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  Preface


LIKE MANY CHILDREN, I developed a passion for dinosaurs as a kid. Without exaggeration, paleontology was one of the first words I learned to spell. By the tender age of four, I had memorized dozens of multisyllabic names of prehistoric creatures. I dug for fossils in the backyard (unsuccessfully) and came home from family camping trips with assortments of rocks (and occasional fossils), most of which were banished to the backyard. A black-and-white photo taken when I was four years old shows me hugging a cement Stegosaurus—true love.

Unlike most children, I never lost my passion for dinosaurs. Some say I never really grew up. After contemplating several alternative careers, I eventually chose to pursue a doctorate in zoology at the University of Toronto. My dissertation involved naming and describing two previously unknown horned dinosaurs discovered in Montana.

In 1999, I accepted a dual position at the University of Utah in Salt Lake City as a paleontology curator at the Utah Museum of Natural History (now the Natural History Museum of Utah) and an assistant professor in the Department of Geology and Geophysics. It was a dream job for a dino-guy like me, with museum resources for fieldwork and fossil preparation, access to graduate students, and plenty of amazing fossils to be discovered within a day’s drive. I also took advantage of opportunities to hunt dinosaurs (or at least their fossilized bones) in far-off lands, enjoying many seasons in Africa and elsewhere. It seemed I was set for life.

But in 2007, now a tenured professor and museum chief curator, I gave it all up. Well, most of it. I kept fossil hunting in Utah, but my wife Toni and I decided to move to northern California, where I devoted the bulk of my energies to public science education and fostering nature connection. Many colleagues thought I was nuts, and so did I for a while. Why make such a drastic change?

It came down to a pair of compelling insights. First, the current disconnect between kids and nature threatens the health of children. A childhood lived almost entirely indoors immersed in technology is an impoverished childhood, with numerous negative impacts on growth—physical, mental, and emotional. Second, the current trend toward denaturing childhood also threatens the places we live and perhaps even the future of humanity. We likely have about one generation (some say less, some say a little more) to make profound changes and set ourselves on a sustainable course. After that—well, nature, as they say, bats last.

If sustainability depends on transforming the human relationship with nature, the present-day gap between kids and nature emerges as one of the greatest and most overlooked crises of our time, threatening people and countless other species. Helping children fall in love with nature deserves to be a top national priority, on par with reducing greenhouse gas emissions and preserving species and wild places. Having spent much of my adult life communicating science to nonscientists, including kids, I felt the need to contribute more directly to this urgent effort.

Since then, my work has taken several forms, including writing, speaking, and various media projects. The most high-profile example has been Dinosaur Train, a PBS KIDS television series produced by the Jim Henson Company that, as of this writing, airs daily across the United States and in many other countries around the world. I serve as the show’s science advisor and host, consulting on scripts and helping to craft the stories for the animated characters, including Buddy, a young T. rex,  and Tiny, a kid Pteranodon (flying reptile). At the end of each episode, I appear on camera to talk about the science behind the stories, making connections between the prehistoric world of dinosaurs and our present-day world. My enthusiastic tagline at the end of every show is, “Get outside, get into nature, and make your own discoveries!”

Dinosaur Train has been a roaring success, as well as a lot of fun, reaching millions of children and parents. Through my writing and speaking events, the show has also afforded me terrific opportunities to promote the cause of connecting children with nature. Yet a few years ago, a fundamental question hit me like a T. rex thighbone to the gut: Exactly how do kids connect with nature, and how does this process change as they grow up? I had some ideas, but really didn’t know the answer.

Surely, I presumed, with so many organizations engaged in nature connection, there must be a bevy of books on the topic. A rigorous search revealed no shortage of offerings on outdoor activities for kids, from birding to gardening, and plenty of volumes devoted to environmental education. Yet with few exceptions, these books did not delve directly into nature connection, let alone how this process changes with the age of the child. No one would argue that toddlers and teenagers engage with nature in different ways, but exactly what are those ways? Digging further, I found a stream of academic papers, most written in the past couple of decades, addressing this very issue. Yet until now these results have not been summarized in a single volume for a general audience.

