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Praise for The Reindeer Chronicles

“Thoughtful and thought-provoking, Judith Schwartz’s world tour of environmental solutions shows how nature itself can heal the wounds we have inflicted on our planet. Compelling, fascinating, sometimes unexpectedly moving, this vitally important book is, above all, a springboard for hope and transformation.”

—ISABELLA TREE, author of Wilding

“In The Reindeer Chronicles, Judith Schwartz proves, once again, that she is one of ecology’s most indispensable writers. Like her last two books, Cows Save the Planet and Water in Plain Sight, her new work is an insightful, globe-trotting exploration of promising techniques for restoring our soil, water, agricultural systems, and wildlife. The Reindeer Chronicles is at once visionary and pragmatic—clear-eyed about the immense planetary challenges we face, yet unfailingly hopeful about our ability to forge a new relationship with nature. This book shows us what Aldo Leopold’s land ethic looks like in the twenty-first century.”

—BEN GOLDFARB, PEN America Literary Award-winning author of Eager

“This book shows us again and again, across the globe, the abundant future that is possible if we work with nature. Stunning stories of re-greening landscapes, restoring carbon and water cycles, and repairing weather. It is a balm and a guide, a wellspring of grounded hope.”

—AYANA ELIZABETH JOHNSON, PhD, founder of Urban Ocean Lab and of Ocean Collectiv

“Judith Schwartz unlocks yet one more door in our minds about what’s possible when we work with nature’s cycles rather than try to push her around. Through this book and her prior ones, you can practically see, taste, and smell a healing earth that includes humans as stewards, not ravaging locusts. If you want practical hope, this is it. If you want a place to dig in and make change, regeneration is the key. These are stories of people who work both intimately and at scale—and with love—to restore life to the land we all walk on, our beautiful home, the earth.”

—VICKI ROBIN, coauthor of Your Money or Your Life and author of Blessing the Hands that Feed Us

“A tale of people restoring nature and their communities. These deeply optimistic dispatches from around the world show us that the key to restoring land is how we see it—the change begins in us.”

—DAVID R. MONTGOMERY, author of Growing a Revolution

“As the regenerative agriculture movement grows worldwide, Judith Schwartz has emerged as a leading tracker and interpreter of its progress, challenges, and wins. The value of Schwartz’s multifaceted work and engaging first-person style is that a broader and deeper canvas emerges.

“Schwartz’s descriptions and analyses are not rosy-eyed, but instead comprise a balanced, warts-and-all approach mixed with extraordinary tales of transformation of vast and small ecosystems, landscapes and farms, societies and communities; of food systems; and of human physical and mental health. As she says, ‘earth repair is a participatory sport,’ and ‘restoration can begin anywhere.’

“This is an excellent read for expert and newcomer alike, and an important contribution to a growing canon now offering some of the very best solutions to the onrushing Anthropocene crisis.”

—CHARLES MASSY, author of Call of the Reed Warbler

“These are times that call for us to reimagine everything. That imaginative capacity depends on the stories, the possibilities, the experiences we have in our memory and our ability to reassemble them in new and unique ways. If you want to be part of that reimagining, you need the beautiful, patient, humbling stories in these pages. Their implications are staggering, and also suggest that sometimes we save the world by doing less rather than more. Do your imagination, your activism, your sense of what’s possible a favor, and swim in this book.”

—ROB HOPKINS, author of From What Is to What If
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This book is dedicated to the memory of my father, Alvin D. Schwartz, MD (1932–2020), who devoted his life to healing.





 

Contents

Introduction

1.  The Great Work of Our Time

Lessons from the Loess Plateau

2.  Life Begets Life

Replenishing Middle Eastern Deserts

3.  Beyond the Impossible

Conflict and Consensus in New Mexico

4.  They Belong to This Land

The Reindeer Chronicles

5.  From Scarcity to Abundance

Reclaiming Hawai‘i from Its Plantation Past

6.  Busting the Myth

Why Women Belong in the Saddle

7.  Science and Inspiration

What the Rain in Spain Foretells of Our Future

Acknowledgments

Notes





 

Introduction

It’s time to rebuild what has been lost.

