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This Is a Place

LIKE MANY TEENAGERS, | cCOULD not W?,'lt to leave the; Pla-(ie
where I grew up, in western Pennsylvama.. There, }rily 1211{111{16 i
often took a walk on a nearby Rails—to—'ljralls pa.th that I li i
to call the Trail of Ecological Destruction. This former rai d
road bed lined with invasive shrubs crosses creeks t?n:; t
orange by acid mine drainage, passes the sewage trea1 —rgred
plant and the recycling center, and .enc.is at a coa e
power plant that releases more sulfur d1ox1d.e tha}xll arjlxy 0 g
power plant in the nation. T wanted to hike the App
chian Trail, not this devastated landscape: 3
But, after years of working as an ecologist, 1 havle c‘ornle. 3
realize that grim terrain like this holds ?ndless ecological i r
terest. I recently took a position as a blology.professor I;le‘fl
Cleveland, and P'm fully confident that ec)ologmal research :n
the immediate region can sustain a careers worth of cx'lnos1 y_
But I choose to do local ecology for another compelling relall
son—I have found that the local, lived-in landscape a;:tuih}el
works best as a tool for helping people discover. a’nd value i
environment. 1 do local ecology not becaus? it’s cheap., rl(:ll
because it’s convenient, but because it has unique education

value.
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Yet studying ecology in the Rust Belt clearly involves 5
public relations problem. Students, parents, administrators,
and funders often fail to understand the appeal of local ecol-
ogy. Even some ecologists, with their focus on biological
diversity, tend to ignore the local in favor of places seen as
globally significant or simply exotic. In fact, it is surprisingly
easy to earn a biology degree without once interacting with
organisms in a local habitat.

Any college worth its salt has a Study Abroad office. Just
once, I would like to direct a student to the Study Our Home
office. After all, the word “ecology” means the study of®
home. We have biology courses where students spend halfa
semester studying the natural history of Ecuador and half
a semester photographing blue-footed boobies. What might

happen if students spent an equal amount of time immers-
ing themselves in their own landscapes?

To begin to focus attention on the local landscape, I real-
ized that I needed to be able to recognize, articulate, and
communicate the specific lessons of local ecology. What can
students learn locally better than anywhere else? What exactly
am I teaching when I teach ecology in urban wastelands, wet-

land restorations, the humblest of parks, or wherever is nearest
to hand?

One late spring, I had planned a pollination ecology lab,
but no native plants were flowering yet. So I took my students
to a CVS parking lot, where a hedge of ornamental quince
bushes had a pink riot of flowers mobbed by bees. After some
urging, they set to work with their field notebooks, hand

lenses, and butterfly nets. What is the difference if I teach
pollination ecology in a rain forest in Costa Rica or in 2 CVS
parking lot? Students learn the same observation skills and
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pollination ecology techniques. The same ecological princi-
ples pertain. The difference is that, to get to the rain forest,
students must endure a six-hour flight and likely a harrowing
bus ride. They must pay thousands of dollars and don their
technical polyester zip-off pants. All of this communicates
to them that what they are about to see is worth paying at-
tention to. By teaching ecology in a CVS parking lot, I send
the same message: This is a place worth noticing, a place of
ecological interest.

The first lesson local ecology teaches is: Pay attention.
Once I had a hundred-year-old holly tree in my urban front
yard, but not until I did an assignment I had given my stu-
dents did I learn about holly leaf miners. Apparently there
are several species of insects whose whole life consists of
making traces in holly leaves, and there are several scientists
who have spent their careers figuring out this interaction. I
went outside. Sure enough, my holly tree had them. Shar-
ing the street with holly leaf miners made it look slightly
different.

Last fall my students discovered a spectacularly armored
wheel bug in an abandoned orchard behind a baseball field.
They had no idea that something like a wheel bug could ex-
ist. Do they respect this place more, given the possibility of
wheel bugs?

“Most of us are still related to our native fields as the nav-
igator to undiscovered islands in the sea,” Thoreau wrote late
in life. “We can any afternoon discover a new fruit there,
which will surprise us by its beauty or sweetness. So long as |
saw in my walks one or two kinds of berries whose names I

did not know, the proportion of the unknown seemed indef-
initely, if not infinitely, great.” In fact, none of us has the least
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idea what is going on under our noses. Geneticist Christ
pher Mason and his colleagues recently reported that almoo—
half of the DNA they found in the New York City subvva;S :
system was from organisms unknown to science. Zpe Nezz
York Times quoted Mason as saying, “People don’t look at 2
subway pole and think, ‘It’s teeming with life” After this
study, they may. But I want them to think of it the same wa
you'd look at a rain forest, and be almost in awe and Wondegl
effectively, that there are all these species present.” ,
The second lesson: There is plenty left to discover, and you
can start right here. Also, what you discover might change
your mind. ;
Deep and inchoate ideas about how people interact with
nature have a surprisingly strong influence on the teachin
and learning of ecology. In his book Zhoreau’s Country Davi§
Foster pointed out that when Thoreau built his cab’in the
landscape around Walden Pond- was extensively farr’ned
fenced, and populated. Diana Saverin recently noted in 75;
Atlantic that while Annie Dillard wrote Pilgrim at Tinker
Creek, she was a suburban housewife. Few people remember
that Edward Abbey spent his formative years in western
Pennsylvania, near the town of Home. These facts need to be
er'nphasized because many implicitly assume that only an in-
dividual alone in the wilderness can experience nature. Is it
any wonder children don’t spend enough time experiencing
nature in their backyards when parents hardly credit their
backyards with offering an authentic experience of the natu-
ral world?
I might walk to work on the streets of Berea, Ohio, and
daydream about building a cabin in Alaska or backpac,kin
on the Pacific Crest Trail. Of course, there’s nothing wron§
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ith valuing wilderness or visiting Alaska. But this think- tems. The landscapes where we live are the ones we are most
with v

