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To Kathy Frederick Louv

and the memory of my parents








I respectfully acknowledge that I reside in the unceded territories of the Ipai-Tipai Kumeyaay, the Payómkawichum, the Kuupiaxchem, and the Cahuilla.




I believe that much unseen is also here.

—Walt Whitman
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INTRODUCTION

I arise in the morning torn between a desire to improve… the world and a desire to enjoy… the world.

This makes it hard to plan the day.

—E. B. White

Noticing is the beginning of wonder.

Wonder, as the memoirist Valarie Kaur defines it, is the act of looking at something in nature, including people, and thinking, “You are a part of me I do not yet know.”

Deep noticing represents an accumulation of old, new, and still-developing skills—sensory, scientific, artistic, and spiritual. It is also about confronting despair and finding hope in a time when all our sanity seems to be wearing thin.

Not long after my wife, Kathy, and I moved to the mountains, I joined a team to monitor wildlife trail cameras. These trail cams, as they’re usually called, are stationary battery-powered infrared cameras housed in metal cases and usually mounted on trees. Their shutters are triggered by movement, and they can capture still photos or videos, day or night.

My trail-cam partner is Judy Kemp, a retired physician.

Every few weeks, Judy and I drive to Volcan Mountain—or Haha-chepahg, its Kumeyaay name, which means “where the water comes from.” 

Today Judy is driving, so I hop out to unlock the gate to the 31,000-acre Volcan Mountain Wilderness Preserve. In her Jeep, we wind upward through rising hillsides spiked with burned and leaning trees. At an elevation of almost five thousand feet, we park beneath a grove of reaching ponderosas and cedars. Then we walk along a trail of switchbacks flanked by poison oak.

At a high turn on the path, we find the motion-activated night-vision camera in its locked box strapped to a tree. We collect the camera’s memory card, replace the batteries, and insert a new card. Then we return to the car and drive down to the Volcan Mountain Foundation’s education center. There, hunched over a laptop, we’re eager to see what pops up on the screen. Maybe we’ll find another parade of foxes or coyotes, perhaps bobcats. Or gentle opossums—with their opposable thumbs, prehensile tails, fainting spells, and three-year lifespans. Also some California jays and mountain doves, or an intense owl staring at the lens. Occasionally, a mountain lion (or cougar or puma—pick a name)i—perhaps a mother with two grown cubs—will make an appearance. We enter the data and send the photos on their way. These will be considered later by researchers studying Volcan’s evolving ecology.

On today’s trip up the slope, after an unexpected snow and windstorm, large sheets of ice and snow cover much of the road and hiking trail. Fallen trees are on our path. On foot, we crouch and weave our way through broken branches. A mountain lion has crossed a hard patch of snow.

I reach down and touch the impression of the big cat’s track.

Later, we sit on cut logs in a dry, sheltered grove of pines and rest. Purple mushrooms surround us. Judy says she’s been thinking about her perceptions of nature, how she notices the visual details, mainly when birding. “But lately,” she adds, “I’ve been wondering if I’m missing something. It’s a feeling.”

In the past, she avoided what she considered overanalyzing nature, believing it would lessen the experience and fill it with words. But now, she wonders, “Is there something…something I’m not seeing or feeling?”

Her voice trails off. She looks down. Her eyes are searching.

The idea for this book came to me one morning during the later stages of the COVID-19 pandemic.

At that time, most face-to-face interviews, in-person conversations, and air travel were still replaced by phone calls, email, and Zoom—mixed blessings.

I was walking up our hill, feeling, well, disembodied, disconnected from people and activity and my usual life. At that moment, I realized how absorbed I was with the chatter and combat of acorn woodpeckers, the individual characters of clouds, the scent of oaks and pines and cedars, their limbs lifting in the wind, and the leaf-litter passageways that led into darkness or light.

A group of turkeys, two females and a gaggle of chicks, shot across the road in front of me. One chick held back. I stopped to wait for it to catch up with the rest. Watching them, I was curious about how they notice life in their world.