—United Nations Decade on Ecosystem Restoration, 2021–2030

The biologist and pioneer of ecological design John Todd once wrote, “That which has been damaged can be healed.”1 I remember when this notion became personal for me. It was an evening in early June, our first dinner on the deck. I looked down over the meadow, across overlapping layers of green: the flared crowns of trees, grasses flecked white with wild strawberry, and the garden, where stalks of garlic rose from their mulchy beds. Green all the way to the blackberry thicket at the bottom of the hill: a prickly moat guarding the forest. From the stillness I heard our state bird, the hermit thrush. Its fluted call, heard only this time of year, always evokes for me the possibility of earthly perfection—joy captured in sound.

Southern Vermont puts on a good show in late spring. Still, thanks to what I understood from writing about soil and land health, I knew our small acreage could be more lush and productive. Our old apple trees—like most nineteenth-century Vermonters, the farmers who once lived here grew apples for cider—are being crowded out by brush. The hillside slope is overgrown. And after migrating tentatively year after year, the black raspberry vines have largely disappeared, as have the thimbleberries (the thimble-shaped red berries sit on your tongue and dissolve into pith).

People often ask me what they can do personally to help the environment, and I always say to start where they are. My husband, Tony, and I have mostly managed the land through benign neglect. Now I wondered: Which plants and in what numbers would help the land be vibrant and sustain diversity? What would “peak backyard” look like? I mentally conjured up photographs of restoration projects I’d followed—food forests dripping with fruit, fields of thigh-high flowers —and superimposed them over the modest scene in front of me. As the sun slipped behind the far mountain, the sky darkened another hue: a hard green at the edge of gray. The hermit thrush trilled a melody and stopped at a high, treble pitch, leaving a musical void.

Over the last several years, I’ve observed people reviving landscapes through holistic planned grazing on farms and ranches in Vermont, the Great Plains, and Mexico that are verdant and full of birds and butterflies while conventionally managed land nearby languishes. Here I could bring in sheep to replace the lawn mower and manage brush. I could put in more plants to attract pollinators. In rainy Vermont where it never dries out, it’s easy for land to be just okay. But enhanced ecology on every scale matters. As Geoff Lawton, the permaculture designer who famously created a food forest in the Jordanian desert, says, “All the world’s problems can be solved in a garden.”



My work as an environmental writer has had me living in two worlds. In one I follow leading-edge thinkers as they bring ecological insights to farms and rangelands—places like rural Zimbabwe or the vast, cactus-y corner of west Texas. I’ve had the chance to witness land through the eyes of those who know it intimately. The nuances of these places have become alive for me, as if the soil and water were protagonists in a larger story.

In my other life I sit at my desk, writing. The Taconic Mountains beyond the window are but a backdrop—green, white, or brownish, depending on the season. It’s not that I’m disengaged with my surroundings. I certainly enjoy the view and the steadfastness of the hills. I garden, with non-brag-worthy results, pick coneflowers for the table, and, when fruit beckons, brave spiky blackberry brambles. But for the most part, I have regarded the state of our environs as constant, even inevitable—as if it could be no other way. This is the land of Grandma Moses and picture postcards, after all.

Meanwhile I see stirring a global movement focused on ecological rehabilitation. Advocates and practitioners are taking a broader look at ecological vitality—and the ways nature strives to heal herself. The boundaries between approaches are dissolving. There is a new eclecticism, the sense of a larger, better-stocked toolbox to draw from.



While I say I’ve been living in two worlds, lately it’s more like three, for there is also the global ecological present. While writing my previous books, I could carve out mental space for the belief that all will be okay; I could dwell in the realm of solutions. But our ecological crisis has become sufficiently grave that none of us can stave off awareness that the planet is in peril. Regardless of grim projections for the future, we are here now. Fear can be self-fulfilling. What if we make our hopes and aspirations foremost?

