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Dedicated to my grandchildren
and the planet they will inherit

Thousands of tired, nerve-shaken, over-civilized people are beginning
to find out that going to the mountains is going home; that wildness is a
necessity; and that mountain parks and reservations are useful not only as
fountains of timber and irrigating rivers, but as fountains of life.
- John Muir

John Muir

Update: Across America, people are challenging our racist history with renewed
vigor. Some call it “cancelling culture.” I call it “redeeming culture.” Just after I
submitted this book for a proof, I learned new information about John Muir and
his racist attitudes. The Sierra Club has brought these issues to light and I applaud
them. You can read more at their website. How can one person be so expansive in
their love of nature, so intent on protecting it, yet so blind to the inherent beauty
in their fellow human beings? Thankfully, Muir’s egregious myopia in one area
did not cancel his positive influence in others. – Krin Van Tatenhove

Introduction
Civilization is the limitless multiplication
of unnecessary necessities. - Mark Twain

“The unexamined life is not worth living.” No
wonder that meme has survived 25 centuries; it
calls each of us to our most pressing quest.
This is why John Muir’s conviction that
“wildness is a necessity” carries such weight and
immediacy. It certainly does for me. In this book,
I will plumb the truth of his words, showing how
they remain fundamental to my wholeness.
First, some brief highlights of Muir’s life,
given with the hope that you will study him more
closely, no matter how complex and contradictory
his life may seem at time. Kudos to the Sierra Club
for the arc of this short bio!

What are the necessities of life?
We could answer with elegant theories like
Maslow’s “Hierarchy of Needs.” Beginning with
basics—food, water, shelter—Maslow ascended
through intimate relationships to the pinnacle he
called “self-actualization.”
We could ponder various faith systems of
our world. Jesus said to “seek first the Kingdom
of God,” a blend of justice, mercy, and love
that challenged the pyramidal structures of
society. Buddha emphasized the need to let go
of attachments as the source of our suffering.
Baha’u’llah, founder of the Baha’i Faith, called for
human unity, the critical next step in our evolution
as a species.
Some of us insist that lofty achievements
are a necessity, whether in our vocation, advocation,
or personal hobbies. We believe that by reaching
higher levels of mastery, we gain a necessary sense
of satisfaction with how we have spent our lives. It
is our insurance against regrets.
Others hold fast to a vision of love as the
ultimate need, an all-encompassing agape that
transcends gender, race, and culture to embrace
humanity.
Sadly, in our indulgent, capitalistic society,
there is a gross perversion of the word necessity.
One advertisement after another—either subtly or
brazenly—tells us that we need a certain product to
make our lives complete. Meanwhile, so many of us
never ask, “How much is enough?” We perpetuate
the lie that both our souls and the planet itself can
withstand our expanding consumption.
No matter how we address this question
of necessity, our answers have wide-reaching
consequences. Understanding the essentials of
our short lives is vital for anyone who wishes
to experience deeper meaning and purpose.
As Socrates said during his trial on charges of
corrupting Athenian youth with radical ideas,

Born on April 21, 1838 in Dunbar, Scotland,
Muir emigrated to the United States with his family in
1849, settling on a farm near Portage, Wisconsin. He
and his younger brother often explored the Wisconsin
countryside, where John first developed his love of the
natural world. He was a curious and excellent student
throughout his youth, and after three years in college
he went on the road to travel, supporting himself
through odd jobs. He once walked a thousand miles
from Indianapolis to the Gulf of Mexico. He sailed to
Cuba, across the Isthmus of Panama, and finally up the
west coast of the Americas to California.
Muir found his spiritual home in the Golden
State’s Sierra Nevada mountain range, specifically
Yosemite Valley. One anecdote says that in 1868 he
waded through wildflowers of the San Joaquin Valley
to enter California’s high country for the first time. “It
seemed to me,” he later said, “that the Sierra should
be called not the Nevada, or Snowy Range, but the
Range of Light...the most divinely beautiful of all the
mountain chains I have ever seen.”
Beginning in 1874, Muir began a successful
career as a writer. Even when he moved to co-manage
a ranch owned by his wife’s family, he continued to
travel and write throughout his life. He ultimately
published 300 articles and ten major books, including
Our National Parks. His love of nature lent a spiritual
quality to his words that inspired people around the
world, including presidents like Teddy Roosevelt, writers
like Ralph Waldo Emerson, and—most importantly—
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Sierra Nevada Range, rafted down the Colorado
River, camped in the Mojave Desert surrounded
by silhouettes of Joshua trees and the distant
yipping of coyotes.
All those experiences deposited fertile soil
in my life, a layer where my deepest roots could
return. Sometimes, however, I forgot to reach down
to that loam, especially during the most difficult
period of my life—a time of choosing life over
death. That is when I benefitted from the wake-up
call of a spiritual guide. “As you put together the
pieces of a new beginning,” he said, “make sure
you schedule time alone in nature. This is not only
a healing part of your childhood; it is a portal to
the serenity your soul so desperately seeks.”
I took that counsel to heart. Finding time
in nature is now woven into my schedule, and if I
ever neglect it, I feel a gnawing restlessness.
Which brings me to this book.
I collected these images during my
excursions on multiple continents. I do not share
them in groupings related to terrain, ecosphere, or
species—but rather with an eye for the beauty that
surrounds us. My words, however, are arranged
with a method, centering on three ways that
wildness has become a necessity for me: stillness,
wonder, gratitude.
I hope you enjoy these thoughts and
photographs, especially knowing that proceeds
from this book go to support the Cibolo Nature
Center in Boerne, Texas. See you on the trail!

