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Preface

The basic theme of this book is to present the idea that within the realm of nature, there exists a solid, uniform government. It is an ancient governmental system that is as old as the universe itself. All wild things, from microscopic bacteria and single-celled amoeba to massive blue whales and Siberian tigers, exist within its sovereign authority.

For thousands of years, humans were born, lived, and died within this governmental system. Every individual of the various troops, clans, families, and tribes of early humans understood their place in nature. Native Americans, for example, taught their children how to survive in nature, what to eat and what not to eat, who was a friend and who was a foe, and the limits one could go before nature decided otherwise. The young listened in great reverence around the nocturnal campfires to their tribal elders for guidance and truth.

Many of the remaining indigenous people still follow this ancient government through their tribal traditions. Sadly, to most modern civilized people, it seems as alien and distant as the stars.





Introduction

There are a limited number of times throughout the book where I refer to nature as either ‘her’ or ‘she’. This is basically due to our societal reference to the main subject as ‘Mother Nature’. If this were a scientific manuscript, such as a master’s degree thesis or Ph.D. dissertation, every last member of the peer review committee would skewer me. When writing scientific material, descriptive adjectives and emotional references, such as ‘Mother Nature’, are a firm no-no. I clearly understand.

Yes, this publication contains scientific facts, but it also needs to meet the readability criteria of the general public. I do not apologize for humanizing nature by continuing the ruse of ‘her’ gender identity. It helps provide some lighthearted levity in an immense area of study that can often be confusing, mind-numbing, and a bit stuffy. So, get over it!

There are also several areas in the book where I ‘assign’ emotions to animals. Such as: A courageous prairie dog, the exuberant house sparrow, and the inner strength of a mourning dove. I am a professional biologist. As such, I am fully aware that I am pushing the limits of so-called sound science. Giving emotions to actual living animals is regarded as yet another villainous act in this profession.

In my defense, where is it written that we humans are the only species out of one hundred million or more that harbor and express emotions? I’ll even go one further; I am absolutely convinced that numerous species of other animals are capable of emotional expression. All anyone has to do is study the inner workings of a herd of elephants, a pack of wolves or cape hunting dogs, a group of kangaroos, or a pod of dolphins or orcas. All you have to do is bond with a dog, for gosh sakes.

The discussion should not be whether or not animals have emotions, but rather what emotions do various species display, and how we correctly interpret them.

I cannot be 100% sure that the house sparrow expressed overwhelming joy, or the prairie dog incredible courage. I can only look at the behavior being displayed and couple it with the circumstances at hand. If I think the animal has actually expressed a particular emotion, then why not add it to the explanation of events?

I also do one more thing. I ask myself, “If I were in that situation, how would I react and what emotions would I express?”

One might ask, “Isn’t that being anthropogenic (the act of putting human emotions into an animal)?”

My response: “Yes!” If the animal is in a similar situation, then why wouldn’t it express a similar emotion? And besides, what other options do I have available to me? Should I deny what I just saw, like most scientists are trained to do? As far as I am concerned, that would be unscientific. It is also not an option.

I once shared my house with a pet gray squirrel. I had rescued the little gray fur-ball from an abandoned nest. The mother had been struck and killed by a car on a nearby road. When ‘Buck-buck’ was several months old, I clearly witnessed a display of joy and pleasure.

I had gone food shopping and returned home with groceries, including a pint of fresh strawberries. They were the first berries of the season, and I am sure Buck-buck had never experienced anything like this wonderful food. When I came through the door, as always, Buck-buck found his way onto my shoulder in a matter of seconds. When I handed him his first-ever strawberry, a quarter-sized deep red beauty, his reaction was priceless.

He grabbed it with both paws, then smelled it for several intense moments. Suddenly, his eyes burst wide open. He then squealed loudly. Buck-buck, carrying his newly found red trophy in his mouth, quietly disappeared into the hole of the little house I had built for him. I never saw the strawberry again.

Like Buck-buck squirrel, I use numerous personal examples throughout the book employing bits and pieces of nature and natural things. I use these personal examples to help explain, clarify, and add credibility and support to the myriad of information in the forthcoming chapters. We live in strange times with many wrongly, and some intentionally, implanted ideas in our societal framework. These misrepresentations mislead, confuse, and distort our attachment to nature, our ideas regarding what nature actually is, and our understanding of how it works.