Katherine Ottmers, who has revived land near Big Bend, Texas, puts it like this: “We can be the beavers on the landscape.” (Beavers being known to create wetlands and concentrate fertility.) She means we can regenerate, not just preserve and conserve. It’s not only activists lit up by regeneration but also restaurateurs, fashion brands, and investors. These folk are not waiting for government to step in or for business interests to decide in whose interest it is to restore ecological health. Like the beaver, they are driven to enrich soil and enhance water movement of their own volition.



In recent years mega-storms, mega-fires, and out-of-season heat waves have seized the world’s attention. But there is a growing awareness that nature—including that humblest of substances, the soil—is also our best ally. According to The Nature Conservancy, “Nature is the sleeping giant in solving climate change.”2

Of course nature hasn’t been sleeping, we have. Rather than seeking to understand how, say, the planet actually manages heat, we have looked to technology, neglecting the importance of intact ecosystems. It is a huge irony that billions are spent on climate predictions, geoengineering fool’s errands, and surveys on people’s climate beliefs, and so little on bolstering nature.

Climatologist Dr. Millán Millán, retired director of the Center for Environmental Studies of the Mediterranean (CEAM), says most of today’s weather extremes are due not to greenhouse heating but to “local impacts going wild.” According to Millán, ecological restoration in pivotal areas can reinstate water circulation and bring weather patterns back toward long-standing norms. He says strategically revegetating even a small expanse of land can make a difference in the surrounding region. If that’s not an argument for healing land, I don’t know what is.

What is climate change, anyway? The expression’s omnipresence leads us to not explore its meaning. Generally, the phrase is shorthand for global warming from too much carbon dioxide in the atmosphere due to the burning of fossil fuels, assuming that there’s a straight line from CO2 emissions to increased temperatures, crazy weather, and sea level rise. And yet climate is too multifaceted, too complex a phenomenon for a single metric to do it justice. It is not just carbon but some very elemental functions that are out of whack. Climate change is best understood as the manifestations of disrupted carbon, water, nutrient, and energy cycles.

These cycles are key here. All are in continual flux and influenced by our actions. And so this reframing imparts the possibility of steering us toward equilibrium. Take carbon. There is too much in the atmosphere (and the ocean) and not enough in the soil and living organisms where it belongs. For this we can thank fossil fuels, internal combustion, and ten thousand years of agriculture, particularly the last several decades during which the pace of mining the soil has sped up rapidly. This carbon is sorely missed: In soil, carbon has multiple functions, including sustaining microbial life and holding on to water. Why not bring that carbon back?

This is where ecological repair comes in. By definition, regenerative practices bring these cycles toward balance. Space mirrors and other techno-fixes may make good copy, but the actual processes that regulate and moderate climate derive from living ecosystems. This book gives a glimpse of a growing cohort of scientists, mavericks, and young people who are shifting their focus to align with nature.

Across the globe, people are doing the essential work of restoring land and ensuring that the green-blue orb we sail on remains fit for habitation. They are out on grass-strewn rangelands, on smallholder farms in remote villages, in tropical forests marked by fast-growing trees, on parched land that was once productive and its people proud. They are cultivating beauty and helping communities grow their own food in a restorative way. For example, the Minnesota-based Main Street Project brings regenerative poultry to the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota as well as to villages in Guatemala; their agroforestry model builds on the chicken’s natural ecological niche as a jungle bird, enjoying protection and shade from the canopy.3 We’ve been trained to believe that finding solutions is a job for the experts, but many unsung eco-restorers are doing the work, often drawing inspiration from clever creatures like ants, butterflies, and dung beetles.

Earth repair is a participatory sport: a grassroots response to evolving global crises. It is the inverse of apathy and an antidote to despair. Too often, activism is framed around being “against” something. This keeps us stuck in reaction mode instead of reaching creatively toward solutions.

Restoration can begin anywhere. Damaged ecosystems can be rejuvenated at all scales, from a small plot between sidewalk and curb to areas large enough to be labeled on a world map. We can all find a garden to tend. At the very least, none of us need sign on to the biological desert that is the typical American lawn. Imagine if all that land—the size equivalent of Arkansas—became carbon-rich, water-absorbing soils sustaining biodiversity above and below ground.