Ultimately, the search for answers took me far beyond the scientific literature, into backyards, classrooms, school gardens, urban parks, nature centers, museums, and out into the wilderness. I’ve studied nature mentoring, learned “bird language” with my daughter Jade, and spent time with kids in wild places. Along the way, I was embarrassed to discover that my own sense of nature connection was—it has to be said—pitiful. So, while writing this book, I sought to deepen this connection, both for Jade and for myself. Ultimately, all this research has led me to a series of conclusions about how nature connection actually works, and how the process changes as children grow. The implications of these findings get to the very heart of parenting and teaching, and of childhood itself. How to Raise a Wild Child is that story, aimed at everyone interested in the art and science of helping children fall in love with nature. If you’re interested in becoming a nature mentor to the children in your life, this is the book for you.

In 2013, just as I began writing this volume in earnest, I moved with my family from the seaside village of Muir Beach, California, to Denver, Colorado, to take on another opportunity. The Denver Museum of Nature & Science offered me an executive position, with the potential to tackle important work on an urban scale. Now well into my second year, I’m excited to be at such a forward-thinking institution endeavoring to make a difference. And, thanks to input from numerous new colleagues and friends, the move to Denver greatly altered the content of this book.


In the end, the writing of How to Raise a Wild Child was bookended by sadness. Just as I began to crank out the first chapters, the greatest nature mentor of my life, my mother, passed away after a lengthy downward spiral in the wake of a major stroke. Then, about a year later and just a few weeks prior to completing the manuscript, my sister Kerry died rather suddenly following a two-year bout with cancer. These deep losses have only cemented in me the need to push through the daily noise and focus on the things that matter most. It’s my deep personal hope that this book is one of those things.
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Bootful of Pollywogs


  Rethinking Nature and Childhood in Perilous Times


 


  The major problems in the world are the result of the difference between how nature works and the way people think.




  —GREGORY BATESON



 

SUNSHINE AND SPRINGTIME are notoriously rare bedfellows in Vancouver, British Columbia. One day when I was four or five years old, my mother took me into the forest a few blocks from home. She’d heard that the “frog pond,” as it was known, was brimming with tadpoles. Cinching the deal that fateful day were scattered, caressing rays of sun.

The event, one of my earliest memories, began with a brief, loamy walk down a forest trail. The trees were thick with moisture, still dripping from the relentless, drizzling rains. Arriving at the pond, I scampered to the water’s edge and squatted down, staring intently. It was a few moments before I realized that each of the frenetic black blobs before me was a distinct life form. Wearing tall black rubber boots, I stepped tentatively into the water, captivated by the larval swarm. I bent over and scooped up several with my hands to get a closer look. Bulging eyes, bloblike bodies, and long, slimy, transparent tails worked madly against my fingers.

Captivated, I inched out farther, and farther still, gasping as the water suddenly overtopped a boot. (Many years later, my mother told me that she started to object but thought better of it.) After hesitating briefly, imagining the tadpoles now darting around my sock, I took another willful step into the muck. The second boot flooded.

I was really in it now, sharing this pond-universe with jillions of frogs-to-be. Stepping gingerly so as to avoid any inadvertent amphibicide, I eventually found myself at the pond’s center, the water now above waist level. The sense of wonder and the smile across my face grew in tandem as I picked up handful after handful of squirming tadpoles. Immersed in that miniature sea of pollywogs, I felt, perhaps for the first time in my life, a deep and ecstatic sense of oneness with nature.

Through the late 1960s and 1970s, I escaped into that forest on Vancouver’s west side whenever possible, often in the company of my friend Tim. Our local elementary school backed up against the forest, and the forward-thinking administrators established an “Adventure Playground” amidst a stand of hemlock, cedar, and Douglas fir abutting one of the playing fields. At recess and lunch, we would sprint for this natural wonderland, where a giant overturned cedar stump became cave, castle, and spaceship.

As adolescents, our forest excursions expanded exponentially as we discovered the full 2,000-acre extent of the University Endowment Lands. (For us, it was simply “the woods.”) Canine companions joined us for this phase. I had a German shepherd named Rocky and Tim was accompanied by Raisin, a poodle–Siberian husky mix that resembled a four-legged ball of steel wool. (When queried about her breed, Tim would offer the same straight-faced reply: “Purebred Pooberian.”)

Vision is the least intimate of human senses. In the forest, we were embraced by the sweet, almost citrusy fragrance of Douglas fir; the water-drenched autumn air that turned breath visible; the deep qworking of ravens perched high on cedar boughs; and the tangy sumptuousness of fresh-picked huckleberries. This multisensory milieu offered a safe place, a cocoon within the world, for adolescent males to talk out their social angst and ponder the future. Needless to say, the dogs loved it too, relishing the endless textures and scents. We explored trail after trail, with names like Sasamat, Hemlock, and Salish.