Nature is much more structured, orderly, and comprehensive than most people would ever think. It consists of an infinite number of directly and indirectly connecting interdependent elements. It has definite organizational patterns. And, nature has its very own laws, rules, regulations, checks, and balances. Put all this together, and it strongly suggests that Mother Nature operates and maintains itself in comparison to a modern, complex, bureaucratic government. This is why I wrote the book!

The immense generality of nature encompasses virtually everything that is ‘out there’, beyond the reach of human civilization. Bears, spiders, manatees, bacteria, mushrooms, flowers, trees, and the intricate relationships that bind them all together are all covered under the auspices of nature. So are volcanic eruptions, climate and weather, the world’s oceans, rocks and minerals, and the gravitational force that literally locks all of us to the Earth itself. There is a lot of stuff going on just outside the nearest window, more than any of us really understand or will ever comprehend.

Obviously, trying to write a book involving anything to do with nature has the potential to get out of control in a hurry. Considering this, I have restricted most of my writing to life processes and easily recognized animals. I have also done my best not to write a suffocating scientific document, but rather to produce a ‘good read’ that everyone could enjoy. Only time will tell if I have succeeded.



[image: Every moment of life, I suppose, is more or less of a turning point. Opportunities are swarming around us all the time thicker than gnats at sundown. — Henry Van Dyke]





Chapter 1 Nature and Natural Things

Quick, what is nature? Go ahead and blurt something out. Nothing! Take a few minutes to put something together. Not so easy, is it? Weren’t you neck-deep in it just last weekend when you were camping up in the mountains? If I said to point at it, you would probably thrust an arm with an outstretched forefinger toward the door or window, indicating nature was ‘out there’.

I guess it could be said that nature is one of those self-explanatory terms. We generally know when we are in nature and when we are not in nature. It’s like life. We are fully aware that we are alive at this moment, right? But I have been teaching earth and life science courses at the university level for nearly thirty years and have yet to find an adequate definition for life in any collegiate text. What the heck is life anyway?

Do you remember the first Star Wars movie? Do you recall the conversation earlier in the movie between Yoda and Luke Skywalker regarding ‘The Force’? Was (is) that really true? Is life this incredible, universal force field emanating from every living thing? If so, may the force be with you!

I teach my life science classes using a well-established, over two-inch thick, all-encompassing biology textbook that is published by a highly ranked international publishing company. The text is actually a two-semester book, meaning half the chapters are covered in one semester, while the remaining chapters are covered in the next semester. The textbook, along with the class subject matter, covers virtually everything from the structure of the organic carbon atom and design of the water molecule to the biorhythms of ecosystems and composition of the biosphere—the part of our Earth that supports life. It is a fabulous two-semester, A to Z, textbook.

On the book’s cover, in large, wide, colorful letters, is the word ‘Biology’. ‘Bio’ means life. ‘Logy’ means the study of. Hence, biology means the study of life. Yet, if a student searched the glossary in the back of the book for an illuminating definition of life, they would not find one. Think about that for a moment! There is no clear definition for the very thing that students are reading about, studying, and earning degrees in.

Every year, academia rewards thousands of graduating students with diplomas that actually contain the word biology in big, bold letters. I know, because I have one. However, no one knows what it actually is!

Biology means the study of life. Yet, any given student could earn a four-year degree without ever handling, or even seeing, a live animal (except for another human). How’s that possible? In many universities, any hands-on experience with animals means you will probably end your class smelling like a chemist. That’s right: Your contact with any animal is the dissection lab. Crayfish, clams, worms, perch, sand sharks, frogs, and a half-dozen other species are captured, killed, stored in formaldehyde, and delivered to your friendly college lab class so students can dissect them to see what kept them alive. A bit of an oxymoron, wouldn’t you say?

In reality, probably 90% of all bio degrees should read nexology, not biology. ‘Nex’ is Latin for ‘death before its time’. Where are the politically correct police when you need them?

In all fairness, there are many biologists who have a pretty good idea what life actually is. And believe it or not, Yoda was not that far off. So, why don’t any of these so-called scientific truth-seekers jot something down for a textbook glossary regarding a definition of life? In a nutshell, they are scared. They are afraid the definition of life just might be a little too close to, uuhhhh, a spiritual/religious delineation.