Regenerative work is creative and often surprising. Unlike the genius-in-the-garage narrative of technological breakthroughs, it entails an understanding of place and respect for community. This includes communities of too-small-to-see partners like microbes and mycelia, as well as communities of people that may have different opinions or be resistant to change. This book explores eco-restoration in various ecological and social landscapes, highlighting different scenarios and strategies depending on the local environment, wildlife, and history—often reflecting colonialism and the legacy of industry agriculture.

My book Cows Save the Planet is a soil’s-eye view of the world. In Water in Plain Sight, I explore land, biodiversity, and climate from the perspective of water. This book is a global tour of eco-restoration, with particular attention to energy. I don’t mean energy as in that which heats our homes or propels our cars. Rather, I’m referring to energy in its basic sense: what happens to solar radiation when it meets the ground. At its core, eco-restoration means improving a landscape (or seascape) to make the best use of solar energy to fuel plant and animal life. When we gauge the health of a landscape, the flow of solar energy is the game.

Picture arid African savanna that’s been abandoned by farmers, an image that might accompany a news report on the ravages of drought. Still, day in day out the sun will shine. In this parched landscape, sunbeams fall on unwelcoming terrain: generating heat, evaporating moisture, killing whatever soil life persists. The sunlight remains dynamic energy, absorbed by the environment but its potential unrealized.

Imagine that this land is improved through holistic planned grazing, so that animal trampling, dunging, and urinating add nutrients and carbon to the soil, thus promoting native vegetation and maximizing water retention. The result? A portion of the sunlight is now captured by plants. The land is not yet fully healed, with grasses and thorn trees with canopies worth sitting under. But this sets the living system in motion as solar energy is (1) turned into sugar, some of which (2) is sent out through the roots, where it (3) supports a busy underground microbial community, and (4) is stored in the soil, as in a battery.

Now things get interesting, as even small ecological boosts spark further improvements such as more robust vegetation. This supports greater biodiversity, which, by keeping water on the land, leads to a restored water cycle—and a more productive landscape. Enhanced soil moisture means a longer period of green growth, and therefore higher production, a longer period of active photosynthesis and carbon drawdown, and a briefer season of dormancy and fire risk. Thriving landscapes enhance food security, which in turn means greater social stability; when people can grow their own food, they don’t need to migrate to large cities where they may not be able to find a home or employment.

Peter Donovan of the Soil Carbon Coalition talks about “seven generations of sunlight,” the fate of the vast amount of energy our neighboring star bestows upon the earth. He describes how this radiance: (1) is reflected back to space; (2) is absorbed as heat by the earth’s surface; (3) evaporates water, driving the water cycle; (4) drives photosynthesis; (5) circulates through living things and drives biological processes. This fifth one he considers a kind of “knowing.” It is what living organisms “do” with this energy. He notes that each subsequent generation represents less solar energy than the one prior.

The sixth generation is “consciousness, languages, beliefs,” capacities we share with some mammals and perhaps some birds. Number seven is self-awareness, or, says Donovan, “consciousness about consciousness.” This informs how we make decisions, how we engage with our own ignorance, assumptions, and beliefs.

This use of energy, he acknowledges, embodies the tiniest sliver of the sun’s largesse. However, it paves the way for “creation, innovation, transcendence, and self-transformation.” Says Donovan: “It generates enormous cumulative effects. Changes in how we see ourselves and our power relative to the biosphere as a whole, how we make decisions, recognize or fail to recognize threats and opportunities, and how we select and organize leadership are, and will continue to be, key influences on the power and uses of sunlight.”4

We are at a point where human activity influences every ecosystem. In other words, human decisions inform the flow of sunlight. How do we embrace the possibilities inherent in that rarefied seventh generation—and apply creation, innovation, transcendence, and self-transformation to reversing the slide into environmental devastation? Can we facilitate the movement of energy so it creates abundance? Can these efforts bring disrupted carbon, water, nutrient, and energy cycles back toward balance?



