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 Medicine

 
 

 
 As dreams are the healing songs

 
 
 from the wilderness

 
 
 of our unconscious—

 
 
 So wild animals, wild plants, wild landscapes

 
 
 are the healing dreams

 
 
 from the deep singing mind

 
 
 of the earth.

 
 
 

 
 
 
 —Dale Pendell, Living with Barbarians
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 A NOTE TO THE READER

 
 
 

 
 
 
 THE BOOK YOU ARE NOW HOLDING IN YOUR HANDS IS DESIGNED TO BE a book of feelings as well as thoughts. Like a novel it is designed to take you on a journey, in this instance one that ends well—though as with most novels bad things do happen along the way.
 Like most nonfiction it is designed to explore a number of ideas, perhaps new ways of looking at things. But unlike the majority of nonfiction it is also designed to explore a range of feelings. Some of these feelings are evoked in the stories I share,
 others in the way the informational sections are arranged and presented. The feelings that emerge as you read the book are important. I do not believe we can solve the environmental problems facing us unless we develop our capacity for feeling and our empathy for other life-forms to the same degree that we have developed our facility of thought. Unfortunately, because thinking is given precedence over feeling in Western cultures, most environmental books neglect feelings altogether. Those that do explore feelings either simply evoke the despair and pain that comes with the recognition of environmental devastation,
 or the awe that can occur in powerful and healthy natural settings—as if only the two choices were available to us. Though the pain, despair, and awe are important, things (and people) are a great deal more complex than that.
 

 
 
 

 
 
 And so, this book explores the complex, multidimensional, intricately interconnected, synergistic, living organism that we call Earth, and it is designed to be complex and multidimensional as well. It is designed to loop back on itself—like living organisms do; to contain multiple layers of communication—like living organisms do; and to contain something of the wildness of the world that it explores. As well, it examines some of the ways of thinking we have been developing over the past few centuries and the environmental devastation that is implicit in some of those ways of thinking—specifically the devastation inherent in technological medicine and pharmaceuticals. This book also explores other ways of thinking: ways that offer a more sustainable alternative than the mind-set we now use, ways of healing that are much older than technological medicine,
 ways that are deeply involved in the uses of plants as medicines, ways that are concerned with the aesthetic unity that underlies the ecosystems of Earth. For the millions of plant chemistries that are released into ecosystems are done so in response to environmental needs—to communications directed to plants—while pharmaceuticals are released into ecosystems in the billions of tons without any reason whatsoever. Both types of substances affect the same metabolic pathways in living organisms and so cause significant changes in the functioning of ecosystems. However, plant chemistries are filled with meaning; they are a language, pharmaceuticals are not. And so finally, this book delves into the meaning embedded within plant chemistry, the language of plants—a language human beings in the Western world lost knowledge of when we began to think so insistently with the analytical portions of our brains and quit thinking with other, more holistic parts of ourselves. Thus this book harkens back to the original teaching of plants and wild systems and to the first teachers we ever knew.
 

 
 
 
 
 
 Fifteen years ago I had an odd dream. In it, a medicinal plant that I was interested in, an Usnea lichen that is ubiquitous on trees throughout the world, told me that while it was good for healing human lungs it was primarily a medicine for the lungs of the planet, the trees. When I awoke, I was amazed. It had never occurred to me in quite that way that plants have some life and purpose outside their use to human beings. But, of course, when I thought it over I realized that the human species has only been around for about a million years. A lichen that has been intimately connected to tree species for at least 150 million years must have been doing something all that time besides pining away for our emergence.
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 THE TASTE OF WILD WATER |1

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 The stirring of their twigs against the dark, travelling sky Is the oracle of earth

 
 
 

 
 
 
 —Ted Hughes, “A Wind Flashes the Grass”

 
 
 



 
		 



		 

 
 
 
 A flower,

 
 
 A willow,

 
 
 A fisherman

 
 
 On a rock.

 
 

 
 A ray of sun

 
 
 On the river,

 
 
 A bird

 
 
 On the wing.

 
 

 
 Halfway

 
 
 Up the mountain

 
 
 A priest slowly climbs to a shrine.

 
 

 
 In the forest

 
 
 A yellow leaf

 
 
 Flutters and falls.

 
 
 

 
 
 
 —Ho P’ei-you, Ch’ing Dynasty

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 I WAS EIGHT THE FIRST TIME I TASTED WILD WATER.

 
 
 

 
 
 I lay with my great-grandfather along the bank of a pond deep in rural Indiana. I was close enough that his smell came strongly to me, subtly shading and comforting the wild smells surrounding me. It is a smell that I have known since I have known smell,
 deeply encoded in my body-memory, stored away with other body-memories that are bound together with the origins of my life:
 the feel of his starched shirts against my newborn skin, the smell of his soap and cigarettes, and his voice a deep rumble into which is interwoven the communications of ancient generations and nineteenth-century life.
 

