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The recently published book, City Creatures, 
aims to reanimate Chicago in our eyes: to help 
introduce readers to the unexpected diversity of 
finned, feathered, scaled, and furry animals who 
live alongside us in the city and suburbs. And in 
turn, we hope that learning about these animals 
will inspire readers to care about and for them.

Toward those ends, we adopt a story-based 
approach, both in words and images. For as long 
as we have been human, and quite possibly well 
before that, people have been telling stories about 
animals. While we can’t hear the animal tales that 
were surely spun around the dancing hearth fires 
of our earliest ancestors, we can see cave paint-
ings from 30,000 years ago—some of our first 
representational artworks—which focus almost 
exclusively on animals, in carefully observed and 
vividly depicted detail. These animal beings fired 
our imaginations and nurtured our spirits as we 
pondered ultimate questions about our place in 
the world; about what it means to be human ani-
mals, both like and unlike all the others.

But why stories? Partly because, as Jonathan 
Gottschall argues in his book The Storytelling An-
imal, “We are, as a species, addicted to story. Even 
when the body goes to sleep, the mind stays up 
all night, telling itself stories.” Because we seem 
hard-wired to love them, “stories can accomplish 
what no other form of communication can—they 
can get through to our hearts with a message,” as 
conservationist Will Rogers puts it in his introduc-
tion to The Story Handbook. Moreover, we also 
remember information better if it is in story form. 
In other words, stories are a much better way to 
teach than, say, dry recitations of scientific data. 
This is why indigenous peoples around the world 
have always used stories to share their knowledge 
with children and adults alike.

Stories can also help us build relationships 
and a sense of shared community with other ani-
mals. For example, in an essay he wrote for the 
book What Are the Animals to Us?, Boria Sax 
coins the term “totemic literature” to describe “an 
approach…based primarily on understanding the 

changing bonds that people 
have with other forms of life 
that share our planet.” In this 
sense, stories about animals—
totemic literature—can help 
focus our attention on the re-
lationships we have with other 
animals. Furthermore, stories 
that foreground other animals 
as agents, as the essays, poet-
ry, and artworks in City Crea-
tures do—as subjects rather 
than objects, acting with con-
sciousness and intention in the 
world—can help us relate to 
them on a more equal footing.

Telling stories about ani-
mals can also make them pres-
ent to us and change the ways 
we perceive them. In the case 
of the often unseen and un-
thought-of animals with whom 
we share the city, stories can 
shift them from invisible and 
insubstantial to tangible and 
consequential. For example, 
the Koyukon of interior Alas-
ka express both scientific and 
spiritual understandings of 
animals through stories of the 
Distant Time, the time before 
time, at the dawn of creation 
when humans and animals 
were one people. But these sto-
ries are also intimately tied to 
close observations of and in-
teractions with living animals 
in the present. This means 
that for the Koyukon, as Tim 
Ingold has argued in his book 
Being Alive, “every encoun-
ter with an animal is…equiva-
lent to hearing its story retold. 
Thus as people go about their 

STORYING ANIMALS, REANIMATING CHICAGOTHINK HERE

DAVE AFTANDILIAN 

GAVIN VAN HORN
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There is ample evidence to 
the contrary. An extraordinary 
range of animals and a variety 
of possibilities for encounter-
ing them exist throughout met-
ropolitan areas. Moreover, this 
book offers a new set of lenses 
through which to view those 
species that are common but 
nevertheless have their own 
remarkable ways of being.

Animals also provide al-
ternative ways to experience 
familiar places, revealing that 
the city is not simply a human 
social network but an ecologi-
cal web of interactions. Other 
species can crack open our 
tendency to focus exclusively 
on human comings-and-go-
ings; they help us to see urban 
worlds with new eyes, feel the 
city in a different way, know 
its textures and respond to the 
needs of our co-inhabitants 
more fully. The menagerie that 
this book presents speaks to 
the ways in which nonhuman 
animals can instill in us a re-
newed sense of care and con-
cern for place.

Indeed, it is the variety of 
places in the Chicago region—
from isolated pocket parks to 
thousands of contiguous acres, 
from sedge meadows to tall-
grass prairies to oak-hickory 
woodlands—that attracts such 
a diversity of animal life, some 
of which is globally rare or lo-
cally endangered. Every day, 
the ordinary places we tra-
verse—sometimes a bus ride 
away, sometimes right outside 

business in the woods, they are continually con-
necting stories of other lives to their own. It is in 
these connections that the meanings of the stories 
are found, and from them people draw moral and 
practical guidance on how to carry on.” Coming 
back to our Chicago context, we suspect that you 
will not look at so-called “nuisance species” like 
squirrels or opossums, foxes or monk parakeets, 
crickets or deer, in quite the same way after read-
ing the stories about them in City Creatures. 

For all these reasons, then, the stories we tell 
about animals matter, both to our lives and to 
theirs. But storying animals is just the first step 
in reanimating Chicago. The next step is seeking 
out your own encounters with city creatures and 
sharing stories about those encounters with oth-
ers. Why is this so important?

WHY CITY CREATURES?

How do we come to know, and become present 
to, a living city? Some of the readers of the City 
Creatures book may be scientists by profession, 
but many more are probably part-time naturalists, 
urban explorers, creative artisans, outdoor enthu-
siasts, green-space lovers—or naturally curious, 
at least. It is our hunch that such readers have an 
animal to thank for feeling connected to the city 
as a living place. Why? Nonhuman animals are ar-
guably the most available and perhaps most com-
pelling means of understanding larger ecological, 
geographic, and historical issues regarding the 
relationships between humans and urban nature.

Other readers might not be convinced: Aren’t 
cities places full of “junk” species—pigeons, squir-
rels, starlings, rats, and unwanted creepy-crawly 
insects? The first image a person might call to 
mind when thinking of urban wildlife might be 
those animals that are feared as disease-carriers, 
or that wreak havoc in attics or dumpsters, or that 
are so ubiquitous, like sparrows, that they are vir-
tually ignored. “True” wildlife may be considered 
something only found on a television screen, a 
video game, or in some deep jungle.

THINK HERE
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humans experience nonhu-
man nature. Does this mean 
that more humanized environ-
ments portend a critical rup-
ture in our ability to connect 
with the nonhuman?

Not necessarily. Retraining 
our vision of cities as places of 
inhabitation and encounters 
with nature is key to taking 
care of nature everywhere. In 
the late nineteenth century, as 
industrial production grew in 
the United States, city plan-
ners and social reformers ad-
vocated for parks, gardens, 
and other urban beautification 
projects as cultural medicine 
for social ills. Yet nature in its 
supposedly purer forms was 
still associated with the sub-
lime, the out there, the not-
city, the untrammeled and un-
tamed beyond the edge of the 
frontier of exploration. This 
nature came to be regarded as 
a refuge from the enervating 
impacts of urban life, and the 
early environmental preserva-
tion movement sought to keep 
human presence to a minimum 
in these remaining wildlands.

In the early decades of the 
twentieth century, progres-
sively minded leaders and 
government agencies also pro-
moted the proper management 
of forests and watersheds as 
a public responsibility. Lands 
were protected by federal fiat 
for the purpose of what we 
might now call “ecosystem ser-
vices,” the provision in perpe-
tuity of the “goods” that nature 

one’s back door—create unique opportunities in 
urban areas for encounters with nonhuman oth-
ers. In some ways, those everyday experiences 
may be the most important of all.

In The Thunder Tree, lepidopterist and writer 
Robert Michael Pyle puts it this way: “People who 
care conserve; people who don’t know don’t care. 
What is the extinction of the condor to a child who 
has never known a wren?” To be sure, Chicago’s 
muddy stream embankments, overgrown hous-
ing lots, and abandoned fields threaded with bike 
trails are not the “jewels” of any national park 
or wilderness area. They are, however, critical to 
nurturing our sense of connection to nature and 
the development of a caring perspective. With-
out those places, we can’t directly experience and 
thereby relate to and with other creatures. One 
year a copper-colored butterfly gently bends a 
flower stalk; the next year it is gone, concrete sub-
stituted for milkweed.

One theme of this book is to anticipate and 
counteract what Pyle calls the “extinction of expe-
rience,” the loss of contact with other animals due 
to the disappearance of informal natural habi-
tats—the “wilds” of our backyards, our neighbor-
hoods, and the interstitial spaces of urban explo-
ration. These are the secret gardens of adaptable 
plants and animals, the fertile grounds of imagi-
nation for children who later become adults who 
care about conservation. City creatures draw our 
attention to the life that pulses through our ev-
eryday worlds. They can also help us rethink what 
our responsibilities to nature are by reframing our 
ideas about where nature is.

A CHANGING CONSERVATION PARADIGM

As the world rapidly urbanizes, some worry 
that we are losing a vital sense of what it means to 
be fully human. In the year 1800, only 3 percent of 
the human population lived in cities. Now 80 per-
cent of us live in urban areas in the United States 
and 50 percent globally. It seems certain that cit-
ies will increasingly be the settings in which most 

THINK HERE
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When other animals are in our 
midst, their lives amount to 
more than dry facts in a text-
book, or characters in a chil-
dren’s story, or charismatic 
megafauna in a National Geo-
graphic special. Active recon-
ciliation means trying to un-
derstand what other animals 
need, and what we can give to 
move toward a more satisfying 
and artful coexistence—includ-
ing and perhaps especially in 
urban environments.

 The city is an entity that 
is embedded within and arises 
out of nature, a human-con-
structed membrane of more 
and less permeable natural 
materials—bearing affinities 
with the termite mound, the 
beehive, or a monk parakeet 
colonial “condominium.” As 
a cultural artifact, a rearrang-
ing of organic and inorganic 
materials, the city may or may 
not endure. It depends—in the 
strict sense of that word—be-
cause it is deeply dependent 
on the quality of the relation-
ships that create and sustain 
it. These relationships include 
those with our nonhuman 
neighbors who have carved 
out niches for themselves, of-
ten quite successfully, amidst 
densely settled human popula-
tions.

Humans aren’t the only 
city dwellers. It may well be 
that the endurance of any giv-
en city, its necessary reinven-
tion as a human and humane 
lifeworld, depends on opening 

has to offer, such as drinking water and timber. In 
both cases, wild nature was something apart, to be 
communed with or properly used, but not some-
thing to be lived with or in. Cities were viewed as 
the antithesis of wildlands.

No longer. People are increasingly devoting at-
tention to the wildness threaded throughout met-
ropolitan areas. Many nature-loving Chicagoans 
are likely familiar with restoration ecology, which 
is the (often sweat-intensive) process of bringing 
a historic ecosystem or landscape back to a con-
dition resembling its former functionality and 
biological diversity. Beginning with pioneering ef-
forts in the 1960s, and evolving into a volunteer-
driven movement in the 1970s, citizen-led restora-
tion projects now engage thousands of committed 
volunteers throughout the Chicago metropolitan 
area.

Much good work has been done in terms of 
nursing native species and fragmented habitats 
back to health, but another paradigm is emerging 
that may help us further rethink the importance 
of urban areas. Reconciliation ecology, a term 
coined and defined by evolutionary ecologist Mi-
chael Rosenzweig, “is the science of inventing, es-
tablishing, and maintaining new habitats to con-
serve species diversity in places where people live, 
work, or play.” Reconciliation ecology involves 
situations in which people both intentionally (and 
unintentionally) create critical habitat for other 
species, while still making a living themselves. So 
while ecological restoration involves diminishing 
and, where possible, reversing human impact so 
that other species can reestablish themselves, rec-
onciliation ecology argues that humans can create 
and build novel systems that are suited to other 
species’ needs. In short, by knowing the lifeways 
of other species, we can deliberately create places 
of cohabitation.

Such efforts foster ecological empathy, engag-
ing us in the long-term work of living with grace 
and skill in our everyday worlds. It asks of us that 
we anticipate the impacts of our actions and take 
responsibility for our historical shortsightedness. 

THINK HERE
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I would not include contribu-
tions from any Center for Hu-
mans and Nature staff or board 
members. Even with these re-
strictions, my task was difficult. 
(4) My final self-imposed rule: 
variety, in visual and narrative 
style, in geographical location, 
and in theme and tone. 

One of the joys of edit-
ing the blog has been meeting 
so many thoughtful, articu-
late, and creative people, from 
across the country and around 
the world, who share a fascina-
tion with the nonhuman lives 
that makes our own lives so 
much fuller. I hope you enjoy 
reading, or re-reading, the ac-
counts of these experiences as 
much as I did.

Dave Aftandilian is associate professor 

of anthropology at Texas Christian Uni-

versity. He is the coeditor of What Are 

the Animals to Us?: Approaches from 

Science, Religion, Folklore, Literature, 

and Art (University of Tennessee Press, 

2007), former co-chair of the American 

Academy of Religion’s Animals and 

Religion Group, and chair of the Tarrant 

County Food Policy Council’s Work-

ing Group on Community Gardens and 

Urban Agriculture. 

Gavin Van Horn is the director of Cul-

tures of Conservation at the Center for 

Humans and Nature and the editor of 

the City Creatures blog.

This article is excerpted and adapted from the 
Introduction to City Creatures: Animal Encounters 
in the Chicago Wilderness co-edited by Gavin Van 
Horn and Dave Aftandillian 

our eyes to the nature that never left; the nature 
that constitutes our common air, water, and land; 
and the nature that is seeping, crawling, stalking, 
trotting, and flying through and back into the city. 
The art, poetry, and essays in this issue of Minding 
Nature place the dialogue about urban conserva-
tion front and center and contribute to an ethic of 
care for the everyday places where people live and 
work. Doing so can foster place-based perception 
and emotional connection with the more-than-
human world.

The essays grouped in the Reviews and Reflec-
tions section of this issue do not appear in the pub-
lished book but are drawn instead from the com-
panion blog of the Center's City Creatures project.

From the beginning of the City Creatures proj-
ect, we imagined that a weekly blog would make 
a wonderful online complement to what was to 
come in print. Through the wonders of virtual 
space, we could include and reach an internation-
al audience. The blog also lent a certain amount 
of immediacy to the project. We knew it would 
be a good long time to produce a book, especially 
one that involved color artwork. But a blog … that 
could start now. Moreover, the blog enabled us to 
highlight human-animal encounters in a timely 
manner, and with a seasonal flow. 

A regrettable part—the only regrettable part—
of selecting the blog pieces that would appear in 
this issue of Minding Nature was not being able 
to include all of the many that I (Gavin) love. The 
consoling part of the necessity of selection is that 
everything is available online. Believe me, having 
gone through the “archives,” there is so much that 
is worth your reading time. 

I made some rules for myself to help narrow 
the options. (1) Spread the wealth and show the 
breadth of voices and experiences: I would include 
only those authors who didn’t contribute to the 
book. (2) No me: I would not include any of my 
own contributions to the blog. (3) Nobody should 
question my egalitarian love for all my colleagues: 

THINK HERE



WOLF WITH BIRDS   9

MINDING NATURE 8.3

NIKKI JARECKI

Wolf with Birds 

By NIKKI JARECKI 

Nikki Jarecki is a celebrated visual artist, educator, and illustrator whose work in embroidery, drawing, design, and facilitation can be seen throughout 

Chicago. Visit her online at nikkijarecki.wordpress.com or www.offcolorbrewing.com.

Watercolor on paper (2010)
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prairie, Chicago. And here, in panoramic proximity to 
Soldier Field, the museum campus, and the city be-
yond, a meadowlark was singing.

It still was not clear to me, other than the obvious 
near-the-museums geography, where I was. What was 
Northerly Island? Even though Barrington had been 
our home since the early 1970s, Chicago was not so 
familiar to me, especially since we’d been away—in 
New York City and Washington, DC—for over fourteen 
years. But surely I should have known of this place.

I headed north again, lost in thought, toward the 
apartment of our daughter and her husband in Lakev-
iew, where they awaited the imminent birth of their 
first child. Gradually, it occurred to me: wasn’t the site 
where the meadowlark sang the former Meigs Field? 
I had never been there but had heard about the small 
lakeside airport that Mayor Daley had ordered demol-
ished under cover of dark. I knew also of the mayor’s 
championing of nature and parks. Hallelujah! Not only 
had he traded tarmac for open space, but he also had 
initiated a prairie restoration project on the site. And 
prairie birds, among the most precipitously declining 
species in the world—meadowlark populations, for ex-
ample, had plummeted by as much as 87 percent since 
1967—were responding.

Once back at my computer in the apartment, I shot 
off a brief message to Maggie Daley, the mayor’s wife, 
whom I had come to know on her visits to New York 
and Washington during our eastern sojourn. “I discov-
ered Northerly Island today. The song of an eastern 
meadowlark drew me there. Please thank the Mayor. 
He has done a wonderful thing for nature in the city—
and for city dwellers’ quality of life.” In the months fol-
lowing, I spoke several times with Maggie about the 
potential of Northerly Island as an outdoor classroom 
and laboratory for Chicago students and citizens.

On subsequent visits to the city, the site invariably 

I t was a meadowlark that introduced me to North-
erly Island. I was pedaling south on the Lake-
front Trail, passing the Burnham Boathouse on 
a borrowed bike in early June 2007, when I was 

arrested by a clear, varied melody—the unmistakable 
notes of an eastern meadowlark. I knew the song well; 
meadowlarks had nested for years in the meadows 
next to our longtime home in Barrington. But here in 
Chicago? How could a bird of rural grasslands be sing-
ing in the city?

I stopped, turned around, and headed toward the 
song.

The only route toward the meadowlark led past the 
Field Museum and the Shedd Aquarium and finally to 
a road that turned off just short of the Adler Planetar-
ium. A signpost read: “Northerly Island.” Pedaling on 
southward, I was surprised to find myself on a path 
that wound through an open field and grassland com-
plex. I began to recognize prairie plants. The meadow-
lark sang again, and I spotted it on the ground. Before 
long, I also had found a grasshopper sparrow, savan-
nah sparrows, and a kestrel—all birds of open grass-
lands.

At the southern end of the peninsula, I stopped, 
turned around, straddled the bike, and gazed. The 
view of the city was a jaw-dropper. With the lake at 
my back and spring prairie vegetation ahead, merg-
ing into that incomparable skyline, natural history and 
human history were fused into one grand sweep: lake, 

The Song of Northerly 
Island

By WENDY J. PAULSON
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ences often were more intense and diverse in the city 
settings, precisely because the concentration of birds 
was greater in these urban oases.

What’s more, the city parks offered the best out-
door classrooms I ever experienced. I led walks for 
the Nature Conservancy in Central Park for eleven 
years. While there were occasional slow days, as on 
any bird outing, never once did we leave without 
sighting something notable. It could be blackpoll and 
bay-breasted warblers on the same branch that gave 
us textbook comparisons of their confusing fall plum-
age. Or an airborne peregrine spotted through a gap in 
the tree canopy. Or a black-billed cuckoo that streaked 
out of a woodland. One morning, as our group stood 
atop a huge glacial boulder dubbed Sunbathers’ Rock, 
we even watched a meadowlark fly overhead—the only 
time I saw that species in Central Park.

The unpredictable and serendipitous became al-
most commonplace.

For young students, the park was a vibrant aviary. 
With Audubon New York, I taught bird classes in ur-
ban schools for eight years. Each spring we took field 
trips to the park to test observation and listening skills 
developed in the students’ classrooms and neighbor-
hoods. With eyes newly alert to species other than the 
ubiquitous pigeons, sparrows, and starlings of city 
blocks, they marveled as iridescent grackles, just sev-
eral feet away, tossed leaves in search of grubs. They 
stood motionless to watch ovenbirds tiptoe on the path 
before them and black-throated blue warblers perch 
on wire fences. Over lunch at the Model Boat Basin, 
they peered at Pale Male, the red-tailed hawk sire, and 
his mate in their large nest above a fancy window on 
Fifth Avenue. A teacher of birds could not design a 
better place for kids to learn about them.

Now back in Chicago, I did not know the parks well 
enough to know if they could—or did—offer the same 
opportunity for nature-rich encounters. I had heard 
and read about migration spectacles at the Magic 
Hedge at Montrose Harbor, and the good birding at 
Jackson Park and Washington Park, but had not yet 
been to any of those places. While I regarded Millen-
nium Park as a fine urban achievement, it accentuated 
built structures, not natural ones, and it could hardly 
be considered the oasis for birds that Central Park is.

But the meadowlark’s song at Northerly Island 
gave hope and promise that there was more to be dis-
covered. That first winter I made several solo treks 
to the peninsula, one memorably on the day that the 
Green Bay Packers played the Bears at Soldier Field. 

was on the itinerary, even during troubling times. I led 
my husband on a bike trek to Northerly at the brink 
of the 2007–8 financial crisis. He was preoccupied 
with the economy, but even on our short field trip, he 
found the encounter with prairie and prairie birds in 
the heart of the city captivating.

A cluster of friends from New York, members of 
a conservation book group we had started there ten 
years earlier, visited the next summer. We spent a day 
in the city before retreating to Barrington for prairie 
restoration work and book discussion. Our destina-
tion: Northerly Island. My friends gasped in wonder 
at the encounter with lake, prairie, and cityscape—
not to mention the grassland birds. The meadowlark 
was missing, but we found grasshopper and savannah 
sparrows along with a kestrel.

It was entirely natural, then, when we came back 
to Illinois in 2010 and bought an apartment in the city 
near Millennium Park, that I get to know Northerly 
Island better. It was winter when I was finally able 
to visit the site. Someone had told me about possible 
short-eared owls and a northern shrike there. With 

our three-year-old granddaughter in tow, my husband 
and I headed to Northerly on a frigid, blustery Satur-
day morning. We leaned into the fierce wind and made 
our way southward. I spotted the shrike in a leafless 
sapling. Minutes later, crows mobbed a short-eared 
owl into flight. Once again I was plunged into utter 
astonishment and delight: how could anyone expect 
to find a northern shrike, the “butcher bird” of open 
fields (so named for its habit of killing and impaling 
prey on thorns), and a short-eared owl, a winter visi-
tor to vast Midwest grasslands, in shouting distance of 
Soldier Field in Chicago?