Our land is an oddly shaped plot, its edges marked variously by barbed wire, road, and seasonal streams. It was once forest, likely a mix of pine, birch, cedar, oak, maple, hickory, and poplar (“popple” to locals), trees we find around here today. After Europeans arrived, much of the state was deforested to make room for agriculture, particularly raising sheep for wool. (In the mid-nineteenth century, there were six sheep for every Vermonter.) When the sheep industry tanked and moved west, where animals could be raised more cheaply, trees were lopped for the lumber trade and to get at materials like copper, granite, and marble. Our property was once a sheep farm, and we still have stone wall remnants.

If nature had her way, this land would revert to thick woods. But we’re here, as are our neighbors and their houses, gardens, and pets. There are also animals that don’t mind being around humans: deer, groundhogs, skunks, coyotes, raccoons, porcupines, and slinky, sly ones like fisher cats. We get a good bit of rain and snow, so it looks plenty fertile. Yet I know surface green can hide a multitude of ecological sins. I venture we could be doing better by our sunlight—and better serve the animals, birds, and insects that dwell here or migrate through.

We can definitely do better by our water. I learn this from Zachary Weiss of Elemental Ecosystems, who comes to assess how water flows here. He says anytime you have a house, you have impaired the local water cycle. One can “make amends” for one’s water footprint, he says—the way someone might, say, offset the carbon dioxide produced by airplane travel: “You at least need to infiltrate all of the water that comes off the property to get to neutral.”

This means finding a way to hold all the water that isn’t seeping into the earth because your house, driveway, patio, and whatnot are in the way. He says landowners can add trees, create meanders, or devise weirs that retain water longer into the year on the property. And so: By our very presence we compromise how water runs on our mountain. What if water cycle impacts were a part of all building plans?

If our environmental challenges have taught us anything, it’s that there is no “elsewhere.” We are all connected in our foodsheds and watersheds. And we are certainly linked by the movement of wildlife, seeds, pollen, spores, and, alas, chemical toxins that pass through and over the terrain. While our ground is not degraded as some landscapes are, why not take my own advice and start where I am?

In one fretful middle-of-the-night moment a few things seemed clear: that we are not going to make progress by arguing and blaming one another, or by sowing fear, or by pretending that everything is okay. The way we’ll get there is with love: toward others and all living beings. For true change, people are mobilized by love more than fear. We humans have plenty of defenses for fear; our collective inept response to climate change has made this evident. Love emerges when the defenses fall away. I’ve come to believe that this is the heart of ecological restoration: bringing loving attention to a piece of the earth. We don’t need anyone else’s permission. We can start applying this at our own doorstep, wherever we are.

With this movement still young, there are few tidy stories and no formula. And so this book is also about process: how to grapple with the task of ecological repair and what mind-set drives it forward. We have no choice but to accept the unknown, as uncomfortable as it is. But discomfort can open us to new thinking, and new thinking can prompt innovation: exactly what’s needed given that business as usual no longer serves us.

Sometimes it’s just a matter of getting out of the way. Life forces will eventually kick in. But regeneration on a human timescale may require active engagement: using tools like the ax, the plow, and the cow. To quote conservationist Aldo Leopold, an ecosystem and its biodiversity may be restored by the “creative use of the same tools which have heretofore destroyed it.”5



The book begins with rehabilitation on a large scale, in China’s Loess Plateau. Next we see what three regenerative innovators are achieving under extreme conditions in the desert. In subsequent chapters—with visits to New Mexico, Norway, and Maui—we learn how ecological restoration is as much about people and indigenous knowledge as it is about tools and techniques. We then explore innovative efforts involving women, business, and youth activists.

We are called, too, to ask some challenging questions. Such as: How do we cross the threshold to a regenerative society? I pose this to permaculture teacher Andrew Millison, who runs the Earth Repair Radio podcast. His reply: “Some of the most successful eco-restoration projects have been in the harshest environments. We know what to do.” Whether or not we get there, he says, “is about the human will and the human heart.”