From the writings of naturalist Joe Hutto, I knew that turkeys come genetically preloaded with survival skills. They arrive in this world already knowing the difference between a rattlesnake and a garter snake. They understand that the garter snake means them no harm. But throughout their lives, they go beyond their survival manual; they learn. Having never seen a garter snake in the flesh, a turkey will stop and blurt a particular sound, and the other turkeys will come running, and they study the snake. Like a model in an art class, the snake will allow itself to be observed.1

And when the turkeys know that snake, they move on, pecking their way through turkey territory. They see each field, each tree, each gully, each animal. From these details, they construct a world in their minds. As I watch them gather their seeds of knowledge, I was sure I could detect their joy of discovery.

And I recalled how, during my decades as a reporter and columnist, I would enter a room and begin to gather the details—the clock on the wall, the pattern and texture of the wallpaper, the toy on the floor. When the people I came to interview walked into the room, I peeked at their shoes, their clothes, their eyeglasses. Then, in the surrounding neighborhood, I gathered more details and later constructed a hologram of that person or place.

Sharing the finished piece of writing would produce a sense of satisfaction. But the product was not where the joy was. The joy was in the noticing.

I felt that as a boy, during countless hours spent in the woods, when everything seemed new or reborn. I want to feel that joy again.

In 2005, my book Last Child in the Woods introduced the term nature-deficit disorder. The term isn’t a formal medical diagnosis, though it might deserve to be. What it provides, however, is a doorway into a larger conversation. While researching the book, I could identify only about sixty studies worldwide on the benefits of nature experiences. We’ve since seen some progress. Today, over fifteen hundred scientific studies have underscored the importance of time spent in the natural world to the cognitive, physical, and emotional health of children and adults.2

Indeed, an international movement to connect families and communities to nature—and to each other—has emerged, and it’s producing tangible results. Pediatricians in the United States and Canada have begun to prescribe time spent in nature. The number of nature-based schools is skyrocketing. Urban planners and political leaders have taken on the cause.

Even as our awareness grows, the divide widens. In 2025, research in the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom reported that in Britain, two-thirds of Generation Z (born between 1997 and 2012) say they don’t venture outside “for days at a time,” as the Independent reported. The same is true for more than half of millennials. Generation Alpha (2010 to 2024) appears to be following a similar trend.3 If alienation from the natural world continues at this pace, the health of both people and the planet will be threatened faster than we may have imagined. So, how do we find our way beyond this moment?

For several years I’ve been dealing with my own nature deficit by immersing myself in the mountains east of San Diego, California.

In the following pages, I’ll share some of my experiences. I’ve also been asking folks here about their often-unconscious acts of what I call deep noticing.

You’ll meet a nature therapist who helps people rediscover their hidden or lost selves in a mountain forest; a man who, for years, has driven sixty miles weekly to plant pine seedlings on the same mountain, which has been scraped bare by wildfire three times; and a young Indigenous video artist whose work draws from these mountains and her ancestors.

Also, a Tibetan Buddhist lama and neighbor who teaches me about interbeing; a woman who survived violent abuse, became a paratrooper, and hopes to remake her life by helping other women remake theirs; a tribal council member protecting ceremonial land; a retired fire chief who confronts wildfire with a garden hose and luck; and a nearby neighbor who, while fighting in the swamps of Vietnam, picked up a wounded egret and carried it into the future.

Casting a net beyond this region, I’ve interviewed artists, teachers, botanists and other biologists, writers, ranchers, photographers, conservationists, religious leaders, a visiting expert on “the loneliness of trees,” and many others.

The term deep noticing does not represent a new concept. It has been practiced and taught in various forms, by different names, for thousands of years across cultures.

Now a new surge of research suggests the existence of a deeper, more mysterious network of life on Earth. Humans possess far more senses to perceive this network than Western society has generally acknowledged. Drawing on ancient wisdom and modern science, we’re rediscovering that the forest is enchanted—and that we can become bioenchanted.

A friend, Janet Keating, recently sent me a note addressing these ideas. Janet has devoted her adult life to fighting mountaintop removal in West Virginia. She wrote, “Deep noticing—isn’t it about seeing with the heart? Connecting on an emotional level with nature, being present, accepting what we sense rather than only what we first see? It’s a reciprocal relationship, a dialogue. We seldom find what we’re not looking for. God is hiding in plain sight.”

