first book, Canaries on the Rim: Living Downwind in the West.  

To be effective as an activist, I had to get people to understand that whether they had ever consciously acknowledged it or not, their lives and the landscape where they lived were intimately and profoundly linked – that, in fact, the closest link you have with your environment may be the bloodstream that runs through your body.  I started with this rationale: that people are more likely to act to protect and restore environmental quality when it is in their self-evident self-interest to do so and when they understand the connection between public health and the quality of the landscapes that sustain that health. 

The damage to the land and to my neighbors that I saw happened when a powerful military machine that was inaccessible, secretive, uninformed, and largely unaccountable made reckless decisions with no public input and little civilian oversight.  As an activist, then, this was my litany:  since you are what you eat, drink, and breathe, and since we all live downwind and downstream from one another, then the collective decisions we make about what we allow into our air, our water, and our soil get translated into flesh and blood and experience. We would be wise, then, to make those collective decisions together in ways that are open, inclusive, informed, and accountable.   In other words, issues about environmental quality are often about basic democratic practices  – that the health and integrity of one’s physical environment is often directly linked to the vitality and integrity of one’s civic environment. And since the burden of proof is often the most insidious thing that goes downwind or downstream – leaving pollution victims to prove how they became ill – we would also be wise to be precautionary.  

So that is where I began.  A clean environment equals sound public health and to write that equation we need to understand how we are physically embedded in the land and then practice democracy.  Today I believe that isn’t enough.  Democracy is as needed as ever -  more than ever  - the kind of inclusive and open public dialogues that are the essence of our democratic American political traditions   But we can describe and define the land use issues we face, we can negotiate our differences, we can design solutions, we can re-work economic philosophy on paper and we can talk about changes in law and policy and we still won’t save ourselves from the self-destructive habits that we know we must change unless we also encourage, empower and enable the development of integral connections to the land.  Caring for a landscape we feel connected to is the very ground of our commitment to ecological citizenship.

This is what I learned while trying to motivate and organize people in grassroots groups to stop environmental degradation: waiting for people to get sick and wake up too late isn’t enough.  Sick people are hard to organize and motivate.  They are distracted and tired.  Motivating people by fear, or guilt, or obligation goes just so far.  We save what we love.  We love what we know firsthand, viscerally, sensually.  Life must be tasted to be appreciated.  Web sites are fine but can only take one so far – they cannot compare to spending a day in the sun and wind, or a night under the stars.  Inspiration takes you farther than outrage. 

Connecting to the land is key because our most self-destructive behaviors – the habits and practices that fragment habitat, interrupt key environmental processes, and shred critical biodiversity  -  are not failures of law and policy alone, they are failures of imagination and empathy.  Pride, ignorance, greed, and addiction triumph when imagination and empathy fail and we live our lives ungrounded, disconnected from the land that sustains us.  Concepts are powerful and important but they aren’t enough. Conservation biologists have given us plenty of revealing and empowering concepts that are revolutionizing the way we understand the land and I am very grateful to them for that.  But the map of the territory is not the territory.  

To succeed, to establish fair and sound, laws, policies, and plans that replace self-destructive behaviors with sustainable behaviors, we need to give our fellow citizens, especially children, opportunities to feel and express affinity with the land, to experience themselves as eating and breathing beings connected to the dynamic rhythms of the earth, and to the grand, complex, and diverse ecosystems that enclose us.  When people make these broader connections, they begin to perceive damage to the biosphere as co-extensive to themselves and they see the integrity of ecological processes as being fundamental to their own personal well-being and the well-being of their neighbors and loved ones.  They may even perceive intrinsic value in creatures and habitats they have disregarded or abused in the past.  

So how?  How do we get those who Wallace Stegner described as “boomers,” those who want to get rich quick and then cut n’ run, to become , in his words, “nesters,” those who try to establish reciprocal and sustainable relationships between the land and the people and creatures who live on it?