I knew then that I wanted to start bird walks at 
Northerly Island.

Years before, the idea of leading bird walks in a 
city would have seemed to me preposterous. But what 
struck me before as improbable, if not impossible, no 
longer did. That was because of an eleven-year sojourn 
in the heart of New York City. From nearly daily out-
ings to Central Park and bimonthly trips to Jamaica 
Bay, I had learned that birding in the city could yield 
as many encounters with birds, especially during mi-
gration, as outings in the country. In fact, the experi-

The unpredictable and serendipitous became 
almost commonplace.
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thrilled us with its sudden appearance.
The company of wild, feathered creatures against 

an inanimate cityscape of concrete and steel and honk-
ing taxis was utterly magical. But there was more.

The winter of 2011–12 was remarkable for its 
warmth. It was also remarkable for the influx of snowy 
owls from the Arctic. Apparently the owls had experi-
enced a bumper breeding season, and the overflow—
mostly juveniles and females—headed farther south 
than usual for winter food. Ornithologists term such a 
phenomenon an “irruption.”

Having spent many fruitless hours and days in 
search of a snowy owl over the years, I was desper-
ate to see one. One morning in December, I received a 
call from my brother-in-law reporting a snowy owl at 
Montrose. I looked at my watch, figured I had about 
fifty-five minutes before a conference call, and sped 
up Lake Shore Drive to Montrose Harbor. A photog-
rapher emerging from his car offered to lead me to the 
owl, as I had no idea where it might be. In only a few 
minutes, I was staring at my first snowy owl cowering 
behind a fence on the breakwater. As other birders and 
photographers focused on the raptor from the Arctic, I 
felt a twinge of guilt for being part of a human phalanx 
backing the owl into a remote corner of the pier.

One month later I took a visiting friend, Gary, 
who is a fine birder, out to Northerly Island simply to 
see the place I had told him so much about. We were 
strolling up the footpath nearest the lake, and I could 
see that Gary was watching intently even while talk-
ing. Abruptly he announced in a reverent whisper, 
“Snowy owl!” He had been watching gulls climb and 
dive above the rocks that line the shore, and suddenly 
he realized what they were aiming at. We positioned 
ourselves for a better view, peering through the grass-
es and rocks, and there it was: a magnificent mass of 
ivory feathers etched with black, standing atop a ce-
ment slab, alone against the lake. We watched for a 
long time, chuckling when we saw the bird hop—lit-
erally hop—presumably in pursuit of some rodent in 
the rock rubble. Gary stood vigil while I phoned my 
husband. He caught a cab to Northerly and saw his 
first-ever snowy owl.

In the middle of a workday crammed with phone 
calls, meetings, and e-mails, an encounter with a 
snowy owl on a remote edge of lakefront was some-
thing of a miracle.

It was not the only snowy at Northerly that winter. 
I saw several more—or at least had several more sight-
ings, not knowing whether some of them might have 

I reveled in the solitude and stillness of the winter 
lakeside landscape, interrupted regularly by bursts of 
cheers from the stadium. I reveled also in the rafts of 
waterfowl gathered in Burnham Harbor and on the 
lake: mergansers, goldeneye, green-winged teal, can-
vasbacks, redheads. This place was special.

Under the sponsorship of Audubon Chicago Re-
gion, the Field Museum, and Openlands, I began to 
lead bird walks at Northerly Island in the spring of 
2011. Sometimes we compile respectable lists of spe-
cies sighted; other times we do not. But almost always 
we have experienced displays and encounters that 
leave us exhilarated and inspired for the day ahead.

In the glare of McCormick Place one spring morn-
ing, we discovered the nest of an eastern kingbird in 
a spindly oak on the west side of the island, and we 
could see the head of the incubating female just above 
the rim. The kingbird, Tyrannus tyrannus, had flown 
all the way from Colombia or Ecuador to build its nest 
and raise young in that oak. We marveled at this long-
distance migrant that had chosen Northerly Island as 
its nursery. A year later, a kingbird (the same one?) 
nested on the other side of the trunk in the same oak 
sapling. With only instinct and inner compass, it had 
navigated a 6,000-mile round-trip with neither map, 
motor, nor GPS.

Barn swallows demonstrated their mud-gather-
ing techniques at the edge of mud puddles along the 
paths. One day someone noted it was not just barn 
swallows but cliff swallows, too, and we found their 
gourd-shaped nests of mud nestled in the electric light 
recesses in the outdoor canopy of the old airport ter-
minal. Here were two master avian potters absorbed 
in their life’s work as traffic choked Lake Shore Drive 
not a half mile away.

In late fall, horned grebes delighted viewers with 
extended close-range studies as we stood on the con-
crete platform at the southern end of Northerly. Lesser 
scaup, bufflehead, and common goldeneye swam and 
dove in the protected waters of Burnham Harbor. Off-
shore, we caught glimpses of red-breasted mergansers 
and green-winged teals. An occasional Cooper’s hawk, 
in focused pursuit of a songbird or turning on a bad-
gering crow, electrified the group. Kestrels were more 
regular visitors but no less appreciated by admiring 
viewers. One early spring day, a red-headed wood-
pecker surprised us. We had been counting brown 
thrashers, clearly in migration, when the woodpeck-
er flew into a tree along the lakeshore. It is a species 
seldom seen even in rural habitats these days, and it 
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of New Yorkers did not have the means or time to seek 
refuge from city noise and congestion in northeastern 
mountains and shores. Fundamental to his design of 
Central Park was the desire to bring the experience of 
nature—the beauty, solitude, wonder that can be dis-
covered in the natural world—to city dwellers. Mayor 
Daley developed a similar vision and sought to make 
a reality of Chicago’s motto, Urbs in Horto (City in a 
Garden). The Millennium Park project, the miles of 
massive architectural planters on the city’s avenues 
and along the sidewalks, the interpretive signs along 
the lakefront birding trail, the rooftop gardens, and 
now the decision to return the former lakeside park to 
its pre-airport character were bold steps in advancing 
a vision that would declare the city of Chicago green, 
aesthetically arresting, and inviting to both nature and 
people.

A city that includes a tapestry of parks and natural 
habitats—including native trees along its streets and 
roadways, and community and school gardens—is a 
city that honors nature, that recognizes the sense of 

inquiry and wonder that en-
counters with birds and but-
terflies and bats inspire. It 
promotes wakefulness (Did 
you see that yellow-bellied 
sapsucker drilling holes in 
the locust along Columbus 
Avenue?); curiosity (Why 
are there other birds feeding 
at the holes, too?); gratitude 

(What a gift to be able to watch sapsuckers and war-
blers on my walk to work this morning!).

Such a city honors its people, too. It recognizes 
the pleasure of learning, the delight in unexpected 
encounters, the pride in the beautiful. Initiating and 
maintaining parks, boulevards, and natural pockets 
make experiences in nature available, close, immedi-
ate, abundant—not to mention free. If we, as citizens 
of the planet, are to cherish and care for our natural 
heritage, we need to know it firsthand. Urban nature 
sanctuaries give us that opportunity.

As I write, Northerly Island is about to begin yet 
another chapter in its history. Fences will soon go up to 
cordon off the southern end for development of a wet-
land. It will be the first stage of a park plan designed by 
Jeanne Gang of the Studio Gang Architects. The good 
news for Chicago and nature lovers is that the Chicago 
Park District, the designer, and the regional conserva-
tion groups are unanimous in their commitment to a 

been of the same bird. I chose not to report the en-
counters, preferring to give the magnificent creatures 
the dignity of solitude and freedom from aggressive 
birders and photographers.

The best experience with a snowy owl, however, 
was still ahead. On March 8 our regularly scheduled 
monthly walk started auspiciously with bluebirds mi-
grating overhead. Soon an eastern meadowlark joined 
the northward parade, then another and another. Par-
ticipants who had never even seen meadowlarks were 
soon identifying them by their silhouette and jerky 
flight pattern. A Cooper’s hawk flew low over the open 
field. We swung around the south end and headed 
north on the east path, making occasional forays to 
the rock front to look for waterfowl. Mindful of earlier 
encounters with snowies, I kept scanning ahead.

And, suddenly, there it was. Another snowy owl, 
different from the darkly streaked one I had seen a 
couple weeks earlier but standing in almost precisely 
the same spot. Without revealing the object of focus, 
I positioned the telescope and directed the others, 
“Look.” The gasps, as one by one each participant rec-
ognized the prize, were audible and sustained. It was 
as if we all were standing in a magical kingdom. Blue-
birds, meadowlarks, and now a snowy owl—all on the 
same morning in a city by the lake.

It is precisely that dimension—the magical—that 
characterizes a place like Northerly Island. It offers 
suspension from the pace, noise, and mechanics of 
urban living. It opens the window of possibility to en-
counters with visitors from the Arctic, from the Ama-
zon, who have chosen this place, even if only momen-
tarily, for a segment of their life’s journey. For many 
city-bound residents, it introduces—and awakens—
them to species and migratory dramas they never 
knew or even dreamed of.

Lest we forget, Northerly Island is not a natural 
area. It is entirely human-made, part of Daniel Burn-
ham’s plan for a string of islands along the lakeshore 
for the Chicago World’s Fair. With a land bridge built 
in 1938 that connected it to what is now Solidarity 
Drive, the island became a peninsula park and was 
converted to a small airport in 1947. It remained so, 
with rocky relations between the city and state about 
its operation, until 2003; in March of that year, May-
or Daley ordered it to be demolished and returned to 
parkland.

The genius of his decision is analogous to that of 
Frederick Law Olmsted when he designed Central 
Park in the mid-1800s. Olmsted knew that a majority 

I felt a twinge of 
guilt for being part 
of a human phalanx 
backing the owl into 
a remote corner of 
the pier.
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park for nature. The not-so-good news is that eastern 
meadowlarks—and the people who watch for them—
may have to look elsewhere for stopovers until the 
project is completed.

Fortunately, the Park District continues to add 
parkland all along the lakefront, from Montrose Har-
bor in the north to Burnham Prairie to the South 
Shore Nature Sanctuary and Rainbow Beach Dunes. 
Surely the meadowlarks will find other spots to rest 
on migration, as will thrushes and owls and warblers 
headed for Colombia. Soon enough Northerly Island 
will again welcome nesting, migratory, and winter-
ing birds. Chicagoans of every age will be able to walk 
there and watch and learn and marvel—and perhaps 
hear the song of the meadowlark, a song of the prairie 
in the shadow of the city.

Author’s note: Prior to publication, an unexpected 
development potentially darkened the bright pros-
pects for Northerly Island. Instead of reducing the 
footprint of the Charter One Concert Pavilion, as rec-
ommended by Studio Gang and approved by the Park 
District, in March 2013 the District and City abruptly 
announced plans to dramatically increase the concert 
area to accommodate a much larger stage and space 
for 30,000 concert-goers. The decision surprised and 
dismayed those expecting—and promised—a park for 
nature. It is unclear at present whether Northerly Is-
land will become a park for loud music and massive 
crowds, or if it will continue to serve as a nature-based 
retreat from a noisy metropolis.

http://chicagoregion.audubon.org
http://www.chicagoaudubon.org
http://chicagobirder.org/
http://www.chicagoparkdistrict.com/parks/Northerly-Island/
http://www.chicagoparkdistrict.com/parks/Northerly-Island/
http://www.bcnbirds.org/birdtrail/
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The fox didn’t know it was tame.
I fed the fox; I provided the environment.
Just don’t hurt the cats, I warned.

The fox was unaware it was tame.
It sat on the deck when it snacked on what I gave him.
Beneath the deck small birds pecked at the grasses.

The fox has pretty black legs and a red, curt body.
Sweet ambivalence! And with such sharp teeth!
The fox behaved like a fox, ignored

my one request, so I don’t feed him anymore.
What are the signs of the world falling?
1) I don’t open the door

2) A dry mouth, a parched tongue 3) The hunger
4) I disappear. It is colder as the season changes.
Whatever provided the daily bread no longer provides;

the hungry birds are bound for a thinning,
the scattered moles. Even my beautiful fox has bones,
severe and sour in the lamentable, angry,

exacting eye of autumn. At the root of the tale,
regret shifts her legs in bitter steps; she pretends not to notice
the languishing everywhere. Take care. Be well!

Bon voyage! Something or someone has turned the head
on the neck of giving. The fox had no idea
what it was to be wild, to be abandoned to wilderness.

Amy Newman is the author of four collections of poetry, most recently Dear Editor  

(Persea Books, 2011). She is a Presidential Research Professor at Northern Illinois University.

The Fox 
By AMY NEWMAN
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Keegan’s Story 

By MARTHA MODENA VERTREACE-DOODY

From the Chicago Sun-Times, a story
about a North Side resident of Goose Island—
a little after six, Wednesday morning:
Found under a parked car
at a service center, a coyote
named Keegan.

The mackerel sky indifferent to Keegan’s
plight, who still knows little of his own story—
except that baby coyotes
do appear even on Goose Island—
home of broken cars—
hunger blending into morning.

A flat swirl of morning
clouds reaches for Keegan
as he runs up the ramp to the fancy cars.
Four-month-old pup, leery of human stories,
of Canada geese on Goose Island
where trapped pups grow into coyotes;

who swim to Ma or Pa coyote
to learn that sometimes morning
means sleeping on a created island,
hunting for rats, squirrels, rabbits. Keegan
yips the moral of the story:
What is a car?

What is it to kill and eat a car?
Will a pack of coyotes
help? On the radio, the story
continues to spread the morning
news of docile Keegan
yielding to a catchpole, islanders
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in no danger as Goose Island
welcomes Animal Care and Control cars,
a man pinning Keegan
to the floor. At least no other coyotes
howl with shame when morning’s
TV flashes stories

of a July morning on Goose Island—
stories of a luxury car, of wild instincts gone awry,
of a big-eyed, long-legged coyote named Keegan.

Martha Modena Vertreace-Doody is Distinguished Professor of English 

and Poet-in-Residence at Kennedy-King College, Chicago, and a Na-

tional Endowment for the Arts Fellow. Her most recent book, Glacier 

Fire (Word Press, 2004), was a winner of the Word Press Poetry Prize.
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Washed Up on the Shores of 
Lake Michigan 

By CURT MEINE

Lake Michigan is our not-Chicago. At its edge, 
our seemingly solid lives turn liquid, our 
streets must bend and end, and our busyness 
is watered down. For Chicago, the lake is the 

source of the rising sun. Then it is daytime’s spread-
out sheen of blue or slate or green. And finally it is 
nighttime’s void, just out there, beyond the reach of 
city lights. It is dark matter, off the grid, the great pool 
of mystery amid our familiar.

Lake Michigan is the not-city that is the city’s al-
ternate being, its reason for being, and its reason for 
being here. It is the city’s counterpart and counter-
point.

Lake Michigan is where the city repairs. It has that 
effect.

Lake Michigan is where we leave our conversa-
tions behind, our presence recedes, and we stop.

Lake Michigan is where we go to look back at our-
selves. It is where we reflect, and are reflected.

I first saw Lake Michigan from the Indiana Toll 
Road and the Chicago Skyway, through the industrial 
vapors of the Indiana shore, early one evening in the 
summer of 1967. I was eight years old and our family 
was on the move. My father had taken a new job in 
Chicago. My mother, father, three older brothers, and 
I packed ourselves into the family car and left Mary-

land behind. After two long days of driving, we arrived 
at the nation’s crossroads. I, at least, was utterly dis-
oriented, unsure what to expect in terms of either our 
new geography or our future.

The scene was suffused in orange: the wide smear 
of sunset in the west, the flare stacks of the steel mills 
to the east. We craned our necks to see what we could 
of the big lake through the ruddy haze. We were a fish-
ing and camping family. My brothers and I had vague 
notions of fantastic fishing opportunities; I’d learned 
about the Great Lakes, and the Midwest’s freshwater 
oceans loomed large in my imagination. And I’d heard 
of Chicago; I’d begun (alas!) to follow the Chicago 
Cubs the year before. But nothing prepared me for the 
dizzying entry into the city. It was all a blur of light, 
motion, traffic, smog, and skyscrapers.

For the first two weeks in our new environs, we 
camped out north of the city at Illinois Beach State 
Park. I’m not sure how that came about. Something 
about plans changing…a rental falling through…
trouble finding another place. But we were veteran 
inhabitants of our big canvas tent and sidekick pup 
tent. We’d done this in the Pennsylvania forests, in 
the Appalachians, along the Carolina coast, in Florida 
scrublands. And so our family came to wash up on the 
shores of Lake Michigan.

We tried our hand at fishing there, but this was 
big water, and the gear and methods that worked on 
reservoirs and small streams back east were not very 
transferable. Besides, the beach was a rancid mess. 
There were dead fish everywhere, long drifted piles of 
them, stretching on and on and on along the shoreline.

Our campout ended and we moved temporarily 
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into an apartment suite at the Evanston Inn, a dowdy 
old place, long since demolished, on Main Street in 
Evanston, a few blocks in from the lake. On slow af-
ternoons that summer, we would wander over to one 
of the nearby lakeshore parks. Sometimes, though, the 
reek of rotting fish was so strong that we had to turn 
around. What is wrong with this lake? Why are there 
so many dead fish everywhere? Even on days with a 
strong west wind, the aroma wafted inland.

The rest of the summer was devoted to finding 
more stable housing, while orienting ourselves to the 
sights and sounds and (other) smells of Chicago. We 
attended the unveiling downtown of “the Picasso”—

watched Mayor Daley pull 
the ripcord, dropping the 
draped pale blue veils and re-
vealing…a monster baboon? 
A skulking Afghan hound? 
In various family combina-
tions, we made the grand 
tour of the city’s cultural sta-
tions: the Field Museum, the 

Museum of Science and Industry, the zoos and conser-
vatories, the Adler Planetarium and the Art Institute. 
We visited the Shedd Aquarium, but I did not make 
any connection between the tanks inside and the lake 
outside, between the displays of exotic live fish and the 
myriad small dead ones afloat just outside in Monroe 
Harbor. In fact, I can hardly remember any of the fish 
I saw inside the aquarium. But I would never forget 
the opaque eyes of the fish, floating belly-sideways, 
outside.

After visiting all the major museums, we began to 
explore the less conspicuous ones. Toward the end of 
my mother’s list that summer was the old building of 
the Chicago Academy of Sciences. After the commo-
tion of the Lincoln Park Zoo’s Farm-in-the-Zoo next 
door, it seemed a rather dusty and old-fashioned space. 
No live animals. No loud sounds. No knobs to turn or 
buttons to push. But the scale and all the stuff inside 
was just right, for me anyway. Immediately inside the 
entrance, straight ahead, was a small cave-like exhibit 
portraying the 300-some-million-year-old Carbonif-
erous Period, with its tree ferns and giant horsetails 
and magnificent humongous dragonflies (that I’m 
sure a brother informed me could eat your head!).

On either side of the Carboniferous cave, two stair-
cases led up to the natural history exhibits on the sec-
ond floor. I loved the cave and reveled in the intricate 
exhibits upstairs, but two displays in the stairwells—

part of a rather busy “Exhibit of the Great Lakes”—
made an even more lasting impression. On the left: the 
historic fish community (“Original Lake Ecology”) of 
an unsullied Lake Michigan. On the right: the contem-
porary fish community (“Disturbed Lake Ecology”) of 
an altered Lake Michigan.

Walk back and forth between them, and compare. 
See the different food chains. See which fish we’ve lost, 
which remain, and which are newly arrived. See the 
lake sturgeon and cisco gone. See the sea lamprey and 
smelt come on the scene. Wonder who figured that 
out, and how many fish they had to catch to do so!

Have your eight-year-old mind blown, in a way 
that you did not understand at all. Look at that great 
big lake out there, and somehow see beneath its placid 
surface for the first time. Think about all the churn-
ing life below. Imagine yourself a fish. Come to know 
that the world is very old, and very new… that things 
change… that life changes…that nature has a history…
that people came…and that people made a difference. 
The Carboniferous was too long ago, too weird, the 
horsetails and dragonflies too enormous, the people 
absent. The fish and the lake were here and now. I’d 
run along the shore of that lake, and I’d just seen and 
smelled the fish myself.

I would pass those two cramped displays many 
more times over the years, while hurrying up to the 
second floor. They always stopped me.

I learned the word “alewife” that first summer in 
Chicago. But I had only the vaguest sense of what it 
might mean.

My family’s arrival in Chicago coincided with the 
high peak of the great alewife die-off of the mid-1960s. 
No one knows how many fish perished that spring and 
summer of 1967. Estimates ran into the hundreds of 
millions. On June 15 a federal official, conducting an 
aerial survey of sources of pollution in the lake, no-
ticed incredible swaths of dead alewives on the water. 
One “great shimmering band,” as the U.S. Federal Wa-
ter Pollution Control Administration described it, ran 
fifty feet wide and forty miles long, from Muskegon to 
South Haven, Michigan. By June 19, a silver ribbon 
of expired alewives stretched out along thirty miles of 
Chicago and suburban shoreline. Two days later a Chi-
cago Daily News article pegged the total fish kill at 20 
billion.

 

[the public] are 
part of a longer and 
larger and deeper 
story, one that has 
fish in it.
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The July 7, 1967, edition of Time magazine told the tale 
to a national audience: “From the Chicago waterfront 
to the Mackinaw Bridge, the shores of Lake Michigan 
were taken over last month by dead alewives. The 
fish… washed ashore on every incoming wave, piling 
up on the beaches faster than bulldozers and tractors 
could clear them away. They filled the air with the odor 
of decay and drew swarms of mosquitoes and flies” 
(66). Time’s cover story that week was “The Hippies: 
Philosophy of a Subculture.” The Summer of Love had 
commenced in San Francisco. A summer of blight had 
come to Chicago and its lake.