 
 
 
 
 My great-grandmother is there in body-memory, too. Her voice throaty. She is overweight and chain-smoking, hard-drinking and peering nearsighted, heavy-bosomed, strongly perfumed. And always with her memory are smells of gravy and fried chicken, green beans boiled to nonexistence, the taste of too-sweet iced tea in great, sweating glass jugs. And the feeling of being loved deep into the soul till it matters not the shape of a person’s body or the irregularities of their personality.
 

 
 
 
 
 I remember journeys to their formal stately home in Columbus: dark and dangerous basements, attics filled with memories and old smells, mirrors that distorted new generations peering half-frightened into them, and overstuffed horsehair chairs that could not be sat upon without sliding off. And out back of the house my great-grandfather’s office where patients from the nineteenth century came to see their doctor.
 

 
 
 
 
 Those patients had little trust in the new generation of physicians that peered condescendingly down at them, talking as if to children, certain of their educational pedigree, all in clean-white-shining-characterless faces. They came instead to be with a fellow traveler through time, who had been filled with stories of Civil War, begun life on horses and in buggies, had seen them die in one world war and then another. One who used the old medicines and still looked at the tongue, who palpated the organs, and who said, “Say ‘ahhh.’”
 

 
 
 
 
 I sometimes went in the back door of that office—drawn always against my will. It stood darkly in the back of the garden,
 pulling on me, until I could resist no longer. Then uncertain, trembling, I would walk past the goldfish pond filled with ancient flashing carp, along the overgrown walkway, to the blond brick building with the dark brown door. Even touching the handle brought its smell to the nostrils: old metal and years of human touch. The knob rattled slightly, but it took a pressure to turn it, for the door fit tightly. All of my strength was necessary and my hand would just start to slip when the door would let go with a sudden “thunk” and pop open a little. More smells would come, smells held at bay behind blond brick, peeling brown door, metal latch and knob. Strange smells: of herbal medicines and chemicals and leather, of oak and old paper, of old sickness and pain, and of the years of human lives, which has a smell all its own.
 

 
 
 
 
 The door creaked when I pulled it open, hinges protesting, and it scraped along the concrete walk. And when it was finally open there was always that terrible moment when I had to decide whether or not to step inside. In the dim light lay old boxes and metal things, worn-out brooms, and scrapes on the walls, and that slightly damp concrete with its own wetly penetrating smell. As I breathed it in I was caught up and carried away to some kind of life that I did not understand. It seemed so old and somehow so sad that I could hardly take breath. But none of these things came to me in words. They expressed themselves in the instinctive motions of flight, half turning to the door again to go, to get away, to feel once again the sunlight play over my body and fill up my lungs. And sometimes I gave it rein and left not-running, remembering to close the door, to push on it until it snicked into place. And somehow in the back of my mind I could hear a sad thing crying out to me—a thing that I could not hold, could not understand, could not bear.
 

 
 
 
 
 But other times I would not turn and go, not give that silent fear expression or control over my body. I would reach out and turn on the light, and sometimes I would even close the door behind me and place myself firmly in that world. Then, trembling,
 I would step out into it and it would close about me firmly, insistently, irrevocably.
 

 
 
 
 
 Along the right side of the room were counters and above them shelves. In the middle of the counter was a large sink, stained by fearful liquids over unimaginable years. On the shelves above were brown bottles leaning, filled, leaking, mysterious,
 and strange. The smell was strong: of herbal medicines, and chemicals, and water, and plants, and age. Along the left side of the room were shelves filled with boxes and bottles and metal devices and things that my memory provides no shapes for.
 

 
 
 
 
 Once I had made it this far, it was seldom that I did not go on. There was a door ahead of me and through it the room where my great-grandfather saw his patients. It was a room that felt safe, touched by human life. There was a high leather table with shiny metal things at one end that looked like stirrups or the spurs used by cowboys. There was a desk with a chair and papers and the walls were clean and it smelled like hospitals and fear and hope all at the same time.
 

 
 
 
 
 At the far wall there was another door, always closed. It carried on its surface a shiny patina of age, the knob turned silently and easily, and on the other side was the waiting room. There was a couch, its leather dark with years, its oak body rubbed black and smooth. There were oak chairs and end tables with magazines and table lamps and along the front length of the couch there was a low table and on it a large glass jar, perhaps a foot across. It was filled with shark teeth and I knew I could take off the top and reach inside and take some if I wanted. Sometimes I did and wondered about a fish that could have these kind of teeth, and sometimes I would think about falling in the ocean—but not often.
 

 
 
 
 
 Eventually I would turn and retrace my steps and always that back room would challenge me. I would snake through it quickly,
 hearing soft footfalls behind me that I could not turn and face, and it always seemed that I got the door closed just in time.
 I would shake then and not understand why I had ventured in and it might be a month or a year before I did it again.
 

 
 
 
 
 It was in Columbus that I was introduced to the mysteries of my great-grandfather’s profession but in the Indiana forests at his country home that I was introduced to the mysteries of the human and of Earth and of the interior world that all human beings possess.
 