There is good news.  Across the nation, people are doing it.  While researching my book, Hope’s Horizons: Three Visions for Healing the American Land, I tracked bears in Vermont, counted migrating hawks as they crossed the Goshute Mountains of Nevada, and hiked with members of a land trust who were planning wildlife linkages between the Adirondack Mountains and Lake Champlain.  I watched people learn, reflect, and debate but mostly I saw how people are changed when they develop a compelling relationship with the land and with each other while working together to solve problems and find common ground.  And virtually every effective thinker, activist, and advocate I met could say that he or she had already been there – that is they had vivid and cherished memories from childhood of connecting deeply to a brook, a meadow, a river, a canyon, or some other natural habitat that was positive, transformative, and profound.  In fact, I discovered that almost everyone I know, regardless of political or religious affiliation, could relate a magic moment out of doors during childhood that they cherished and carried with them.  Affinity for nature, what is often called biophilia, is common and can be tapped. 

In Utah, known for its rough cowboy image, there are now more active bird watchers  than hunters –  by  a two to one ratio by some estimates.  Birding has become one of America’s leading outdoor activities – about 55 million people do it. That’s more than those who hunt and fish combined and more than those who golf.  Birding, according to Forbes magazine, is a 20 billion dollar a year business.  Birders are known for their inclination to list and keep score, but to do it well you must also learn the habits of the birds you are looking for and understand the influence of weather, food, and seasons.  By the way, I learned a lot of that while hunting and fishing with my Dad. 

Today, our understanding of the dynamics of our Western landscapes has expanded dramatically. I recently went through the indexes of old textbooks on wildlife management and forestry from the 1950’s and searched for common concepts found today in the textbooks of my son who just graduated in forestry from Northern Arizona University.  Words like “ecosystem,” biodiversity,” and “keystone species” did not appear in those earlier books.  

Empowered by what we have learned about the dynamics of nature in the last few decades, conservation has expanded beyond its historic focus on preserving land for its scenic and recreational value to conserving the functionality of whole ecosystems.  Scores of citizen groups have organized in the past twenty years to count birds, bats, butterflies, and more. These local groups provide raw material for research, help establish directions and priorities for research, and write grants to make it happen.  They become powerful advocates for increasing the budgets of government agencies that do the science that can inform our decisions.  They disseminate scientific findings through seminars, conferences, newsletters, and – yes – river festivals.  They host speakers and panel discussions.  You might call this a kind of emerging grassroots science and we are blessed that we have the freedom to learn together.  

The dialogues among diverse citizens as they learn about and assess their local habitats and consider our impacts on the land can be much more creative and far ranging than the dialogues about land use that are available to us in the usual constricted arenas.  For most of us, the only forum for discussing land use in our communities is the zoning board meeting.  If you have attended a zoning board meeting, you know they are the civil equivalent of chloroform and that a zoning board meeting has as much to do with ecosystem stewardship as a street corner drug deal has to do with spiritual enlightenment.  

In Vermont, I went out with a small organization called “Keeping Track.”  Keeping Track is recruited by communities that are interested in the characteristics of their local watersheds and remaining open spaces.  Keeping Track offers lessons to the locals on how to track animals that may play key roles or indicate the health of local ecosystems.  Participants are taught how to record data and they divide up transects and explore them periodically.  Animals that could never be seen during the day are revealed by their tracks in mud and snow.  Those in the tracking party I accompanied told me they were pleasantly surprised by the variety of creatures who still share their land with them and they are fascinated by where those creatures burrow, nest, and feed, about their seasonal needs and how the condition of the land influences them.  The riverbank looks different as imagined through the eyes of an otter you never knew was there.  

The people I tracked with were diverse: a farmer, a conservationist, a businessman, a resort manager, and a telephone lineman.  They told me that while tracking their assigned transect together, they had many serious discussions and had bonded with one another despite variations in how they interpreted their experiences.  They acknowledged their differences but became committed to improving land use together, one way or another.  They had learned to recognize wounds to the land that they did not know were there and they had also carried away lessons about the land’s resilience when given enough room and time to heal.