Death followed the fine line where the communi-
ties of the land and the lake met. It came as a conse-
quence of dramatic changes in both that were a century 
and a half in the making. The astonishing transforma-
tion of Chicago and the Midwest as a human commu-
nity happened for all the world to see and to marvel 
at. The revolution in the lake’s biotic community hap-
pened mostly out of sight, beneath the waves—until 
it washed ashore in the form of putrid piles of dead 
alewives.

The alewife (as it exists in Lake Michigan) is six 
to seven inches long, with a brownish-bluish-green 
back, flashing silver sides and belly, a single dark 
spot behind its gills, and googly black eyes. It close-
ly resembles its relative, the blueback herring of the 
Atlantic seaboard—hence its scientific name, Alosa 
pseudoharengus (a shad-like “false herring”). Its deep 
abdomen and large head are thought to account for its 
unbecoming common name, bestowed in tribute to 
plump female tavern keepers of Olde England.

Until the 1930s alewives occurred mainly along the 
Atlantic coast, from Newfoundland to South Carolina, 
coming inland to spawn in the freshwater streams. 
Their ability to survive in freshwater—to skip their 
time at sea if the opportunity arose—was the key to 
their destiny. The species may have been native as well 
to Lake Ontario, where it was first recorded in 1873. 
If the alewives did not exist there naturally, they were 
either intentionally introduced or followed their up-
stream yearnings through the Erie Canal and into the 
Great Lakes system. They made it above Niagara Falls 
to Lake Erie by 1931. Their great escape into the up-
per Great Lakes, though, came via the Welland Canal 
around the Falls between Lakes Ontario and Erie. The 
opening of the modern canal in 1932 hastened the ale-
wife’s spread into Lake Erie, to Lake Huron by 1933, 
to Lake Michigan by 1949, and finally to Lake Supe-
rior by 1954. As the little silvery fish worked its way 

upstream and inland, it bore global forces of environ-
mental, cultural, and economic change into the Great 
Lakes basin, jolting and reconfiguring the food webs 
of the most extensive freshwater system on the face of 
the Earth.

It did not do so alone. Among the alewife’s fellow 
travelers was the sea lamprey, scourge of the larger 
native fish of the Great Lakes (and of the fishers who 
pursue them). The lamprey took the same water trail 
into the Great Lakes as the alewife—but it did so, sig-
nificantly, slightly beforehand. By the 1930s sea lam-
preys were common in Lakes Huron and Michigan, 
and by the 1940s in eastern Lake Superior. Aggres-
sive parasites and predators, they quickly devastated 
native fish populations in the lakes, including those 
of the large apex predators (especially lake trout and 
burbot), other key commercial and sport fish species 
(including lake whitefish, northern pike, and walleye), 
and smaller forage fish (such as the chub and lake her-
ring).

Continuous overfishing of many species and un-
checked industrial and agricultural pollution also con-
tributed to the disruption of the native fish communi-
ties of the Great Lakes. The most profound ecological 
ripple effects were all but invisible. Three closely relat-
ed endemic species of the lake’s cold-water depths—
the longjaw cisco, the blackfin cisco, and the deepwa-
ter cisco—swam straight into the vortex of extinction; 
they would vanish by the early 1960s. More conspicu-
ous was the collapse of the lake trout population. The 
commercial catch of lake trout in Lake Michigan fell 
from 5.5 million pounds in 1946 to just 402 pounds 
seven years later.

Into the complex eddies of environmental change 
in Lake Michigan came the alewives. With the relent-
less advance of the lamprey, the wiping out of the lake’s 
most important native large predator (the lake trout), 
and the suppression of populations of other predators 
and competitors, they entered an open ecological field. 
Although sensitive to colder water (which slowed its 
spread into Lake Superior), the alewife thrived prodi-
giously in its new landlocked environment.

Until it didn’t. The alewife population burgeoned—
and then it crashed. In a 1968 technical report, fisher-
ies biologist Edward Brown described more formally 
what my family and I had seen and smelled upon our 
arrival in Chicago: “The classic population explosion, 
which crested in the southern and central basins of 
the lake in 1966, was accompanied by progressively 
heavier spring and summer die-offs and was climaxed 
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by a massive mortality in June and early July 1967” 
(Becker, 268). In Lake Michigan, the alewife’s arc 
from arrival to abundance to mass mortality took just 
seventeen years.

Several factors contributed to the 1960s die-offs 
(and to those that have occurred periodically since). 
Although able to survive in the lake, the alewife is phys-
iologically stressed by life in fresh water. A shortage of 
food in the winter can weaken them. When moving to 
nearshore waters to spawn, they can experience rapid 
temperature change—a phenomenon they are not sub-
ject to in their home waters in the Atlantic—adding to 
the normal strain of reproduction. The alewife proved 
to be a phenomenally successful aquatic invader, but 
still a limited one.

The alewife’s effect on life in the lake was and re-
mains profound. Writing in 1983, Wisconsin biolo-
gist George Becker described the continuing conse-
quences: “In Lake Michigan [the alewife] constitutes 
70–90% of the fish weight…[A]ll zones of the lake are 
dominated by vast swarms of alewives competing with 

and often eliminating 
the stocks of native fish” 
(265, 268). The alewife 
contributed to the loss of 
the native ciscoes, prey-

ing upon their eggs and larvae and outcompeting them 
as consumers of the lake’s plankton reserves. It had 
similar, if less final, effects on the lake herring, yellow 
perch, and chubs. Stanford Smith, a fisheries biolo-
gist from Michigan, wrote in the aftermath of the big 
die-off that the alewife had “reduced or replaced all of 
the previously very abundant species of the lake, and 
upset completely a very productive and stable multi-
species balance that had existed since the glaciers re-
treated from the Great Lakes thousands of years ago” 
(12).

In 1966 the state of Michigan began to stock the 
lake with coho and chinook salmon imported from 
the Pacific in an effort to control the alewife hordes, 
creating in the process what has become a popular (if 
expensive and artificial) sport fishery. Wisconsin soon 
followed suit. Fisheries managers also stocked the 
lake with non-native steelhead, Atlantic salmon, and 
brown trout. But the sea lamprey preys upon these 
species as well, and so investments in lamprey control 
ratcheted up. Meanwhile, the beleaguered native lake 
trout struggled to regain its place in the food web.

That memorable summer of 1967, vacationers, re-
sort operators, and landowners inundated the Chicago 

office of the Federal Water Pollution Control Adminis-
tration (the EPA would not exist for another two and 
a half years) with letters and phone calls. U.S. sena-
tors and representatives toured the sour beaches and 
drafted bills. Around the lake, people demanded that 
their local governments clean up the beaches. The fire 
department in Beverly Shores sprayed deodorant on 
the piles of dead alewives in an effort to squelch the 
stench.

Only slowly would the public and the policy mak-
ers come to see that they are part of a longer and larger 
and deeper story, one that has fish in it. It began 10,000 
years ago, with a deluge: as the continent’s ramparts 
of ice melted, the land lifted, the waters pooled, and 
fish swam in the great basin of cold-water lakes. Soon 
people came into the story from the north and west, 
living in ever-changing communities through the mil-
lennia. Then a different wave of people came from the 
east. They carved out a passage around Niagara Falls 
in the 1800s. Among the cascading consequences of 
that act: an invasive species (the lamprey) came into 
the waters and overwhelmed a native fish (the lake 
trout); another invasive species (the alewife) arrived 
and filled the ecological void; another suite of exotic 
species (the Pacific salmonids) were brought in to con-
trol the invasive alewife. Now we humans are moving 
mountains—or at least securing the Mississippi River/
Lake Michigan watershed divide—to prevent other in-
vasive species (Asian carp) from entering the lake and 
potentially harming the fish now in the lake (including 
especially the introduced salmon).

And so it goes—out there, under the waves, all the 
time.

“The Exhibit of the Great Lakes” at the Chicago 
Academy of Sciences is long gone. The quirky displays 
of the changing fish fauna are now themselves extinct. 
All that remains are a few faded fiberglass models, in 
storage and out of sight, of a lake trout and lake her-
ring, red-horse and flat-headed catfish, paddlefish 
and gar. I see the displays vividly, though, in my own 
memory. And their fundamental message—that eco-
systems are always changing, and that we humans are 
powerful agents of that change—is now widely appre-
ciated among ecologists and conservationists, and in-
creasingly in the popular imagination.

A lake, like any community of life, is a dynamic 
reality. The 150 or so fish species native to the Great 
Lakes have not existed as specimens in a fish tank, nor 

We are all part of a 
kaleidoscopic ecology.
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spicuous.
In that way, the lake continues to reflect our lives 

on the land. We have arrived at a new place, and a new 
time, in our relations with one another and with the 
place we live. How do we respond? Do we accept, com-
bat, or accommodate the invasive species that come 
to our waters? Do we continue to see only the surface 
of Lake Michigan and to regard that water out there 
as something inert and apart? Do we persist in see-
ing the lake as only a commodity, lacking a relevant 
history, ours to reconstruct according to political and 
economic demands? Or do we care for the lake as a liv-
ing community to which we belong?

We don’t usually see it that way. In a city of neigh-
borhoods, the neighborhood of the fish remains large-
ly invisible. Would we regard the city or the lake dif-
ferently if we could see them through the living eyes 
of the lake sturgeon and burbot, or the lamprey and 
goby? Through the absent eyes of the coaster brook 
trout and lake trout and deepwater cisco? Through 
the fading eyes of a stressed alewife, nearing death, 
floating flat on its side, one eye gazing down into Lake 
Michigan’s water, the other lifted toward the gleaming 
skyline of Chicago?

When I first saw alewives along the beaches of 
Lake Michigan, they were gross—and engrossing. 
They were not furry. They were furtive in life, obvious 
in death. They were mute animals, their species’ expe-
rience and wisdom voiced not through howls or snarls 
or chirps, but through their mere being, surfacing, and 
expiring.

Now I see the alewife, for better or worse, as a 
companion animal, stranded in its multitudes on the 
shores of Lake Michigan, at the raw borders of past 
and future, light and dark, sound and silence, life and 
death, natural and human, land and water, city and 
lake. Now I see that, as I held my young nose against 
their stink, the alewives and I had come to the same 
place, the same fluid edge of our existence.

as mounted facsimiles in natural history museums. 
They have evolved together since the retreat of the ice. 
And people have been members of that community 
for a good part of that time. The “very productive and 
stable multi-species balance that had existed since the 
glaciers” will not return. Moreover, it is hard to gauge 
just how stable and balanced the Great Lakes commu-
nity (or any other ecosystem on Earth) has ever been. 
In what ways? For how long? At what scale? The story 
is always more complicated than it seems on the sur-
face.

A year before the big die-off, Stanford Smith had a 
remarkably clear view into the alewife moment in time 
and space. At a 1966 symposium on the over-exploited 
fisheries of the Great Lakes, he stated: “[A] succession 
of fish species would be expected during the natural 
aging process of the Great Lakes, but recent progres-
sive changes in species composition have been rapid 
and obviously accelerated by influences of man, both 
from enrichment of the environment with wastes, and 
despoilment of the most abundant or preferred spe-
cies of fish…leading to the state of biological instability 
in the mid-1960s that is almost unparalleled in fishery 
science” (quoted in U.S. FWPCA 1967, 17).

The Great Lakes now host some 180 invasive al-
gae, plants, invertebrates, and fish. In recent years, 
another species has arrived about once every eight 
months. Some, like the zebra and quagga mussels, we 
know mainly because they cause noticeable economic 
damage. (Recent estimates of the annual economic 
impact of invasive species in the Great Lakes run into 
the hundreds of millions of dollars.) Most, like the Eu-
ropean frog-bit and Oriental mystery snail, we rarely 
hear or think about.

We are all part of a kaleidoscopic ecology—an ev-
er-shifting pattern of pieces and processes, its parts 
constantly coming into the field of view, rearranging 
themselves, fading and falling, reappearing and re-
circulating anew. But now we are turning the kalei-
doscope around ever more quickly. The rate, scope, 
and types of changes we have known in the last two 
centuries are unprecedented—at least at any meaning-
ful human time scale. The causes of change are now 
predominantly human. Moreover, the arrival of new 
and potentially disruptive species is only one of many 
stressors coming to the Great Lakes. Pollution, sedi-
mentation, dams, coastal development, and other fac-
tors—including the Big One: climate change—ensure 
that the story will grow only more complex, and the 
mingling of human and natural realities more con-
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Tickling the Bellies of the 
Buffalo  

By GAVIN VAN HORN

In metropolitan Chicago, it is difficult to imag-
ine an unbounded, fenceless world of the kind 
that existed in this region a mere two hundred 
years ago. Prairie grasses that dominated and 

defined the area—with wispy stalks brushing the sad-
dles of travelers on horseback, and roots extending ten 
to fifteen feet into the ground—are now scarce in this 
Prairie State. Remnants spangle the embankments of 
railroad right-of-ways, line the pockets of forgotten 
cemetery edges, and adorn larger forest patches and 
prairie savannas. Salvaged by accidents of history and 
the foresight of nineteenth-century Chicago planners, 
who envisioned an “emerald necklace” circling the 
city, these urban green spaces account for a great iro-
ny: more biodiversity exists in metropolitan Chicago 
than in rural Illinois, where the soils have largely been 
repurposed for corn and soybean monocultures—from 
fencerow to fencerow—to provide forage for livestock, 
fuel for automobiles, and food for hungry cities near 
and far.

Dividing up the tallgrass prairie of Illinois was 
very good for some species but not for others. I think 
particularly of two animals, bison and wolves, their 
stories entangled as predator and prey in the dance of 
the tallgrass prairie’s evolution. Like the prairie flora 
that co-evolved in their presence, these large mam-
mals were uprooted from places they inhabited for 
thousands of years.

And yet they have not vanished. They linger on 

the fringes of memory and in present-day enclosures, 
evoking future possibilities for a landscape undivided.

I pay homage to the defining habitat of Illinois 
by visiting a restored prairie near Batavia, to stand 
within shouting distance of one of its more imposing 
creatures: Bison bison. Most people know this shaggy-
maned, one-ton behemoth more familiarly as the buf-
falo, and there is a small herd in Batavia, cropping the 
grass an hour’s drive west of Chicago’s Loop.

These bison are residents of the Fermi National 
Accelerator Laboratory (Fermilab), a high-energy 
physics facility. Bison and particle physics may seem 
an odd combination, but Fermilab’s founding direc-
tor Robert Wilson had a vision for both. Underground 
would be the realm of quarks and neutrinos, as well 
as massive particle accelerators that are modern-day 
marvels of engineering. Aboveground would be still 
more marvels, but unlike subatomic particles, these 
could be seen with the naked eye.

Bison were brought to Fermi in 1969. Three years 
later, Wilson took things further. Persuaded by biolo-
gist Bob Betz (a man who described himself as a will-
ing victim of “prairie fever”), Wilson was convinced 
that representing the indigenous landscape of Illinois 
was preferable to thousands of acres of suburban lawn. 
Betz got the green light to spread his prairie enthu-
siasm, beginning with ten acres above the Fermi ac-
celerator ring. His determination soon attracted oth-
ers to the cause, and the Fermi prairie restoration has 
since spread to over 1,200 acres that serve as a diverse 
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during the 1830s” (30). By the latter decades of the 
1800s, however, one would have been hard-pressed to 
hear a wolf howl in the state of Illinois. The extirpation 
of wolves conformed to a historical pattern of coloni-
zation. Waves of settlers disrupted dynamic relation-
ships among native flora and fauna, homogenizing di-
verse ecological systems, oftentimes in favor of only a 
handful of species useful for livestock production and 
agricultural cultivation.

Chicago was a major catalyst for such upheavals. 
As the “gateway to the West,” the city was a hub whose 
spokes reached widely across the continent’s interior, 
connecting once-distant lands to Atlantic coast cities. 
The continental-scale decimation of wolves in the late 

nineteenth century 
was facilitated by the 
railroads that con-
verged in Chicago, 
known at one time 
as the “Rail Capital” 
of the world. Evolu-

tionary time scales were compressed, then crushed, by 
the commercial linkages created by trains, and wolves 
were unacceptable obstacles to the nation’s efficient 
metabolization of natural resources into hard curren-
cy.

I listen to the screech of metal on metal as the el-
evated train passes over the river into the Loop. For a 
moment, I think I hear a sound just underneath the 
metallic squeal and rumble, something rippling over 
the surface of the river like a breathy wind, something 
like a howl.

On a train to the city, I read a Tribune article about 
a wolf who recently wandered from Wisconsin to Il-
linois. Because I keep tabs on the topic, I know there 
have been twelve wolf sightings in Illinois since 2002. 
Nine were shot or killed by hunters; one wolf was 
struck by a car in Lake County in 2005; and in March 
2010, near Aurora, a live wolf was photographed for 
the first time in Illinois. For now, there are no estab-
lished packs in the state; the wolves that create minor 
headline material for newspapers are lone dispersers, 
likely probing the landscape for new territories.

The only place that wolves escaped eradication in 
the contiguous United States was northern Minnesota. 
Once the Endangered Species Act was passed in 1973, 
those wolves gained protections that allowed them to 

mosaic of habitats for Chicagoland wildlife.
Fermilab’s initial group of five bison also expanded 

over time, and the herd is now managed to hold steady 
at around twenty-five animals. Some suggestions have 
been made to join the bison with the prairie restora-
tion. Thus far, however, these massive beasts function 
only as living symbols of a bygone era. A perimeter 
of double-fencing divides them from lands they once 
shaped so extensively, as much to protect the bison as 
the people who might mistake them for gentle giants.

The role of bison as landscape architects of the 
prairie is well documented. Among other things, they 
recycle nutrients, disperse seed, open up patchy areas 
of increased plant diversity through their grazing, and 
create wallows that hold water and provide resources 
and breeding grounds for other prairie species. Their 
influence on the variety and abundance of prairie spe-
cies once loomed large. Could bison in Illinois again 
play such roles? It’s an open question. There isn’t 
much prairie left.

I lean into the fence and wrap my fingers around 
the cool metal, watching the Fermilab herd graze at 
their leisure. I wonder, do they ever sniff at the air in 
June, when the prairie is afire with colorful blooms, 
and feel their bodies straining to know what is on the 
other side of these fences?

On weekday mornings, a train whisks me along its 
tracks and deposits me near the Chicago River. I begin 
my walk to work and stop at a spot where the North 
and South Branch of the river merge. At this conflu-
ence, the North Branch’s western bank is occupied by 
some high-end condos known as Riverbend. I stare at 
the vertical human habitat and imagine the landscape 
before the skyscrapers and office buildings, before 
the river was forced to change directions in 1900 and 
flow into the Mississippi, before the infamous flames 
of 1871 jumped these waters and left 100,000 people 
homeless, and before Chicago was incorporated as a 
city in 1837, when it was a modest trading outpost and 
portage site. In 1832 a simple log-cabin watering hole 
stood here. The name of the place was Wolf Point Tav-
ern.

In this city of 2.8 million, it is now hard to imagine 
wolves roaming the banks of the river. Yet they did, 
and not too long ago. According to historian William 
Cronon, author of Nature’s Metropolis, a Chicagoan 
could still shoot a wolf “within earshot of city center 

restoring the remnant 
prairies… relies on a place-
based wisdom of mutual 
healing.
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American bison, and I take a seat on a simple wooden 
bench in front of the ten-foot-tall plate glass. A wind-
whipped sky rolls over the upper half of a painted back 
wall. Atop a sandy wash, a gnarled juniper tree clings 
to an eroded bank. Bison are milling about, waiting 
to descend for a drink at a gently flowing stream. Di-
rectly behind the glass, five full-size bison and one calf 
are frozen in mid-stride. My gaze lingers, softening. It 
seems the small band of bison in the foreground might 
take their next step at any moment. I stare into the 
black, unblinking eye of a bull. I hear the thunder of 
hooves in the distance. My imagination tramples other 
competing sounds, other competing thoughts, trans-
porting me to when I last taught environmental stud-
ies classes to undergraduates.

During one class session, I would take my students 
out to a nearby graveyard, adjacent to an underutilized 
campus golf course. This was not due to a fascination 
with morbidity. I wanted to highlight the essay “Prai-
rie Birthday” from Aldo Leopold’s A Sand County Al-
manac. In this short piece, Leopold tells of a country 
cemetery he visits where a single cut-leaf silphium 
(compass plant) dwells in a forgotten, unmowed cor-
ner. He speculates that this tenacious, sunflower-like 
prairie plant, disregarded as a weed by most people, 
might be the last remaining celebrant of the prairie’s 
July blooms in the western half of Dane County, Wis-
consin. Between doses of good humor about the sup-
posed progress of “mechanized man” who considers 
it an improvement to be rid of such plants, Leopold 
makes a profound statement about relationships: “We 
grieve only for what we know”—and so the prairie is 
dying. For him, the land told a story of deep interre-
lations whose pages were being torn out. Something 
precious was passing away, in the landscape and in 
the human ability to know and care for it. Leopold re-
marks, “What a thousand acres of Silphiums looked 
like when they tickled the bellies of the buffalo is a 
question never again to be answered, and perhaps not 
even asked.”

Since I didn’t have silphium conveniently on hand, 
I made use of a huge oak whose massive galls would 
seat a person with legs dangling. I asked the students 
to scan the horizon with their imaginations. They 
obliged, looking out across the cemetery at the un-
kempt golf course, a softball field, and a wisp of mean-
dering creek threading its way into a distant culvert. 
The oak we sat under, I told them, has witnessed many 
changes. Perhaps honoring its age, perhaps by hap-
penstance, the university spared the oak even while 

steadily repopulate not only Minnesota but also Wis-
consin and the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. Wild 
wolf populations later reached sufficient sizes to allow 
their delisting as a threatened species in the Midwest. 
In 2012 state-issued hunting licenses for wolves were 
available for the first time in Michigan and Wisconsin, 
a reflection both of the population rebound of wolves 
and the limits of human tolerance.