Often we avoided trails entirely, preferring to bushwhack through the dense coastal foliage, clambering over rotting logs and navigating rock-strewn streams thick with skunk cabbage, nettles, salal, and ferns. On these meandering excursions, the forest took on a wild and unpredictable flavor, with amazing discoveries possible at any moment: teeming ant colonies; deep and murky ponds like Japanese soaking tubs; raucous, foul-smelling bird rookeries; and humongous stumps, old-growth ghosts. Hours later, humans and canines alike emerged from the evergreen realm filthy, exhausted, and exhilarated.

We had no idea that this place was imprinting on our hearts and minds, that our pores were soaking up every moment.

After a big winter snowfall (also a rare occurrence), the forest transformed yet again. Blinding whiteness blanketed every branch, twig, and needle. What had seemed a shadowed, entangled, noisy place just the day prior was now a rolling, sun-drenched refuge of deep, cathedral-like silence—all edges gone. Lighthearted, we punched through the heavy snow, stopping occasionally to lounge in cavelike snow-free zones beneath some of the larger trees.

In our mid-teenage years, testosterone overdoses manifested in the forest as a risky game dubbed “Deelo Wars.” A deelo (etymology uncertain) was any piece of woody debris that you could heft at someone else. In essence, the strategy amounted to abandoning cover of tree or bush just long enough to hurl large sticks at several of your closest friends. Of course, they were busy doing the same—every man for himself. All of us sustained a few direct hits, but I’m happy to report that no serious injuries resulted. (No, I don’t recommend trying this at home.)

I departed Vancouver in the mid-1980s to attend graduate school in Toronto, eventually earning a PhD and becoming a paleontologist. Tim, meanwhile, headed skyward, becoming a commercial airline pilot. In the succeeding decades, I’ve been fortunate enough to hunt for dinosaur bones in such far-flung locales as Zimbabwe, Mexico, and Madagascar. Cumulatively, I’ve spent years living in tents in remote places often referred to as “badlands.” While out fossil hunting, I’ve had face-to-face encounters with an assortment of amazing and very much alive creatures, among them bear, elephant, hyena, cobra, moose, and crocodile. But the senses with which I’ve experienced these places and their inhabitants were attuned in that second-growth temperate forest on Vancouver’s west side. Together with family camping trips, daily play in the wild corners of our neighborhood, and, later, long hikes in the Coast Range mountains, those countless treks in the Endowment Lands fostered in me a persistent passion for nature, undoubtedly influencing my career path. In recent years I’ve come to realize that I can’t help but take that Pacific Northwest forest with me wherever I go. It is an indelible part of who I am, more like a lens on the world than a collection of memories.

 


  The Extinction of Experience


 

My outdoor experiences mimicked those of many other 1960s and ’70s children. Baby boomers like me love to wax nostalgic about being kicked outdoors after school, returning only at dark, often in response to a parent yelling for them to come home. We talk of weekends and holidays full of nature roaming, sometimes alone, sometimes with friends, but always autonomously.

Few twenty-first-century kids can cite similar experiences. During the past generation, childhood has undergone a profound and, until recently, largely ignored transformation. One study found that the average American boy or girl spends four to seven minutes a day outdoors. Another placed the estimate at about thirty minutes of daily, unstructured, outdoor play. Whatever the actual number is, it seems pretty clear that children today spend a tiny fraction of the time playing outdoors that their parents did as kids.

By comparison, those same average American kids devote more than seven hours daily to staring at screens, replacing reality with virtual alternatives. Most boys rack up more than 10,000 gaming hours before age twenty-one. Children can now recognize greater than a thousand corporate logos, but fewer than ten plants native to their region. The net result of these staggering statistics is what author Robert Michael Pyle has dubbed “the extinction of experience,” highlighted by the gaping chasm between children and nature.