 
 
 
 
 The house there was a hand-hewn oak barn built a century before. My great-grandfather had bought it, numbered the pieces,
 disassembled it, moved it to their country farm, and rebuilt it. I remember visits there, lying next to him in bed and hearing his stories. It did not matter what he said but only the sound and rhythms of his voice, his arm about me, and his smell sinking deep within me. I remember one night lying with him when the story was done and looking up from slitted eyelids to his face and knowing that the only thing I wanted in life was to be a man like this man. Only years later did I realize the Universe hears such requests and shapes irrevocable destiny from child thought. And even more years passed before I realized that there is a price to granted wishes.
 

 
 
 
 
 
 Sometimes he would take me out into the woods on that farm and we would walk. There is a special kind of shadow that happens in deep woods that are old and have been left undisturbed. Underneath the canopy of ancient hardwood trees the greens are deeper, the soil blacker, the smells richer. And there is a shadow that is over everything, calling out that there is a deeper world than the human of which we are a part. Something came out of that place and entered my body. I felt more whole, more human, more loved, more a part of the world. And in some indefinable way I knew who I was.
 

 
 
 

 
 
 I remember the particular way my great-grandfather walked through those woods; few walk that way now. I see it mostly in old pictures, in the stance of ancient ancestors, of Civil War veterans, of people long gone. That way of walking has a particular smell, a particular gait, a particular rhythm, a particular integration with Earth and plant and water. As we walked through those woods he would push aside a plant in his path. But it was not brusquely done. Rather he moved them from his path as if they were relatives he was setting aside. The soil was black with a bit of clay and it could be easily formed with the hands. A shovel would go in deeply and there were few stones. The roots of the plants entwined in that deep dark soil and our feet sank down a little as we walked—as if we were moving on the living tension of the soil—like the water spiders that skated on the pond where we fished. My great-grandfather’s feet knew the tension of that soil—they expected it and the soles of his feet spoke to it, conversed with Earth, each step of the way.
 

 
 
 
 
 When we reached the pond, we would lie for hours on its banks, the silence a blanket over us. Sometimes we would drop a word into the silence like a stone into the water and the word’s meaning would send ripples through us until they ebbed, slowed,
 stopped. Still, even then I knew those words that I loved were unnecessary. For in our time together we were doing something without words that humans have done for millennia. As we lay with the smells and the sounds and the feels of that place deep inside something would leave his body and enter mine. I would breathe it into me as slowly as I breathed in his smell; something in my soul found purchase in it. It was a food without which I could not have become human. It is always passed in silence between the man and the boy, between the woman and the girl. It is handed down from one interior world to the next. Its essence penetrates the muscles of the body, the oxygen of the blood, the substance of the spirit. And this was the time in which I first tasted wild water.
 

 
 
 
 
 A man’s hand possesses touch and touching, softness and hardness, those deep veins on its back that can capture the eyes and will not let them go, and all his life written in the lines of his palm. I remember lying back upon my elbows with a piece of grass between my teeth and my great-grandfather leaning forward and cupping his hand, sliding it under the surface of that glassy pond. He lifted the shining surface to my lips and said, “Here, have you ever tasted this water?” I looked at him askance and caught the gleam in his eye, then bent my head and pursed my lips. I remember the translucency of that water, the tiny particles of dirt floating in its depths, and below it all his life written in the palm of his hand. The water was sweet and cooling; my body liked it. As I lifted my head, I caught the glint in his eye and he made that peculiar gritty sound with his teeth as he smiled that I loved so much. “Good isn’t it?” he asked. And I remember nodding. And then we lay back down and that thing continued to come out of his body into mine.
 

 
 
 
 
 
 Later my mother caught me drinking wild water and told me it would kill me and began to instill in me a fear of the wildness of nature. And later still, my great-grandfather died and my days began to be filled with TV dinners and the flickering, half-intimacy of television. The years passed and the voices of my ancestors began to fade from memory; I became used to the taste of domesticated water.1

 
 
 

 
 
 It was long and long again before I tasted wild water once more, before the seeds that my great-grandfather and the land had laid within me began their slow growth. Even more years before I was no longer afraid wild water would kill me. The journey back to wild water is a long one—for our species, for each of us. In making that journey we must find a way to heal within ourselves a wound laid down long ago, a wound that came from a certain decision our species made, from a certain way of thinking—a wound that can be most easily distinguished when remembering puppies.
 

 
 
 
 
 It is easy to remember what a puppy looks like, perhaps even to imagine one on the other side of the room you are in now.
 He is smelling the floor, looking around, filled with the newness of life as puppies often are.
 

 
 
 
 
 He begins to walk across the floor. He doesn’t see you yet—all of his attention is consumed with what he is smelling, what he is seeing. He is walking with that funny gait that puppies often have, their hind end slightly askew as if their rear legs are walking faster than the front. The puppy gets nearer and you give a little whistle and say, “Here boy, come here,” and you whistle again.
 

 
 
 
 
 The puppy looks up and sees you (“that’s a good boy,” you say) and his whole body begins to wag. “It’s you,” the puppy seems to be saying, “it’s you!” And in that moment something passes between you and the puppy. It is as if something leaves your body and enters the puppy; as if something leaves the puppy and enters you. And the most important thing then is to touch the puppy, to pet him, to hold him. And the puppy seems to want nothing more than these things as well—perhaps, in addition,
 to lick your hands or your face.
 