I hope this book offers new tools and inspiration to build a deeper relationship with the natural world and to find hope and healing, no matter where you live. In the meantime, I keep walking, hoping to notice more, to know enough to know when to come home, and to know where home is, even as it changes.

Here is good but fragile news. Counterintuitively, even as we mourn the destruction of so many species, lands, and waters, the natural world offers us an antidote to our growing despair. We can find relief right there in our peripheral vision, in a deep and wavering current followed by native trout, in a line of swifts living most of their lives in flight, in the tracks of a mountain lion along a worn path.

A path of wonderment.
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Footnote


i Mountain lions, cougars, pumas, and catamounts are all the same species. Ranging from Chile to the Canadian Yukon, they also go by panther, red tiger, screamer, and thirty-three other names. Adult males usually weigh up to 150 pounds and, nose to tail, can be more than eight feet long. Females are usually a foot shorter.








I. WHAT ARE WE MISSING?
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I wonder how many people I’ve looked at all my life and never seen.

—John Steinbeck
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Chapter 1

[image: ]   First Place

Lying in a crib, waking in silence, you notice the moth on the amber wall, or the face approaching. You lie still and watch the dust motes fall in light filtered through stained glass or a yellowed pane marked by long-ago raindrops. You sense the light behind the light.

And then a doorway opens to the world beyond, the streets and fields and woods and alleys and schools. To water and sky.

This imprinted First Place travels with you for the rest of your life. It serves as a kind of ark, carrying animals, plants, the curve of hills, and the rise of dawn above the trees.

It might have included a backyard garden, a circle of trees at the end of a cul-de-sac, an urban park, a path deep into the woods. There, you might have inspected a dung beetle as it rolled manure across a field, or the sunflowers reaching for the sky, or the old toad on the sidewalk watching you with red-rimmed eyes, or a crawdad drifting in the current of a creek, or ants moving the tiniest of leaves like foot soldiers on the way to the front.

Being new to the world and closer to the ground, children notice such details and create stories about them, or they paint or draw them.

Some of us, the lucky ones, hold on to that magic. Maybe you had a special spot in nature when you were a kid. Where every leaf felt new, and even now, you can close your eyes and be there again. Others spend their lives searching for a place in nature. Sometimes, they find it.

My earliest memories are of my grandmother’s Victorian house, built by my great-grandfather in 1889 in Independence, Missouri. My grandmother, Edna Mifflin Streeter, was born in 1884, just nineteen years after the assassination of Lincoln. Her husband was born in 1863, when Lincoln still lived. In her forties, she gave birth to my mother in 1924. Nine years later, he died. Great elms grew in the front yard and eventually towered over it.

My grandmother was a kind and quiet widow who took in boarders during the Depression and World War II. Later, she took care of me when my parents were at work. I don’t recall her ever saying anything unkind to or about anyone.

Her house and neighborhood were filled with real or apocryphal ghosts.

One day, my father was gardening in my grandmother’s yard. Sitting under a pear tree, I watched him dig into a small earthen mound. Shards and broken arrowheads practically spilled out. The mounds were probably middens left by the Osage people as they traveled through the area long ago. Later, I imagined them traveling as spirits.

A forbidden ravine at the end of the road held its own stories. As a four-year-old, I was drawn to its edge. Far beyond my allowed boundary, I peered into the green darkness below. My collie, Banner, was by my side. To avoid sliding down into the ravine, I reached out for his mane of fur.

At that hour, the ravine was dark and silent except for a bird or insect call—whether complaining or celebrating, I couldn’t tell. I absorbed the details of that place but did not want to know them all—perhaps because I noticed the smell of garbage and saw the rusting automobiles hidden among the green-and-black foliage. Or maybe because I could not see the bottom. Down there, trees and bushes fought for sunlight, their branches tangled in gnarly ropes. In my imagination, these were Tarzan swings. Banner wanted us to leave this place. I could tell by the sound he made: a huff.

