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“The most effective way to connect our children to nature 

is to connect ourselves to nature.” 
 
 

Richard Louv, Last Child in the Woods 
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Author’s Note 
 

For five years, including the first two and a half years of 

my daughter’s life, we lived off-grid in the mountains of 

Northern New Mexico. Our water came from a mountain 

spring, which we frequently lugged in gallon jugs to our one

-room cabin. Our home was heated with wood collected 

from the forest, and a modest solar panel provided lighting. 

Today, we live on the mesa a few miles away. We have 

electricity and running water. The events described in this 

book are true. Some names and details have been changed 

for privacy. 
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Bull Snake 
October 14, 2016 

 

 

We met a snake on Thursday. It was Agnes, Isa, Sully and 

I. I’m thirty-six years old. Agnes is four and a half, Isa is 

three and a half, and Sully is two. I don’t know how old the 

snake was, but it was big. “I would guess one hundred,” Isa 

said with her typical giant mouth smile. “One hundred 

what?” I asked. Laughter. “Silly Joe Joe.” 

It was a bull snake, sometimes called a gopher snake or 

rat snake. It’s harmless but beautiful. Black and gold patterns 

all along its sinuous back. One giant articulation of muscle. 

We had just returned from an outing with Silke and her 

forest kindergarten, Agnes, Isa and I. Sully caught a glimpse 

of us as we walked past the kitchen, excited as usual to see 

us. The girls and I headed round the outside, while Sully 

shouted to his mother that we were home. 

As we turned the next corner, headed toward the mud 

pit, we crossed a small landing of brick pavers next to the 

sunroom. Agnes and Isa walked right past the snake, lost in 

each other. I might have walked past too, but my peripheral 

vision brought my attention to something out of place. “Holy 

shit!” I might have said. But I probably didn’t. Instead, I 

yelled for the girls, “Agnes! Isa! Come here! Agnes, Agnes! 
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Isa! Right now. Come here, come here! Look at this snake!” I 

was determined to win their attention. 

“Look, look,” I said when they both returned. The snake, 

pinned against the corner of the wall, was about three and a 

half feet long, as thick as a banana. Immediately, the girls 

went into a squat position and got close. I hovered behind. 

Black and gold ran along the snake's back, surrounded by the 

red brick floor and the earthy brown stucco wall. Its tongue 

flicked, and I guessed it was a little frightened. I was 

surprised not to see it dart away, but it might have felt 

trapped. There was no immediate thicket of grass or shrubs 

to shrink into. It was perfectly exposed, and that’s largely 

why we found it so fascinating. In the near distance, I saw 

our two male turkeys taking notice of the commotion. Every 

business is their business. That snake is scared, I thought. Its 

black, forked tongue flicked out every half second, but its 

body sat largely unmoved. 

“Can we touch it?” Agnes asked. “Yeah, gently,” I said, 

“but be nice to it.” Both girls rubbed along its scales with 

one finger. Slight, cautious adjustments cascaded through the 

snake’s spine, ever so slight. It continued to stay rather still. 

The turkeys were approaching but hadn’t yet begun their 

odd guttural noises and quick steps that betray excitement 

and bravado. The girls seemed to have had enough, so we 
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headed back for the mud pit. “Good,” I thought, “before the 

turkeys get involved.” 

At the mud pit, we met Sully. I told him about the snake 

and invited him to follow me. He and I went back around 

the corner to the brick landing, and the girls followed. Now 

all three crouched down within two feet of the snake and its 

constantly flickering tongue. The turkeys still held their 

distance. Slow, incremental movements were visible along 

the snake’s spine. But it wasn’t going anywhere. 