The Tribune article presents an opposing view-
point about these hunts from Mic Isham Jr., of the 
Lac Courte Oreilles Band of Lake Superior Chippewa. 
Isham offers a distinctive perspective about what the 
presence of wolves in the Midwest means: “The way 
we hold the wolf is like how the Catholics hold the Holy 
Trinity—Father, Son, Holy Spirit…The wolf is like one 
of those to us. It’s a sacred, holy being. To us the wolf 
was put on Earth at the same time as man to walk to-
gether as brothers, and as one goes, so goes the other.”

I fold the newspaper in my lap and linger on Ish-
am’s words. Most of the reasoning I see for ecological 
restoration, including the reintroduction or conserva-
tion of animals who rely on healthy lands and waters, 
is couched in scientific language (rare and threatened 
species, biogeochemical cycles, ecological dynamics, 
natural disturbance regimes, successional trajecto-
ries, biodiversity recovery, and so on). The language 
of science has appeal to the midwestern pragmatist—
of course we should restore the prairie, for the land is 
a “living laboratory.” But push a little further, and I 
think connecting and restoring the remnant prairies 
of Illinois is based on something more intimate, some-
thing that relies on a place-based wisdom of mutual 
healing, something that could be called sacred. As one 
goes, so goes the other.

There are still bison in the city of Chicago—long 
since expired, but present in their own manner. I seek 
them out on a visit to the Field Museum, one of Chi-
cago’s most outstanding refuges for natural history.

Through the “Nature Walk” section of the main 
level, I enter one of the museum’s narrower hallways. 
Dioramas on opposite sides of the hall create the il-
lusion of space, stretching nearly floor-to-ceiling with 
carefully painted backgrounds that mimic distant 
horizons from around the world. The foldout map in 
my hand tells me I am in a part of the museum called 
“Messages from the Wilderness.”

I am drawn down the corridor to the diorama of 
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lips; he then quavered out the full-bodied howl of a 
five-year-old. He sounded remarkably like one partic-
ular wolf perched on a large boulder in the enclosure. 
Their alternating howls echoed in call-and-response. 
We howled again and again, the pitch of our voices 
rising and descending. In those moments, the visceral 
power of sound became more clear to me. Voices carry 
through fences, unmindful of chain-link barriers. The 
wolves and the humans were at least for that moment 
in unison, until all our voices faded into a full silence 
and the quiet again encircled us.

Maybe I brought my son to Wolf Park seeking a 
certain kind of knowledge, the kind discovered in 
participation. If we grieve only for what we know, as 
Leopold put it, then a corollary must also be true: we 
celebrate only what we know.

I am on my way to Fermilab again, thinking about 
bison and wolves. I pass by lands that are dissected by 
a tangle of physical boundaries (roadways, fences of all 
kinds, housing developments) and a still more confus-
ing amalgamation of invisible barriers (private prop-
erty, public lands, zoning ordinances). Given these 
obstacles, it seems fanciful to imagine a mutual resto-
ration between cities and rural lands, people and prai-
rie, and animals such as bison and wolves. But because 
of their need for large habitats and their key roles in 
shaping those habitats, large mammals like bison and 
wolves may point the way to such possibilities.

Twenty-five years ago, geographers Deborah and 
Frank Popper began earnestly pitching the idea of a 
Buffalo Commons, “the metaphor for a restoration-
based future” (31) that would mobilize a long-term vi-
sion for the Great Plains region. It is an idea that has 
gained traction in 
many places. A full-
blown “buffalo com-
mons” is a mismatch 
for the climate and 
demography of the 
Chicagoland region, which has a more intensive his-
tory of agricultural settlement and hosts a much dens-
er human population than the Great Plains. Still, it is 
striking that a nonhuman animal—and recognition of 
its key ecological and cultural roles—served to broadly 
define a commons area, a shared place with shared  
responsibilities to both human and nonhuman resi-
dents.

some of its kin were uprooted and replaced by Bermu-
da grass. But two hundred years ago, when there was 
not a single campus building, before this institution 
of higher learning was even conceived, the oak began 
to grow here, anchoring itself to the ground and ex-
tending fresh branches to catch the welcome warmth 
of summer light. When it was a sapling, all of the land-
scape was prairie and oak savanna. On that prairie 
were bison. Bison wallowing in clouds of dust, bison 
calves prancing between their mothers, bison bulls 
snorting warnings into the air. There may have been 
wolves nearby, surreptitiously skirting the margins of 
the herd. I asked the students: “What would a thou-
sand acres of silphiums look like tickling the bellies of 
the buffalo?”

I drive my five-year-old son to Wolf Park, a seven-
ty-five-acre facility in Battleground, Indiana, founded 
in the 1970s by animal behaviorist Erich Klinghammer 
and now home to ten wolves. My son, a prehistoric-life 
enthusiast, has more familiarity with dire wolves, but 
he gushed at the prospect of encountering their real, 
modern-day descendants. The strongest selling point 
was that since it was a Friday, there was a group howl 
session scheduled for the evening.

It would take a wolf on a single-minded mission 
four days to reach Wolf Park from Chicago. With the 
advantage of a car, it took us a little under two and a 
half hours.

The wolves at Wolf Park are socialized to humans 
and spend their lives in fenced enclosures. Until re-
cently, Wolf Park also hosted a once-a-week, forty-
minute demonstration of predator-prey dynamics, in 
which a select group of wolves was allowed to “test” 
the resident bison herd under controlled conditions. 
Problematic as that may sound, no major injuries oc-
curred over the span of the thirty-year program (the 
bison actually dictated most of the engagement).

That night, the resident wolves gathered near the 
fence line of the main pack’s seven-acre enclosure; 
they were restless, feigning aggression, reaffirming 
social order. Following an educational introduction 
about the purpose of howling, a park volunteer en-
couraged those of us seated in the viewing area to ini-
tiate the chorus. About forty people, some tilting their 
heads upward, began tentatively. My son stirred on 
my lap. He had been waiting for this. As the chorus 
thickened, I watched him make an O shape with his 

The wolves and the 
humans were at least for 
that moment in unison.
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twenty years, he said. Wilson pondered this for a mo-
ment, and then replied, “If that’s the case, I guess we 
should start this afternoon.”

My eyes drift past the boulder with Betz’s plaque 
to the bright colors of native plants spread across the 
horizon. The yellow-starred blooms of silphium dot 
the land like a constellation.

Gavin Van Horn is the director of Cultures of Conservation at the Cen-

ter for Humans and Nature and the editor of the City Creatures blog.
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Over fifteen years ago, stirrings for a landscape-
wide vision for Chicago coalesced around the phrase 
“Chicago Wilderness”—an arresting pairing of words. 
To me, the phrase signals that after a long and brutal 
legacy of presuming that humans and cities are incom-
patible with nature—that nature is a vast storehouse of 
goods fit only to be plundered—urban places are being 
reimagined as areas nested within a larger commons. 
This Chicago Wilderness commons is a shared habi-
tat, one in which the needs of other species should be 
carefully weighed, and the long-term well-being of the 
land is not merely a remnant of the historical past but 
an opportunity to forge new relationships.

The bison are starting to get a hearing. Places like 
Nachusa Grasslands, Midewin National Tallgrass 
Prairie, and Fermilab are all within the larger Chicago 
metropolitan reach, and all of them either have bison 
or plan to reintroduce bison to their restored prairies 
in the near future. Meanwhile, wolves are testing the 
landscape, fitfully making their way back to Illinois. 
The restoration of fragmented lands that could serve 
as primary habitats and corridors—both within the 
larger metropolitan area and outside of its official 
limits—may give these species an opportunity to once 
again engage in their prairie dance.

As I watch the bison at Fermilab, I am reminded 
that the recovery of such relationships is a process 
both dynamic and incremental. On another portion of 
Fermilab’s property, on the edge of one of the site’s 
restored tallgrass prairies, there is a boulder with an 
engraved plaque. The plaque honors the late Bob Betz, 
the man with “prairie fever” who was so instrumen-
tal in envisioning and then carrying forward Fermi’s 
prairie restoration. In his book The Prairie of the Illi-
nois Country, Betz recounts the story of his first meet-
ing with Robert Wilson, Fermilab’s director. When 
Betz pitched his prairie idea, Wilson wanted to know, 
“How long would it take to restore such a prairie?” 
Betz knew it would take decades, maybe hundreds of 
years, but he low-balled his answer: five, ten, maybe 
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But as the applicant’s answer indicated, we don’t 
think of our urban (or, sometimes, rural) neighbors 
as wildlife. For some reason, most of us reserve the 
words “wildlife” and “nature” for big, exotic things 
that live far away, the lions and tigers and bears. Actu-
ally, for most North Americans, bears are closer than 
you think, but that’s an entirely separate post for an-
other day.

In our minds there’s some kind of imaginary line 
between the places we live, and whatever we mean by 
an ecosystem.

However, all the challenges faced by wild ani-
mals—finding food, finding shelter, finding mates, 
surviving the winter—are just as daunting in an urban 
landscape, and all the complexity of an ecological com-
munity is happening around us each and every day. 

Look out your window and you’ll see a rabbit for-
aging, or a grackle building a nest. They are so familiar 
that we hardly notice them, but that does not make 
them dull, or any less wild. Quite the contrary, we can 
learn a great deal from urban-adapted animals. By un-
derstanding why they are so successful in the city, per-
haps we can learn why their rare and imperiled cous-
ins—for the most part—are not, and what we might be 
able to do to change that.

Snapping turtle, near the Nature Boardwalk

Our blindness to the importance of urban animals 
extends even to the scientific community. When I first 

The essays in this section are drawn from the 
Center for Humans and Nature City Crea-
tures blog.--Ed.
“Why do you want to work at a zoo?” I asked. It’s 

a standard question I ask people who are interview-
ing for a position. In this particular instance, I was not 
prepared for the answer.

“The great thing about zoos,” she said, with a 
blend of nerves and smiling enthusiasm that is typical 
among job applicants, “is that for most people, it’s the 
first time they’ve ever seen a wild animal.” My mouth 
dropped open at how utterly wrong that answer was.

Unless you were literally born in a zoo, this is 
impossible. All of us grow up seeing animals, even if 
it’s unlikely any of us remember our first wild animal 
sighting.

Whether it was a robin on your windowsill, a pi-
geon on the sidewalk, a squirrel in the tree outside 
your nursery, or an ant meandering between the floor 
tiles, I’d bet most of us aren’t alive a week—maybe a 
day—without seeing some sort of wild creature.

Chickadee, clearing a nest box near the Lincoln Park Zoo’s Nature 
Boardwalk

OUR FORGOTTEN URBAN BIOSPHERE  
By Seth Magle
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began studying urban animals, I headed to the library 
like a good young researcher, ready to roll up my 
sleeves and get to work. Unfortunately, it was a quick 
trip. I learned in short order that virtually nothing had 
been published about most animals anywhere out-
side pristine wilderness. I was searching for informa-
tion about black-tailed prairie dogs that lived literally 
across the street from my apartment, yet no one had 
ever bothered to learn anything about these creatures’ 
natural history, their ecology, or even why they might 
live within the city. I spent my time in classes learning 
about chimpanzees, and snowshoe hares, and pumas, 
while the college campus itself was a treasure trove of 
unanswered ecological questions.

Virginia rail, south of the Nature Boardwalk

“This proposal has no scientific merit,” stated a re-
viewer on a research grant I applied for some years 
ago. “The authors seem to believe we should spend 
dwindling resources on nuisance animals in city lots, 
instead of on more deserving rare species in pristine 
habitat.” I shook my head, stunned and sad, and then 
it’s possible I went out for a drink.

Needless to say, my grant wasn’t funded. But fewer 
and fewer places in the world are truly pristine. If we 
are to conserve biodiversity in an urbanizing planet, 
we’ll need to find a way to understand and appreci-

ate the ecological value of urban spaces too. If that 
sounds like an impossible goal, it’s fortunate that no 
one informed the rare black-crowned night herons in 
Chicago. Or the endangered Butler’s garter snake in 
Milwaukee. They seem to be making a home for them-
selves in some of America’s most urban spaces. Per-
haps we can follow the lead of such species, expanding 
our vision of what cities can be.

Coyotes in Chicago. Photographed by a motion-sensitive camera.

More and more, I’m not alone in feeling this way. 
The Wildlife Society created an Urban Wildlife work-
ing group, whose membership grows every year. An 
entire conference of researchers devoted to urban 
wildlife occurs every two years, and will be hosted by 
the Lincoln Park Zoo in 2015. More and more books 
are being published, articles are coming out, but most 
importantly, people are standing up and taking no-
tice. I’m always fielding questions, e-mails, and phone 
calls about the foxes people see in their yards, about 
the new birds in neighborhoods where we haven’t seen 
them before, and about a thousand other animals in 
a thousand urban spaces. Sometimes people tell me 
they think they saw a mountain lion, or even a wolf, 
nearby their city or their town. Is that possible, they 
ask? Maybe, I have to say. It’s not likely, at least not 
yet, but it’s possible.
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We’ve all lived in nature, including the most ur-
bane citizens, for our entire lives. Even if we forget 
that simple fact, urban species go on surviving, adapt-
ing, evolving, and thriving. Now that we’re becoming 
aware of urban biodiversity, we can study it, we can 
understand it, and, I hope, we can celebrate it. We are 
not alone in our cities, and that can be a wonderful 
thing.

Hermit thrush, in Lincoln Park, Chicago. 

Seth Magle first became interested in conservation and ecology as a 

college student in 1997 while observing black-tailed prairie dogs liv-

ing in sidewalk median strips near his home in Boulder, Colorado. His 

vision is to help create a world in which urban ecosystems represent 

an important component of the worldwide conservation of biodiver-

sity.

Except where noted, all photographs by Mason Fadino. 
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preciation for the natural world. I chose to use a rather 
unusual form: feathers. Ever since the head bird-keep-
er let me pick up pheasant and flamingo feathers at the 
zoo when I was twelve, I’ve seen feathers as reminders 
that I share the world with other creatures. Birds grow 
them, use them, and shed them. Yet when we find 
them, they have kept some of the essential qualities of 
the birds they came from like hints of flight, warmth, 
and beauty.

Feathers from 10 species of starlings (2013)

We have used feathers as symbols for millennia, 
everywhere on Earth. Feathers, to us, mean flight, 
transcendence, bridges between worlds, and escape. 
They are in our dreams. They are full of metaphor. As 
humans, we crave meaning. We find it through art and 
science, through religion, culture, myth, and our own 
experiences and imaginations.

Growing up, three bothersome younger sisters 
drove me to seek beauty, knowledge, solace, fun, and 
wonder in the big woods surrounding our home. This 
was in a rapidly suburbanizing area just east of Seattle. 
I remember, at 14, crouching by an overgrown ditch 
along a busy road, watching a foot-long trout, mo-
tionless in the clear water, occasionally flicking out to 
catch an insect. Even during those early explorations, 
I remember feeling the enormity of life and my small 
place in it.

Then came the bulldozers and construction. The 
ditch disappeared. I doubt if anyone else had a clue 
about the community of creatures that was destroyed. 
Most called it “development” but I saw it as a kind of 
un-development. I felt tremendously sad and have 
continued to feel this sadness the last thirty years as 
this sort of thing happens again and again. The feeling 
keeps following me as it follows many of us as we sift 
through the losses.

This feeling of awe and wonder as well as sadness 
has shaped my life’s work. I became a biologist and 
worked on various conservation advocacy projects, 
which exhausted me. I also worked for a long time as 
an environmental regulator, which, sometimes to my 
chagrin, was a profession geared toward asking, “How 
can we find a path through the regulations for this 
project go ahead?”

My heart remained absorbed with the beauty of 
the world. When I look at a bird, feel the wind, or even 
gaze at my own hand, I am enthralled. I wondered: 
how could I inspire this feeling in others?

Now, as a full time artist, I limit myself to a single 
medium. Any number of natural forms can foster ap-

WHY I FIND FEATHERS ALLURING  
By Chris Maynard
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It is feathers’ forms that draw me in. Certainly, 
feathers can have lovely colors and varied, interesting 
patterns. But the shapes and complex structures of the 
feathers are what makes them unique in the animal 
world. A museum curator recently told me that they 
were considering excluding my work from a museum 
tour around the United States. When I asked why, she 
said that the feathers were too delicate so she feared 
they would be damaged. This is a common mispercep-
tion. We confuse lightness with delicacy. Feathers are 
made of protein, keratin. It is the same material our 
fingernails and a bird’s claws and beak are made of. 
They are made to be tough. At the same time, feathers 
don’t weigh much. They are light enough for a bird to 
fly at freeway speeds. They protect a bird for an entire 
year before they’re molted. They are a marvel of struc-
tural engineering.

The shapes of feathers drive my art. To honor 
feathers and the birds they came from, I don’t flatten 
them to a background but instead, keep their gentle 
curves by setting them apart from their background. 
Each flight feather curves a bit to form an airfoil. Each 
body feather, say of a duck, curves front to back and 
a bit from side to side to fit the bird’s body, like shin-
gles covering a house’s roof. The body feathers’ curved 
shape also lets birds more fully expand or contract the 
feathers to provide less or more warmth. They fit to-
gether perfectly, overlapping to let both air and water 
slide smoothly along.

Croce Ircles (2015). 20 x 30 inches.

These are not big-breasted love demons. The patterns merely help a 
sharp-tailed grouse to hide.

I sometimes blink, finding that I have been hold-
ing a feather and staring at it for the last half hour. I’ve 
been marveling at its lightness, wondering where it 
has been, and thinking, “How did this feather serve to 
keep the bird warm and dry, or help it to fly?” I might 
drop the feather to see it swirl, spin, or flutter to the 
ground. I find myself in the middle of three spaces of 
perception: wonder and awe at the form; a small sense 
of connection to the feather’s original owner; and the 
desire for creative construction, with the accompany-
ing thought, “How can I manipulate this into elegant, 
compelling, and meaningful art that will make people 
stop and wonder?” I view each individual feather as 
a small bit of perfection, a structure that art cannot 
enhance. Even so, I cut bird shapes out of feathers to 
augment the meanings.

The Dive (2015). 18 x 12 inches.
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These are some of the reasons I find feathers al-
luring. It is a curious phenomenon: limiting oneself to 
a single focus can open up an enormous world of awe 
and exploration. So in my art, I find myself cutting and 
designing each piece, striving to capture an essence of 
a bird or what they do, like fly.

Life is harsh. We are born to die. To live, we kill 
things to eat. Creatures and habitats perish so we can 
have things, get where we are going, and pursue our 
many dreams. Part of me cries out for gentleness where 
beauty and wonder have the upper hand. Feathers do 
this for me. They serve their functions while gracing 
the bodies of the birds and are gently let go when a 
bird sheds. Yet they keep their form, complexity, and 
beauty. They are gifts from the birds.

Chris Maynard’s lifelong work with feathers has resulted in a new art 

form, collected worldwide. He describes feathers as a miracle of func-

tion, beauty, and evolution—a structural pinnacle of life’s achieve-

ment.

All art and photographs by Chris Maynard. More of Chris's work--blog, book, art--can be 
found on his website: featherfolio.com.
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Chicago. North side. In the 1850s Swedish immi-
grants farmed here.

If the garden is a refuge for me–a condition of 
safety–then what is it for the birds? or the visiting cat? 
the occasional opossum? the one-eyed squirrel? an 
owl, even?

A daily chore: replenish three birdbaths with fresh 
water.

American gold and house finches cling to a tubular 
feeder hanging from our lilac tree.

In the winter, dark-eyed juncos forage on the nyger 
seed remnants beneath.

When my partner and I moved into this five-unit 
condo building, we were thrilled to see the double-lot 
backyard. Fifteen years prior, it had been a concrete 
parking area until our neighbors got tired of shoveling 
out their cars and built garages. This opened the pos-
sibility for green space, for a garden.

Across the hall, our neighbor, a research librarian 
had spearheaded the plan and suggested buying trees: 
two Lilacs, one Hawthorn, a Juniper, a Katsura and 
River Birch.

Sod was an afterthought; I know she would have 
preferred ground cover, a word I did not know then.

Early morning: the starlings mimic the song of a 
bird I do not recognize.

What is the deciding factor for the location of a 
nest? A starling usurps a sparrow’s nest inside a cable 
box anchored to our brick wall. They do not know I 
know this. But I do not know what they know.

Once, while mulching, I heard scratching from 
above. Ah, it’s the birch shedding its papery bark. The 

4:45 a.m.
Our indoor cat bangs on the closed blinds. Then 

stops. Seconds later she starts again and manages to 
open them by pulling the cord with her paws.

Is she hungry? No. She’s already had a midnight 
snack of dry food.

She wants to bird.

Having grown up along the southwestern shore of 
Lake Michigan, I think of myself as a beach girl. Some-
one who understands water and sand. An adventurer 
who would swim past a buoy on a dare. Who would 
trek out onto the frozen lake. Who carries the words 
undertow, sandbar, and alewives as muscle memory.

But I cannot say I fully embraced wildness until I 
became a gardener in the city, in a landscape where 
close quarters is an understatement. Where a street 
could be filled with a strip of century-old brick three 
flats—just space between them for a concrete gangway.

THE WILDNESS OF BEING   
By Mary Cross
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held the warm orb in her hand, proclaiming she would 
take it home and raise it. We want to propagate beauty.

For many days the robin clots mud in her bill to 
line the bowl of her nest, and does so with her breast. 
She wedges the nest deeper into the collar of a birch 
branch.

When I tell my neighbors about the robin’s blue 
eggs, I say, Don’t look up! The crow watches us watch.