This indoor migration has been a massive, unplanned experiment with negative health consequences only now coming into view. During those marathon screen sessions, bodily exercise is restricted largely to thumb gyrations. Unsurprisingly, chronic physical and mental illnesses in children have skyrocketed. Today, about 18 percent of our kids six and older are obese, with diabetes, heart disease, and other ailments both rampant and on the rise. As of 2011, about 11 percent of American children four to seventeen years of age had been diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). In 2014, nearly six million children in the United States, one in eight, took Ritalin, largely to combat ADHD. According to at least one U.S. surgeon general, the present generation of children may be the first of the modern age with a life expectancy less than that of their parents.

To be clear, this problem isn’t restricted to the United States, or to North America. Recent surveys show the same rampant denaturing trend occurring throughout much of the developed world. Recognition of this issue is growing as well, with the majority of people strongly supporting the idea that children need more time in nature.

One survey, commissioned by The Nature Conservancy and funded by Disney, asked parents in five countries—Brazil, China, France, Hong Kong, and the United States—to describe their attitudes about children and nature. Among the findings were the following:


	Relatively few parents say that their children regularly spend time in nature. Fewer than one in four American parents—one in five in the other countries—reported that their children daily spend time in a park or natural area.


	The overwhelming majority of parents in all five countries view children’s lack of time in nature as a major problem. In the United States, 65 percent of respondents regarded this issue either as “very serious” or “extremely serious.”


	Parents believe that developing a connection with nature is critical to a child’s development. Among American parents, 82 percent regard time in nature to be “very important” to their children’s development, second in priority only to reading.




The United Kingdom’s National Trust recently published a lengthy report detailing the precipitous decline in children’s time in nature and arguing for the numerous health benefits that will accrue if we can reverse this trend. Similarly, in 2012 the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) adopted the resolution, “Child’s Right to Connect with Nature and to a Healthy Environment,” citing the growing gap between children and nature as a global issue of pressing importance.

In short, it is now broadly recognized that kids spend the great bulk of their time indoors, and that we need a widespread, concerted effort to reconnect children with nature.

So what happened?

Well, the digital revolution for one thing. Perhaps even more so than adults, children are highly susceptible to the hypnotic siren call of computers and handheld gadgets. Yet blaming technology is far too simplistic; many other factors have been involved. The fear factor, for example. Thanks to the media frenzy that now surrounds child abductions, parents are afraid to let their children play outdoors unattended. This is in spite of the fact that friends and relatives, rather than strangers, commit the great bulk of these crimes, and that the odds of your child being snatched are no greater than they were in 1950 or 1960. Another fear—this one of litigation—has driven many property owners to outlaw nature-related activities such as building tree forts. And well-intentioned parents fearful of their children somehow falling behind or missing out have filled their schedules with sports, music lessons, academic tutoring, and other organized activities, with little time left for unstructured play.

Then there’s the urban factor. The world’s population has exploded in recent decades, with cities following suit to accommodate the growing throngs. Since late 2008, more than half of humanity’s billions have inhabited urban areas. Like ravenous giants, expanding cities have swallowed up more and more nature, and degraded what’s left behind.

In his 2006 bestseller, Last Child in the Woods, Richard Louv spotlighted the current alienation of children from the natural world—what he termed nature-deficit disorder—as well as the many health benefits of nature connection. In the tradition of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, Last Child became a clarion call for change. The book catalyzed the children-in-nature movement, triggering new legislation in numerous states as well as the federal No Child Left Inside Act, approved by the House in 2008, but never voted on in the Senate. Grassroots efforts have been bolstered by federal initiatives like Michelle Obama’s Let’s Move! campaign, the United States Forest Service’s Children’s Forest initiative, and, most recently, President Obama’s America’s Great Outdoors campaign, now working with various state-level partners. Many related books and documentaries have appeared, alongside essays and letters to the editor. As far back as 2006, USA Today reported that “A back-to-nature movement to reconnect children with the outdoors is burgeoning nationwide.” The Children & Nature Network, cofounded by Louv, now reports over 100 regional campaigns spanning the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Italy, Mexico, and Colombia; cumulatively, these efforts reach millions of children a year.


In the pages that follow, I summarize the result of recent research demonstrating that abundant time in nature is a critical wellspring of human health, with a deep and formative influence on children in particular. Nature’s impacts extend far beyond physical fitness, encompassing intellectual and emotional health, self-identity, and basic values and morals. Health benefits of exposure to nature include enhanced healing, stress reduction, creativity, and self-esteem. Nature also has an unparalleled capacity to stir our emotions, fostering raw and powerful feelings of wonder, awe, mystery, joy—and, yes, fear. Smelling a wildflower in an alpine meadow, sprinting into the ocean surf, and sharing a face-to-face encounter with a coyote are all experiences that differ mightily from virtual alternatives.