“Touch it. Touch it,” Agnes said, emboldened by her new 

role as elder, “You can touch it, Sully.” She held out her hand 

to show him, giving the snake a more casual, and gruff, 

caress. Isa poked the snake again, also emboldened. All along 

its spine, the snake began to move more forcefully, holding 

its muscles tighter, but still it kept its ground. It wasn't 

moving, as in traveling. It was adjusting, compressing, 

crouching. Smelling. The long thin line of its body was now 

in modest curves. Sully had enough and ran off. Agnes, now 

almost reckless, poked the snake once or twice more as if it 

were a stick or plaything. Suddenly, the tip of the snake’s tail 

began to vibrate very fast, raising a scuffling sound as it 

rattled against a dry leaf. It was nervous, no question. Okay, 

I thought, time to get out of here and let it find its way to 

safety. 
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But by now it was as if the muscles in the snake were all 

waking, tensing, aligning for some grand purpose, and I 

could see the power of its singular musculature. I am, after 

all, quite aware of my own. This animal, I thought, is coming 

alive. Its relaxed tension is coming to full poise. Agnes gave one 

last good poke, and the snake, which had already twisted 

into a coursing-river shape, became enraged, not only with 

the full power of its muscles but the same sort of chemical 

wash that occurs in my own body as I get tense or fearful or 

manic. Its head reared up off the ground, its whole body 

contracting with a muscular power that only seconds ago 

was hidden in torpor. Its entire body flexed, its tail vibrating 

frenetically, and two massive coils of switchbacks in its neck 

allowed this previously docile animal to raise its head a full 

foot or more off the ground. It faced off squarely at us, and 

emitted a “hesshsshsshsshssh…” that shocked me. 

I was stunned. I had never seen a snake do this. Not in 

real life. Agnes and Isa were obviously stunned too. They had 

stood up, thank goodness, but were still watching as if 

hypnotized - their faces only a foot or two from the snake’s 

hissing mouth. The sound reverberated in our ears, nothing 

like the ss-sound most of us learn to associate with snakes. 

The power of hundreds of coiling muscles squeezed every 

ounce of fluid air out of that snake’s body and hurled it at us 

- hhhheehhhh - from the depths of its throat. My sympathetic 
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neurons fired. I could feel the air coiling through my own 

throat and escaping with the hellish scratch of an H through 

bared teeth. That was the feeling. That was the sound. 

I came to my senses. “Agnes! Isa! Move! Move! Go! Get 

away! Right now! Right now!” I knew the snake wasn’t 

poisonous, but it appeared as if it might lunge at any second. 

A bite was still surely painful, and quite possibly traumatic. 

Things so rarely rear up and bite us. Plus, I still had 

compassion for the snake, who after all was just trying to 

keep safe. It’s one thing to observe these beautiful creatures. 

Another thing to scare them out of their wits. 

The girls tore off in a fearful mix of hilarity and screams, 

turned the corner, then another, passed the mud pit, the 

apricot tree, and spilled through the kitchen screen door, 

spewing screams and half-cocked phrases like addled birds 

to the adults calmly eating their lunches inside. As they did, I 

backed away and walked after them, the chemical tension in 

my lungs and muscles relaxing into full-grown laughter. 

All this happened within seconds. 
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Cottonwood Leaves 
October 24, 2016 

 

 

In the spring, Agnes and I watched the large cottonwood 

tree outside our home shed tiny green buds onto the 

ground. Rather, we felt it. The branches, knocking and 

clicking above us whenever the wind blew, towered over the 

sandbox, and strong gusts brought showers of the little 

green buds onto our heads and shoulders and backs. We 

crouched over our creations, holding the little buds in our 

hands, dragging them in spirals through the sand, burying 

them in piles. 

Agnes calls them pepitas (pumpkin seeds) because they 

resemble the familiar teardrop-shaped seeds that grow inside 

pumpkins and other winter squash. They also come in fifty-

pound bags from the wholesaler, a cheap alternative to nuts. 

The ground was littered with them. A bit more slender than 

pepitas, they have the same little point on one side, a nice 

curvy tush on the other. A tip of orange sap usually adheres 

to the pointy end, hardly larger than a grain of sand. 

We collected them and added to our various piles of 

colors and objects and whatever might be useful. Sometimes 

they were goats, eating grass and drinking water at our 

corrals. Sometimes they were petals radiating from a flower. 
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Crushing them revealed a sweet, earthy fragrance, 

reminiscent of chamomile, that lingered on our fingertips 

for hours. 

Now it’s autumn, and when Agnes, Sully and I walked 

out to the sandbox yesterday, we found it covered in a carpet 

of leaves of astonishing color and variety. This was new. Only 

a day or two ago there was but a mere sprinkling of leaves, 

most of them supple enough I could still bend them in my 

hand without that telltale snap. Now, as we approached our 

destination, our feet kicked up that invigorating autumnal 

sound, and we realized at once that we had stumbled into a 

treasure. 