Most scientists love the sharp and complete separation between present-day religion and science. They enjoy the clarity through the pigeonhole partitioning of alleged black and white issues, such as evolution and creation. Defining life in cold, black print just might mean a short trip into the gray zone. And, like Bigfoot and Space Aliens, no self-respecting scientist really wants to jeopardize a career for something as silly as the truth.

Why the brief interlude into the definition of life? Because life and nature are intimately connected. Every single living thing on this planet, from the microbial world of single-celled bacteria to the elephants and whales of the multi-celled kingdoms, exists because of nature. Including us!




The Governing Law of Nature

Or

Nature’s Green Rule

‘The overall purpose of nature is to provide a foundation,

not just for the development of life,

but for the continuum of life forms that will evolve, expand,

and enhance the processes of nature for more life.’




This is the governing law of nature, or nature’s green rule. Basically, it’s like the domino effect, only a million times better. The green rule implies that over time, life forms continually restructure their world in such ways, creating fresh, new habitats and niches for neoteric designs never seen before. Every individual organism that has ever existed on Earth, from a Drosophila fruit fly to a T. rex, has participated in the creation of the world we now live in.

The chemical mix of gases in the atmosphere, the composition of minerals and organic matter in the global soils, and the ingredients that constitute the swirling soup of our planet’s oceans are all the way they are because of every living thing that came before us. We are here because of them!

Life is a product of nature, but the nature we exist in is also a product of life. The domino effect is a flow of life through time, in a linear format. The green rule suggests a flow of life, through time, evolving, expanding, and enhancing in an exponential format.

[image: Line chart titled Geological Time Scale showing life forms on Earth over billions of years.]

Considering the last few paragraphs, it becomes understandable that a student searching a college text glossary for a clear definition of life and not finding one would no doubt have the same outcome when searching for a definition of nature. However, the reason why the word nature is seldom, if ever, defined in a bio-text glossary is not entirely for the same reason as life.

Nature is a broad general term that can actually have multiple definitions depending on the context used. For example, offhand, I can think of at least four short explanations: 1) Way of Life, 2) Personal Condition, 3) Place, and 4) Process.

The first one, ‘Way of Life’, suggests a person is engaging in a healthy lifestyle. The individual may choose such outdoor activities as hiking, mountain biking, camping, mountain climbing, bird watching, and/or fishing. It may also include a natural diet with fresh fruits, organically grown veggies, basically mimicking a diet humans followed prior to modern, processed foods. In other words, they’re naturalists.

The second explanation regarding the usage of the word nature, ‘personal condition’, implies someone has a natural affinity for a particular characteristic. In 1984, actor Robert Redford starred in the movie entitled The Natural. Redford played the role of an aging Roy Hobbs, a professional baseball player who had a natural ability to hit a thrown pitch anywhere he wanted. If you have never seen this movie, you should retrieve it from the archives of old films. It is a classic and applicable over generations.

In this case, the word natural does imply a special facility or capability that has come from nature, or is natural. In other words, someone is born with this particular talent. Hence, it is part of their genetic design or DNA.

The third definition, ‘place’, implies nature is out there, on the other side of the window, wall, or door. Is it the same as environment and/or wilderness? Maybe!

There are lots of environments. The word environment means everything that surrounds and influences an organism. Here is a short list of just some environments: outdoor environment, underwater environment, mountain environment, desert environment, indoor environment, kitchen environment, bedroom environment, basement environment, Earth environment, and space environment. A few Earthlings have actually walked in the lunar environment. No matter where you go, you are in an environment, but you may not always be in nature. It depends…

Think of a big, furry black bear feeding on thick, tasty acorns in a shady oak forest. Such a scene would be considered natural or in nature. The bear, acorns, and forest are also all part of the local outdoor environment. If I came home from work one evening and found the black bear sitting in my kitchen, no one would say it was natural or in nature. We could say, however, that the bear was still in the environment, just a different environment.

Generally, we know nature when we see it:


	A small herd of African elephants, wallowing in the cool, shallow waters of a river on a hot, tropical afternoon.


	A big, bull bison calmly grazing in the tall-grass prairie of the American Great Plains.