 


  The Other Side of the Human-Nature Relationship


 

There’s another, equally compelling reason for us to reconnect with nature. Alongside declining human health, you’ve undoubtedly heard that nature’s well-being is also on the wane, at least here on Earth. It’s now scientifically documented and broadly known that human-induced effects such as global warming, habitat destruction, and species extinctions have driven Earth’s living systems to a series of perilous tipping points. If current trends persist until the close of this century, the world’s climate will warm an average of three or four degrees, triggering cataclysmic flooding of coastal regions and rampant desertification inland, displacing billions of people. During that same interval, we could drive about one-half of the planet’s species diversity to extinction, an eco-evolutionary experiment last run 66 million years ago when the dinosaurs were all but extinguished. Humanity’s persistence is at risk as well. At a minimum, our present course will generate human suffering on an unfathomable scale and rob future generations of a healthy biosphere.

The question asked all too rarely is, why? Why are we destroying so much of Earth’s nature and threatening our own future? In particular, why does this destruction continue apace despite a mountain of scientific evidence heralding catastrophe?

Most who acknowledge the present eco-crisis see the prime causes as “out there” in the environment. They point to multiple culprits, or “sources”—for example, greenhouse gas emissions, toxic pollutants, and deforestation—often heaping blame on multinational corporations and their “greedy” CEOs. From this perspective, the solution is more and better technology—solar and wind power, hybrid vehicles, high-performance buildings, and the like—accompanied by “simpler” lifestyles and a “greening” of the economy. Some of this tribe goes further, arguing for a complete restructuring of industrial society, including our political democracy and capitalist economy.

Conversely, a smaller but fast-growing contingent—among them scientists, artists, indigenous leaders, educators, environmentalists, spiritual leaders, and philosophers—claim that greener technologies, simpler lifestyles, and restructured economies are essential, yet insufficient. Even if every adult in the industrialized world became a vegetarian, took three-minute showers, and reduced their garbage nearly to zero; even if we all installed solar panels, rainwater capture systems, and compact fluorescent bulbs; even if we converted to cloth shopping bags, mass transit, and ate only local and organic, they argue, we’d still be hell-bound. Exterior transformations, this second tribe argues, must be accompanied by an interior revolution in thinking.

I stand with the second group. New technologies alone simply won’t cut it. What if tomorrow we somehow realized the dream of 100 percent “clean energy” regulated by “smart grids”? Would we suddenly cease decimating nature? Hardly. It seems more likely that the destruction would accelerate, as we channeled all that cheap, clean energy into the exploitation of “natural resources.” As Albert Einstein famously claimed, “The significant problems we have cannot be solved at the same level of thinking with which we created them.” Most of the external tools needed to set humanity on a new, sustainable path—knowledge, technologies, and wealth—are already available. Yet our response remains glacial relative to the urgent need for action. The most crucial unresolved sustainability issue, then, is a matter of mind and education rather than science and technology.

Our present dysfunctional worldview is founded on an erroneous perception: the existence of humanity outside nature. Despite the fact that nature provides the raw materials for our economy and that we clearly live on a finite planet, economists continue to regard the natural world as a subset of the economy, and speak of limitless growth. Yet the opposite is clearly true: our economy is a part of nature, as evidenced by the dramatic economic effects caused by topping ecological limits. A second, closely related perception is human dominion over the natural world. Seeing ourselves as external and superior to nature, we feel entitled to exploit natural “resources” at will. Adrift in a sea of objects, we’re left without any meaningful home, let alone a desire to protect and nurture the places we live.

How did we get so far off track? How did nature become “Other,” the ultimate big-box store for insatiable masses of shopaholics? On this question there’s much disagreement. Some point to the origins of written language, which triggered the loss of oral traditions intimately tied to local places. Others blame our extreme manipulation of the natural world on the birth of agriculture. Still others point to the early Greek philosophers’ separation of humanity from nature based on reason, or the religious positioning of humans as the dominant species at the apex of creation, or the scientific revolution’s heightening of this sense of human dominion. Almost certainly our alienation from nature was progressive, punctuated by many historical forks in the road, including those listed above and many others.