Cottonwood leaves are heart-shaped, with crenulated 

edges reminiscent of the course of rivers, or the movement 

of snakes. Turning gold in the fall, the trees, a cousin of 

aspens, are radiant and noisy, showering leaves like gold dust 

whenever a good breeze picks up. One of the largest trees in 

New Mexico, their trunks can easily grow five feet thick, 

sprout several huge branches, and an enormous umbrella of 

foliage. Ours was rather more modest but plenty large 

enough for three on a Saturday evening. 

The three of us had walked over to the sandbox with 

nothing more in mind than the typical filling of containers, 

the dragging of sticks, and the thought, perhaps, of 

recovering Sully’s wheelbarrow. Parked on the overlook 
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down to the horse fields, it too was covered in leaves, as 

were all of our cups and buckets - everything mysteriously 

covered and clean, as with the first snow of winter. Leaves. 

Everywhere. 

Perked up by the sights and sounds, we immediately 

grew excited. The snap-crunch of the leaves was like static 

electricity, quickening our pulse. Our bodies began to dance 

in grand, sweeping motions. What had begun as a half-

hearted tour became, instantly, a passionate encounter with 

place. 

I picked up a large pile of leaves and threw them into the 

air. The golden leaves rained over us. “Again,” squealed Sully, 

with that exuberant smile of his. Unrestrained. No concept 

of restrained. “Yeah, yeah, again!” agreed Agnes, twirling. As 

I threw more piles over us, I seeped into the landscape. I had 

been a little bored and frustrated when we walked out the 

door, but now we were effortlessly present. After all, the 

mountains, the five o’clock sun, the blue sky overhead. I was 

immediately entranced. “Let’s get a rake,” I said. 

I ran to the shed. Two large rakes, but nothing a child 

could use. Oh well. I grabbed both, one with a wooden 

handle, warm, and one with metal, cold, both opening out 

into a big plastic fan. I closed the door and ran back as 

quickly as I could. “Okay, okay,” I said, a little out of breath. I 

dropped the rake with the metal handle. “Give me some 
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room,” I said, “so I can rake these all up…and we’ll…you 

know… Sully, can you move the wheelbarrow? Agnes…

yeah…what’s that? Hey. If you find big sticks, just pull them 

out. We don’t want to fall in ‘em.” I couldn’t stop talking. I 

was too excited. I was kind of singing the words to myself, 

and out loud, dancing through the crunchy music of the rake 

in the leaves. Crackle, crunch, roll, dance, step, shuffle, 

groove. 

We had a big pile within minutes. The leaves, gold and 

green and brown, were like crunchy manna from heaven. It 

was approaching sunset. “Oh my goodness, oh my goodness,” 

I kept singing, “this is so right and good!” I could smell the 

cracking leaves, their sweet and almost fruity aromas, with 

just a touch of the decay and ferment of fall. “Do you smell 

that?” I asked, more to myself than to Sully or Agnes, “Smells 

like pepitas… Or…or…fresh baked bread!” 

Smells have a way of enfolding and unraveling memory. I 

was back in spring with Agnes, hands in the earth, pepitas 

driven like goats to the food bins, crushed in cold hands and 

erupting with plumes of fragrance. But I was also back home 

in Ohio, on Altamont Street, with Pete. We were in the 

backyard with Dad’s old metal rake, the tines screeching as 

we dragged it under the huge mulberry tree that was the 

deciding presence of our backyard. Pieces and stems of 

damp leaves had worked under our collars, into our hair, and 
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behind our ears, and now we were regathering the leaves for 

another run at it. And there I was, under the embrace of that 

tree, of childhood, of Pete. Damn, Pete. Where’d you go? 

Where’d I go? New Mexico is so lovely. Here, Agnes, Sully 

and I have acres of backyard and wilderness to explore right 

out our front door. It extends for miles, Pete, hundreds of 

miles in every direction. I opened my arms as if to show 

him. But Pete…ah well. I turned back to my rake. 