Hawkwatch monitors raptors to understand the health of the land. The number and condition of raptors indicates the vitality of the ecosystems where the birds nest and feed as they migrate.  I watched Hawkwatch volunteers count and capture birds as they migrated far above the isolated Goshute range on the Nevada border.  Birds that were lured down from the sky and snared, were banded and assessed for their key characteristics.  They were then taken to a nearby ridge where dozens of visitors waited to see them up close and watch their release.  It was a powerful experience. 

But if you can’t make the long trip to the Goshutes, they will come to you with their collection of magnificent raptors -  injured and unable to return to the wild and kept to give students and the public a close encounter with creatures who would normally soar way above them. When children encounter live hawks and eagles – they ooh and ahh, whisper and watch attentively.  I had the pleasure of watching Hawkwatch interns make presentations to elementary school children at the same school two years in a row.  I was amazed at the details about raptors that the kids remembered from the previous visit, a single afternoon with the birds a year before.  I took their retention of information about the raptors as testimony to the power of that experience.  

Today we provide kids with lots of opportunities to compute, compete, keep score, accumulate, manipulate, and fix.  We do not normally give them chances to contemplate, compost, and plant.  Every legislator I know wants a computer in every classroom. I have yet to meet one who thinks each classroom should have its own garden.  Kids are offered instruction on how to drive a car but it is assumed they have no need to learn to grow food, or to even understand where food comes from. Eating, of course, is the most intimate, common, and profound ecological act we engage in. Being able to balance the books is a required skill.  Bird watching and bulb planting are optional.

That may be changing.  Alice Waters, cookbook author and the founder of the famous Chez Panisse restaurant, has begun a program in California called “the Edible School Yard.” Kids grow food for the school lunch program in schoolyard gardens and learn about nutrition and biology in the process.  They learn that soil is precious and must be sustained and that eating is an environmental act. They are invited to think about where food comes from, how it is grown, and how the land is impacted.   You might say they learn to think globally and eat locally.  And this is an environmental movement that is full of pleasure.  And why shouldn’t it be – do we save a world we find bitter and hard?  

Instilling a relationship with the land is not just learning to make a living off the land, or to appreciate great scenery, or to value an endangered species you have never actually experienced.  I gave my own children many chances to experience wild landscapes as they grew up.  But perhaps the most instructive experience was keeping a mulch pile in our backyard.  My daughter did a science project that involved a glass-sided box that revealed a cross section of the family mulch pile.  On the top were scraps of food like potato skins and apple cores, eggshells, grass clippings, sawdust, and coffee grounds.  In the middle were bugs and worms consuming the debris deposited above them.  On the bottom of the glass container was a fine, dark soil that was rich and moist with the churned excretions.  At first, her fellow classmates made fun of her project – a box of dirt, they called it.  But as the creation of rich soil by tiny creatures from common table waste became clear, her project became a popular hit of the science fair.  Again, we are inclined to appreciate the ways the world around us works and how our own bodies connect to the earth, how even a mere box of dirt can reveal the wonders of reciprocity and synergy that are in continual play all around us.

Many of those I met on my grassroots conservation journey to write Hope’s Horizon were frustrated by uncertainty.  They craved firm answers and sure directions for their campaigns to understand landscapes, protect wild places, and design linkages for wildlife to move through.  They were troubled by conflicts over how best to respect and consider the short-term needs of others who are tied to traditional land uses like grazing cattle and cutting down trees, or they were people who grazed cattle and cut trees who saw their connection to the landscape the also loved threatened with closure.  They experience anxiety over whether they were working effectively and fairly, and I can’t say for sure whether they are doing it right.  But I am convinced that the groundwork of understanding the health of whole ecosystems and reweaving their broken strands back together is the way we learn to survive our own mistakes. It will point towards ways of living more lightly on the land.  It may open new ways to converse with nature and with each other and create new languages, new maps, and new perspectives.