	A snow-white polar bear intently hunting seals on a large, drifting ice floe in the frigid Arctic Ocean.


	A furry three-toed sloth slowly moving through the limbs of the high canopy of the Amazon Rain Forest.




There is little doubt that these colorful descriptions produce mental images of pure organic nature. What happens when we toss in a little civilization?


	The same herd of elephants, feeding in a farmer’s cornfield.


	A bull bison chasing a car that got too close.


	A polar bear, swimming in its pool in a zoo enclosure.


	A sloth in a rehab facility for displaced or injured wildlife in a heavily lumbered area.




Bring in the influence of man and broad stroke the canvas with clear signs of civilization, and suddenly, like a feather in the wind, nature quickly vanishes.

When you leave the beaten path and hike out into the forest, how far do you need to go to be in nature? What is the difference between wilderness and nature?

Wilderness is big, broad, and seemingly endless. It is also exceptionally adventurous. Yes, wilderness and nature, like environment and nature, are often interchangeable. However, nature is much, much more.

This brings us to the fourth meaning, ‘Nature is a process’. It is a full-blown natural occurrence that involves waves and cycles, rules and regulations, checks and balances, and a very deliberate set of laws. It involves every living thing, from the tiniest to the largest. It is a process that is ancient, extending the reach of Earth time at 4.6 billion years and beyond.

And it is played out within the biosphere of our incredible planet, a life zone that extends from the deepest oceanic trench to the highest mountain peak. It is an immense, complex, self-governing entity.

The concept that nature is this gigantic, self-governing entity creates somewhat of a conundrum. How could something so massive, complex, and obvious be so misunderstood, or completely missed altogether?

Here’s how: If a flea were born in the thick fur of a large grizzly bear, lived its entire flea-like life on the bear, and eventually died of old age still in the bear’s fur, how could that tiny flea have ever comprehended (if it could) anything else? The flea could not even tell what the bear looked like, or even that it was a bear.

Don’t like the flea/bear example? Try this one: ‘Never ask a fish to explain water’.

We miss the obvious because we are simply too close. Humans have been engulfed within the tight grip of nature for our entire existence, both individually and as a species. Like the flea that has lived its entire lifespan within the bear’s fur or a fish that cannot ever leave its wet world, we too have not been able to see or think of anything else. But that is changing.

It is only recently that telescopes and microscopes have allowed us to see beyond the limits of human vision. We now use high-level drones, satellite imaging, and other technologies to see our world as never before. For the first time in human history, we can see our planet for what it is: the third rock from a medium-sized yellow star, teeming with life, locked into a multi-planetary solar system that is part of the Milky Way Galaxy. This is a much better perspective of life than just brown fur!





Essay #1 I Once Had a Possum

*********************************

I had just settled into the soft cushion of the lounge chair and started surfing the channels when my phone began playing a little tune. It was my neighbor, Frank. “I need you to come down right now,” he said. I lived along the banks of the Delaware River in northeast Pennsylvania. Frank’s house was about 200 yards away through the open forest. Frank also owned two dogs.

Frank had a bad habit of letting his dogs go for an unsupervised run each evening. On this particular late-day trip, they had returned with one of them carrying a strange little animal. Frank noted that the little creature was not injured. He also had no clue as to what it was and wondered if I would walk down to his place and have a look. Naturally, I said yes and headed out the door.

At first glance, I could see it was an opossum. I have seen lots of possums in my outdoor excursions. However, all the possums I had ever seen were fully covered in fur. This one wasn’t. It was younger and smaller than any I had ever seen. It was pink with no fur and roughly 6 to 7 inches long, including the tail. To be blunt, it looked like a hot dog with a tail, four legs, and a head with a long nose and big ears.

[image: Tom Eveland with his research and pet opossum, Briar, perched on his shoulder.]

The dictionary notes that opossum is the traditional word for this North American marsupial mammal. However, the dictionary also states that dropping the ‘o’ and just calling it a possum is acceptable. Hence, she became known as Briar Possum.

Initially, I wondered if Briar had the mange, a vitamin deficiency, or some weird disorder that prevented the body fur from sprouting. All of my concerns were put to rest a few weeks later when she suddenly turned from a soft pink to a deep bluish gray. At first, I had no idea what was happening. Within a matter of a few days, however, she was completely covered in a silky plush gray fur.