Agnes and Sully were in the pile now, leaves skirting up 

past their waists. Sully was giggling. Agnes was singing. I 

threw up a huge swath of leaves with my rake and let them 

dazzle and fall and bury them. They laughed and kicked their 

legs. Agnes ran out, still singing and twirling, then jumped 

full-bodied into the discarded chattel of this old tree. One 

tree. I buried Sully up to his head, giggling and joyful. 

“Again, again,” he repeated. 

We were present with each other, but we were also 

present in ourselves. Agnes would get out of the pile, dance 

around for a minute, and jump back in. Sully would shuffle 

around and laugh, then laugh even more when Agnes landed 

back in the pile. I smiled and stretched my container for joy 

a little further, adding another layer of memory to 

timelessness. 

I suppose I can’t exactly speak for Agnes and Sully, who, 

after all, were laying down only one of the first layers of 
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memory, tamping it effortlessly in place with the smells and 

sounds, the wash of excitement. The sun had not yet hit the 

rose-colored hues of evening. It painted the landscape for 

them in the clear yellow translucence of full day. My heart 

went out, into the future - Agnes, decades from now, 

shuffling under the boughs of a cottonwood, through a river 

of yellow, brown, and green leaves, shaking up that familiar 

sound. She reaches over, picks up a handful of the dry, 

crackling leaves and holds them to her face. The smell of 

pepitas. Goats in the shed. 

Or maybe it’s Sully, on a hillside somewhere with a lover, 

silently admiring the way the leaves shucked off a large patch 

of wildflowers into undisturbed streams of reds and purples 

and brown. The way they fill the contours and crevasses of 

the earth, revealing the topography and landscape of 

memory. 
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Jewel in the Creek 
November 1, 2016 

 

 

It was there, in the creek. We had been walking in the 

forest, along the path of an ambling old creek, down hills 

and over roots, sidestepping rocks and circling around giant 

tree trunks. There were seven of us, two adults and five 

children aged three to six. Each of us had a hand on a long 

strip of rope that we variously used as a swing, a jump rope, 

or a snake. Now we were a dragon, trailing through the 

forest, visiting the trees and leaves and bending our 

awkward bodies into their shapes. And then there it was, as 

if it had always been there, the jewel in the creek. 

“Tell me, children,” said Silke, “how does the water flow 

in the creek?” Various shouts and responses. None of them 

were paying much attention. No matter. “Do you see, 

children? Take a look.” 

The creek was small, even by New Mexico standards. In 

most places, a young adult could easily cross it with a nimble 

hop. The flow, at this time of year, was little more than a 

trickle. But a torrent of old trees and branches and rocks 

crisscrossed its path, creating a series of pools and 

roundabouts and cascades that made for joyful variety, and 

sound. 
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Here, where we had stopped, the water tumbled out of a 

thicket of small branches, over a large stone, and into a small 

circular pool not more than three feet wide. It produced a 

most delicious trickling sound. At the far end, amidst 

another thicket of branches, the water seeped out almost 

unnoticeably. It has probably been like that for years, or at 

least since last spring when the snow-melt brought a 

refreshing plunge of water through the creek, breaking the 

old dams and re-pitching the limbs and branches for another 

season. 

The magic of this pool was that the water, trickling in 

from above, created a gentle circular motion, a gyre, that 

was breathtaking. On most occasions, one would not have 

had the opportunity to notice it, but it being fall, the pool 

was now littered with leaves - roseate, yellow and cream-

brown. Subtle varieties of color and shape. They turned 

slowly in the pool, as if clockwork, each leaf distinct, 

moving in unison. Smooth, laminar flow. 

It would go on like this, it was evident, until something 

disturbed this near miracle of balance. It would turn 

effortlessly into the night, the next day, perhaps into the new 

year. Until that is, someone stepped timidly on the thicket of 

branches, or a mother deer, stealing silently through the 

night, dislodged a stone with her hoof. It might simply be 

one leaf after another, tumbling down from the branches 
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above till the surface is crowded in a thick wet mosaic of 

color. Maybe it will stop. 

But not today. Today, the gyre was a jewel of a thing to 

watch, a perfect harmony of color and motion, slowly 

turning each leaf yellow, cinnamon and strawberry blonde. 