Ultimately, as we learn to live in reciprocal and integral relationship with the lands that sustain us, we will replace the cultural language of wealth that guides our behavior today with a new language of health.  I am not talking here about mere words.  I mean the way we see the world, expresses our values, and make choices together. The difference between those two ways of seeing and being in the world are profound.   Wealth says more; health says enough.  Wealth says accumulate; health says flow.  Wealth says compete and win; health says reciprocate, integrate, reconcile.  Wealth says manage and measure; health says jam and dance.  Wealth assigns value; health assumes it.  Wealth adds, subtracts, and divides.  Health makes whole. 

Yes, wealth is needed and can certainly be good and welcome.  I enjoy my comforts.  I am glad I do not hunger.  I like being entertained.  And I am aware I am among the fortunate few.  People the whole globe over have indisputable material needs that are not being met and must be met.  But common sense and wisdom tell us that health is the ultimate bottom line.  Rich soils, benign weather, breathing forests, filtering wetlands, clean freshwater, and abundant seas are hard to quantify and measure for the very reason that they are so important and valuable.  Incalculable is the word to describe their worth.  

Once the direct pathways between the biosphere and our own blood and bones becomes clear, the health of the land should become a self-evident concern of self-interest because we are connected to what we are destroying.   If biodiversity is a key to planetary health, as the conservation biologists I encountered attest, then biodiversity should become a measure of the success and well-being of humans that is as significant and important as the Gross National Product.  Life’s buzzing, blooming, and howling variability, from caribou to cactus, from marigolds to loons, and from mussels to moss makes life viable.  If we chop it up, it dies away and eventually so do we, or we limp along in a diminished and dysfunctional world. Paradoxically, it is ultimately in our self-interest to be selflessly generous, for the health of the world is ultimately our own.  

Learning to reconnect and heal broken landscapes, and learning to reconnect our own bodies to the land is not only the way to ensure our own physical vitality, it is also a way of recovering our sanity.  If you think the word “sanity” is an overstatement, consider a psychological disorder that is becoming increasingly common – autism. Severely autistic children do not seem to hear, see, or feel their mother’s presence; they do not respond to voice or gesture; they are indifferent to the suffering of others; and they are obsessively preoccupied with objects.  Collectively, as a culture, we fail to perceive – dare I say it –our Mother Earth, we regularly fail to perceive the subtle language and gestures of life around us, we are largely indifferent to the suffering of other species, and we are obsessively preoccupied with things.   

Like most people, I want to be sane, healthy, whole, and at home.  Learning to connect to the land and practicing ecological citizenship has been my path to get there.  The tension between being one of Stegner’s  “boomers” and being a “nester” is constant and I do not claim to have mastered the balance between those conflicting tendencies.  I do not pretend to have all the answers or that my own practice of ecological citizenship is even right or wise.  Like most people, I struggle to understand and honor my place.  I look for answers.  

But I have learned this much from my experience of nature.   Our world is astonishingly complex, dynamic, fluid, permeable, reciprocal, and profoundly inclusive as it emerges and self-organizes around us and through us.  The whole of that is greater than the sum of the parts, but the parts are precious and essential because it is all connected.  Life, certainly the land itself, is like a tapestry where thousands and thousands of individual strands are woven into a grander fabric that is beautiful to behold – and amazing to comprehend.  And humbling, too, when you realize that life may not only be more complex than we thought, but life may be more complex than we can think.  That humble insight can lead to the precautionary practices that are so important to ecological citizenship. 

In the end, it comes down to this: you experience the world as a collection of commodities to be used and owned and traded, or you experience your world as a community of life.  Commodity or community?   Finding yourself inside a community of life is wonderful experience.   And when the world we presumed was dead clay opens to glimmer with inner life, answers that elude us will come home.  
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