Perhaps the vines were wild grape, rooted woody lianas that climbed the trees to reach sunlight in the canopy. The leaves are said to taste like grapes. Or maybe they were moonseed, easily mistaken for wild grape. Despite the threatening darkness, I wanted to climb down there and follow a path into other worlds. Then came a rumble and groan of a freight train riding the tracks on the far side of the ravine. Lights from the train pulsed through the vines, and I felt the cool air pushed up from the darkness below.

Through the years, we live in newer places, and if we’re lucky, we bond with them. All these places become the geography of our lives. But there is only one First Place.

When I was six, my family moved to the edge of suburban Raytown, Missouri, eight miles south of Independence. With Banner, I explored the fields and woods behind our new house. As we ran through the high corn, he raced ahead or circled me.

In the early summer, the leaves and ears of corn were green and sticky and prickly. By fall, the stalks were brown and brittle. No accident that so many of Stephen King’s chapters take place in cornfields. Anything can happen. In a cornfield, at least for a child, the world is taller, the way forward less clear, the sounds muffled.

In the clearing of my woods, a rivulet of water flowed through the marsh. When the water reached the trees, it grew into a creek. I would venture into the trees to sit on the creek bank and watch the minnows, frogs, and water spiders do their dipping and sliding dance.

Thinking of that place is like remembering the back of my mother’s gentle hand.

In the mid-twentieth century, there began a generational disconnect from nature. Even then, only a handful of kids in my neighborhood spent much time in the woods. In those years, I had no idea how lucky I was or knew that so many kids my age had no chance to climb a tree or sit in the clumped grass of a clearing in the woods. This is not to say that cities contain no natural habitats, but they compete with traffic noise, exhaust, and thousands of other distractions.

I missed out on the advantages some urban kids enjoyed. There was no easy bus ride to the American Museum of Natural History or Brooklyn’s Prospect Park or, for that matter, Kansas City’s Swope Park. Such places could also have ignited an intense interest in nature. But for me, nearby nature offered a doorway to the world of the senses.

One day, I stood alone in the clearing. At the center was a marsh with islands of clumped grass. Long blades pushed up and out from the center of each clump. I judged each clump to be about the size of a sitting African lion, its mane rising two feet in the air. Not knowing its real name, I called it lion grass. With my feet in an inch of water, I turned and faced the cold spring wind. I stood still for a moment, leaning slightly forward. And then I threw myself backward into one of those clumps of grass. I felt like I was falling upward.

Settling into the blades, I lay there for a long time listening to the oak limbs sway. Watching a blue sky streaked with white and gray, I felt lifted on the wind, up and out of the lion grass.

Growing up, I often experienced what the ecophilosopher David Abram calls the “spell of the sensuous” or what Henry James referred to as the “palpable present-intimate.”

When I climbed a tree, I could hear the wind fluting through the thin, long crevices in the bark. Looking down, I would see patient Banner looking up at me.

With legs and arms around the trunk and feet stepping on branches, I shimmied upward. In the wind, leaves whipped against my eyes and cheeks and ears and neck. I would study the bark and its colors and investigate the furrows populated by nearly transparent spiders. As I climbed higher, the tree groaned and swayed. I would sit up there for an hour or more. I would put my ear to the bark and try to hear those little civilizations.

These were the moments when the earth stopped.

In the clearing of the woods, a rivulet of water flowed through the marsh of lion grass. When it reached the trees, it became a creek. I watched the minnows, frogs, and water spiders do their dipping and sliding dance. Long ago, mountain lions or cougars disappeared in that part of the country, but I dreamed of seeing one. Or even a bobcat. Oaks and cottonwoods lined the creek and the edge of the woods.

I remember every scent, every brush of the air and the feel of the earth beneath my feet or between my fingers. Adults tend to focus more on the big picture. Kids are closer to the source of things. Even today, I can feel that lion’s mane holding me, my fingers gripping its fur, and in those brief moments of remembering, I am again part of everything.

When I was eleven, our family moved again, across the border into Kansas, to a house near a lake, and during the move, Banner was hit by a car and killed.