Apparently, Briar had reached an age in her growth and development where specific hormones triggered a series of internal events. Her blood was forced into capillaries near the skin, creating the turn in color from pink to blue/gray. The rush of oxygen-rich blood to the roots of the hair follicles embedded in the lower dermal layer of skin resulted in a burst of fur growth. Instead of Briar looking like a weird hot dog with tail, legs, and head, she was beginning to look like a real possum.

As a professional biologist, I was able to obtain the proper permits for keeping and raising a wild possum. During the next two years, I did numerous educational presentations to various schools and outdoor groups. By then, she had reached her full size. She was 8 to 10lbs and had a thin, but silky soft fur coat. Basically, she was about the same size, length, and weight as the average house cat.

During those two years, Briar had full run of the house. It was a small, one-level house with no stairs to navigate. I built a little wooden house similar to a small doghouse for her. It was placed in the far corner of the back bedroom.

Briar was never a problem, nor did she ever damage or destroy anything. She received two baths per week, so she was always soft and fluffy. When she was awake and out of her own little house, she ‘almost’ always went to the bathroom in the same place. As such, I knew where to place papers on the floor for quick cleanup.

North American possums are marsupials, meaning they give birth to extremely small, underdeveloped offspring. These tiny infants must crawl from the birth canal into their mother’s pouch. There, they attach themselves to a nipple.

Most people are familiar with Australian kangaroos, another marsupial. Their pouch runs across the abdomen, like a lower centralized shirt pocket. The young kangaroo, called a Joey, will grow and develop inside this pouch.

North American possums have a double pouch design. The opening runs from the central chest to the lower abdomen, or from top to bottom. There are six nipples on each side of the pouch opening. When the young are too big for the pouch, they move outside and cling to the mother’s back. Eventually, they either fall off or leave on their own, entering the outdoor world with all of its challenges, dangers, and pleasures.

Most wild animals have two responses to danger: flight or fight. If an animal is confronted with a potentially dangerous predicament, it will almost always move away. If the danger is too close and is deemed an immediate threat, the animal will posture and fight. The posturing involves several things to prevent actual ‘physical conflict’.

For example, a dog growls and raises the hair on the back of its neck; a black bear may do a bluff charge and smack its paws on the ground; a rattlesnake shakes its rattling tail; or a white-tip shark will lower its pectoral fins, arch its back, and swim circles around a diver. These are all behaviors to prevent actual physical contact. It tells the threatening party that a fight is imminent if all warnings are ignored.

Possums will move away if they can, and they will fight if they must. Their posturing involves growling and hissing. However, besides the fight or flight response, they are also known for a third very specific and successful response—they play ‘dead’.

Once, while on a deep woods hike, I stumbled into a possum. At about 20 feet distance, the marsupial turned and ran. Having never witnessed the play ‘dead’ response firsthand, I gave chase. As we ran through the forest, I eventually closed the distance between us to roughly 10 feet. At that point, the possum stopped and flopped over. When I walked up to it, the eyes were wide open with its tongue hanging out, and it was perfectly still. My first impression was that I had somehow killed the possum. I wondered if I had run it to death and it had suffered a heart attack. Its play ‘dead’ posture was very convincing.

I decided to walk off to the side and sit on a log that was about 20 yards away. I quietly sat there for nearly 10 minutes. Then, as if nothing had ever happened, the possum stood up and scurried off.

Whenever I was around people or doing a presentation, I kept Briar in a cage until I brought her out under safe conditions. However, in the house, she had free run. I do not think a day went by during the time I had her that I did not pick her up and carry her around. She was imprinted on me as if I were her actual parent. She never expressed fight or flight behaviors, primarily because she never felt threatened. She trusted me. She enjoyed being carried around. There were times when she would come to me and pull on my pant leg to pick her up.

During Briar’s time, I also had a cat and a gray squirrel in the house. Everybody had their own designated place, but at any time, they all had free run. Briar avoided the cat but pretty much ignored the squirrel. The squirrel, on the other hand, would constantly tease and taunt the cat. I witnessed this taunting behavior so often that I am sure the squirrel was simply doing it for his own entertainment. Coming home from work every day and walking into this zoo environment was rather interesting, to say the least. To say that there was never a dull moment is a gross understatement. (There will be more on the squirrel in an upcoming chapter.)