Whatever the causes, the primary tactic used to address the sustainability crisis has been the rational “doom-and-gloom” approach. Surely, most scientists and environmentalists have thought, if folks just understood the facts, they’d change their behavior. (I should know; I’ve been part of this ineffectual echo chamber.) Yet it turns out that people are more likely to shut down or go into denial when presented with such daunting information, particularly when the bulk of it is so removed from our day-to-day lives. Think about how you felt after reading the first paragraph of this section. On the spectrum from depressed to inspired, I’ll bet your reaction was closer to the former.

Marketing experts have long known that it’s not the mind, but the heart, that offers the most potent pathway to shifting behavior. Car ads, for example, don’t beat us over the head with statistics on horsepower or 0 to 60 acceleration times; instead we watch beautiful people driving through pristine landscapes. Understanding informed by emotional engagement—that’s the key.

We need a radical reenvisioning of nature to include a strong sense of compassion. As the late evolutionary biologist Stephen J. Gould once claimed, “We cannot win this battle to save species and environments without forging an emotional bond between ourselves and nature—for we will not fight to save what we do not love.” Embracing this approach, the IUCN has launched a “Love, Not Loss” campaign, arguing that we must replace the standard doom-and-gloom message with one of love. Our goal, they say, must be to help humanity to once again fall in love with nature. I couldn’t agree more.

And the best time to initiate this love affair? Childhood.

 


  Heading Off-Trail


 

Unlike many adults whose childhood nature haunts have been paved over, the forest of my youth remains. A portion of the Endowment Lands on Vancouver’s west side has even been given a new name, Pacific Spirit Regional Park. The old trails remain, now well signed and groomed, some laced with wooden boardwalks to transport walkers, runners, and riders across muddier reaches. Professional dog-walkers leading ragtag packs of canines are frequent sightings. In recent years, terrific kids’ programs have popped up, including day and night guided nature walks, something I would have relished as a boy.

Nevertheless, during my infrequent visits to this forest, I find myself disheartened by the dearth of young children, and the near absence of adolescents. Something else is wrong too: the magic of this verdant wood seems to have dissipated. Despite the sparkling new name, the forest feels tame, lacking in spirit. Perhaps it’s just the cynicism that comes with age, but while walking those perfectly groomed paths I no longer sense the wildness that permeated my younger bones. “Stay on the Trail” signs offer frequent reminders that the old bushwhacking days are long gone.

Absorbing a place with all of one’s senses means getting a little dirty, at least some of the time. The profound gap between on- and off-trail experiences is aptly summed up by mountain guide and philosopher Jack Turner:


 


  To walk a trail after bushwhacking is to cross mental borders: the border between lost and found, not knowing and knowing, nonhuman and human, wild and tame, hard and easy, dangerous and safe, deciding and merely following . . . To walk a trail after bushwhacking is to dumb down.



 

I understand that there may be potential for serious ecological damage if we encourage mobs of kids to bushwhack through Pacific Regional Spirit Park as Tim and I once did (assuming one could actually find a youthful mob so inclined). But I wonder. Would it be too much to set aside a few sizable patches of forest, perhaps with a pond or two, as trail-free adventure playgrounds? The same could be said for urban green spaces everywhere. Nature connection is a contact sport, and nature can take it.

Equally important, of course, is actually getting kids into natural places. As summed up in a recent poster from the Child & Nature Alliance of Canada, “The best way to get a child outside is to go with them.”

Too often we think of nature as something wholly separate from us, sequestered in national parks, forests, and seaside beaches that require organized trips. But nature is all around us, in backyards, schoolyards, gardens, and empty lots, relentlessly thrusting skyward through sidewalk cracks. If children are to grow into healthy, well-adjusted adults, nature needs to be integral to their everyday lives, from place-based learning at school to unstructured, unsupervised, even risk-prone play around home. Nature isn’t just a bunch of far-off plants, animals, and landscapes to learn about and visit once or twice a year. It’s an environment to be immersed in daily, especially during our childhood years.

You may recall the famous wild boy of Aveyron, the feral child discovered in 1800 after living many years alone in the woods of southern France. Victor, as he was dubbed, failed to progress beyond a rudimentary level of speaking, reading, and writing, though there’s suspicion today that he was autistic, and perhaps the victim of abuse in his earliest years. The point here is that a solo life in the wild does not produce a healthy, well-adjusted person with a deep nature connection. Instead, such isolation is likely to result in a broken, psychologically damaged individual.