It was a gray year. Sometimes in winter, I would get off the school bus, head down to the shore, and walk across the ice toward my house. Later, in the spring, I would follow the shoreline until the water narrowed into a stream and then a creek. Carp swam in the shallows and rolled in the sun in flashes of gold. Shadows moved beneath the surface. There were snakes in the swamp and in a pasture that ran along the creek. Beneath rocks and logs, I would find smaller brown snakes with gold rings around their necks.

One afternoon, a girl my age got on the bus wearing a coat with a faux-fur collar. She was full of life. I was thirteen, and my first thought was, She’s like a movie star. Over time, I got to know the girl. I told her about my dog Banner and about the woods and the stream and the ring-necked snakes. She became a friend. Wanting to show her the place I loved, I asked her to go there with me one day.

She was not someone who often stepped off the sidewalk, at least not this far.

We walked through the hills and stopped at a barbed-wire fence. The shadows of clouds slowly moved over the trees and across the pasture. We could see horses down there, bounding, playing, their backs curving. The wind was blowing; the grass was bending. I looked for one of those clumps of lion grass and did not see any.

We stood there for a long time, both of us looking across the field to the woods, and she finally said, “I think I get it.”

“Get what?” I asked.

“You know,” she said.

And then we walked all the way home under the bright sun that had opened on that pasture.







Chapter 2

[image: ]   To Notice and to Be Noticed

Decades passed, but the spell of the sensuous did not.

Thinking about those woods now, I realize how often I was there alone, but I never felt lonely. Banner kept me company, of course. But any isolation I might have felt was balanced by the trees, the grass, the clouds, the birds, and all the wildlife surrounding me.

In one way, intimacy can be defined as the ability to notice and to be noticed. Or, to love and be loved. Most children are born into this state of attentive consciousness: to intuitively notice, to study not only the surface but also beneath and beyond that surface, and to imagine. Science requires such attentive consciousness. So does art.

This does not mean that growing up surrounded by nature can reliably predict a later sensitivity to the natural world. Or that the natural world cannot be experienced in a city. Or, for that matter, that a child or an adult, even in the wildest environment, will be open to nature at all. But circumstances can create pathways for deep noticing, especially when parents encourage a connection and for children from families in pain; these children may find refuge in a forest or a patch of vegetation in an alley or at the end of a cul-de-sac.

There, the child finds relief from loneliness, shelter in the company of other living things, and at least the sense that they are being seen.

The word noticing describes that instant of perception. The word attention suggests focus and being ready for input. Jan van Boeckel, a Dutch art professor and ecophilosopher who is also a friend, asks, “What is the difference between noticing and paying attention?” Then he answers his own question. “I believe noticing comes first. Noticing is a readiness to allow the new to reach our senses. Then we pay attention.” He quotes Thoreau: “If you would make acquaintance with the ferns, you must forget your botany. You must be aware that nothing is what you have taken it to be.”4 Deep noticing is about the pursuit of deeper meaning in the beautiful and the mundane; it is a form of prayer, even if that prayer is only bearing witness to a tragedy. Or to a rebirth.

Deep noticing can improve our physical, mental, and spiritual health and attaches us more deeply to place and to our neighbors of all species. It can illuminate and deepen known science and lead us to ask better scientific questions. It can enrich and inform our art and music and architecture. It can build compassion and our sense of reciprocity with other kinds of life.

In 2016, researchers at St. Catherine University studied people as they immersed themselves in nature and reflected on their experience, using photography and journaling. The researchers’ conclusion: “Regardless of the type of nature activity, the location, or the time of day, nature immersion offered a sense of connection for every participant, which in turn promoted spiritual well-being. Spending time in nature offers a cost-free and accessible way to foster spiritual well-being.”5

D. H. Lawrence goes further: “Prayer, or thought or studying the stars, or watching the flight of birds, or studying the entrails of the sacrifice, it is all the same process, ultimately: of divination… Every real discovery made, every serious and significant decision ever reached, was reached and made by divination. The soul stirs, and makes an act of pure attention, and that is a discovery.”6 Such attention is an affirmation of life. And, I would argue, hope.