 
 
 
 
 
 This is an experience that nearly all people know, yet we have no word for it in our language. (Love is too broad in its possible meanings, too overworked.) Once, people experienced this exchange with everything on Earth. The experience was understood, expected, a natural part of human life—this deep interaction with the nonhuman world—this exchange of soul essence.
 

 
 
 

 
 
 But it is not common now. Once shared with all life-forms such an exchange now happens only in our immediate families (if we are lucky), with our pets—dogs and cats or other domestic animals we may meet from time to time—and, if we have a green thumb, with the gardens, lawns, or plants that we grow. In that sense, it is also a perverted experience. Domesticated animals and plants and landscapes are only a shadow of what plants and animals and landscapes can be and are in the wild. What we share with them is only a shadow of what we can share, and historically have shared, with the wild. The emotive energy that comes from a wolf is of an entirely different magnitude than that from a dog.
 

 
 
 
 
 The loss of this kind of engagement, with life in general and with wild life in particular, by its nature generates deep wounds,
 external and internal. No longer feeling or exchanging an emotional affinity with all life, we are no longer care-full with Earth, its landscapes, and its many life-forms. From our care-lessness our environment becomes impoverished. And our interior world is impoverished as well. That joyful feeling that comes into our bodies when we exchange soul essence and deep emotional affinity with a puppy once happened many times a day—with many species of life. It was a regular part of the historical life experience of our species on Earth—a primary type of exchange. We are now so far from such emotional engagement as a daily part of life that we no longer have a common word to describe its occurrence.
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 Along the upper Amazon . . . there are yachaqs who learn shamanism directly from the doctores, the plant teachers. These yachaqs are called vegetalistas. . . . [And] every true vegetalista has to meet Sacha Runa, the Forest Person, face to face. In the Jungle.

 
 
 

 
 
 
 Sacha Runa is like us, except that he lives in the forest. Sacha Runa is the one who takes care of the animals—the one who lets them out in the morning.
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 By jungle I really mean primary forest—forest that hasn’t been cleared—that’s where Sacha Runa lives. And it’s through Sacha Runa that one is introduced to the plant teachers, the doctoritos. Sometimes Sacha Runa will come out from behind a ceibo tree and say hello to a person who wasn’t even looking for him.

 
 
 

 
 
 
 —Dale Pendell, PHARMAKO/POEIA

 
 
 

 
 
 These interior and exterior wounds have come from the development of a certain way of seeing the world and our place in it
 (and the loss of the older ways it replaced). The development of what Gregory Bateson calls an epistemology: a way of knowing or seeing reality.
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 . . . far are we from the forests of our rest

 
 
 Where the wolf nature from maternal breast

 
 
 Fed us with strong brown milk

 
 
 Yet still our souls keep memories of that time

 
 
 In Sylvan wildernesses, our soul’s prime

 
 
 Of wisdom, forests that were gods’ abode.

 
 
 

 
 
 
 —Edith Sitwell, Elegy on Dead Fashion

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 The tree which moves some to tears of joy

 
 
 is in the Eyes of others

 
 
 only a Green thing that stands in the way.

 
 
 

 
 
 
 —William Blake, The Letters

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 One of the penalties of an ecological education 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 is that one lives alone in a world of wounds.

 
 
 

 
 
 
 —Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 THE EXTERIOR AND INTERIOR WOUNDS THAT COME FROM NO LONGER sharing soul essence with the world around us are pervasive, though the interior one is more difficult to see. The exterior wound, however, is easily perceived; people have been discussing its appearance for hundreds of years. By now it has widened, deepened, become so severe that most people routinely acknowledge its existence. This wound is the logging of the rain forest, the pollution and destruction of rivers . . . all the desecration of our exterior world. It has been talked about so much, and we have become so inured, that it is easy to forget that there is a feeling to this exterior wound. A feeling before words, before thinking. A simple, deep response from somewhere inside us recognizing damage to the fabric of life. We can shut these feelings off. But to understand the impact of the exterior and interior wounds it is important to feel them—even if only briefly—even if it hurts.
 

 
 
 

 
 
 Henry David Thoreau described the exterior wound in his journal on December 30, 1851.