She sits on her eggs in the rain.

wind is blowing. Waves at the beach.
Having relocated to the brick vents on the east and 

west sides of the building, the sparrows have expand-
ed their nests, their families. Early morning they perch 
on a neighbor’s gutter.

I live in an urban countryside.

One night, not too long after we had settled into 
our new place, our neighbor knocked on the door. She 
startled us with her seriousness, announcing she and 
her husband were moving. Buying a two-flat of their 
own. Her request, a plea:

Please don’t let my garden die!
At the time, I knew absolutely nothing about gar-

dening. I had heard the words deciduous, perennial, 
and bulb, but they were not my words. I was a beach 
girl.

Before she left, we made a portfolio identifying 
all the perennial plants and shrubs in the garden. She 
gave me many tips on what to do, but still I was afraid 
to prune and deadhead. My knowledge of weeds = null.

On St. Patrick’s Day, she said, wrangle the roses. 
That way you’ll get more blooms.

The peonies need hoops, stakes for the irises, and 
iron for the river birch. The last piece of offhand ad-
vice she gave to me:

A garden is resilient. Make mistakes. It will come 
back.

Early morning, our cat bats the shades to see what 
she hears: two cardinals whistling long–long–short-
short-short-short-short-short notes. In my half-awake 
state, I silently try to replicate their call and response. 
What brings us together in nature is our nature. It ex-
plains the bags of thistle seed left anonymously at our 
front gate; the gift of a mixed seed wreath attached to 
the miniature fence around the Linden tree; the teen-
age babysitter upstairs who discovered a pigeon’s egg, 
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Mary Cross’s poems, short stories, and essays have appeared in 

various journals, including the Sun, Crazyhorse, Hotel Amerika, and 

Featherproof Press’s mini-book series, and have also aired on Chicago 

Public Radio. Cross teaches in the MFA in Writing Program at the 

School of the Art Institute of Chicago and is currently working on a 

lyric essay trilogy, which incorporates her photographs from a wild 

horse sanctuary in South Dakota. 

All photographs by Mary Cross.

Late afternoon: the robin bathes in wild abandon, 
flapping her wings for a good two minutes. A male 
robin lands on the garage roof. He cannot turn away 
a crow.

You are mistaken to imagine anything differently.
The crow devours its catch; the action complete 

within the span of focusing my camera.

I live in a neighborhood that was once a cherry or-
chard. Despite the fact that our boundaries are deter-
mined by fences and alley gates, it is birds that connect 
us.

We shout to each other from our Chicago-style 
vertical wooden back porches:

The hummingbirds have returned.

We overhear conversations through window 
screens.

My refuge provides me the wildness of being my-
self.
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blocks away in Brooklyn Bridge Park are some rem-
nants of those big woods now long gone. Maybe not 
quite the same woods Faulkner’s Sam Fathers and 
Isaac McCaslin mourn, but still resonant of them and 
their loss and our culpability in that loss.

The southern edge of Pier One in Brooklyn Bridge Park, with a tiny 
triangle salt marsh in the foreground, New York Harbor, and very 
distantly the Statue of Liberty.

The park may seem a strange place for these rem-
nants. It has been opening in sections since 2010, built 
alongside and atop the abandoned piers below the 
flank of Brooklyn Heights. In the early stages of con-
struction, the National Cold Storage Building at Pier 1 
was demolished to make way for the park. The destruc-
tion of the historic building was controversial, but at 
least its massive wooden framing was salvaged. The 
wood was then repurposed for the park’s furniture, the 
benches and picnic tables, most notably between Pier 
5 and the ruins of Pier 4. This wood is Southern Long-
leaf Pine (Pinus palustris); with its foot-long needles, 
it’s also known as Longstraw, Southern Yellow, Hill, 
Heart, and Pitch Pine. A century and a half and more 
after it was cut down there, it still wears like iron here.

The resin-rich wood is close to indestructible, 
a thing made rich and strange by time, the resin ce-

One morning recently I found myself crying while 
reading William Faulkner’s “The Bear.” It was a Sat-
urday and I’d woken earlier than usual, just after five, 
and my brain was too busy to return to sleep. I’d read 
the earlier stories in Go Down, Moses during the week 
and had been planning to give some serious attention 
to the book’s centerpiece. What better time? It was a 
cold, dark morning, and I was secured under the blan-
kets except for my head and arms.

Like Melville and Joyce, like poetry, Faulkner 
should be read aloud. There is something symphonic 
in the words, or at least rhapsodic. So as that dense 
Faulknerian music poured out of me, I just started to 
weep for what’s being lost in the story, which takes 
place in the 1870s: the big woods and the bear and the 
“Lord-to-God” bird, the Ivory-billed Woodpecker.

Not a landscape I have ever seen, mind you. I’ve 
never been south of northern Virginia, excepting the 
Rio Grande Valley, but I have lived my whole life in a 
time of humanity’s berserker onslaught on the plan-
et, the post-World War Two population, consump-
tion, and pollution explosion. I know of the leveling of 
the bottom-lands and the reduction of the up-lands, 
baggage-strewn Everest and ocean gyres choked with 
plastic, and the demonic genie of carbon dioxide filling 
the atmosphere—each of these a contribution to the 
toxic layer of the Anthropocene we are making in the 
future record of the planet, should anyone or anything 
be around to read it. Who wouldn’t weep?

But I did have a physical connection to that lost 
landscape, and I knew I was heading towards it lat-
er that morning, which made the sense of loss all the 
more palpable. I live in Brooklyn, NY. A couple of 

THE BEAR AND ME  
By Matthew Wills
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“The past is never dead. It’s not even past.” Re-mill it, 
this wood, this history, and let us rest our backsides on 
it now as we look over the East River.

A few months ago, sitting there, my view took in a 
small wooden ship visiting the harbor. Moored just off 
shore of these haunted picnic tables was the “freedom 
schooner” Amistad. This ship was launched in 2000 
as a modern re-creation of the famous La Amistad, the 
ironically named slave ship, which was liberated by its 
captive humans and sailed to American waters and the 
Supreme Court and ultimately liberation. The modern 
schooner is now used for educational purposes. It was 
surprisingly toy-like but its symbolic weight felt enor-
mous, rocking gently on the water across from one of 
the financial hearts of slavery—home of the counting 
houses, insurance offices, and banks that made the 
triangular trade and King Cotton possible and profit-
able long after slavery itself was outlawed in New York 
state.

We are all connected to the past, as the planet is all 
connected to its parts. Indeed, the parts can’t be sepa-
rated; they’re not really “parts.” We’re solar-powered. 
We’re made of cells which are the ancestors of once 
separate life forms. We’re walking chimeras of mam-
mal and microbiota; separating the two apart would 
benefit neither. We’re all of the same planet and of the 
same history.

When I sat down with vague thoughts in my head 
for this essay, I had a title, “The Bear and I.” But then 
I thought again about that Longleaf Pine in Brooklyn 
Bridge Park and the salvaging of the past, and all its 
echoes in the world. The more familiar “The Bear and 
Me” felt more appropriate, especially when I said it 
to myself and heard what I’ve been trying to get at all 
along: the bear in me, in all of us.

Matthew Wills is a Brooklyn resident who, in growing older, has re-

turned to nature. In Brooklyn? Yes, as a matter of fact, in Brooklyn, NY, 

where I explore the life I discover in what I call the Back 40, a small 

patch of concrete out back, as well as the wider range of Brooklyn and 

the rest of NYC, and places beyond. I blog at http://matthewwills.com

Photographs by Matthew Wills.

menting into a sort of amber. Strong and unusually 
fire-resistant, this was a dream timber, and as a re-
sult it was logged out to build America and to supply 
its ships with tar, pitch, and turpentine. As a result of 
that, you can’t find much now, not timber-worth any-
way. We ate up 95% of the Longleaf Pine savannah. 
Those woods, stretching from North Carolina to Lou-
isiana, have gone the way of the Ivory-billed Wood-
pecker. Not as well-known is the Red-cockaded Wood-
pecker, perhaps because it still hangs on. This species 
may even have been responsible for the pine savan-
nah itself in that complicated life-web way that makes 
habitats, ways we’re only beginning to understand. 
The Red-cockaded still exists, but its habitat has been 
reduced to fragments. Two decades ago, there were 
about 4,230 breeding pairs; through intensive efforts 
that number is up to about 6,480.

Example of salvaged Southern Longleaf Yellow Pine, which has been 
recycled for benches and tables at Pier 5 at Brooklyn Bridge Park.

 Brooklyn Bridge Park’s recycled wood dates 
roughly to the era of “The Bear.” And, judging from 
the size of the remnants now, it was already old when 
it was cut. Longleaf Pine is said to have a lifespan of 
up to 500 years, but there’s no respect for the elderly 
from a timber industry perspective, which wants fast-
growing, harvestable pine species. As timber, wood 
is dead and yet not dead. It’s kind of like history that 
way, kind of like the most quoted of any Faulkner line: 
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Flora and fauna have always inspired my work. I 
tend to reach toward subject matter that features the 
beauty and life of the natural world. For a while, I felt 
that my presence in such an industrial and urban area 
combated my creative process. I didn’t understand 
how I could align my artistic passion with a place that 
felt so void of things I held dear. As I began to think 
more and more about what inspired me, I realized I 
didn’t know much about wildlife at all. I loved to run 
through forest preserves, yet I didn’t know what was 
going on within these vast ecosystems.

This got me thinking—compared to the little I 
knew about wildlife in Chicago’s suburbs, I knew close 
to nothing about the wildlife existing in the city of Chi-
cago. Driven by a desire for knowledge about the life 
beyond the concrete streets that seemed to trap me, I 
began to research. The life I found, however, was not 
beyond but rather within and a part of the streets of 
Chicago.

My research on Chicago’s urban wildlife led me to 
the Urban Wildlife Institute at Lincoln Park Zoo and a 
conversation with two experts on urban wildlife, Ma-
son Fidino and Dr. Seth Magle. Blown away by their 
knowledge, I developed a series of artwork inspired 
by the intersection of city and wildlife titled “Urban 
Birds.” It has been so exciting to learn that what I once 
perceived as a desolate city actually brims with wild-
life. This wildlife not only survives but also thrives. 
Coyotes, Red Foxes, Peregrine Falcons and Black-
Crowned Night Herons—a state endangered species 
whose largest colony can be found at the Lincoln Park 
Zoo Boardwalk—all comprise our shared urban eco-
system. This biodiversity now excites and inspires me. 
I’m intrigued by the ways that human life and wildlife 
interact in urban settings and how we (as citizens of 
Chicago) have the power to positively shape our city’s 
life and greenspace.

I used to think that I needed to escape the city 
to experience nature. To me, the city of Chicago was 
a vast, looming mass of industry where one had to 
search through a steel maze to catch a glimpse of sun-
light at any hour that wasn’t noon. I grew up in the 
southwest suburbs of Chicago, a place rich in protect-
ed forest and wildlife preserves. After living, working, 
and going to school in Chicago for the past four years, 
the environment in which I grew up and the environ-
ment in which I now live became two separate entities 
in my mind. This led to a general feeling of unease and 
anxiety in my life. I began to go through a list of “if on-
lys”—if only there were more trees, more plants, more 
wildlife. This list soon led to my art.

THE NATURE OF MY INSPIRATION 
By Keara McGraw
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Keara McGraw is a Chicago-based illustrator who loves creating a 

visual conversation between artist and viewer. Her passion for sto-

rytelling just barely eclipses that for peanut butter. Find her and her 

pursuits at www.kearamcgrawcreative.com.

All images created by Keara McGraw. You can find more of Keara’s work at http://www.
kearamcgrawcreative.com
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waxwing. And last summer both species—if you look 
at online data for sightings—were prevalent in the Re-
serve and even more numerous in suburbs and city 
parks. This is important to know only insofar as I later 
tried to understand what was happening when, as I 
was driving one afternoon, I came upon two smallish 
birds in the center of a rustic road in the Reserve. One 
bird was prone, obviously hit by a passing car, and 
the other was standing next to it. As I slowed, my car 
clearly in sight, the bird standing vigil did not leave the 
side of the other until I opened my door and walked 
toward them. I am not a birder and had never before 
seen a cedar waxwing—with its pale-lemon-yellow 
belly, tawny body, black mask, and waxy red tips on 
its wing feathers. I also had never seen a dead bird so 
closely attended by, quite obviously, its mate.

With the mate watching my every move from its 
perch on the telephone wire above, I carried the dead 
bird to the field and placed it in the long grasses sever-
al feet in from the edge of the road. Before I got to my 
car, the mate dove straight down from the telephone 
line to arrive next to—I am going to say it, now—next 
to its beloved. Because not only am I not a birder, I 
am not a scientist, and thus feel no allegiance to a cer-
tain language to describe the fact that for at least six 

If I said I live on ten acres in a nearly 100,000-acre 
area known here as the “Agricultural Reserve,” where 
might you imagine that is? Could such a place be twen-
ty minutes from a movie theater or cafe? Yes, in fact 
the Reserve is essentially just steps beyond the swath 
of Washington, DC’s urban/suburban landscapes. 
Humans in the Reserve are a community of both city 
mice and country mice, so to speak. And I think the 
same can be said for the wild creatures who live in the 
Reserve and who travel the geographic corridors of 
rapidly changing and humanized landscapes, whether 
those corridors are through green forests, alongside 
brown rivers, or above black highways.

The cedar waxwing is such a bird, content to live in 
the orchards of the Reserve or in the nearby suburban 
backyards and parks. As is the merlin who hunts the 

NEVER MORE THAN A CEDAR WAXWING  
By Lisa Courturier
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known to gather around their dead. Might also a ce-
dar waxwing? Given these questions, I fell under the 
spell of empathy and poetry as a means of knowing, 
sin or not that that is, to guide my attempt to under-
stand faithfulness and relationship outside of the hu-
man world.

Never More Than a Cedar Waxwing

My eggs were never more special
than those of a cedar waxwing’s.
And surely hers were more
pale, bluish gray, flecked with black,
and so of course more beautiful
in a nest of woven grasses lined
with rootlets, cotton or yarn
someone tossed away.
Her eggs in her orchard home,
mine alone in my cave.

My love was never more special
than that of a cedar waxwing’s.
Though surely hers was more
necessary, after all, since he flew
with her amid the flocks
to breeding sites through their years,
and helped her build her nests,
and brought her sugary berries.

My loss was never more special
than that of a cedar waxwing’s.
Though surely hers was more
sudden when he flew into a car
and fell where I found him in the road.
She waited beside him in the sun
until I lifted his body to the field,
where for hours she stood by him
in the grasses they’d used to build
their home, resolute in the belief
he would awaken and return to her.

hours—until dark that night, when I could no longer 
witness these two birds—the surviving bird stayed be-
side its fallen friend in the field.

Did I stay there for six straight hours? No. At first I 
stayed for a half hour. Then I drove home. Then I drove 
back out a couple hours later to fetch my child from 
an event. The bird was still hopping around beside its 
dead companion. Then I drove home again. Bird was 
still there. I fed my horses and cleaned the barn. As 
dusk approached, I left again, for what I cannot now 
remember, but, still, the bird was there. I knew then, 
as I saw him/her fluttering in the grass, standing and 
waiting by the dead body, that this was the last time 
I would witness in this particular bird…what? Devo-
tion? Sadness? Loss? Surely the night’s foxes would 
make a meal of the body hidden in the grass.

Where does the merlin come in? I did not see a 
merlin that day, but I’ve noticed them along that very 
same road. Small kings they are, waiting in the thrones 
of their trees above fields for, perhaps, cedar waxwings 
to fly by. Was the mate attempting to wake up its part-
ner to save it from a merlin? How do we explain, if we 
need to, what happened that afternoon? What com-
pels an investigation into emotion vs. instinct? Many 
corvids—crows, scrub jays, magpies, and ravens—are 
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Lisa Courturier is the author of The Hopes of Snakes (Beacon) and 

Animals/Bodies (Finishing Line). A 2012 Pushcart Prize winner in the 

essay category, she is a notable essayist in Best American Essays, 

2004, 2006, 2011. Find more at LISACOUTURIER.COM 

Photographs by Lisa Couturier. “Never More Than A Cedar Waxwing” is reprinted from 
her chapbook Animals/Bodies, published by Finishing Line Press, Dec. 2014
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The quote struck me as revelatory and I immedi-
ately wanted to try to apply it to photography. Willis’s 
idea makes sense in the context of street photography 
or portraiture, but I wanted to see if I could apply it to 
what I was working on—photos of herring gulls on the 
Chicago River, and close-up photos of butterflies and 
wasps.

Postman butterfly at the Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum

Eastern cicada killer wasp in the Lurie Garden

This past summer, I made many early morning 
photo trips to Lincoln Park Nature Boardwalk and Lu-
rie Garden. Every morning, when I geared up to ex-
plore, I was overcome with delight and anticipation. 
Hard to express in words, but it came from knowing 
that I had plenty of morning sunlight ahead of me and 

Gulls near the Chicago River

When I was reviewing and selecting my favorite 
city creature photos for this post, my mind kept going 
back to a quotation about people-watching in Found 
magazine’s interview of musician Willis Earl Beal:

When I’m watching people, I feel like I develop 
this powerful, almost God-like understanding 
of them. I can see deep within them. Of course, 
really, they’re becoming an extension of who I 
am. I don’t know what their story is, but imag-
ining their stories is a way of exploring your-
self.

Milkweed bug on butterfly weed in Lincoln Park, July 2014

IMAGINING THEIR STORIES   
By Bill Guerriero
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I’m especially interested in close-up photos of eye-
balls—though I’m not exactly sure why. The eyes of 
insects fascinate me—they’re complex and beautiful. I 
want to make my macro photos look like portraits, so 
I try to get sharp focus on my subject’s eyes. Eyeballs 
are important.

 

Alfred Caldwell Lily Pool, Lincoln Park

Riddle the kitty

“I don’t know what their story is, but imagining 
their stories is a way of exploring yourself.”

I love Beal’s understanding of storytelling. So I 
have to ask: (1) If I take a portrait of a milkweed bug, 

a garden full of beautiful subjects.

Young short-winged katydid in the Lurie Garden

My feelings might sound like those of a bona fide 
tree-hugger, but I haven’t always been interested 
in nature photography. My entry into photograph-
ing nonhuman scenes and subjects came a few years 
ago, when my friend Tom Dyja was putting together 
a wonderful book called The Third Coast: When Chi-
cago Built the American Dream and asked me to get 
a photo of the Alfred Caldwell Lily Pool (also known 
to native Chicagoans as the Rookery) in Lincoln Park. 
It was one of my first professional assignments and 
I wanted to do a great job, so I put a lot of shooting 
hours into it. I would wake up early, bike down to the 
lily pool, gear up and feel that same near-ecstatic feel-
ing. My experiences at the lily pool led me to welcome 
other nature-related assignments and prompted me to 
seek out pathways of my own.

Cabbage butterfly in Andersonville, Chicago
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does the milkweed bug (and the photograph) become 
an extension of me? (2) Do I see myself in this photo 
of an eastern forktail damselfly? (3) Do I feel a con-
nection with a garden full of beautiful and interesting 
subjects? (1) Yes. (2) Maybe just a little bit. (3) Most 
definitely.

Eastern forktail damselfly, Lincoln Park

Bill Guerriero is a photographer based in Chicago, Illinois. His work 

has appeared in The New York Times, Chicago Reader, Encyclopaedia 

Britannica, and the book The Third Coast: When Chicago Built the 

American Dream. Bill’s favorite photographers are Henri Cartier-Bres-

son and William S. Guerriero (his dad).

All photographs by Bill Guerriero.
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grand parks of London, and it was there, somewhere 
in Hampstead Heath, when I sat down and opened up 
my well-used Lonely Planet that I discovered some-
thing that would become the impetus for my walk out 
of Chicago and into its industrial wastelands to reach 
what’s left of the birthplace of the study of ecology—
the marshes and dunes of Indiana.

What did I read in that guide book? Well, what 
I saw was a map, and that map indicated that from 
where I was standing I could walk out of London 
to what is called “The Loop,” which is a circuit trail 
around greater London, and from there to my amaze-
ment I could actually return to several places I’d al-
ready hiked that month, via the UK’s interconnecting 
paths through public and private lands. Two days later, 
back in Chicago, on the beach in Rogers Park, I looked 
out into the Lake at those familiar plumes of smoke 
and steam rising from the strip of land across the wa-
ter, and asked myself, If I can walk out of London to 
almost any of its rocky coasts and wondrous hills and 
dales, why can’t a person walk to a National Park, 
within view no less, that is supposed to celebrate the 
coming together of conservation, recreation, and in-
dustry to prove that all can coexist in America’s well-
planned urban future?

“There is no inner man, man is in the world, 
and only in the world does he know himself.” 
—Maurice Merleau-Ponty

Four years ago this August I left my apartment in 
Rogers Park, Chicago’s northern most neighborhood, 
and walked all day long for two days, some 63 miles, 
hugging the shore as closely as was legal, to the Indi-
ana Dunes National Lakeshore. Why would someone 
want to do such a thing? Walk though one of the most 
industrialized, polluted, dangerous, impoverished ar-
eas of North America? Alone?

For ten years I’d been writing about walking in 
hopes of putting together a collection of essays on 
memorable walks I’ve taken over my lifetime. I’d writ-
ten a lot already: hikes on the Appalachian Trail, walks 
in the savannahs of West Africa while in the Peace 
Corps, exotic adventures in Patagonia, South Africa, 
the streets of Paris and New York, hitchhiking along 
the country roads of Ireland, spiritual wanderings in 
the deserts of Arizona and along the windswept beach-
es of the Pacific Coast. I was feeling I had most of the 
main themes covered but I wanted to add one more—a 
classic, a reflection on walking in the UK.