Which brings us back to our seventh generation of sunlight, the estimated 0.000001 watt per square meter that fuels self-awareness—in Peter Donovan’s words, the “awareness of how we know, which can free us to shift our beliefs and behaviors.” This is where we have tremendous leverage, he says, for “creation is now as well as in the past.”6

The choice is clear, and it rests in our imagination and what we do with it. We can choose to imagine a blighted world, diminished of species and barely livable for humans (the planet we seem hell-bent on creating). Or we can imagine a world that is renewed in its verdant and abundance, the one the subjects of this book are working toward.





 

— ONE —

The Great Work of Our Time

Lessons from the Loess Plateau

Though the problems of the world are increasingly complex, the solutions remain embarrassingly simple.

—Bill Mollison (1928–2016)

Over more than four decades, John D. Liu has filmed in some ninety countries. As a network producer and cameraman, he has been witness to seminal episodes in contemporary history. He has filmed interviews with world leaders, people whose faces once dominated the news, were considered giants in their time, and have come and gone. He has crossed continents, walked through the corridors of power, and passed in and out of conflict zones. Yet for all that, the heart of John’s lifework—his inspiration, his message, and his deepest hopes for the future of humanity and the natural world—can be distilled into four seconds of video.

This fleeting visual, quick as a finger-snap, depicts the restoration of China’s Loess Plateau, a massive project that Liu documented over several years beginning in 1994. The time-lapsed sequence begins with a picture of terraces built into bare, sandy dirt with scarcely a scrap of green. The land structure is vast, even monumental, like an archaeological ruin. The people on the site are tiny figures standing and milling about on the flat surfaces.

One second into the film—don’t blink!—plants begin to appear and it dawns on the viewer that there might actually be a landscape in there somewhere. Give it one more second and you’ve got trees: The ground has filled in and the setting looks more natural, less architectural. As second number four rolls by there is green everywhere, including in the distance, on terraced hills that had been bleak and dry.

A few short seconds on the screen and we’ve gone from wasteland to lush landscape. I’ve also seen this dramatic improvement presented as a single photo, in which from left to right the scene of barren hills visually melds into the verdant vista that it will become. In reality, this stunning makeover occurred over fourteen years and involved the hard work of tens of thousands of people, including those who appeared as flecks amid the edifice of lifeless dirt. But the transformation did happen, and that is the point.



The Loess Plateau Watershed Rehabilitation Project was a huge undertaking, involving seven provinces, 2,137 villages, and a population of 1.24 million. It is a far cry from the grassroots, often improvisational restoration efforts I’ll be featuring in the chapters that follow. And it is anything but a pitchfork-and-trowel backyard operation—though the terracing was initially done by hand, until small bulldozers were brought in that could do the job more quickly and cheaply.

I am beginning with this landmark project, however, because it shows the remarkable scale and speed at which ecological restoration can happen. It shows us that, given the opportunity, life will tend toward healing. Every community of living things—encompassing the largest trees and the tiniest microbes—strives to make the best use of sunlight in its particular locale. Given enough time, perhaps thousands or even millions of years, each will evolve to a highly developed and efficient system. The Loess Plateau project demonstrates how dramatically nature will rebound when we provide an additional nudge.

John Liu’s encounter with the Loess Plateau project changed everything for him. Once you know that it is possible to rehabilitate large-scale damaged ecosystems, he says, how can it not be your life’s purpose? How can you not do all that you can to spread this knowledge so that we can apply the tools of restoration to the open wounds of the world where land is degrading and people are suffering? To John, the understanding that ecological damage can be reversed obliges us to act upon that understanding.

John Liu is not shy about making such pronouncements. In the presentations he shares with international audiences, he stands before a large screen in his signature safari jacket and wide-brimmed canvas hat, images from his documentary work on ecological restoration scrolling as a backdrop. What the Loess Plateau project teaches us, he will say, is that “it is not necessary to accept degraded states.” Since we know that large-scale rehabilitation is possible, “This knowledge is a responsibility. Human beings are required to understand this, because this is the determination of whether we can become sustainable and we can survive into future generations.” He says these things, or close variants, in a calm, declarative voice touched by an affable midwestern tinge.