I was raised in a house that always had cats. House cats usually live ten to twelve years on average. Possums are roughly house cat size. As such, I assumed possums had a lifespan similar to cats. Boy, was I wrong.

One evening, when Briar was about six months from her third birthday, I noticed she was having a little trouble walking across the kitchen floor. She was slightly wobbling. As the next few weeks passed, I followed her progress, and she seemed to be getting worse. Unsure of what to do, I called a friend of mine, Dr. John T., a veterinarian.

John was a true all-around vet. Though most of his clients were traditionally cats and dogs, he never passed up an opportunity to work with a ‘new’ species. The next day, Briar and I were at John’s office bright and early.

John began with a thorough physical exam. He assured me Briar’s health seemed generally good overall. He then suggested a blood assay. His thinking was that since we could not find a problem from the outside exam, possibly an internal exam, or a blood test, would show something. So, he extracted a vial of Briar’s blood. “Now what?” I asked him.

It turned out that the local ‘human’ hospital was only a quarter mile from John’s office. He told me to take the sample to the lower level of the hospital where the lab was stationed. He then gave me the name of the lab tech I should ask for. John then called her on the phone and told her I would be there in about 15 to 20 minutes.

He then handed me the vile and specifically told me to only give the sample to her and no one else. He looked at me as seriously as anyone can and said, “Do not, under any circumstances, mention the word possum or animal blood to anyone.” As if in some CIA covert operation, I slipped the sample quietly into my coat pocket, nodded my head in confirmation, “I got it,” and headed out the door.

Keep in mind this was back in the Dark Ages, the 1980s, when rainbows were still in black and white. Had we been caught doing a blood assay of a possum or any wild animal in the professional laboratory of a renowned and respected ‘human’ hospital, all hell would have broken loose. The list of bad things that would have followed had we been discovered is too long to mention. Thank God, we escaped detection.

The following day, Briar and I were at John’s office, hopeful that the blood assay would tell us something. However, after comparing everything in the lab datasheet with John’s medical vet manuals, things still seemed normal. There was no red flag in Briar’s blood work to indicate anything was wrong.

Following John’s recommendation, the next day, I contacted the Philadelphia Zoo. I knew the zoo had possums, as well as other marsupials, so I was sure someone there could address Briar’s symptoms. Surely the possum/marsupial expert could tell me if I needed to change Briar’s diet or could suggest a specific medicine. Little did I know that, other than a terrible family event years later, this phone call would be one of the worst gut-wrenching calls I would ever make.

I truly do apologize, but I do not remember the individual’s name, even though I do recall, word for word, what he said. I explained Briar’s condition and our unproductive lab results. He listened quietly until I finished. He then asked, “How old is your possum?” I replied that she was a few months short of her third birthday. His response was immediate, simple, and direct.

“She won’t make it to three,” he said.

What followed were several long, empty moments of awkward silence. I had gone looking for a solution to Briar’s problem. I had never, not once, considered that there was no solution. I had not considered this outcome, and hence was not ready for a firm, driving punch in the gut.

The marsupial expert finally realized I was speechless, so he spoke. He explained that he had been at the zoo for over a decade. During that time, he had cared for more than a dozen North American possums, none of which ever made it to their third birthday. All had experienced the same symptoms as Briar a month or two before their death. His best guess was that it was a genetic issue involving a dominant gene, or genes, that trigger the deterioration of the nervous system. He did state that, in his opinion, the animals did not appear to be in pain during their physical breakdown.

Over the next few weeks, I was seldom without my friend. Then, one evening when I saw Briar having a really hard time, I realized the end had come. I do not know how, but I just knew she would not see tomorrow’s dawn. So, I took my pillow and blanket from the bed and placed them on the floor near Briar’s little house.

I then pulled Briar up close to me so she could feel my heartbeat. She was comfortable and stayed tight against me. I must have dozed off for a few hours. When I awoke, Briar was gone, having passed away sometime during the dark of the night. I lay with her until dawn.