So for a month I walked up and down and across 
the island, following the footsteps of Coleridge and the 
Wordsworths in the Lake District, up into the High-
lands of Robbie Burns, along the coast of Cornwall, and 
out into the moors of Devon, trying to gather as much 
as I could for that last all-important essay that would 
really sell myself as a bona fide worldly hill walker, 
and thus credentialed, sell my collection to a publish-
er. On my last day I took one more walk out into the 

WALKING OUT   
By Michael McColly
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where in North America, and then of course along the 
steel industry’s most productive 30 miles in the world, 
and at its center “The City of the Future” Gary, where 
film crews came from the History Channel to get im-
ages for its documentary on what the world will look 
like in the future without people. (They also filmed in 
Chernobyl.) And then I still had 20 more miles after 
that.

I didn’t have to go on Google Maps and type in 
the Indiana Dunes and see where the little “walking 
man” icon would go, but I did anyway. And for curios-
ity’s sake, I glanced at “street view” and followed some 
unknown driver as he weaved through the potholed, 
desolate roads outside of East Chicago by superfund 
sites and mountains of slag and scrap, only to come 
upon those wild wetlands of cattails that have some-
how managed to survive. But the more I looked, the 
more intrigued I became at how foreign it all seemed 
despite thirty years of driving around or over it, or the 
few times I actually drove through it.

(If I’d spent a bit more time researching, I would 
have found, to my delight, that there is in the works 
something called “The Marquette Plan” that hopes to 
link the Chicago lakefront with a patchwork of trails 
and parks in the cities along Indiana’s shore all the 
way to Michigan—though it is still more “plan” than 
reality. Unfortunately, too, the lakefront vanishes for 

Of course, anyone who has passed through Chi-
cago along I-90 or has the slightest knowledge of the 
history of America’s booming industrialization knows 
why there’s no trail through the cities of Whiting, East 
Chicago, and Gary, or for that matter why the lake-
front stops at Jackson Park on Chicago’s South Side. 
The titans of American Capitalism—Rockefeller, J.P. 
Morgan, Carnegie, McCormick—pretty much made 
sure nobody one hundred years later would be walking 
as freely as the Potawatomi along the shores of Lake 
Michigan hunting for game.

Was I crazy? Yes, and somewhat jetlagged and not 
at all ready to return to my routine of sitting in coffee 
shops writing about how important it is to let your legs 
roam free and feel the world rather than read about it 
or stare at images beaming from space onto a three-
by-five inch screen in one’s hand. Of course, I told no 
one for fear of them talking me out of it.

For years I’d hiked in and around the dunes and in 
the pockets of wetlands and nature preserves through-
out Chicago, always arriving by car or maybe once or 
twice by bike. I knew where I would have to walk—
along the earplugged jogger’s lakefront, through 
struggling South Side neighborhoods, through British 
Petroleum, by coal mountains, under and across and 
next to probably more rail and truck traffic than any-
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Needless to say, my collection of essays got 
scrapped, or I should say they evolved to focus on one 
walk that I shall never forget no matter where I walk 
from here on out.

Here are a few verbal images to inspire your own 
spirit of rebelliousness—facsimiles only, for to really 
see them you have to touch them and allow the earth 
itself to imprint them on your memory.

Standing on an iron bridge over the Calumet Riv-
er and looking up at the monumental Skyway and 
imagining how many hands and arms, backs and 
bodies, built that black rainbow that arches over the 
ships and scrap yards below it.

A squadron of green parrots dividing as they 
made their way around the concrete pillars holding 
up the Indiana Toll Way.

Walking out of a Walgreens in Whiting and look-
ing around the parking lot for my car.

Looking at an abandoned house in Gary and rec-
ognizing it as a carbon copy of the house I grew up in, 
same era, same window frames, same tar shingles, 
same back porch.

A prickly pear cactus growing out from under 
cardboard and roadside trash.

Fingering a pink rock on the beach and realizing 
it had once been a brick but had since been worn into 
a soap-sized stone by the Lake.

In the orange glow over East Chicago, a boy and 
a girl, ride their bikes through a canyon of gas depots 
and flaming pipes and pillars of BP’s refinery

much of it, as the major power brokers aren’t about to 
open their massive landholdings for a few brave bik-
ers and urban walkers. Yet, its future depends on us to 
forge for those who will follow.)

In the spirit of Burnham then, I made no little 
plans, and headed out a few day later. Full of bra-
vado and a backpack full of power bars and a change 
of socks and underwear, I donned my pilgrim’s hat, a 
non-aligned baseball hat, and took off.

For the first twenty miles, I was sure I’d not make 
it, but once I crossed over or rather under the Indiana 
Toll Way and entered Indiana, I felt as if I were on the 
trail of a lifetime.

Two days later, I did arrive at a motel in near pitch 
darkness along US 20 near Cowles Bog, exhausted 
for sure, but absolutely dumbfounded by what I ex-
perienced. How could my perception of a landscape I 
thought I knew be altered so profoundly by walking? It 
was as if I’d seen it all for the first time. Was it because 
I’d seen it from the ground? Was it because I’d experi-
enced it at the pace and the power of my body, not by 
car, not by bike, but step by step, moment by moment, 
sensation by sensation?

We are taught that the story of Chicago and its 
rings of cities and industries is the story of humans, of 
our inventions and brawn, our wealth and power, our 
arts and technologies, but from the ground, hour af-
ter hour, one sees or rather feels that it’s still the land 
shaped by glaciers a mile high, where there are still 
magnificent marshes full of muskrats who have had 
their own say in the matter along with innumerable in-
sects and plants. And then of course there is the Lake, 
that aquatic body visible from the moon, blue to mir-
ror the world above, and with it the winds and waves 
that move the sands of Indiana.
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Photographs by McColly and by Tuong Nguyen.

A train of coal cars, tagged in glyphs of neon 
paint, moving slowly along the horizon to the mills 
beyond the marsh before me.

My hike to Indiana through Chicago affirmed some 
important things for me: by walking, we can learn to 
break through the abstract ways we’ve been taught to 
see and know a place, to trust the language we’ve al-
ways possessed but neglected to use—that of our own 
body’s sensations along with the memories, emotions, 
and imagery that informs us where and who we are. 
Many disturbing sights prompted me to examine why 
it is that we can ignore troubling environmental and 
social conditions that affect the health of the people 
who live in these areas as well as the greater metropo-
lis and the entire Great Lakes region. Walking through 
these areas and cities, seeing them from the ground, 
at the pace of my legs, with my senses and emotions 
on high alert, profoundly altered how I see the city 
and its history. Perhaps walking is not merely a way to 
awaken a deeper sense of place but also the means—
the figurative and literal pathways—to changing those 
places for the better.
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planting flowers around the tree, something skimmed 
my face. Brushing little flecks of wood from my cheek, 
I looked up to see a dozen black ants bustling around 
the entrance to a tree hole, dislodging wood shavings 
as they worked. Though I couldn’t see inside, I knew 
they were excavating the interior to build nesting and 
living chambers. The resulting labyrinth of tunnels 
can weaken even the largest tree trunks. I both admire 
and lament the ants’ capabilities.

Over time, the ants, and severe weather, took their 
toll. Large storms in recent years sent branches as 
thick as my leg plummeting to the ground. After con-
sulting arborists, we decided the tree needed to come 
down before it crushed us or our unsuspecting neigh-
bors.

It was a responsible decision, but a painful one. I 
feel the absence of our backyard community intensely.

Downy woodpecker

I miss the birds that found food and shelter in the 
tree. Nuthatches regularly hopped along branches, 
foraging for insects. Rapid drumming sounds resonat-
ed through the yard, heralding the work of a Downy, 
Hairy, or Red-bellied Woodpecker. Many other spe-
cies of birds used the tree as a stopover, or a seasonal 
way station, including finches, sparrows, warblers, 
blackbirds, and hawks.

When we moved into our house sixteen years ago, 
there were signs that the backyard’s towering silver 
maple was in decline. Little piles of sawdust at the 
base suggested carpenter ants were digging away at it 
from within. I knew that, one day, we’d probably have 
to cut the tree down. That day came on Wednesday, 
May 21st.

The maple was one of the yard’s most attractive 
features and the largest tree in the neighborhood. It 
was a haven, and a hub of activity, for the biodiversity 
attracted to its shade and resources.

The tree’s loss has been harder than I ever imag-
ined. I am grieving, not just for the tree, but for the 
soaring, scurrying, sprouting, and singing it brought 
to our yard.

Carpenter ant. Photograph from www.istock.com

This vitality included the carpenter ants that con-
tributed to its demise; the colony may have contained 
thousands of individuals at its peak. One day, while 

MORE THAN A TREE   
By Francie Muraski-Stotz
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Grey squirrel. Photograph by Gavin Van Horn

Instead of removing the tree to ground level, we 
left about fifteen feet of trunk standing, preserving 
the grey squirrels’ nest hole. Not surprisingly, the 
five squirrels (two adults, three young) fled in panic 
as the chain saw came near. I’ve since seen the squir-
rels in a nearby yard, so I know they’re okay. But they 
haven’t yet returned. Perhaps they, like me, find the 
yard too exposed and unprotected without the shelter-
ing branches.

Since the tree has been gone, birds are also less 
common in our yard, and in the neighborhood as a 
whole, I believe. I haven’t heard a nuthatch’s nasal 
hank—a call I can imagine coming from an appealing 
cartoon character—in many days.

I consider how the loss of one tree has affected the 
network of relationships of our small area, and shud-
der to think of the impact when a large patch of rain-
forest in Indonesia is burned, or a prairie in Illinois is 
paved over for a road. The losses to biodiversity seem 
unimaginable. I wonder why people don’t mourn 
these losses more, myself included. Is it because we 
don’t see them up close? Or are they too overwhelming 
to contemplate for very long? Perhaps we all need to 
fiercely love a tree to know why and how and to whom 
its absence matters.

There were other, less-obvious inhabitants, too. It 
was a bustling high-rise of arthropod diversity, regu-
larly housing beetles and spiders; in 2007, it teemed 
with periodic cicadas.

Cicadas

The tree’s community extended beyond animals. 
Some fallen branch fragments looked like works of 
art, adorned with ruffled lichens and fungi. After rainy 
periods, I watched for mushrooms to surface along the 
tree’s roots.

Perhaps the most painful loss for me was a family 
of grey squirrels. An ample tree hole, at a height and 
angle unreachable to climbing raccoons and cats, pro-
vided them with a safe place to live and raise young. In 
early summer, my husband and I were often charmed 
by the sight of a new generation of squirrels chasing 
one another through the tree’s branches and across 
the roof of our garage.
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But we can. We can understand our impact on nature, 
but we act like ants on autopilot, unthinkingly devour-
ing the environment on which we depend. And so we 
continue to weaken our tree.

I recently visited Google Earth to recall our yard 
as it once was, with the house and garage partially 
cloaked by the tree’s canopy. I think of the solace I 
found, and the wildlife I watched, sitting in dappled 
sunlight under that canopy. The next satellite photo 
taken will show the yard without the tree. Will the yard 
seem barren to an impartial observer? To me it will—
because I know that more than a tree is gone.

I’m determined to change that. I’ve learned first-
hand how important a tiny parcel can be for maintain-
ing local biodiversity, and for maintaining my well-be-
ing, too. Part of my healing will come from the process 
of creating new habitat. The silver maple stump will be 
there as I work.

Francie Muraski-Stotz has a master’s degree in Evolutionary Biology 

from The University of Chicago, and spent sixteen years developing 

exhibitions at The Field Museum. As a freelance writer/developer, she 

has continued translating science for the general public.

Unless otherwise noted, all photographs by Francie Muraski-Stotz.

Intellectually, I’ve understood the importance of 
maintaining habitat for plants and animals in built 
environments. But now I feel it, too. So, I’m trying 
to turn my thoughts forward. My husband and I are 
contemplating what kind of tree we might plant in our 
maple’s place, as well as other things we can do to cre-
ate better native habitat.

Mushrooms

In the meantime, I take comfort knowing that fun-
gi, lichens, and arthropods still call the remaining tree 
stump home. But—please forgive a mammal-centric 
moment—I’m saddened that baby lichens don’t romp, 
at least not like squirrels do. The remaining creatures 
will help the tree complete its life cycle, assisting the 
decay until it is a snag in which more life can shelter. I 
find it elegantly fitting that carpenter ants may aid this 
process as well—they’ve been doing so for years.

The day after the tree was taken down, I saw a lone 
carpenter ant crawling along the stump. It seemed 
lost. Its home, and most of its colony, was gone. I feel 
sad for both of us. The ant can’t comprehend the role 
its species played in the demise of its environment. 
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But this tree, remarkable as it is in its green-leafed 
survival, is not the corner’s main attraction. That 
would be the surprising variety of large birds in the 
air on any given morning, especially in spring. There 
might be noisy Canada geese, several crows, or a cou-
ple of gulls. On a sunny, blustery morning, wind from 
the south, the Sandhill cranes will be heading north in 
what seems to be their favorite flying weather. Anoth-
er day a red-tailed hawk will be circling. One April day, 
sky full of clouds, strong wind from the northeast, I 
saw a great blue heron heading north, angular, tacking 
the gusts, looking like the Platonic form from which 
people first developed the idea of “kite.”

From these sights, anyone should know that the 
Des Plaines River is about a mile or so due west.

On a humid summer day, if you cycle west towards 
the Des Plaines, at some point you’ll notice that the 
smells of exhaust and mown grass and the warm, 
dusty feel of the air change to a cooler, heavier scent—
the green feel of the woods, with deeper, damper notes 
of more heavily oxygenated air and the slowly moving 
river.

Walking through these woods, you’ll recognize 
how the land slopes a little, the soil changes color, 
and the ground gets wetter. Driving, you may not real-
ize the river is there at all. You’ll speed past a blur of 

The southeast corner of Harlem and Washington, 
where I often wait for the bus going north to the school 
where I work, is irrefutably urban. North across Wash-
ington an apartment building edges the sidewalk. 
Across Harlem is a gas station painted with a green 
never seen in nature and fronted with popsicle-shaped 
yews stuck in a bed of white gravel.

The bus stop itself is backed by a black stucco two-
story building, windowless on the Harlem side, for-
merly housing a small formalwear rental operation 
that is now theoretically under renovation. Someone 
may or may not live in the apartment over the store. 
Just south of this building is a small parking lot. Be-
tween building and cars grows an elm, large of trunk, 
lopped where electric wires run, and far enough back 
from the sidewalk that one can stand next to it for a 
little shelter from the wind and road noise. The tree’s 
base, set right into the asphalt, bears a large scar; be-
tween the tree and the building is the detritus that ac-
cumulates in such places—pint vodka bottles, discard-
ed fast food wrappers, and lottery tickets.

HOW TO KNOW WHERE THE RIVER IS   
By Adrian Ayers Fisher
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there are floods and of course we get mad—and spend 
billions of dollars to manage and prevent what is only 
natural. Nature can be a harsh teacher; though, con-
sidering that nature gives us our lives and way of be-
ing, we should make an effort to understand what we 
are taught.

Having grafted human ideas of engineering and 
water use onto a complex natural system that func-
tioned perfectly well in its own right, we are now, belat-
edly, looking at how a nature-based, green infrastruc-
ture approach utilizing features such as rain gardens, 
bioswales, and restored wetlands might work better. 
You could say the river is more natural now than it was 
even twenty years ago. It’s cleaner, and more animal 
species live in its environs. There are fish and frogs, 
beavers, coyotes and passerines—and too many deer. 
Yet the plant community is changing before our eyes: 
always there are more species from other parts of the 
world, species taking advantage of warmer tempera-
tures to move north, and new insects like emerald ash 
borer killing our native trees. We are living in the new 
Pangaea.

Adorned with its archaic green ruff, the Des 
Plaines winds through the street grid like a twisting 
vein of biological complexity interrupting the prod-
uct of human logic. Those who visit often, who quiet 
down, and listen, observe, and learn, will understand 
what it might mean to live as “naturalized citizens,” 
Robin Wall Kimmerer’s term for those whom the land 
has influenced until they become part of that place and 
its natural community. We might then feel we know 
our place and why we must step beyond custodial 
stewardship to the reciprocal caring symbolized by the 
embrace among friends, the respect between student 
and teacher, or love between child and parent. Such 
an attitude, widespread, could help our society adjust 
to the ancient, newly inescapable requirement that we 
live in a way that helps nurture ecological health.

trees, but might miss the road sign bearing the river’s 
name, if there is one. Where is the Des Plaines River? 
I’ve sometimes asked students, who, though spending 
their lives in cars and buildings in the vicinity, couldn’t 
tell me. Where is the river? What is the river? We might 
think it doesn’t matter if we know, we might think we 
are beyond thinking river thoughts. What does it mean 
for a river to be essential to one’s identity?

Each of us has a river within us, some element of 
undisciplined wildness, that has its analogue in the 
landscape. This is not the pathetic fallacy—not map-
ping our emotions onto nature, but rather acknowl-
edging that nature maps itself in us, and the shape it 
takes depends on long exposure to physical surround-
ings. If that landscape is natural, or if we have a natu-
ral landscape to which we can return regularly, we are 
lucky. Such a landscape gives coherence to our inner-
most selves, which otherwise might be shapeless and 
fearsome—more like a monster than “that of god with-
in us,” as the Quakers say, when referring to this inner 
wildness that can guide us. To not have such a place 
in reality means that inner place, that inner tangle of 
complexity, has no way to thrive. To not pay attention 
or to never understand the correlation between hu-
man psyche and living landscape, a person risks be-
coming stunted and sickly—it is a kind of little death.

The Des Plaines is an abused river, an un-natural 
river. Once it was a sluggish, shallow, wandering body 
of water, winding by many paths through prairie and 
savannah. Sometimes in summer it was only five-inch-
es-deep and would dry up during drought. It got chan-
nelized in the nineteenth century during the vast ef-
fort to control the Chicago region’s abundant water, to 
make it go elsewhere in this young, post-glacial land-
scape where water would rather not flow anywhere too 
fast. Today much of the Des Plaines’ water is piped in 
from Lake Michigan, used, and sent down the river 
to the Mississippi. Because we’ve overbuilt, rain has 
nowhere to go except the river, and then, of course, 
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Depending on your personal history and where 
you live, it might not be a river that tells you who you 
are. Your river might be a treeless spot at the foot of 
a mountain, a windblown place in the high plains, or 
a particular rocky beach on a frigid lake. If you have 
been well-imprinted, you will always seek such con-
nections. As English nature writer Richard Mabey 
writes about his process of emerging from deep de-
pression and learning to watch birds again, we must 
remember, always, to “look up and pay attention.” A 
thriving tree at a bleak bus stop, with its understory 
of bittersweet nightshade, lady’s thumb, dandelion, 
and sow thistle; the sight of a great blue heron angling 
north-northwest-northeast against the strict north-
south grain of the streets—such things as these could 
remind you of where you really live, which might not 
be where you think you are.

Adrian Ayers Fisher works as a sustainability coordinator for a com-

munity college. She also writes and gives talks about sustainability 

and reconciliation ecology from a Midwestern point of view. Her home 

is in an inner-ring suburb of Chicago and she blogs at Ecological Gar-

dening: www.ecologicalgardening.net/

Photographs by Adrian Ayers Fisher and Gavin Van Horn.
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The man, the Steve of Steve’s Exotic Pets (or so I 
presumed), promised us that the little bunny now cra-
dled in my arms was a baby girl. (We’d learn he wasn’t 
a few months later when he started ferociously hump-
ing my mother’s favorite throw pillows, among other 
things.) With a quick cash transaction he was mine. 
Mine, mine, mine. The first furry pet this allergy-
prone yet animal-obsessed 10-year-old girl could call 
her own.

Tuxedo lived like a king. We’d read rabbits could 
be litter trained, and after much pleading, my father 
let Tuxedo move inside. He lounged on the sofa. He 
nibbled fresh veggies. He did tricks—jumping over 
assorted objects and rolling over—for us, his adoring 
fans.

He lived fifteen years, almost twice a domestic rab-
bit’s life expectancy.

The rabbits at Sterling College will not see their 
first birthday.

Their lives are lives of purpose: no tablespoon of 
banana for a trick well done, no fancy lace pillows to 
have their way with. They will eventually come to rest 
in a Dutch oven coffin, surrounded by den mates and 
minced aromatics.

I first laid eyes on Sterling College’s rabbit hutch 
during a weeklong writer’s workshop. Our instructor 

The seven young women couldn’t help but cradle 
the shivering beasts to their breasts as they marched 
from hutch to slaughterhouse. The girls were mostly 
early-college aged—suburban raised, free range. En-
rolled in a farm-to-table course at Sterling College, the 
seven had pulled the bunnies from the campus’s rabbit 
hutch. It was the first day of the course, the first time 
soft fur met smooth, twenty-something fingers.

One by one, each girl swaddled the creature in 
her arms. None of them yet mothers, and still all per-
formed this maternal gesture. Seven women cradling 
seven rabbits in solemn procession from hutch to 
slaughterhouse.

As I watch the girls, my own memories come alive. 
I still can recall the certainty I felt, how I knew I’d 
chosen correctly, as they pulled him—black and white 
with antennae-like ears—from the window display. I 
would call him Tuxedo. Once in my arms, I hugged 
him tightly to my yet-to-fill-in chest.

OF BUNNIES AND BABES    
By A.C. Shilton
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someday having a homestead with rabbits and chick-
ens of my own. As I watched these bunnies however, 
I realized back-to-the-land realities would be much 
more complex than I’d previously envisioned.

Sitting on a bench just one hundred yards from 
the rabbit hutch—close enough that we could smell 
the sweet-and-sour scent of manure, but far enough 
to be out of earshot of the bunnies—farm manager 
Patrick Sweatt raved to me about the benefits of rais-
ing rabbits. He told me that rabbits are an ideal entry 
point for homesteading, that their low feeding costs 
and ability to reproduce like, well, rabbits made them 
quite the bargain.