ing can demean my surroundings. There are probably plants respons.ible for, and they teach us about the consequences of
in the sidewalk cracks I can’t identify yet. . e oo ikl
If everywhere is nature, why not turn the question My own sense of responsibility for the landscape where I
cound? What is the difference if I teach pollination ecol- grevY up burgeoned \‘zvhe{l I learned how my ancestors had
1) the Costa Rican rain forest instead of the CVS park- participated in shaping it. In the 1790, my great-great-
o8y m:’Ih difference. I think. is that we live here. Students great-great-grandfather John McCullough bought 250 acres
ing lot? The di cfillfe t’ b C\’/S. They are complicit in the of forested land near Burnside, Pennsylvania, and spent the
buy ramenhnoc1> dCtS i he paving, the planting of ornamental rest of his life clearing and farming it with his wife and
pr(?cessis that e ndothe ilr)n porti’ng of European honeybees. twelve children. In 1880, his granddaughter Mollie married
%?;i Velisha‘:;;) Zns here, to the asphalt and the quinces and a logger, who also built things out of wood, especially wag-
S (o e about it, because they have to ons. Mollie’s brother owne.d a sawmill, ran a lumber com-
e Wit}: . As Thoreau exhorts in Wild Fruits, his belatedly pany, and opened a coal mine. 'Through the first decades of

the 1900s, her daughter and son-in-law worked for a coal
company. By the 1970s, my father was growing 20 million
Do ot think, then, that the fruits of New England are trees 2 year on farmland John McCullough and his neigh-

n and insignificant while those of some foreign land bors had cleared. I grew up with young forests and orange
2 S creeks because my own family had created them. By teach-

ing local ecology, I give students a similar sense: This is the

discovered final manuscript:

are noble and memorable. Our own, whatever they may be,

are far more important to us than any others can be. They

ducate us and fit us to live here in New England. Better for place where we live, that we have shaped and continue to
ca . . . b D
iy the wild strawberry than the pineapple, the wild apple shape. This is the place where our children will live.
?/j 3 the orange, the chestnut and pignut than the cocoa-nut Ecologist Josh Donlan and other advocates of rewilding—
an 3

and almond, and not on account of their flavor merely, but espec.lally I'C‘I‘IltI'Od%lCII’lg large carn1Yores—start from the
premise that “earth is now nowhere pristine.” They argue that

e part they play in our education. i
the p Y play because our actions affect every ecosystem on earth, we

Thoreau does not call wild strawberries “just as interest- should claim this responsibility and manage ecosystems in-
> . les. He does not say we could learn “just as tentionally. Surely there are no better case studies in how
i as pmea : :
. L fP PPr local fruits. He calls them “far more impor- human actions shape landscapes than the landscapes where
from ou . . .
mu: to us"—specifically for their educational value. Local we live. Certainly, educators need to help students make
tant to us’—

global connections—when they drive across campus instead

les in nature—
its and local places teach us about our ro . ‘ : : e
fruits P of walking, they might contribute infinitesimally to a change

not just as naturalists or scientists, but as parts of ecosys-
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in the mist regime of an epiphytic orchid in a rain forest can-
opy in Costa Rica. Interactions with our local landscapes are
simply more immediate and concrete. When I take studen:cs
in western Pennsylvania to compare invertebrate communi-
ties in streams with and without acid mine drainage, they
understand the results within the context of their lives. They
come from old company towns. Their uncles sell mining
equipment. Their neighbors work for the power plant-. They
mountain bike on slag piles. And they like to fish. Domg lo-
cal ecology provides a direct impetus to take ownership of
our home landscapes, to accept our responsibility as stf:wards.
This third lesson is perhaps the greatest social benefit of
local ecology: It is well to cultivate adults who can pay atten-
tion and continue to learn from nature. “Those who dwell, as
scientists or laymen, among the beauties and mysteries of
the earth, are never alone or weary of life,” wrote Raciiel
Carson, who developed her sense of wonder in an ind.u.stnal
city near Pittsburgh. But as a society we also need c-1t1zens
who take responsibility for the ways they interact with na-
ture. This may be best learned through the intimate and
practical interactions we can only have with the landscapes

in which we live.

G. M. DONLEY

That Better Place; or, the Problem
with Mobility

Look out THE WINDOW OF an airplane as you take off from
just about any American city and you see a vast carpet of
loosely woven streets and parking lots extending far from the
city center, gradually disintegrating into loose threads at the
fringe. 'The approach to most European cities, by contrast, is
characterized by an abrupt shift from open farmland to the
tight-knit tangle that characterizes places laid out before the
rise of developers and highway planners, neighborhoods that
grew organically based on how far people could walk.
Centuries ago, traveling great distances was slow and
difficult—and often dangerous. For people who came to the
American continent from far away, getting here entailed sig-
nificant hardship. Think of traversing a tumultuous ocean in
aleaky wooden ship full of rats to get to a vast wild continent
with extreme weather and exciting new hazards like poison
ivy and rattlesnakes. The heroic narrative of mobility had its
evil counterpart as well: if you were brought to this hemi-
sphere as a slave, that meant someone else had the power to
control your movement. So it’s no surprise that the freedom
to move is an enduring aspect of American mythology.
But a funny thing has happened: the rise of increasingly