With the striking visuals, the rousing message, and his intrepid explorer persona—he has been dubbed “The Indiana Jones of Landscape Restoration”—John puts on a compelling show.1 His statements unfurl with irrefutable logic: Once you’ve witnessed the visual narrative of the Loess Plateau’s ecological redemption, our collective duty to restore natural systems is self-evident.

When I watch John speak, I often catch a hint of impatience beneath his wry, laid-back delivery. As in, Where is everybody? Soil is eroding at a clip of a soccer field’s worth every five seconds.2 Fires are choking cities from Los Angeles to Sydney, and causing devastation to wildlife. The current ecological trajectory is in no one’s interest. Restoring ecosystems is, John declares, the great work of our time.

Certainly there are a lot of people around the world taking up the cause of earth repair. There is a global network of some ten thousand eco-villages that seeks ecological preservation and regeneration through empowering local communities. There are many long-running projects that offer models for reviving forests, including Gaviotas in Colombia and Yacouba Sawadogo’s work in Burkina Faso that inspired the film The Man Who Stopped the Desert. In hyper-arid Rajasthan, India, more than a thousand villages have replenished their water stores through simple water harvesting techniques, and farms now have as many as four crops a year where they used to have one. Some areas in Rajasthan have gone from 2 percent green to 48 percent green, and seen temperatures lowered 2°C (3.6°F).

All of this is positive, and merits acknowledgment.

But John Liu is thinking everybody.

Because despite many laudable efforts, the rate of ecological healing in the world is far outpaced by the rate of environmental destruction, and efforts to restore land have frequently been misguided. For example, many reforestation projects rely on monoculture tree plantations that fail to provide the ecological benefits of natural, diverse forests—or, in the case of eucalypt plantings, may cause problems by lowering the water table. Restoration programs require sensitivity to ecological nuance and the needs and aspirations of people living in the area. Ecosystem repair needs to happen in a timely way, but it also needs to be done right. The Loess Plateau project—and the examples to follow in this book—provides important lessons for how to go about this.



John Liu differs from many environmental scholars and communicators in that he emphasizes ecological function (how natural systems work) rather than dysfunction (when things go wrong); possibilities rather than impediments; processes rather than statistics. He talks about land degradation, biodiversity loss, and climate change as an expression of the state of humanity, as opposed to a misfortune that has somehow happened to us, or as the result of one simple cause such as unfettered use of fossil fuels. He has been known to say: “The state of our landscapes reflects the state of our consciousness.” He sees the antidote to ecological crises within the human spirit. While many seek silver-bullet-type solutions, often through technology—as in the many headlines that ask, “Can This [fill in the blank] Help Us Win the Fight Against Climate Change?”—John considers earth repair an opportunity for all. And he believes this is why ecosystem restoration offers so much promise to what ails human society as well as our beleaguered environment.

In short, John Liu regards the trajectory of ecological viability and human growth as a matter of intention. He says: If our intent is to wrest as much monetary wealth as possible from nature and turn this into products to be bought and sold—into “shiny objects”—then we will continue to degrade the environment and accentuate economic disparities. If, however, our intent is to support the ecological functions that yield us clean air, water, and food, then we will have a healthier environment as well as greater food security and human rights. The concept of intentionality is challenging to a public accustomed to outsourcing problem-solving to professionals. This framing can also be difficult for those (read: most of us in the Western world) reared on certain ways of understanding wealth and a set of assumptions about the march of human history. A look at John’s personal and intellectual journey will reveal why this is—and why the concept of intentionality is so important.

All of which we find encapsulated in that brief pictorial sequence from China that Liu features in so many of his films. People engaged in agriculture were the reason that once-productive land was reduced to dried-out, denuded dirt. That said, people practicing agriculture were also what brought the land to its enhanced state, covered with vegetation and shimmering with life. This echoes Aldo Leopold’s insight: people, livestock, farming tools, and land. The only difference was the intention.

Says John: “That ecological change means change for the worse is not a foregone conclusion. In our ongoing quest for food, shelter, connection, and meaning, we can act in a way that serves and even regenerates nature. It’s up to us.”