I cannot help but ask him, “What will these rab-
bits’ death be like? How will it happen?”

“You hang the rabbit upside down and brace it 
against a pole or wall,” he says. (Almost immediately, 
I picture this process happening to my poor, beloved 
Tuxedo.) A single, decisive hammer blow, delivered to 
the back of the skull, does the job. The goal is to sever 
the skull from the top of the cervical spine. Once that 
has been achieved, you slit the throat and let the blood 
drain out.

Envisioning Tuxedo bludgeoned and drained, I 
nod my head, trying to maintain my poker face as I 
wonder how we humans can be so cruel.

Of course, as a meat eater I am an accomplice to 
this crime. I am the cowardly getaway driver, want-
ing part of the reward but preferring my hands remain 
free of blood. Unlike Sweatt and the students, as I’m 
not honest enough to hold the living, twitching flesh 
and make it not so. Meat is murder, but it’s one I’m so 
very far removed from. Instead I pull a frozen chicken 
breast—naked and shimmering and unrecognizable as 
anything that ever had a face—from its hygienic plastic 
cocoon.

I wonder if I could do it. If I should do it. If gravity 
can only be understood through heavy experience. I 
try to imagine what the moment is like: the final sec-
ond when you lock eyes with the creature and think 
you see a plea for mercy. You swing the hammer any-
way. The impact comes, bringing with it a jolt of pain, 

asked us to find an object and write about it. For sever-
al hours I strolled the campus, past the vegetable gar-
den, past the pregnant sow, past an inquisitive herd of 
sheep. I found myself returning over and over again 
to the hutch. The creatures’ wiggly noses and kind-
ly eyes transported me back to that first moment of 
holding Tuxedo. I sat watching these campus rabbits, 
soaking myself in memories of days gone by. Weak-
ened by their silly ears and their comical tail tufts, the 
city creature within me was briefly tempted to set the 
whole lot free.

Photograph from www.istock.com

But these rabbits are an important part of the 
school’s curriculum. Located in rural Vermont’s North-
ern Kingdom, Sterling is a tiny work-service-learning 
college that focuses on environmental and sustainabil-
ity issues. Classes include “draft horse management” 
and “introduction to organic agriculture.” Most of the 
food served in the dining hall comes from the school’s 
onsite farm. While at the workshop, it was entirely 
possible that one evening I would walk into the dining 
hall and find these rabbits on the menu. Indeed, my 
first evening on campus I ask Tim Patterson, the col-
lege’s director of admissions, if all livestock is butch-
ered onsite. Without missing a beat, he replies, “Yup, 
you want to try it?”

I support sustainable agriculture. I support re-
sponsibly raised livestock. I like to imagine myself 
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But I am thinking about the rabbits and their 
deaths and everything connected to what is on my 
plate. A lot. My consumption choices are consuming 
me. I want to honor these rabbits. I want to feel the 
weight of my actions and the heaviness of the hammer 
in my hand. I long to cradle that bunny to my bosom, 
to feel the metronome of its heart keeping time against 
mine. To know what life and love and loss feels like. 
And to know that I am responsible. That I am sorry. 
That I am grateful.

A.C. Shilton is an award-winning freelance journalist and editor, whose 

work has appeared in national and regional magazines, newspapers, 

and websites. She is the columnist for Outside Online’s Eat & Drink, 

and a regular contributor to Runner’s World Magazine, and Men’s 

Journal.

Unless otherwise noted, all photographs by A. C. Shilton.

a moment of loss, and an almost erotic feeling of pow-
er. One heart stops, the other quickens.

Photograph from www.istock.com

I am back in the Sterling dining hall, thinking 
about this while poking the food on my plate. I wonder 
if I have the steel of the young women who killed my 
dinner. When I was their age, I was still the owner of a 
very long-in-the-tooth bunny. When I was their age I 
was more idealistic than pragmatic. Perhaps I still am.

When asked about the worst part of a process, the 
gang of seven tells me about a botched strike. One un-
lucky rabbit moved just before impact. She screamed—
a horrifying screech that echoed, eerily close to the 
sound of a woman in distress—as the hammer raised 
again. Collectively, the women’s hearts broke.

A lucky soul, there are few times I’ve known true 
fear, and therefore, few times that I’ve shown true 
bravery. I’m actually not sure if I’m brave. I doubt I 
would have been brave enough for that botched strike.

Maybe I’ve been spoiled by a kept life of super-
market eating. By a mother who wore “teach peace” 
T-shirts; who taught me that hitting was wrong. By a 
culture that believes some lives are worth more than 
others; that some creatures are raised to die. My pen-
chant for selective logic makes it easy to edit the reality 
of how my food appears before me.
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sleep, dragging a leg over the bedsheets with a pacific 
whoosh.

I am here. Right. Here.
Here, above the still, parked cars. Here, above the 

sidewalk painted a muted chartreuse by the humming 
street lamps. Here, above the ivy that fringes the park-
ing garage from which rats emerge to forage. Here, 
with keen, predatory eyes.

I am here. Right. Here.
I hear the distant rumble of a western-bound N-

Judah light rail approaching, and presume the owl 
will take flight when the train clamors underneath us. 
I become even more convinced of the bird’s imminent 
departure when I realize a second N is nearing on the 
eastern-bound track.

I am here. Right. Here.
This, faint but audible, as the apartment building 

trembles and reverberates with the sound of the two 
trains sighing, banging, and grumbling past.

The din of the trains fades. The owl does not call.
My cat, softly purring, performs his ritual arrange-

ment on the bed near my feet, preparing for yet an-
other sleep. On top of the dresser, my wife’s cell phone 
jerks and emits a low buzz, acknowledgement of some-
one, somewhere, sending her a text message.

I am here. Right. Here.

I am here. Right. Here.
Shortly before midnight, a great horned owl an-

nounces its presence at the corner of Carl and Arguello 
Streets. Perched atop my apartment building, ten feet 
above the bed in which I lay sleepless, the bird punctu-
ates the quiet night with its territorial proclamations.

I am here. Right. Here.

I close my eyes and listen for other sounds in be-
tween the owl’s calls. My cat’s untrimmed nails click 
over the hardwood floor as he approaches the bed. 
Blocks away, a car door closes and the alarm arms 
with a beep-boop. My pregnant wife rolls over in her 

CORNER OF CARL AND ARGUELLO     
By Christopher Reiger

REVIEWS &

REFLECTIONS

http://www.humansandnature.org/blog/wp-content/uploads/CarlArguello_SFCA_March2015.jpg


66

MINDING NATURE 8.3

REVIEWS AND REFLECTIONS

The owl, again. Evidently unperturbed.
I draw my body close to my wife’s. Semi-conscious 

of my presence, she produces a contented sigh and ca-
resses my foot with her own.

I am here. Right. Here.
 

Christopher Reiger is a writer, photographer, and artist living in San 

Francisco, California. In 2011, Christopher co-founded BAASICS 

(Bay Area Art and Science Interdisciplinary Collaborative Sessions), a 

non-profit organization dedicated to exploring contemporary topics 

through the juxtaposition of art and science. Christopher is currently 

the organization’s Managing Director.

Photo credits: Jack Wolf, great horned owl, Creative Commons license. Christopher Reiger, 
Carl & Arguello Streets, San Francisco, CA, March 2015.
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A CREATURELY CONVERSATION

The following is a conversation between 
Gavin Van Horn and Dave Aftandilian, 
the co-editors of the newly released City 
Creatures: Animal Encounters in the Chi-
cago Wilderness. Gavin and Dave recently 
sat down to reflect upon the Center for Hu-
mans and Nature’s City Creatures project, 
as well as the larger story of how animals 
connect us to place and peoples; animal 
agency and the numinous; their own es-
says in the City Creatures book; and what 
might come next for both of them.—Ed.

Dave Aftandilian (DA): Gavin, I know that City 
Creatures was one of the first projects you wanted 
to take on when you came on board with the Cen-
ter for Humans and Nature. So what made you 
want to start with that? 

Gavin Van Horn (GVH): A part of my job for 
the Center—when I think about creating a proj-
ect and developing something—is that I always 
start with a question: What are the accessible en-
try points for people to understand themselves as 
in relationship with the natural world? So rather 
than start with a heady ethical concept, I think 
about the ways in which people can begin to con-
ceive of themselves differently, of humanness dif-
ferently, as connected to other forms of life. 

I value nonhuman animals in my own life, and 
the way they’ve helped me expand my own sense of 
self, my own sense of local places, and my under-
standing of the planet generally. So when I think 
about the gateways for experiencing relationships 
with the natural world, it was a bit of a no-brainer 
to begin with all the life that surrounds us in urban 
areas. 

Fortuitously in some ways, there’s been more 
and more energy going into this topic, from books 
to blogs to scientific research, so it really seemed 
to be the right moment for this kind of project as 
well. Why discuss animals apart from the city when 
we’re in the midst so many other forms of life? The 
project was also a way for me to explore the city 

with fresh eyes. I came from an 
academic background where I 
studied and taught about wild-
life, and so after I transitioned 
to a large urban area it made 
sense for me to bring that lens 
here, to Chicago. 

GVH: Dave, I met you at 
the American Academy of Reli-
gion conference, but you come 
from a little bit different back-
ground than me, from the field 
of anthropology. Could you 
maybe talk a little bit about not 
only the lens you bring as an 
anthropologist but also what 
drives your interest in studying 
nonhuman animals and teach-
ing students about human-ani-
mal relationships?

DA: That’s a great question. 
I guess I’ll give you a personal 
and an academic answer to 
that question, because kind of 
like for you, for me, they’re tied 
together. When I was growing 
up, I always felt more comfort-
able with other animals than I 
did with humans. Some of the 
animals I felt connected with 
were companion animals that 
we had in the house—dogs, 
cats, and the other animals 
that I might bring inside for a 
little while. But part of the con-
nection was just from animals I 
saw outside. I grew up in Flor-
ida, so some of those animals 
were ones you might see in any 
suburban areas in the United 
States, but some of them were 
water animals. I always felt 
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closer to these other animals, companion and 
wild; they made me feel more comfortable. And 
just like you, as I’ve grown, animals have always 
been a way for me to get to know a new place and 
to feel connected to it.

I believe the same thing can happen for our 
students. So whenever I teach any of my courses 
on religion and ecology, one of which is “Animals, 
Religion, and Culture,” I have a series of what I 
call “meditation” assignments. These basically get 
the students outdoors and engaging with a place, 
and using senses other than just their eyes. One of 
the things I always ask them to look for and think 
about are other animals, and what it would be like 
to experience that place through those animals’ 
senses. The students love these assignments. 
They’re only graded in so far as whether the stu-
dents gave the assignments a full effort, kind of 
blew them off, or didn’t do them. Their written 
mediation responses are private between them 
and me, so they provide a chance to really explore 
and stretch out a little bit.

GVH: I think that’s really neat. I can see why 
students would be excited. I think there’s some-
thing to that. We have these kinds of experienc-
es and are encouraged to have them as children, 
to play as other animals, and that’s considered a 
healthy part of childhood development. But then 
we’re told at a certain point in life—at least most of 
us are—to “grow up”; that’s not a thing that adults 
are supposed to do, at least not in conventional 
circles. So you’re basically giving your students a 
chance to revisit childhood but as young adults, 
and you’re giving them an opportunity that many 
of us would like to have, or would do naturally, if it 
wasn’t so often scoffed at.

DA: I could head in about fifty directions after 
that comment. I just want to stress briefly that this 
idea of how crucial animals are to the development 
of children, and to connecting them to other be-
ings and to the outdoors—we didn’t make that up. 
Gene Myers has studied this and written about it 

in his book The Significance of 
Children and Other Animals, 
and David Becker has written 
in our book City Creatures 
about conservation psychology 
and the Hamill Family Play 
Zoo at Brookfield Zoo. Brook-
field was one of the founders of 
that field.

But let me talk a bit now 
about religious conceptions 
of animals. If we go back and 
look at the earliest indications 
we have of “religion”—of hu-
mans opening themselves to 
something beyond this pres-
ent world—if you look at the 
drawings on the cave walls of 
the Upper Paleolithic, 30,000 
years ago: What do we mainly 
draw when we think about the 
spiritual? We draw animals; 
they are our first and most 
powerful connection outside 
of ourselves, whether it be to 
an otherworld or to this world, 
and to particular places like 
Chicago, which is what City 
Creatures is about.

Another powerful affirma-
tion is that with Native peoples 
around the world, including 
the ones I have studied from 
North America—indigenous 
peoples, Native peoples, First 
Nations, however they refer 
to themselves—they have al-
ways taught that animals are 
beings, not just things. In Jew-
ish philosopher Martin Buber’s 
terminology, Natives see other 
animals as “Thous” with whom 
we humans can have an “I and 
Thou” relationship, not just an 
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“I-It” relationship. And so it’s important for me—
and I’m not sure this is so much teaching some-
thing to students as it is, as you just discussed, 
helping them remember something they may have 
forgotten—to point out that animals are beings on 
their own, they are agents; they do have their own 
emotions and thoughts and arguably even a sense 
of spirituality. Elephants have been documented 
mourning their dead, and chimpanzees do a spe-
cial dance in the presence of a powerful rainstorm 
or at a waterfall or before a slow-moving brush fire 
that they do nowhere else. And it’s hard to under-
stand such a dance as anything other than an ex-
pression of awe and wonder. So it’s even possible 
that animals have a spiritual sense. Certainly they 
have a moral sense. Marc Bekoff and many others 
have documented that very powerfully, and not 
just in primates, but in dogs and coyotes.

GVH: That’s something that we shouldn’t be 
surprised to find, either—given that our social be-
haviors evolved in particular contexts—that we 
are connected to other animals in this way. One of 
the things that makes me happy is when I’ve seen 
you stop someone who suggests that humans are 
“uniquely unique,” as David Abram has put it, that 
we are somehow more special than other animals. 
So many of the definitions of being human—and 
you are probably more aware of this than most 
because of your anthropological background—are 
founded on claims about what separates us from 
other species. But one by one those supposed hu-
man uniquenesses, whether it’s language or tool 
use or something else, have been shown to be per-
meable categories and that other animals share 
these behaviors and capabilities as well. Not ex-
actly in the same way, of course, but in ways that 
are nevertheless affirming of our continuities with 
other species.

DA: I think that’s absolutely right. Every 
boundary that we have drawn between ourselves 
and other animals has eventually been called into 
question—and the “we” here would be Western 

sciences in particular, which 
have had a particular intel-
lectual trajectory, since Native 
peoples have not gone this di-
rection and have not tried as 
much to separate themselves 
from other animals. 

Even if you look at Gen-
esis in the Hebrew Bible, and 
the idea that humans alone 
are created in God’s image, 
fine, but what does that really 
mean? And then we can look 
at Genesis 1.28, where we are 
given “dominion” over every 
other being in the world. Well 
does that mean that we can do 
whatever we want with them, 
or that we have a unique re-
sponsibility to care for them? 
That latter interpretation is the 
way theologian Andrew Linzey 
has read it, that we are the ser-
vant species; we alone can take 
care of every other being on 
the planet in God’s stead, and 
that’s our job here, as human 
beings. At least that’s Linzey’s 
reading of the meaning of that 
passage in Genesis.

I mention this partly be-
cause one of the subjects I 
teach is animals and religion, 
but also because you asked 
what connects with students, 
and part of it is just that in-
nate connection to other ani-
mals as our fellow travelers 
in the adventure of life. That 
grabs them. But also, many of 
my students are Christian. I 
teach at a school called Texas 
Christian University, and even 
though we’re not a religious 
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school—we like to say it’s a small “c”—many of our 
students are Christian, and one of the things we 
really struggle with in religious studies is: How do 
we deal with the fact that our students are young 
women and men who are developing their person-
al spirituality as well as their intellectual prowess 
in college? Often we just ignore it, and we assume 
that’s something they will go off and do on their 
own outside of class, and we just don’t go there. 
But I think it’s important to give students a chance 
to explore their spirituality through relationships 
with other animals. Earlier you mentioned that 
word “relationship” as key to the City Creatures 
project. To me, it also ought to be key to the way 
we teach about human-nature interactions, and if 
we ask people to care about nature, they have to 
be connected to it; and to be connected to nature, 
they have to understand they have a relationship 
with nature, and that it’s a two-way relationship, 
and so spiritual understanding is one way to get 
there. So that’s another thing that I think is im-
portant.

DA: Let me get back to the City Creatures proj-
ect. We both talked about relationships. One of the 
things I think is unique about the City Creatures 
book that’s different from a lot of other edited vol-
umes are the relationships that were developed 
among the contributors. I wonder if you could tell 
us a bit about that process.

GVH: Sure. This is one of the joys of my job. 
One of the things that our founder Strachan Don-
nelley used to do was gather people together to have 
intellectual and philosophical discussions, which 
were sometimes literally round table discussions. 
So one of the things my job affords me the oppor-
tunity to do is not only to choose a project that I 
think is worth studying and writing about, but it 
allows me to involve other people in that project 
and it gives me the resources to do that. I think 
our initial in-person meeting in the Indiana Dunes 
was only 15-20 people who we thought would 
make wonderful contributions. Of course the proj-

ect has since become much 
larger. But we knew we could 
let it snowball and fill the gaps 
and eventually have something 
really special. There’s been a 
pebble in the pond effect. For 
example, we only had a couple 
of artists involved initially, but 
once we started making further 
contacts with the help of Lisa 
Roberts who became our assis-
tant art editor, it soon became 
apparent that the art in the 
book was just as important a 
form of storytelling as the writ-
ten narratives.

DA: I think that’s absolute-
ly right. One of the things we 
talk about in the introduction 
to the book is that we wanted 
to use various kinds of story-
telling to reach people in a dif-
ferent way. That’s one thing 
that I am particularly excited 
about for this project. Art is a 
means to provoke, and poetry, 
too. Poetry, for me, gets at the 
numinous, the mysterious, that 
deep connection we share with 
animals that we almost can’t 
put into words. It’s been excit-
ing to have a poetry editor, Jim 
Ballowe, involved as well. All of 
this has helped us show there 
are many ways to express and 
reflect upon our relationships 
with animals.

GVH: I like what you said 
about poetry. That was one of 
the pleasant surprises of put-
ting the book together. The 
ways of discussing animals are 
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as varied as the animals themselves, as varied as 
the human experience. Poetry allows a certain 
space, a kind of breathing room. Sometimes when 
we have too many words to use, we can constrict 
the meanings that are there. Poetry invites the 
reader into a deeper experience.

DA: I really think of poetry as a kind of con-
templative practice. 

GVH: One of the things that I remember you 
repeatedly saying throughout this process, not 
only to me, but also as encouragement to other au-
thors, is that animals have agency, and that there 
is a distinction between real and symbolic animals 
in the ways that they figure into narratives. So I 
wonder if you could say a few words about that 
and why you feel this deserves emphasis.

DA: I mentioned earlier that Western science 
has a tendency to break things apart into their 
constituent pieces, and then analyze each of them 
in isolation. Furthermore, it tends to render liv-
ing beings into data points, into a kind of object 
that occupies a scientific space, rather than a liv-
ing being who shares an actual space with us. It’s 
much easier to abuse someone when you don’t 
view them as a “person”; when you don’t view 
them as equal to yourself. I’m sure readers can 
think of many examples in human history (includ-
ing recent U.S. history) of this very process. And 
animals occupy that same space. If we viewed all 
animals as thinking, feeling beings with whom we 
share a person-to-person relationship, which is 
how Native peoples see them, as having subjectiv-
ity and agency, I don’t think there’s any way we 
could do what we do to animals in industrial ag-
riculture. We wouldn’t confine a laying hen to a 
small “battery cage” where no hen can even open 
her wings without every other hen in that cage suf-
fering. We just wouldn’t do it, there’s no way. So 
if we care about the welfare of other animals, and 
about making space for them amongst us, even in 
our cities, then it really helps to think of them not 

as things but as persons, as be-
ings, as Thous rather than Its 
in relationship with us.

I realize I’m sort of ham-
mering on science here and I 
don’t want science to bear all 
the blame.

GVH: And we should also 
say for the record that we have 
many scientists who wrote es-
says for the City Creatures 
book.

DA: That’s right, absolute-
ly. It’s a question of how you 
do things. There are many sci-
entists that do not fall into that 
overly reductionist category 
that I just mentioned, and, in 
fact, scientists in the field of 
cognitive ethology, which lit-
erally means the science of 
animal thinking, they’re some 
of the ones who have busted 
apart some of the so-called 
separations between humans 
and other animals that we have 
been discussing.

But I do want to say too that 
the ways we depict animals in 
our artworks and in our stories 
and in our religions—these also 
affect the ways we view real 
animals. If you think about the 
Judeo-Christian tradition, on 
the one hand, in Genesis, all 
of the other animals are com-
panions for Adam. God makes 
them with the hope that Adam 
won’t be so lonely, and Adam 
gets to name them all. And 
then on the other hand there’s 
that pesky snake that sneaks 
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into the Garden and tricks Eve and is all bad.
There’s a reason, then, why many people who 

view themselves as Jewish or Christian often have 
kind of a dim view of snakes. That distaste for 
snakes, which started with the symbolic snake in 
the Garden of Eden, then turns out to have seri-
ous consequences for the lives of real snakes, like 
the Massassauga rattlesnake that Stephan Swan-
son writes about in our City Creatures book. Mas-
sassaugas are critically endangered, and they be-
came endangered partly because people see them 
through this negative symbolic lens.

So when the Animals and Religion Group that 
I used to co-chair in the American Academy of Re-
ligion puts together panels of professors who are 
going to be speaking about their particular topic 
at the conference, we always ask them to consider 
the impacts of what they’re studying for real ani-
mals. You can study donkeys as symbols in the Old 
Testament, for example, but we always want pre-
senters to think about how those symbolic uses af-
fect perceptions of donkeys in the real world. This 
helps keep our focus where it ought to be: on real 
animals.