[image: A curve Line]

Imagine virtually everything, all of your body features, is designed for one specific purpose: sprinting. Your muscles, your organs, your limbs, and tail, and even your backbone and skull are all put together ‘just so’, to permit you to travel faster than any land animal alive today. The top speed of a cheetah is 72 mph (116 km per hr.). Plus, the cheetah can reach that speed three times quicker than a Corvette.

Initially, the spinal column (backbone) is capable of extreme arching and flexing. The head is also small and dome-shaped. Think about this for a moment. The skull is actually aerodynamically designed for reducing drag. The lungs, blood vessels, and heart are considerably large for an animal of a cheetah’s size. The legs are long and slender, like a greyhound’s. The next time you see a cheetah, take note of the tail. It is exceptionally long to aid the cat in turning sharp corners when chasing prey.

Cheetahs are the only cats to have non-retractable claws. Lions, leopards, tigers, and all other felines can retract their claws. Concerning cheetahs, their claws remain out much similar to a dog’s. The cat literally uses these claws as if they were spikes in the shoes of an Olympic sprinter.

The leg muscles are arranged in a high-gear design. It can reach 45 mph in 1 second—full speed in two more seconds. At top speed, each stride is roughly 7 meters (23 feet).

Cheetahs can run 72 mph (116 km/hr.) while their favorite prey, Thompson’s gazelle, can run 55 mph. If you do the math, the predatory cat should catch the prey gazelle every time. Yet, its success is less than 50%. Why? The gazelles are extremely agile and zigzag much more than the cat can. Another thing in the gazelles’ favor is time. The cat simply cannot maintain a lengthy chase.

If the cheetah misses on the first run, that is it. A quick zig or zag at the right time and the cat will skip past his/her lunch without the energy to stop, turn around, and continue the chase.



[image: Henry Ford once observed, Whether you think you can or think you can't, you're right.]





Chapter 2 Defining Nature

As mentioned earlier, a general but complete definition of nature is difficult to find. In particular, the noted fourth meaning—the process of nature—needs specific clarification. Using a little creativity and effort, a clear and appropriate definition for the ‘process of nature’ is possible. Let me explain!

Maybe an accurate and scientifically sound definition of nature can be formulated through the further breakdown and discussion of the term itself. For example, we know, or assume, that nature is wild, free, and uncivilized. Modern humans, on the other hand, are usually attempting to either ‘tame’ nature, or completely tear it down, as if it were an old, dilapidated, rotting building. The idea behind this human endeavor to change nature is to create, or convert, it to a tame, controlled, and more civilized place.

Webster’s New World Roget’s A-Z Thesaurus includes the following list of synonyms (words or phrases that are similar in meaning) regarding the term civilized. Some of these are: enlighten, cultivate, refine, render, civil, sophisticated, humanize, socialize, edify, tame, reclaim from barbarism, make gently, acquaint with culture, indoctrinate, educate, develop, and improve.

Hmmmm! The one that particularly caught my eye was humanize. Anyway, it’s quite clear that nature is none of these terms. So, does that indicate nature is uncivilized? Technically, yes.

We love to pigeonhole things. We prefer everything in our world to be black and white, crystal-clear, this or that, and very precise. The earlier discussions regarding a sound definition for life had to do with this very point. Nature, much to our chagrin, is often neither black nor white, but an unnerving soft gray.

Yes, technically, nature is not civilized regarding human criteria. Labeling it as uncivilized, however, is not altogether correct either. It is important to recognize that, at least in this case, referring to nature as uncivilized does not imply or suggest in any way that conditions are chaotic, lawless, and completely unchecked. Though it may not be obvious to most people, nature is highly organized, very well structured, and with deep restraints.

To us, the word civilized suggests everything is in its place, safe, under control, tame, and domesticated. In essence, it has been ‘humanized’. On the other hand, if it is unsafe, with dangerous conditions and wild animals that can harm you, then we are talking ‘un-humanized’, for sure.

Try this for an example: At 500 years into the future, one of our starships locates a planet with an exceptionally intelligent life form. This new life form has large population centers, global connecting transportation systems, and other advanced infrastructure.

However, this new civilization has completely different laws, rules, and regulations. These may seem absolutely ridiculous and absurd to us. The entire civilization may appear even a bit chaotic to us, but it has ‘worked’ for them for thousands, maybe millions of years.

For us to fully understand this new life form, its way of living, and the environment it has designed for its societal use, we must become familiar
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