John Dennis Liu was born in Nashville, Tennessee, the son of a Chinese exile and, he says, a Southern Belle of Scottish descent. His father, John S. K. Liu, was from a landed family—not wealthy, but among the beneficiaries of several hundred years of feudalism. An officer in China’s Nationalist Army, John Sr. took part in the Burma campaign, serving with the US and British joint forces. In 1943, while in command, he was hit by gunfire. As John tells it, his father stoically declared: “I’m dead. Leave me here!” He was in shock and wanted his men to flee to safer ground. The next in command was a noncommissioned officer, a strawberry farmer from Tennessee, who said, “You have just relinquished command. I’m in command. We’re staying.”

The NCO was able to get Liu safely out of the jungle. After evacuation to India and then Egypt, John Sr. was treated for his wounds in England. He then went to the United States, planning to make his way to California and return to China, a route that at the time was safer than traveling to China through Russia. During his journey, John Sr. stopped in Tennessee to see the soldier who saved his life, where he met Eleanor. They got married and had two children.

John describes his childhood in Bloomington, Indiana, as quiet and “rather special in a bucolic way.” It was wooded and safe, and he could hike and camp in the forests and canoe on the rivers and streams. At thirteen his parents took John and his sister on an around-the-world trip by ship. At about this age he also began experimenting with a Super 8 movie camera. He went to college to study journalism, but his ambition got derailed when a professor told him that he would never work in the field. Discouraged, he dropped out. He played music, mostly piano, and drifted through his twenties.

In 1972, after Nixon’s landmark trip to China reopened diplomatic relations, John Sr. said, “If he can go, I can go.” He was determined to visit his mother, whom he hadn’t seen in thirty years. With great effort he managed to secure travel documents and was among China’s first international visitors in decades. When he returned to the States, he said to John, “You must go to China and help China develop.”

John laughed at the idea.

John Sr. kept going back to China, and kept pressing John to go help the country join the modern world. Then in 1979, at a time when John was working with newly released video equipment, his father said, “You need to go to China now because your grandmother will die. If you don’t go now, you will never know her.” John considered this a better argument. He and his father traveled to China together for two months.

What John found was a society on the cusp of modernization, poised to emerge from poverty and isolation. “It was like going back in time. People didn’t have cars. Everyone rode bicycles,” he recalls. “They still had ration coupons for oil and grain and meat and cloth. There were lots of restrictions and trade embargoes. Sheep would be walking down the street in the middle of the night, with spray paint or a swatch of paint, saying they were headed to the Muslim quarter. To be food, you know, tomorrow’s shashlik [lamb chops].” On top of the privation, there was widespread fear: “People didn’t know who was going to inform on them. The Cultural Revolution was a horrible time for the Chinese. They don’t even want to think about it now.”

Once back in the States, John says, “I thought it would be much more interesting to film in China.” He traveled back to study Chinese intensively. Upon his return he saw stacks of professional video equipment of the type he was using in the US: China had purchased the gear for 120 university studios, but no one knew how to use it. He ended up helping to create educational television studios in China at the Railway Institute in Changsha and then at the Beijing Language Institute. It was at the language institute that he met Kosima, a young East German student who became his wife.

At one point John’s mother, Eleanor, sent him a newspaper clipping about US television networks opening offices in Beijing. “You should check this out,” she wrote. Back then, even in cities the communications infrastructure was rough—a working phone line was a luxury—and Chinese-speaking journalists available to Western outlets were few. The field was wide open for someone like John: “I went to the CBS news bureau and said, ‘Hi. I’m John Liu, and you need me.’ And they said, ‘You’re hired.’”

John found himself in the heady, adrenaline-charged world of television journalism. He reported on the rapid developments in China: “Rural reform, urban reform, the one-child policy and the student demonstrations, the presidents and the kings and the business leaders, and then of course the Tiananmen tragedy in 1989. For many years Americans and others would literally see China through my eyes. Then the collapse of the Soviet Union. I was sent to Moscow. My main attribute was that I just never quit. If the story was endlessly fascinating, I kept working day and night.”

Over time John began to question the journalistic model. “Media didn
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