Pablo Picasso famously said, “It took me four years to paint like Raphael, but a lifetime to paint like a child.” Which is why returning to the First Places of our childhood, in memory or in person—whether in suburban woods, a farm, or a city park—can be so revealing. The remembered experiences can reignite our abilities to notice and help us understand our chosen places now.

After college, I moved from the Midwest to San Diego. I lived in a cottage overlooking a beach. The ocean view enthralled me. After a while, I had to remind myself to look—to notice the ocean. Habit dims sight and sound. “Only the blindness of habit convinces us that we continue to live in the same place, that we see the same landscape,” wrote the Irish poet and philosopher John O’Donohue.

Most days, I would walk to the end of a long pier that reached beyond the breakers. Now and then, I would watch dolphins or orcas arc over and through the waves. I loved the ocean, but for the first couple of years, the city still felt alien. I missed box turtles, cornstalks, and even the pea-green clouds of tornado season.

One day, I drove east on the freeway beyond the city’s edge and saw a dirt road to my left, winding higher into hills of chaparral.

I exited the freeway and found the entrance to that dirt and rock road. I drove north for miles, passing the granite flank of El Cajon Mountain (more commonly known as El Capitan or El Cap). I learned later that the mountain is sacred to Indigenous people who have lived there for ten thousand years or more. Once, the valley held Kumeyaay farming villages.7 After the villagers were forced out in 1932, reservoir water from the Cuyamaca Mountains was sent crashing down through thirty-five miles of wooden flume, crossing 315 trestles and eight hand-dug tunnels, filling the valley, and drowning the abandoned villages.

As I looked down at the lake, a hot Santa Ana wind sliced up from the eastern desert, then down from the mountains, shaking the car. I kept driving but had no clue where I was going. I didn’t know about the lost villages or the old mining town of Julian yet. I steered to the top of a hill overlooking the lake. From there, I could see higher mountains to the north, east, and south.

On this open dome, tall brown grass spread out in a kind of rolling prairie, flattened by the rising hot wind. Stopping the car, I got out and walked among clumps of grass.

I came to one clump that was about the size of a lion, and I turned in the wind. I vaguely remembered that moment in the meadow when I was seven years old. Instinctively, I put out my arms, faced the wind, and fell back into the embrace of that grass.

For years, I felt drawn to wherever that wind came from. Even after San Diego began to feel more like home, I felt that pull. And a growing hunger.

Generations of newcomers have sought that something in these mountains. Some of them may have been the first people in North America, according to a controversial study conducted by a team of paleontologists from the San Diego Natural History Museum and published in the journal Nature in 2017. The claim was based on markings on mastodon bones discovered near San Diego. If the findings are accurate, the study “would significantly alter our understanding of how humans spread around the planet,” the New York Times reported.8

In addition to being inhabited by Spanish colonists, tech workers from Ohio, and numerous Kansans, San Diego County is home to the Ipai-Tipai Kumeyaay, who traveled down the coast by sea, island to island, to the mainland. The Payómkawichum, the Kuupiaxchem, the Cahuilla, and, down the eastern slope of the mountains, the Kamia, a Yuman-speaking people, were also early inhabitants.

These and other groups are all part of the soil, water, and trees here.

The website of the Viejas Band of the Kumeyaay features a description of the clay, pigments, and minerals that play a significant role in traditional Kumeyaay culture and cosmology: “Clays and pigments are not seen as just physical elements—they are part of a deeper understanding of the earth and the land. This is reflected in the fact that the Kumeyaay word for land/earth and the human body is the same: Mat/’Emat.”9

Whoever lived beneath the Volcan shadow first, each generation of newcomers reinterprets the meaning of these mountains and the valleys that link them.

Locals call Volcan Mountain a mountain, but at thirteen miles long, it’s more of a small mountain range. From a distance and an angle, it does appear as one long peak. Volcan is part of an archipelago of isolated mountains that begins in the southern Sierras and extends southward through Riverside and San Diego Counties into the Baja California peninsula of Mexico.ii

Some of these peaks and ranges are sky islands, defined by their physical and biological isolation from the land around them.