DA: I have another question for you. City 
Creatures is bigger than just the book; for exam-
ple, there’s the very active blog on the Center for 
Humans and Nature website. What does the blog 
do that the book can’t?

GVH: I was excited about the possible experi-
mentation that a blog provides. Very quickly it be-
came apparent that the blog could reach a large 
audience, and an audience that a book might not 
reach. Another factor was that we knew we would 
have to wait a long time for the book to come out, 
but with the blog there’s an immediacy to it that a 
book can’t capture: current animal news, hot top-
ics—there’s a timing to a blog that makes it an at-
tractive way to talk about recent encounters in an 
urban context. There are some people who keep 
personal blog sites about urban animals, and there 
is The Nature of Cities blog, but there was a niche 

for the City Creatures blog that 
I think worked well for putting 
these stories out into the world. 
It’s been a really beautiful way 
to connect to and meet writers, 
poets, artists, and photogra-
phers from around the world. 
For the book, we wanted to fo-
cus on a sense of place and so 
the larger Chicago region was 
our place, but blog pieces can 
come from any city, Mumbai, 
Berlin, Los Angeles, or wher-
ever. 

DA: It’s too abstract to fo-
cus on human-nature relation-
ships everywhere; this is why 
we focused on Chicago in City 
Creatures. You mention that 
the blog reaches a lot farther 
than that. What do you think 
the book has to offer people 
from other cities or suburbs?

GVH: From the beginning, 
we knew we wanted to ground 
this book in a place, but we 
also know that urban areas 
around the world often share 
similar species—urban adapt-
ers, squirrels, rabbits, and now 
even mesocarnivores like coy-
otes—so we knew there would 
also be shared experiences in 
other cities that would make 
our Chicagoland book relevant 
to other places. Moreover, peo-
ple are going to recognize their 
own experiences with other 
animals in our authors’ essays, 
because there are parallel ex-
periences in all urban areas, no 
matter what country you live 
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in. Would you add anything to that?

DA: Well, I think we’re, in a sense, inviting 
people and offering them a method of getting to 
know their city—whatever that city is—in a very 
different way by focusing on the other animals 
with whom they share it. Those animals are going 
to open them to experiences in the city that they 
never would have had before. I think of Andrew 
Yang, a contributor to our book, who teaches at 
the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, and goes 
on urban insect expeditions with his students. Ob-
viously you can do that in any city. I realize that 
maybe some people are going to be creeped out 
by that, you know “creepy-crawlies,” but there’s a 
lot of beautiful insects, too, some of which are fea-
tured in photographs in the book.

GVH: Or once you learn what insects are do-
ing, the essential ecological roles they play as pol-
linators, the way they churn the soil—all the dif-
ferent functions they have can take you beyond 
aesthetic appeal to another level of apperception.

DA: It can also be a way to think about the cul-
tures of other people whom we live with in the city. 
There’s a large Mexican-American population in 
Chicago. But we may not realize that many of them 
identify with monarch butterflies, who make that 
migratory journey between the U.S. and Mexico 
every year. One of our artists in the book, Hector 
Duarte, very consciously pairs the migrant experi-
ence of those butterflies with the migrant experi-
ence of Mexican-Americans living in Chicago.

GVH: Speaking of forms of migration, al-
though it was against their will, your essay in City 
Creatures is about monk parakeets in Hyde Park, 
who have become naturalized there. Could you 
maybe say a little bit about this essay, and why you 
wanted to write it?

DA: Kind of like you, I had never lived in a big 
city before I came to Chicago. I came to Chicago for 

grad school, and in fact, before 
that, I was at Cornell for my 
undergraduate years. As folks 
may know, Cornell is in upstate 
New York, in the middle of no-
where—it’s in the Finger Lakes, 
which are beautiful, have great 
hiking, some good wineries if 
you’re inclined in that direc-
tion. But you know, very iso-
lated. So basically, at Cornell I 
would hike, and I would study.

So I got to Chicago and I 
had never lived in a big city. 
I felt totally like a fish out of 
water. Plus there was also the 
climate. I got used to snow at 
Cornell; I grew up in Florida, 
so I hadn’t even seen snow as a 
kid. But the wind in Chicago in 
the winter is just brutal; some 
people call it “The Hawk.” So 
the winters in particular for 
me, I was living in Hyde Park 
and going to school at the Uni-
versity of Chicago, they were 
just tough. It’s gray for weeks 
on end. Plus, Hyde Park back 
when I was living there—it’s 
been getting better now, but 
at that time if you were com-
ing back late from the library 
or from a friend’s apartment 
there was a certain amount of 
fear walking through the neigh-
borhood. So I just was having 
a lot of trouble connecting to 
that place and feeling part of it. 
And of course as a grad student 
you’re also trying to find your 
way in the academic world, so 
there’s also a sense of, Where 
is my place, intellectually?, as 
well. So all of this was going on 
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in my head.
I remember one winter day I was trudging 

from one place to another with my head down, 
and all of a sudden I heard these raucous squawks. 
And I was just like, what the heck, you know? So I 
look up, and I see this flash of green. And I think, 
OK, I must have made that up. But no, in fact, 
there were more, because it was a flock of bright 
green birds. As you said earlier, they were monk 
parakeets. These are birds that were imported for 
the pet trade in the 1960s and 1970s, and they had 
been taken from the wild in South America. This 
is no longer legal, and all of the monk parakeets 
that are sold today have been raised in captivity. 
But at the time, these were wild animals, and so, 
you know, who knows where the monk parakeets 
in Hyde Park first came from—maybe there were 
some students who had them and graduated and 
let them loose; there’s a story that maybe a ship-
ment got dropped somehow at O’Hare and the 
birds just got out of their packing crates. But they 
naturalized to the Chicago region.

One of the things I like about their story is that 
the parakeets would not make it through the win-
ter in Chicago without backyard bird feeders. So 
there’s this sense that in a way we do create a wel-
coming habitat for certain species of animals in 
the city, in a certain way. Normally we think about 
all the habitat we destroy, and yes, on balance, we 
probably destroy much more habitat than we cre-
ate. But still, for the Hyde Park parakeets, people 
were a pretty good thing; we set up backyard bird 
feeders for them, so the parakeets could make it 
through the winter.

And they started to have babies, so there’s ac-
tually a fairly large population of monk parakeets 
in Hyde Park. Their range has actually been shift-
ing a little bit out of Hyde Park in recent years, as 
I explain in my essay. But still, there are plenty of 
monk parakeets in Hyde Park.

I am not the only one who feels out of place 
in Chicago. You mentioned migration earlier, and 
any immigrant to a city can identify with a bird 
like the monk parakeet. And the birds are not like 

zebra mussels that make their 
way into our waterways and 
just make themselves at home. 
We forcibly kidnapped these 
monk parakeets from their 
homes and brought them to 
the city. There are people who 
complain about them: they’re 
noisy, and if you happen to live 
near one of their nests there’s 
a whole bunch of droppings. 
If you’re the power company, 
like ComEd or whoever, the 
parakeets build their nests up 
on top of power poles, and the 
nests sometimes catch on fire 
from the electricity running 
through them, so the power 
companies are not too keen on 
that.

But they’re outcasts, they’re 
outsiders. And Harold Wash-
ington—maybe he was the only 
African American mayor Chi-
cago has ever had; certainly 
he was the first—he identified 
with the monk parakeets. He 
lived in Hyde Park, near what 
has become named Washing-
ton Park in his honor, that was 
right outside his apartment 
window, and the parakeets 
lived there, that was one of 
their original nesting sites. He 
was even a little superstitious 
about them; as long as the par-
akeets were OK, he thought he 
was going to be OK.

I like the parakeets too 
because there are monk para-
keets throughout the United 
States. There’s a large colony 
in Brooklyn, and if you think 
about Brooklynites and Hyde 

THE 
LAST WORD



THE LAST WORD   75

MINDING NATURE 8.3

GAVIN VAN HORN AND DAVE AFTANDILIAN

Parkers, there are some similarities there. So these 
birds have been kind of fortunate in their choice of 
locales. 

Anyway I just love the monk parakeets. I love 
their story. We often have a particular view of in-
vasive species, and even that word “invasive” car-
ries a connotation that they are evil, bad things 
that are outcompeting other birds. Well monk 
parakeets don’t do that; they build their own 
nests, they don’t steal nests or nesting sites from 
other birds. One of the people that I write about 
has theorized that maybe they are filling a niche 
that was left vacant by our destruction of the Caro-
lina parakeet.

GVH: That’s really interesting. That’s a perfect 
example of the way in which you came to identify 
with these birds, and they made the city a more 
comfortable place for you, made you feel more at 
home, and eased your transition. At the same time, 
here you’ve just told me all these facts about monk 
parakeets that you’ve learned, not only about the 
birds themselves but about the way they fit into 
the larger urban environment. So I think you just 
did a wonderful job of showing the ways that other 
species can be portals for us to understand the city 
as a lifeworld. 

DA: While we’re on the topic of our own essays, 
we close out the volume with your essay. I partic-
ularly like it because it starts getting us thinking 
about some policy decisions related to other ani-
mals and how we could provide habitat for them if 
we chose to do so. You write about wolves and buf-
falo, and those two animals have been connected 
for a long time, both significant animals for Native 
peoples of the plains and elsewhere. So, I want to 
ask about wolves because I know your dissertation 
research was about attitudes toward the reintro-
duction of Mexican wolves in the Southwest. So, 
why wolves, and why study human-wolf interac-
tions, and what are some of the policy implications 
of thinking about wolves and buffalo and making a 
place for them in Chicagoland?

GVH: Wow. There’s a lot 
there. Well, first of all, I was 
drawn to wolves because I was 
in a religion and nature pro-
gram and we studied peoples’ 
values, ethics, and beliefs and 
what shapes those values. So, 
the more controversial a spe-
cies, the more clear those lines 
of value. Whether people think 
a species is part of their com-
munity or not, for example, 
tells us a lot about what people 
think and oftentimes informs 
how they treat the land. Wolves 
in the Southwest were recently 
reintroduced (in 1998) and are 
tremendously controversial 
because wolves often serve as 
surrogates for other political 
and value fault lines.

The second reason: wolves 
are fascinating because they 
occupy liminal space in many 
people’s minds. What I mean 
is that a person can have an ex-
treme hatred of wolves and yet 
have three pet dogs, and dogs 
of course are domesticated ver-
sion of wolves—very different 
behaviorally because of that 
domestication, but neverthe-
less. So there’s this very inter-
esting line between the wild 
and the domestic, and the way 
that wolves violate a sense of 
what belongs where, and what 
is within our control and what 
is not within our control. 

The last reason they are 
interesting is that large carni-
vores—like bears, like wolves, 
like mountain lions—challenge 
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us in a way that other animals don’t. What I mean 
by that is that you don’t have to have a particular 
opinion on a blue jay—you might like them, you 
might not, but they don’t pose any threat. A lot of 
animals don’t challenge us to change our behav-
iors. But if we’re going to exist in the same land-
scape with wolves, and mountain lions, and bears, 
we have to think about how to adapt to their pres-
ence. To me, that’s an exciting thing because, go-
ing back to our conversation about other animals, 
you can’t ignore the agency of wolves. You can try 
to snuff that agency out or you learn how to live 
with it, and that requires something of us. And 
that’s interesting to me on an ethical, spiritual, 
and religious level—how we adapt and change our 
stories, and if that’s possible, so that other animals 
can coexist with us.

DA: What are some of the policies we could 
adopt if we wanted to coexist with apex predators 
like wolves?

GVH: Well, the first thing I should say is that 
although there are wolves in certain parts of the 
world that exist around or near cities, wolves are 
not going to be happy in cities. So this is really a 
challenge that requires us to look at the city as 
connected to the larger landscape. 

So, to use one simple example, in terms of 
policy, you have to talk about infrastructure and 
the way that the automobile has been ascendant in 
the United States for the last one hundred years. 
Our landscapes are a spider web of pavement, 
and there are vehicles moving very quickly across 
that pavement, which makes them death-traps for 
many species, not just large carnivores. But large 
carnivores like wolves or, for that matter, large 
herbivores like bison, need a lot of space, need 
a lot of habitat to find their food, to disperse, to 
migrate. To do that, they must have the ability to 
get across roads or over or under them. Assuming 
cars aren’t going away anytime soon—although, 
who knows, fingers crossed—then if we’re think-
ing about and through the eyes of other species, as 

you talked about earlier in the 
context of your students, then 
we need to think about how we 
construct our landscapes in a 
way that is amenable to other 
animals’ movements and to 
their survival, ultimately. 

There is a scientist, Michael 
Rosenzweig, who has written a 
book on what he calls restora-
tion ecology, which is exactly 
what I’m speaking about here: 
thinking about our cities and 
landscapes as habitat for other 
species, and then creating, ei-
ther on preexisting infrastruc-
ture, or if something new must 
be built then creating with the 
needs of other species in mind. 
I see that as a very hopeful con-
cept to pursue.

DA: I do, too. This is anoth-
er way this book reaches out to 
other urban areas. Depending 
on where you are in the U.S., 
you’re going to have these same 
questions. For instance, in 
south Florida, there are Florida 
panthers and roads. And to use 
another animal as an example, 
gopher tortoises: How do you 
get them under a road safely? 
There’s a large field of urban 
wildlife management and ecol-
ogy that’s been growing, and 
there are ways we can do it; 
it’s been tried and there’s been 
some success. 

GVH: On a much smaller 
scale, too. One of the sections 
of our book is called “Backyard 
Diversity” and now there are 
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backyard wildlife habitat certifications that people 
can get by planting certain native plants that at-
tract bees and butterflies, certain native species of 
birds as well as birds that are migrating through 
the city. So it depends what scale you are talking 
about, but there are things that are very much 
within the power of any of us to do to change and 
to think about the spaces in which we live as space 
for others as well.

GVH: Okay, a question for you. You’ve men-
tioned religion and animals—in part because of 
where you teach and what you study—a few times 
today. What else might you want to say about the 
ethical and spiritual importance of animals in the 
city?

DA: It never ends. One thing is, when you’re 
in the city, it’s very easy to get a sense of isola-
tion; isolation from nature or from the spiritual. 
I mean, if you’re out hiking among the redwoods 
in California, it’s kind of hard not to think about 
the spiritual. It’s like when you’re in one of the 
great houses of worship somewhere in the world, 
it doesn’t matter where or what religion it is, you 
have this sense of space and the numinous, the 
kind of unseen glow that suffuses such areas. It’s 
a little harder to get that when you’re walking to 
work in the city or suburbs; and if you’re driving, 
it might be even harder.

But animals can take us out of ourselves, and 
can alert us to the presence of other beings, and 
things even beyond beings. So when I walk to 
campus from my house in Fort Worth, I’m always 
watching and listening for other animals. For ex-
ample, there’s this pack of crows—they’re a mob, 
and they literally are a mob, I think—and they just 
kind of hang out in the neighborhood. Sometimes 
they show up and sometimes they don’t for a while; 
they clearly have their own agenda. But when they 
appear, all of a sudden I’m not focusing on trudg-
ing to work, thinking about whatever I have to 
teach that day. Instead I’m drawn out of myself to 
think about others, and you can put a capital on 

that Other if you like. So I think 
that animals can do that for all 
of us.

We have a really great es-
say in the book by Lea Sch-
weitz about an opossum that 
opens the eyes of this theol-
ogy teacher and her son to the 
spiritual that may not always 
be pretty. But fear is another 
aspect of spirituality, and I 
think we kind of ignore it at 
our own peril. We often want 
to focus on these positive emo-
tions, and humans are driven 
partly by love and happiness 
and so forth. But we’re partly 
driven also by what we fear. 
And if we think about that, if 
we probe that just a little bit: 
Why is it frightening to see an 
opossum at night? Well, they 
look kind of ghostly; they’ve 
got that weird tail and they’re 
just unexpected; and they’ve 
got that white little face, you 
know. And if you think about 
it, it’s partly that they’re differ-
ent that makes us fear them. 
If you think about contempo-
rary events, people of different 
faiths may be frightening to us 
at first, simply because of their 
difference. But when you get to 
know them as a person, all of 
a sudden you start to see a lot 
more connections than you do 
differences. I feel that animals 
can help us start that kind of 
interfaith dialogue, even if we 
don’t think that they necessar-
ily have any spirituality them-
selves, though I’ve argued that 
they might.
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GVH: That’s really interesting. I’d never 
thought of it in quite that way before.

DA: The other thing too is that regardless of 
whether you are a person of faith or not, you have 
an ethical system that guides your actions. Part-
ly it was whatever your parents taught you when 
you were growing up. Maybe you learned part of 
it in school, and part of it from the people you’ve 
met over the course of your life. But animals chal-
lenge our ethics. If we make decisions when we’re 
thinking just about today, there’s obvious prob-
lems with that in the human world, and that’s why 
members of the Iroquois confederacy have tried 
to think seven generations into the future. Those 
future humans were seen as part of their commu-
nity. Well, who is part of our community in the 
city? Is it just humans? Or does it include other 
animals as well? And if we then make decisions 
about how we build things, which is what you were 
just talking about, keeping other animals in mind 
as part of our community, then that really changes 
who we see as part of our community and worthy 
of care. Animals alert us to all of that stuff.

GVH: They do. I very much appreciate what 
you’re saying about urban areas bringing us into 
contact with a diversity of people in a way that 
could potentially break down some of our own 
biases and prejudices with other species as well. 
This is not entirely a new phenomenon, but more 
people live in cities today than ever before, and so 
if directed in the right way that could serve as a 
way to break through some of our own anthropo-
centrism.

DA: Yes. Absolutely. I had one other question 
here. I guess it has to do with where do we go from 
here. This project has gotten me re-inspired in 
terms of researching and teaching about animals 
and it’s led me in new directions. One of the things 
you have done for a while is keep a nature journal. 
I know that as you’ve worked on the City Creatures 

project, you’ve written nonfic-
tion nature essays and have 
been getting those published. 
I’m curious about what role 
this journaling played in the 
first place and where it might 
take you after City Creatures.

GVH: I would like to pull 
together some of these pieces 
and shape it into a book of es-
says, which will be focused on 
urban rewildings. Provision-
ally the title is The Channel 
Coyotes and Other Urban Re-
wildings. So, I’m looking for-
ward to pulling that together 
as a book about my own per-
sonal explorations of learning 
what a city is and what it can 
be through the lives of other 
animals. You asked about jour-
naling and that’s always been 
important to me, how ideas 
often begin: as a small seed, or 
one line even, or a quick poem 
jotted down, or just an obser-
vation of a bird I haven’t seen 
before, or a blooming plant 
that is completely unknown to 
me that causes me to go back 
and look it up and find out why 
it’s there and how it got there. 
But it’s especially important as 
a writing tool, I think, to carry 
something around that you can 
jot down a thought or idea on. 

One other thing that I want 
to mention is a way the City 
Creatures project as a whole 
could expand even further. 
We are currently discussing 
the idea at the Center of doing 
something online for mapping 
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people’s encounters with urban wildlife. Not just 
that they had the encounter but a kind of “story-
map” from around and beyond the city that would 
give some really interesting points of reference for 
visualizing all the spaces that people are having 
these experiences of urban wildlife. It would really 
be a larger public project. We’ll see if that comes 
about. 

GVH: What about you, Dave, what other proj-
ects do you have in the works?

DA: I’ve got a number of things. We’ve started 
a contemplative studies initiative here at TCU. You 
know, I wasn’t sure exactly how I was going to fit 
into that but I’ve been using those contemplative 
meditations in class that I described earlier. I’m 
working right now on a paper about the very pow-
erful ways to connect to nature and other animals 
when you close your eyes and listen. Basically a 
pedagogical technique that other people can take 
and run with in their own classes. 

Another project I’m working on is kind of 
along similar lines: looking at the ways animals 
can help people connect to place. I have a small 
research grant from TCU to start a project on the 
spirituality of animal rescue. One thing we often 
don’t realize is that when you care about animals 
so deeply that you spend every waking moment 
putting their care above your own, which is what 
animal rescuers do whether they’re working with 
cats or dogs or birds or other wildlife, these are 
people who have a tremendously large heart for 
other beings, and among the rescuers that I’ve 
spoken to, spirituality plays a very large part in 
that process—the feeling of spiritual connection 
to other animals, the spiritual responsibility to 
care for them, even thinking about what happens 
to animals after death (Do they have a soul? Do 
they go to heaven? Will we ever see them again?). 
I think there’s a lot to this. This is going to be an 
ethnographic project. I’ll be talking to folks about 
their rescue work, what inspires them, and how 
it’s changed their thinking about religion, if it has.

GVH: Exciting stuff. You 
know, we often think of a book 
as a kind of end point, but, re-
ally, it might just be the begin-
ning for many other things.

DA: Absolutely. 

GVH: We should probably 
end with a howl? 
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We usually think of cities as the domain of hu-
mans—but we are just one of thousands of spe-

cies that call the urban landscape home. City Creatures 
introduces readers to an astonishing diversity of urban 
wildlife with a unique and accessible mix of essays, po-
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“City Creatures exuberantly spans subjects from the 
spiritual benefits and moral issues around keeping 
chickens in the backyard to the unsung contributions of 
soil mites. We learn about orchid sex and the resurrec-
tion of frozen frogs. A scientist gives us a glimpse into 
the secret lives of urban coyotes. There’s a step-by-step 
description of taxidermy. We are treated to charming 
accounts of meetings with owls, parrots, skunks, snakes 
and other animal neighbors, and a haunting glimpse 
of herons on the concrete-lined banks of a polluted 
stream. The book is about the wildlife of Chicago, but 

the subjects extend well beyond.”
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“Nature in Chicago is everywhere and for everyone. 
Read this book for its symphony of voices.”
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