 
 
 
 
 This afternoon, being on Fair Haven Hill, I heard the sound of a saw, and soon after from the Cliff saw two men sawing down a noble pine beneath, about forty rods off. I resolved to watch it till it fell, the last of a dozen or more which were left when the forest was cut and for fifteen years have waved in solitary majesty over the sprout-land. I saw them like beavers or insects gnawing at the trunk of this noble tree, the diminutive manikins with their crosscut saw which could scarcely span it. It towered up a hundred feet as I afterward found by measurement, one of the tallest probably in the township and straight as an arrow, but slanting a little toward the hillside, its top seen against the frozen river and the hills of Conantum. I watch closely to see when it begins to move. Now the sawers stop, and with an axe open a little on the side toward which it leans, that it may break the faster. And now their saw goes again. Now surely it is going; it is inclined one quarter of the quadrant, and, breathless, I expect its crashing fall. But no, I was mistaken; it has not moved an inch; it stands at the same angle as at first. It is fifteen minutes yet to its fall. Still its branches wave in the wind, as if it were destined to stand for a century, and the wind soughs through its needles as of yore; it is still a forest tree, the most majestic tree that waves over Musketaquid. The silvery sheen of the sunlight is reflected from its needles; it still affords an inaccessible crotch for the squirrel’s nest; not a lichen has forsaken its mast-like stem, its raking mast,—the hill is the hulk. Now,
 now’s the moment! The manikins at its base are fleeing from their crime. They have dropped the guilty saw and axe. How slowly and majestically it starts! as if it were only swayed by a summer breeze, and would return without a sigh to its location in the air. And now it fans the hillside with its fall, and it lies down to its bed in the valley, from which it is never to rise, as softly as a feather, folding its green mantle about it like a warrior, as if, tired of standing, it embraced the earth with silent joy, returning its elements to the dust again. But hark! there you only saw, but did not hear. There now comes up a deafening crash to these rocks, advertising you that even trees do not die without a groan. It rushes to embrace the earth, and mingle its elements with the dust. And now all is still once more and forever, both to eye and ear.
 

 
 

 
 
 
 There is a feeling to this. A certain grief that is felt in the body, a clutch that overtakes the heart.

 
 
 
 
 Things of course have not gotten better but worse in the intervening 150 years. Though we learn to dampen it as best we can,
 not a day goes by that we do not in some way feel this wound to our world, even in the smallest of things.
 

 
 
 
 
 
 The poet Dale Pendell, in his book Living With Barbarians, published this description of it in the last year of the twentieth century:
 

 
 
 

 
 
 I had got used to walking,

 
 
 afternoons sometimes,

 
 
 when the joggers were back

 
 
 at their desks, along

 
 
 San Tomas Creek, as a break

 
 
 from chairs, computers, and

 
 
 fluorescent light. The creek,

 
 
 controlled, mostly cemented,

 
 
 but for a block or two still running

 
 
 on a sandy bed, provided

 
 
 an island habitat for a few

 
 
 species of plants, animals, and birds.

 
 

 
 In the middle of a hundred

 
 
 square miles of concrete

 
 
 and asphalt, I took some pleasure

 
 
 in monkey flowers, alder and willow,

 
 
 coyote brush, and adventive weeds:

 
 
 rushes and horsetails, veronica,

 
 
 water primrose. A few species new

 
 
 to me I collected, and hung the pressed

 
 
 specimens in my office. I began to learn

 
 
 birding: ducks with the seasons,

 
 
 egrets, black phoebes, kestrel.

 
 
 A burrowing owl lived there

 
 
 in a den, killdeer in the shallows,

 
 
 while a young red-tailed hawk soared

 
 
 leisurely, overhead.

 
 

 
 For some weeks was too busy

 
 
 to get out, and when did,

 
 
 was struck by the quiet:

 
 
 no ground squirrels scurried off

 
 
 at my approach, not a single killdeer

 
 
 peeped, nothing moved. It was stilled.

 
 
 Then I saw: every leaf and branch

 
 
 of the grasses, shrubs, and trees

 
 
 was browned and crisping,

 
 
 and I thought, “sprayed!”

 
 

 
 
 
 
 Jokingly, I used to tell botanical friends

 
 
 that part of my work was a study

 
 
 of the ecology of San Tomas de Aquino Creek.

 
 
 A foreman

 
 
 from the Santa Clara Valley Water District

 
 
 and a busload of boys from the County Farm 

 
 
 cleaned it out with rakes and chainsaws

 
 
 in three days.

 
 
 This is my report.

 
 

 
 
 
 Stories such as these have the capacity to generate deep feelings. But they are not new or news; a single tree being killed,
 a small section of scrub sprayed in an otherwise controlled waterway. Yet each story captures a wound opened in the Earth and in human hearts bonded with a particular place. And somewhere in each of us, because we sometime have had a similar experience,
 the buried feelings rise to the surface like bubbles coming to the top of a pond. They break open as thoughts, as feelings.
 We are, in fact, surrounded by this wound daily, we swim in its waters, and a certain amount of our energy goes each day to repress the feelings that it naturally engenders.
 

 
 
 
 
 The interior wound occurs in the landscape of the human psyche and heart; I learned how to talk about it in New York City.