In this book, my use of the term wild child refers to something entirely different—a child sharing deep connections with nature and people. Both kinds of connections are literally impossible without healthy mentoring from adults. We are social beings and, as we’ll see, connections with the natural world are strongest when a youngster has multiple mentors. Nature connection thrives alongside people connection.

Returning to the frog pond story that began this chapter, the true hero was my mother. What if she had elected to stay home with me on that spring morning in 1965 instead of venturing into the local forest? Or what if, fearing risk or mess, she had prevented me from wading into that pond? I shudder to think how my life would be different if I’d been forbidden to enter the forest as an adolescent, or if our family vacations had not included hiking and camping. My mother made sure that I spent abundant time outdoors. By the time I was nine years old, she’d signed us both up as members of a local mountaineering club. We walked on a mountaintop glacier when I was ten, an icy image forever etched in my mind. She watched me carefully and asked questions about the things that most interested me. She told me nature stories great and small. And, until I was an adult, I had absolutely no clue that I was being mentored. I’m not even certain she thought of herself in this way.


Today, most kids face a denatured childhood, with potentially dire consequences both for them and the places they call home. We must find a way to turn the tide and reconnect children with nature. The indispensable key to success will be nature mentors—people just like you.

Many more kids need to experience a bootful of pollywogs.

 


  The Goals and Plan of This Book


 

With How to Raise a Wild Child, I have three goals. The first is to ring the alarm bell and broaden awareness on a pressing issue—humanity’s disconnect from nature. The current children-in-nature movement, although booming, is still largely a grassroots effort at the fringes of affluent white society. We have a long way to go before turning the corner on connecting kids with nature, let alone achieving sustainable societies. And, as noted, far more is at stake than how children spend their leisure time.

My second goal is to explore the process of nature connection. Critical questions include: Do we have a genetic propensity to form nature bonds? What kinds of knowledge are most effective in fostering a love affair with nature? How should the proc­ess change as children grow? What is the role of digital technologies? How can we engage kids, with their ever-shrinking attention spans, in the slow pace of nature? What kinds of nature—from television documentaries to city parks to wilderness expeditions—are most effective in forming lasting connections? How can we deepen nature connections for children in urban settings, and radically expand the movement to transcend socioeconomic and ethnic boundaries? Finally, given that the days of parents sending kids outside after school are gone, at least for the time being, how can we convince adults to join children outdoors?

Finally, my third and primary goal, comprising the bulk of the book, is to help parents, educators, and others become nature mentors for the children in their lives. Lasting, deep nature connection does not explode into one’s consciousness in an “Aha!” moment. Nor does it come from learning a bunch of facts, equivalent to the rules of subtraction or grammar. Forming a deep connection with nature is an ongoing, multiyear proc­ess with multiple phases. Vital ingredients along the way include firsthand experiences in natural settings, learning through actively doing, storytelling, and understanding a few big ideas. To be most effective, all of these elements require mentoring, just as my mother provided for me.

We all live in some sort of relationship with the natural world—shallow, deep, or something in between. Today, the vast majority of us in developed societies are biased heavily toward the shallow side of this spectrum. Our challenge, then, is to raise a generation of children deeply connected with nature. Achieving this pressing goal simply cannot happen without the guidance of adult mentors. The ambition and promise of How to Raise a Wild Child is to empower those nature mentors.

The book is structured in four parts. Part 1, “Nature, Lost and Found,” consists of two chapters that outline our problematic relationship with nature and the importance of firsthand experiences in local places. These chapters set the stage for the remainder of the book, focusing on the importance of experiential learning in nearby nature. Nevertheless, if you’re anxious to get to more of the hands-on activities, feel free to skip to Chapter 3. In Part 2, “Essential Elements,” we explore the key ingredients of nature connection, including the basics of nature mentoring and the role of a couple of big ideas to help scaffold learning. The third part, “Life Stages,” includes a trio of chapters devoted to mentoring youngsters in early childhood, middle childhood, and adolescence, respectively, highlighting issues and useful strategies for each phase. Finally, “Obstacles and Solutions” tackles two of the greatest challenges facing nature mentors—digital technologies and urban environments—and offers productive avenues for addressing both. The book’s final chapter provides a vision for how we might scale nature connection and transform cities along the way.