South of here, in Baja, the white granite Picacho del Diablo (Peak of the Devil) rises 10,154 feet, towering over much of the Sierra de San Pedro Mártir. In Fremontia, a journal of the California Native Plant Society, botanist Thomas A. Oberbauer calls Picacho del Diablo “ethereal… primeval…” Some of its species are relics of the Pleistocene (also known as the last Ice Age). Wildlife and plants migrated to Diablo in wet times before the climate became drier, and, as Oberbauer writes, “these mountains must have been cut off from the north.”10 A visit to a true sky island, Oberbauer writes, “provides a window to the past.”

Plants and animals on the high slopes of Volcan may not be as exotic as those found on Diablo, but Volcan “provides a stronghold” for rare plant and animal species, according to the Volcan Mountain Foundation.11 The first species of rainbow trout—progenitor of many evolved descendants that have traveled around the world, often planted by British sailors who carried them in whiskey barrels—may still exist in this county. Incomplete biological studies have recorded 45 species of mammals on Volcan, including flying squirrels, mountain lions, occasional black bears; and over 150 birds, 36 reptiles, 12 amphibians, and an unknown number of insects and other invertebrates. The montane forest offers refuge but also isolation. Mountain lions, cut off from their kin to the north by highways and housing developments, are starting to show signs of inbreeding, including the occasional appearance of oddly crooked tails.

By a broader definition, sky islands exist everywhere—in the dust bowl windbreaks planted to protect farmland on the plains; at the ends of cul-de-sacs and in ravines of suburbia; even in the corners and crevices of inner cities—anywhere life finds refuge, especially as climate change advances. Some of these islands will disappear by the time you finish reading this sentence. Large or small, a sky island can become a graveyard of dead ancestors or a fertile mother bursting with new life and hope.

In addition to warning his readers to guard against losing sight of beauty because of familiarity, John O’Donohue wrote this: “Gathered high in silence and stillness, the mountain is loaded with memory that no mind or word can reach.”

In stillness, deep noticing builds from a sense of place—or “placefulness,” as artist Jenny Odell puts it in How to Do Nothing: Resisting the Attention Economy.12 She defines placefulness as a “sensitivity and responsibility to the historical (what happened here) and the ecological (who and what lives, or lived, here).” You can feel placefulness in Soho or Riverside Park or LA’s Venice Beach, or in the cluster of trees lining a suburban sidewalk. For a child, those trees can become a universe. For all of us, natural places can become attention sanctuaries—places we intentionally find or create for conscious withdrawal from the influence of technology and for focusing on the neglected parts of our lives.

Others are drawn to the practice or sensation of placefulness.

Jason M. Brown, a lecturer in religion and ecological humanities at Simon Fraser University in British Columbia and author of Dwelling in the Wilderness, writes about what he calls “contemplative ecology.” The concept of placefulness, he says, seems “to sum up in a simple word how monks in the Benedictine/Cistercian monastic tradition related to the landscapes of their respective monastic communities. They were present not just to abstract theological notions, or the love of God, but to the intricacies of their surrounding environments.”13

In this spirit, Sarah Elisa Kelly, a lecturer at Schumacher College in the United Kingdom, speaks of the “many pathways we might take towards feeling ourselves more place-full.”14 iii

To stretch, to deepen our relationship to place, Kelly offers this suggestion: “A useful exercise I’ve been experimenting with lately comes from the developing field of nervous system and trauma-based research… It involves learning how to ‘bridge’ our attentions.” She suggests becoming aware of “the points of contact, where your body touches the floor beneath you, or the chair you sit on. Notice what your hands are touching; perhaps they rest on your legs or a wooden desk. Feel the softness, scratchiness, hardness, and warmth… then include the vision, sounds, and smells if they are also present.” Further, Kelly advises, be “attentive to detail such as the folds of fabric, the translucence of a leaf.”

The sensation of bridging all these layers can be “a kind of shimmering fullness, an experiential embodiment of the aliveness of ‘place.’”