In front and back, above and below, and in every direction 

this clockwork jewel was surrounded by the multitude and 

crisscrossing layers of wilderness and humanity. The 

branches and microbes and mosses, the discarded cups and 

shiny foil of candy bar wrappers. The glossy green glass of 

beer bottles mixing into the soft, muted greens of the 

junipers and sage. A thick bed of pine needles was 

underfoot, and the discarded leaves of a thousand 

generations of summers and winters. It was all here, circling 

this jewel, the wind and the clouds, the voices of birds, and 

us. 

Of course, the children had little patience for this sort of 

idle romance. The language of the forest speaks differently to 

them. One word is enough. Breaking my reverie, one of the 

boys, Pepper, spurt down the trail with the telltale clomps of 

his feet. A wild horse, that one. He stopped after a short 

distance. “A fish! A fish!” he shouted, and of course we 

followed. 

Fish, king of the mythical water underworld, the sort of 

beast that is always presumed, nearly sighted, often hidden - 
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pretended, magical, gross and sublime. And real. There we 

stood, next to a much larger pool of water, all seven of us 

eagerly searching…and then there it was, quick as a black 

flash, a fish as large as my hand. We had all seen it, clear as 

day, darting from one dark corner to the next. There was no 

need for posturing or doubt. The look of joy on each child’s 

face, and my face, was immeasurable. We turned, each of us 

looking into each other’s eyes as if to nod our assent. It was 

real. We were knowers. 

We spent the next half hour - a half hour! - sitting on the 

bank of that creek, anticipating the fish’s next move. 

“Over there!” one of the children would shout. 

“No, that’s just a shadow.” 

“No, it’s a rock!” 

“I’m going to stab it with my stick.” 

“Come here, fishy fishy fish.” 

Now the real posturing began. The pool was quite large, 

large enough for an adult to take a plunge and even kick and 

spread one’s arms. On the upstream side was a massive 

collection of old tree trunks with branches and roots 

dangling into the water, creating a large shelf of 

impenetrable density under which a shadow realm of fish 

and possibility thrived. 

Perched along the bank, each of us had taken up our 

positions, some sitting idly near the top, others hanging 
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precipitously over the edge. Several had sticks or were 

floating boats of leaves or bark. There was a sense of 

anticipation, and also that timeless eternity of perfection. 

There was nothing to do but wait and listen to each other’s 

waiting. 

“There it is!” Pepper shouted, always eager. His eyes are 

keen, and his movements quick and nimble. He turned and 

looked at me, eye to eye, as if to prove he saw the fish. He 

pointed vigorously with his hand and pierced each of us in 

turn with his glance. If I believed him, if we believed him, 

would it be fair to say that he had seen the fish? I wore an 

expression of doubt. But who’s to say? 

Pepper anticipates and overshoots reality vigorously, so 

that it’s hard to take him at face value sometimes. But there’s 

no question that he is almost always the first to sight 

something, to reach something, to climb up, to discover. He 

is the proverbial handful, but I have fallen in love with his 

indefatigable and fierce curiosity. He tests everything for 

himself, doubts everything I say, pushes every limit. And yet, 

he does it all within a container of respect. He is, socially, 

one of the most graceful and inclusive of all the children, 

favoring no one in particular and excluding no one else. He 

is wild and passionate, and to my tastes, quite alive. 

He’s also exhausting. While Pepper was shouting and 

posturing with the other children to establish the truth of 
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“seeing” the fish, a process involving lots of shouting, turns 

and twists and flung arms, I observed a calm, undulating 

movement seep between the slats of sunlight and the 

dappled curtain of roots dangling over the water. The fish. 

Unmistakable. 

“Shhh…look,” I said, trying to calm the energy down. 

“Do you see? There. Under the roots. Moving slowly. It’s 

headed for the shadows.” My hands and the motions of my 

body imitated the calm manner of the fish, unconsciously at 

first, then with growing awareness – drawing attention to 

the perspective with which the fish could be seen. But the 

current of voices was too much. Observation, this time, 

required the patient patterning of black on black, 

movement, slow and steady. 

We were a gaggle of noise. Apes, after all. The fish swam 

right through us, as through the shadows, as if we weren’t 

there at all. 