But, before setting off on this adventure, I must warn you: to be a truly effective mentor, you’ll have to deepen your own level of connection with nature as well. And you’ll need to open yourself up to new, more experiential forms of learning. The finest mentors learn as much or more from their mentees as the reverse. Nevertheless, if you follow the simple steps outlined here, I can all but guarantee that your life, as well as the life of your child, will forever be changed for the better. But please don’t take my word for it. Read on and try it out!


 


  Part I
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NATURE, LOST AND FOUND



  1






Wilding the Mind


  What Is Nature, and Do We Really Need It?


 


  Nature is not a place to visit. It is home.




  —GARY SNYDER



 

WE HUMANS HAVE a rather bizarre relationship with nature. We seek it out to stroll, run, swim, commune, and socialize in. Those with financial means bike, rollerblade, climb, skydive, surf, sail, bird-watch, whale-watch, and stargaze, spending billions of dollars a year gearing up for and traveling to these activities. While there, we collect bugs, rocks, driftwood, fossils, counts of bird species, or, most commonly these days, photographs. Closer to home, we grow nature in our gardens, place it in pots that adorn our homes, cherish it as pets, and hug stuffed versions of it to our sleeping bodies. Increasingly, we also consume digital versions—books, documentaries, movies, and ­videos—that allow us to travel to wild places without so much as stepping beyond the front door.

On the flip side, we also kill nature for sport and place it in cages for our amusement. We rip it from mountainsides, scrape it off the ocean’s bottom, harvest it for raw materials, befoul it with toxins, and destroy it in vast quantities to accommodate humanity’s sprawl. Most fundamental of all, we literally chew up and swallow substantial amounts of nature daily simply to fuel our bodily selves. How can we possibly eat nature and love it too (beyond the taste, that is)? What is this multifaceted thing called nature, and do we really need it to sustain our minds as well as our bodies?

 


  Nature the Divine, or the Terrible?


 

Over most of the past decade, one of my favorite activities has been walking the hilly Marin Headlands close to my home in northern California. The patchy shrubs and grasslands afford spectacular coastal vistas and erupt into a kaleidoscope of wildflowers come springtime. The plentiful animal spottings include harrier hawks, coyote, alligator lizards, quail, mule deer, California newts, gray fox, blue-eyed dragonflies, ravens, and even rare gray whale spouts. Occasionally I’ve been startled by the last-second departure of a slithering garter snake or a bounding brush rabbit. Bobcats, in contrast, have sometimes sat a few feet off the trail, embodying that classic disinterested feline pose as I strolled past.

Here, the greatest threats to human life and limb are ticks and poison oak, or perhaps a sprained ankle. I’m told that mountain lions still prowl the headlands, but I have yet to glimpse one. (Oh how I would love to see a mountain lion.) In 2000, an errant black bear from farther north in Sonoma County wandered into our bailiwick, the first such occurrence in many years. Encounters with other humans are infrequent enough that it feels like I’ve temporarily escaped the anthropocentric world. In short, these bipedal excursions into the hills come close to epitomizing the idyllic nature outing—a gorgeous setting that replenishes body, mind, and spirit. I have been very fortunate.

Were I to have hiked this same spot 150 years ago—a span of only two human lifetimes—the experience would have been vastly different. That grizzly bear adorning California’s state flag is no mere aesthetic add-on. For thousands of years, local indigenous peoples lived, and occasionally died, under the daily threat of grizzlies. Bears were still a dominant force when Europeans arrived. In 1602, the Spanish maritime explorer Sebastián Vizcaíno saw grizzlies feeding on a whale carcass and elected not to land at certain points along the California coast because of the sheer numbers of these giant bruins. As European settlements expanded in the ensuing centuries, the golden bears stood fast, killing livestock and looming large on the landscape. Somewhat ironically, given their name, gold was the bears’ ultimate undoing. Within 75 years of the discovery of this precious metal in California—a single human lifetime—the state’s grizzlies were wiped out, the final one in 1922. The last known human to die in a grizzly attack in California was lumber mill owner William Waddell, in 1875. A creek in Big Basin Redwoods State Park, near the site of the attack, still bears his name.

As I hike the trails near my home, I often imagine how the experience would change if there were a real chance of running into a grizzly—or wolves, which also lived here. Would I react differently to those rustling bushes? Would I pay greater attention to my surroundings? Would my sense of calm and relaxation be marred by that ever-present possibility of becoming another animal’s next
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