 
 
 
 
 NEW YORK STORIES

 
 
 
 
 
 Until my first visit, New York City had always lurked forbidding and grim in my imagination. Like most westerners, I knew there were few colors; that the buildings, clothes, and emotional interiors of the people were shades of gray; that the city cowered under sullen storm clouds. That no one ever smiled.
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 I knew what happened to visitors, the harm that came to outsiders. By some mysterious process residents were able to survive the daily beatings, muggings, and murders. And I knew that people from out of town, especially west of the Mississippi, had no such protection. I knew that the inhabitants of the city would be able to tell, immediately, that here was new meat. I was cautious, then, when asked to speak there.
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 I flew into Washington, D.C., where I had other business, and nervously took a train up to the city. No one met me; my friend was late. So I stood, tiny and dwarfed by the station, bags circled, waiting. My nervousness increased each minute; my peripheral vision expanded completely around my head. My hands casually hovered around my wallet and my eyes constantly roved the crowd,
 making sure that when the inevitable stranger bumped into me his accomplice did not make off with my bags. By the time my friend arrived I was very nervous—she realized this in a glance, laughed, and took my arm. I earnestly shared my thoughts. She patted my arm and reassured me.
 

 
 
 

 
 
 As we stepped outside the doors of the station I was astonished; the sky was blue, the people dressed in bright colors, many were smiling. One or two nodded companionably; I began to think I had been misinformed. Leaving me for a moment, my friend strode to the curb, raised her hand; a cab pulled over and stopped.
 

 
 
 
 
 The cab was delightfully battered, the driver American, not recently shaven, his eye cynical, his clothes disreputable. He loaded the bags as we climbed in the backseat.
 

 
 
 
 
 “Where to?” His accent was marvelous.

 
 
 
 
 My friend told him, adding conspiratorially, “This is my friend’s first visit to New York.”

 
 
 
 
 The cabbie turned his head, looked at me. “Welcome to our lovely town,” he remarked. “Would you like beer, wine, pop? Dis,”
 he surveyed the interior of the cab proudly, “is a full-service cab.”
 

 
 
 
 
 “But, he’s so nice!” I involuntarily exclaimed.

 
 
 
 
 “See! See!” the driver said to no one in particular and, at a high rate of speed, he pulled out from the curb.

 
 
 
 
 I had been invited to New York to give a talk on Sacred Plant Medicine. It had been arranged by someone I knew only slightly and was being promoted by a local organization that would forward my fees later. I was to speak about the process whereby historical indigenous people developed their knowledge of plant medicines and, to some extent, how, in this present time,
 we could explore that process for ourselves. Over the weeks leading up to the event I had received periodic calls to update me. There were 8 people coming, then 14, then 25—could I come back often? perhaps once a month? there were so many. I was excited. A huge crowd for my first talk in New York City.
 

 
 
 
 
 Our destination had, like many businesses I had seen on the way, a long green awning stretching toward the street, a few short steps leading up, and a set of impressive doors. Like many of the buildings in New York it had apartments above and a business at street level. I gathered my things, paid the driver—he had actually had no beer, wine, or pop—and we walked up the steps.
 I grabbed the beautiful brass handles and pulled open the doors.
 

 
 
 
 
 The air whooshed out and I got a good whiff of the place. The smell was 1950: old creaking offices, ancient elementary schools,
 empty and echoing government buildings. As my eyes adjusted I saw that the floor was covered with actual linoleum (made from material impregnated with linseed oil) in a large green and white checked pattern. The walls were painted with the dirty-tan,
 army-surplus paint common on the walls and ceilings of my elementary and high schools. Across the room was an ancient countertop covered with the first Formica, and a hallway behind. No one was present; a few fluorescent lights spluttered and hummed overhead.
 I felt a sense of gloom.
 

 
 
 
 
 I peeked around the counter. “Hello?” I called out. Silence. I glanced back at my friend, hesitant. She smiled encouragingly.
 Tentatively, I made a foray into the darkened corridor. An office on my right. I peered in. Someone was lounging behind the desk, reading a book. A youngish man with upthrust, short-cut hair, an athlete’s stocky body. “Yes?” he said.
 

 
 
 
 
 “Er, I am here to teach the workshop. Where do I go? Can you help me?”

 
 
 
 
 He shrugged. “Everyone is gone, I’m just helping out. Didn’t you see a sign?”

 
 
 
 
 “Er, no,” I replied. “Uh, you don’t know how many people are coming by any chance do you?”

 
 
 
 
 “No,” he said, irritated, “but there’s a sign out there.”

 
 
 
 
 I paused, indecisive. He began reading his book again. I retraced my steps.

 
 
 
 
 “What’s up?” My friend asked.

 
 
 
 
 “Er, I don’t know, no one seems to know anything. The guy back there said there was a sign out here someplace.”

 
 
 
 
 I scanned the room. Nothing. She nudged my arm. “How about that?” I looked closer. Across the room, taped to the wall, was a sheet of lined paper roughly torn from a notebook. It drew me closer. PLANT WORKSHOP was crudely scrawled on it in pencil,
 an arrow underneath pointed to a shadowy doorway on our left. I walked over, peered in. Steep steps, covered with the dark brown rubberish material that I remembered from childhood, climbed a narrow stairwell. Blue powder was sprinkled along the baseboards.
 

 
 
 
 
 My friend stuck her head in, “Hmmmm.” She looked at me questioningly. My hand clutched the narrow round banister and I started up. The stairs creaked. At the top, under a dim recessed light fixture, was a landing and, on the other side of it, a door.
 Its twin had filled the doorframe of my high school English class. It was painted the same tan-colored, army-surplus paint and in the upper middle was a small square window of glass. Filled with a lattice of tough metal wire, this glass has always reminded me unpleasantly of juvenile detention. I went in.
 