The Green Earth Foundation, a nonprofit organization working to change public attitudes about ecological balance, offers a list of starting points for developing a deeper understanding of where you live or are thinking of living:


	What are the weather patterns and natural hazards in the bioregion?

	What is the soil like? What kind of rocks and minerals are found there?

	Can you name native plants or trees in the region and their seasonal availability?

	Can you identify birds or any other animals resident in or migrating through the region?

	Do places in the area have a special attraction or power for you?



A similar list of questions is suggested by pioneering ecopsychologist Patricia Hasbach, a retired professor at Lewis & Clark College in Portland, Oregon, and the author of Prescribing Nature: A Clinician’s Guide to Ecotherapy. For “place bonding,” she recommends going somewhere in wild nature “once a week, or more, several weeks, at various times of the day and in different weather conditions… Let yourself settle in… relax… breathe… and open your awareness to the surroundings.” Then ask yourself: “How do you feel in this place? What draws your attention? What do you see, hear, smell, and feel? What are some of the relationships you observe in this place? What is the nature of your relationship with this place? How has that changed over time? How do you experience, if at all, healing in this place?”15

Understanding how Indigenous people connect to the place, now and in the past, will add an essential and deeper level of meaning. Carl Jung, the Swiss psychiatrist and psychotherapist, argued that people would not be so “divided against themselves” if they had lived in a time and place where human beings were “still linked by myth with the world of the ancestors, and thus with nature truly experienced.”16

But what if we do live in such a period, and have yet to notice? Consider what we still have: a planet that turns; our instinct to love life, people, and places; and the great conversation that circles us in the trees, beneath our feet, and through time.

Can we hear those voices?

Nearly 9 million animal species live on our planet. Of these, only 1.2 million have been identified and cataloged. There are about 435,000 unique land plant species; 611,000 species of fungi; some 3.2 trillion species of bacteria. And among the protists—organisms that don’t quite fit into the three eukaryotic kingdoms and that range from single-celled organisms to multicellular seaweed—there are nearly 200,000 species of algae and other protists.17

These tallies don’t include rocks, mountains, and rivers, which, if you follow certain spiritual or scientific beliefs, are also, in a sense, alive. The strongest case for a broader definition of life comes from members of Indigenous tribes, but many traditions and even scientists explore this idea as well.

Usually, we ignore the great conversation, but it’s still present even after a snowstorm in March—maybe especially then. Listen.

Some places vibrate with an extra sense of life. Your feet are drawn there, then your heart.

Kathy and I often headed to Julian and the surrounding wild areas when we needed to escape the city. Memories were made there.

One time, Kathy, the boys, and I tromped around in a foot of snow after a March snowstorm. This was the first snow that either boy had ever seen. Jason and Matthew seemed born to it. They threw snowballs and rolled big boulders of snow to make a snowman and a snow cave. As light faded, Kathy and I watched the tops of their knit caps from a back-room window and listened to slabs of wet snow and ice drop from the high branches.

The next morning, we put on our boots and snow clothes and drove to a trailhead. From the edge of Laguna Mountain looking north, we could see the peaks of the San Jacinto Mountains and the top of the Volcan range, white with snow. At the edge of the mountain, we looked down at the saucer—or maybe a frying pan—of the Anza-Borrego Desert, almost six thousand feet below. The two environments, so alien to a Kansan, looked like planets colliding.

On the way back to the cabin, I led us off the trail into deeper snow. Jason and Mathew insisted we were lost. “Daaaad,” they said.

“I know where we are,” I answered. But I listened for cars on the road below, just to make sure.

A few years later, I needed some solitude to meet a deadline. Artist and sculptor James Hubbell and his wife, Anne, were friends of ours. For forty years, they had worked to create a compound of art studios and small buildings that looked like they had been sculpted from stone. Artists from around the region would come there to do their work and to be inspired by Anne and James. The compound was in the mountains, with Volcan Mountain to the northwest. It would be empty for two weeks, and they needed a house sitter. Aware that I was facing a deadline, they invited me to stay at what they called the Boys’ House and work there. Just remember to feed the dog
































[image: A large bird stands on a rock under a tree, surrounded by grass and more rocks in a natural setting.]
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