 
 
 
 
 Scattered around the room were the tan metal desks from my high school. The battered teacher’s desk rested at a rakish angle in front of a blackboard dusty with powdered chalk. Four or five abandoned notebook pages lay scattered on the floor. Light bleakly filtered in through elderly windows to my left. Some desiccated plants in green plastic pots sat along the sills.
 

 
 
 
 
 Sitting in the front row facing the desk was one young Caucasian woman, about twenty-eight years old. She turned hopefully at our entrance.
 

 
 
 
 
 I paused in midstride. “Uh, hi . . . uh, uhmmm, I . . . I’ll be right back,” I stuttered. I set down my bags and raced down the stairs, found the young man still reading.
 

 
 
 
 
 
 “There’s only one person up there! Is that all there is coming?”
 

 
 
 

 
 
 He looked up, expression blank. “Oh, I’m sure there will be more in a few minutes.” He looked back down at his reading. I stood, hesitant, waiting for him to say more. He kept reading. I reluctantly retraced my steps.
 

 
 
 
 
 The young woman turned again at my entrance. “Are you the teacher?” she asked.

 
 
 
 
 “Ummm, yes, but there seems to be a problem. You appear to be the only one coming. I think you should get your money back.”

 
 
 
 
 It is very hard to teach a class with fewer than five people. There is so little energy that the whole thing never gets off the ground. With one person it’s impossible.
 

 
 
 
 
 Normally a speaker’s gaze roves the room, looking at this person and that. Eye contact only occurs with each person every so often. Facial expressions that indicate interest or intent listening or an emotional response to something being said are spaced with time for resting in between. But with only one participant the undiluted gaze of the speaker is trained on her the whole time. In short order she runs through all the appropriate facial expressions and a glaze sets in as the face fossilizes into one, set expression, generally an expression she thinks mimics polite, interested listening. It is actually horribly doll-like—glassy eyes surrounded by unmoving, semi-lifelike, plasticized skin. In short, I was determined, for both our sakes,
 to avoid it if at all possible.
 

 
 
 
 
 Then she looked up earnestly and said, “But I’ve come so far, won’t you stay and talk for just a little while?” Something in her expression stopped me and I softened and said, “Yes.”
 

 
 
 
 
 Mentally I gave it fifteen minutes; without giving the talk itself, I thought there couldn’t be much to talk about that would take longer than that. And so I sat on the desk, leg swinging, and spoke of how it was for indigenous people long ago, and just as I was wrapping it up the door opened and two more women walked in. This put me over the number of participants where I could, with integrity, cancel the class. Nevertheless, I tried to get out of it.
 

 
 
 
 
 “Ummm, you know, I think this is all of us. I think you should get your money back.”

 
 
 
 
 “Well, hell,” one of them said. “We come all the way across town. We ain’t got anything better to do. You might as well teach.”
 She put a hand on her hip, daring me to disagree. The other one nodded approvingly. So I waited as they got settled, ranging themselves on either side of the young woman in front of me.
 

 
 
 
 
 
 This was strange. People invariably sit scattered around a room; they feel safer to the back or the side—safer still if there is space between them and the person next to them. It is rare that people sit right up front, much less that all the participants sit together, in a row, in front.
 

 
 
 

 
 
 We were chatting as they settled themselves and something in what they said struck me as odd, so I asked them if they knew anything about herbalism or plant medicines. None of them did. And this was very strange because the people who come to hear me are usually herbalists. So I asked them, “Why are you here?”
 

 
 
 
 
 And they told me the truth.

 
 
 
 
 The woman on my right, perhaps forty-five years old, answered first. She had been born in Jamaica and her accent was still strong in spite of thirty years in New York. I love Jamaican accents and can listen to them all day long. No matter what they say it sounds beautiful and moving and deeply poetic. (“Yeah, mahn, I goin’ to Jamaica mahn, get some rum, den tings be ahree.”)
 

 
 
 
 
 She looked up at me and cleared her throat and there was a funny feeling in the room. She said, “Well mahn, lately I haven’t wanted to live.” And here she paused and took a deep breath. “But my granmamma, she come to me in my dreams an’ she tell me,
 ‘Chile! You got to get your fingers in de dirt.’” She moistened her lips, her voice dropped to a whisper. “Yeah mahn, every night she come to me an’ she tell me de same ting, ‘Chile! You got to get your fingers in de dirt.’” She shifted in her chair and looked up, going on more briskly.
 

 
 
 
 
 “So, you know I kep’ tinking wha’ to do? And den I hear ’bout dis place, a community garten dey call it. It cos’ twenty-five dollar. So I save my money for two mont’s and take de subway. An’ you know what mahn? When I go dere and put my fingers in de dirt I know who I am again.” She stopped once more, then looked at me earnestly and said slowly, “Such a ting has nebber hoppend to me before. An’ I come today ’cause I tink mebbe I’m crazy.”
 

 
 
 
 
 There was a stillness in the room and I realized the rest of us were holding our breath. There was a sudden rustling of clothes and indrawing of breaths and we all shifted in our seats. I turned to the next woman, the young white woman who had originally been present. She looked like she had been raised suburban middle class, maybe in New Jersey. And I asked her, “Why are you here?”
 

 
 
 
 
 She looked up shyly, nervously, conscious of the women on either side. “Well,” she said, “lately, I have been thinking of becoming a naturopath. So not too long ago I flew out to Portland to the naturopathic college there to see if it was something I wanted to do.” She paused and moistened her lips, her head tilted slightly down. “They offer a tour to prospective students,
 you know, where you go through the buildings with a guide and hear from present or former students how great it is. Well,
 there were ten or fifteen of us and we were stopped in the middle of this hallway. I wasn’t paying attention to what the guide was saying, my mind was wandering, thinking about something else, when out of the corner of my eye I caught a glimpse as she opened a door to my right. I turned and looked and it was the room where they keep all the plants, all the herbs they use for medicine. And I could hear each one of the plants crying out to me, talking as clearly as I am talking to you now. And there were hundreds of them.” She paused for a moment, then went on. “I came today because I thought, that perhaps, something in your talk could help me understand what had happened. I have been thinking, you know,” and here she moistened her lips again and looked nervously around, “that maybe I’m crazy.”
 

 
 
 
 
 We were entranced, listening to her. And when she was done there was a flurry of breathing and shifting, and a funny, sad feeling in the room. I turned to the last woman. She was, like the first, a black woman, middle-aged, but obviously born and bred in New York City. Her features were hard, her face angular, her cheekbones sharp. She had come up hard and it showed in every movement and intonation, in her clothes, in the fierce determination in her face, and in her strong work-roughened hands.
 

 
 
 
 
 “Tell us why you are here,” I said.

 
 
 
 
 
 She looked up. “Well, my man, he left me. And I haven’t known where to go with my life now he’s gone. I live in a little efficiency apartment and I get up early in the morning when it’s dark. I work all day and when I come home it’s dark again. I don’t have a yard,” she laughed grimly. “This is New York, but I like plants and so I grow them inside . . . in pots.” And here she paused and in a shy voice she said, “They like it when you talk to them, you know? They grow better.” She shook her head. “Anyway, there is this one. It grows all up the wall and across the ceiling. It has big leaves,” she gestured with her arms to show me, holding them in a big circle that narrowed down to a point where her hands came together. “Well, when I get up in the morning, the leaf at the end of the plant,
 up on the ceiling, it’s pointing this way.” She held her arms like a big pointed leaf again and gestured off to her left.
 “But when I get home it’s pointing this way” and she gestured off to her right. “I thought that maybe it was the sun, but none of the other leaves were doing it. And every morning and evening it was the same. I kept thinking about it and wondering,
 and then one day I realized that the plant was trying to tell me what direction to take with my life.” Here she stopped and cleared her throat. “You know, nothing like this has ever happened to me before. And I came today because I thought that maybe I was crazy.”
 

 
 
 

 
 
 The room was quiet when she finished. Ripples from what they had brought into the room lapped against the walls, ebbed inside us, slowed, and were still. And in the stillness I looked inside and saw the wound laid down within all of us. The damage to our interior world from the belief that we somehow crash-landed or inexplicably emerged on a ball of rock hurtling around the sun, the only intelligent inhabitants of Earth. The wound that comes from believing we are alone amid dead uncaring nature.
 And then I took breath and began to share stories of a time when the world was young, when everyone knew that plants were intelligent and could speak to human beings. When it was not crazy to have your granmamma come to you in your dreams and say,
 “Chile, you got to get your hands in de dirt!” A time when it was different.
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 OUR DISCONNECTION FROM NATURE and our disavowal of interior depth—of soul—from animals, plants, and landscapes occurs all the time in all of us. But there is more depth in the world than we have come to believe, than we have been taught. Connection with the interior world of nature has been a part of our species’ experience for millennia. Contact with it still occurs when we least expect it: in the glance in a loved one’s eyes, the shadowed green in an old-growth forest, the primal power in the majestic walk of a bear. Or, unexpectedly, in dreams of our grandmothers or our daily interactions with plants. Since the words to describe this kind of depth are atrophied or no longer present in our language, the experience, when it does extrude itself, is often difficult for people to deal with; they sometimes think they are crazy—crazy and alone, the only intelligent life-form on Earth.
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 These wounds are the inevitable expression of an epistemological mistake; they are, by their nature, evidence of epistemological error. Regrettably, the logical conclusion of that error is now approaching us at a great rate of speed.
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 I hold to the presupposition that our loss of the sense of aesthetic unity was, quite simply, an epistemological mistake. I believe that that mistake may be more serious than all the minor insanities that characterized those older epistemologies which agreed upon the fundamental unity.

 
 
 

 
 
 
 —Gregory Bateson, MIND AND NATURE
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