common citizens awakened to a new appreciation of
wildness.
Thankfully, Muir’s focus turned increasingly
to environmental activism. Often called the “Father
of Our National Park System,” he was instrumental
in the congressional creation of Yosemite, Sequoia,
Mount Rainer, Petrified Forest and Grand Canyon
national parks. He and his supporters formed the Sierra
Club in 1892, and Muir was the club’s president until
1914. Today, with nearly 4 million members, the Sierra
Club carries on its purpose “to bring people together to
defend our natural resources and everyone’s right to
enjoy them.”
Muir died in 1914 in Los Angeles, leaving
behind a legacy that lives in the hearts of those intent on
protecting our environment. He remains one of history’s
most influential naturalists and conservationists.
I grew up in the Los Angeles Basin, a vast
metropolis of tangled freeways, stucco homes, and
foul air. My earliest school memories precede the
Clean Air Act. It was not unusual for our region
to issue Smog Alerts, keeping students indoors
during recess. I recall the burning sensation in my
young lungs.
Those years could have easily degenerated
into life in an urban desert. Yet my father, at
great personal sacrifice, gave a precious gift to
his family. Despite the long commute it required,
he chose a semi-rural area for us to live, one that
retained vestiges of California’s past. We lived
amid chaparral-covered hills mingled with orange
and avocado orchards. My brothers and I roamed
those fields, naming special places, catching lizards,
snakes and toads. I have an early memory of
lying on a hillside covered in tall mustard, gazing
up at clouds as bees swarmed busily overhead.
I remember the immense silhouette of a great
horned owl flying over our house at twilight, taking
its perch in the eucalyptus trees that bordered our
property. I can still smell the fecundity of nearby
creek beds.
Later, my love of nature grew stronger
through the influence of Scouting. Our troop was
adventurous, scheduling frequent treks into the
outdoors. We hiked the John Muir Trail in the
5
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The Necessity of Stillness

Look at a tree, a flower, a plant. Let your
awareness rest upon it. How still they are, how
deeply rooted in Being. Allow nature to teach
you stillness. - Eckhart Tolle
I live in San Antonio, one of the fastest
growing cities in the United States. At night,
even with my windows closed, I hear the distant
white noise of an urban zone. Sirens wail in the
background. Motorcycles roar through their
gears.
Don’t get me wrong. I love what my home
city offers in the way of cultural opportunities, but
its incessant commotion drives me repeatedly to
the wilderness. I feel a deep need for stillness.
Stillness in a natural setting does not mean
absolute silence. At any given moment in forests,
meadows, prairies, or along ocean shores, there
is the music of Creation. We hear it in the wind
rustling branches, bees humming for pollen, birds
singing their signature tunes, waves crashing
against rocks.
Yet, as Tolle says so beautifully, there is a
deep-rootedness beneath these sights and sounds,
a connection with the source of Life. It is a bond
with being, not doing, that can enter our souls
and help us discover stillness. Wayne Dyer, in a

book that unpacks the ancient wisdom of the Tao,
says, “The trees, flowers, and animals know not of
ugliness or beauty; they simply are in harmony
with the eternal Tao, devoid of judgment.”
Our culture is addicted to noise and activity,
and we are suffering because of it. We call ourselves
multi-taskers like it’s a badge of honor, instead
of seeing how we fracture our consciousness by
attempting too many things at once. This most
often involves technology. Plugged into phones,
computers, tablets, Wi-Fi and Bluetooth signals,
we don’t want to miss any news. Meanwhile, we
are often oblivious to the most profound messages
of the cosmos streaming around us.
Though his theory is controversial, Richard
Louv developed the term “nature deficit disorder”
to describe what happens when we become
disconnected from the natural world. Louv blames
over-protective parents, the loss of green spaces
in our neighborhoods, and the ubiquitous lure
of electronics. He believes we pay a heavy price
for this alienation, including a lack of respect for
nature, attention deficit disorder, even depression.
I have often thought of a moment I
experienced with some boys from inner-city Los
Angeles. Many of them had never ventured more
than a few miles beyond the mean streets where
they lived. Their fathers, even grandfathers,
stayed close to this urban turf, defending it with
the internecine warfare of rival gangs. These
boys were already caught up in the madness. They
projected tough exteriors and wore bandanas of
the colors that linked them to their homies.
As part of the youth outreach of a church
I served, we offered a hike into the San Gorgonio
Wilderness of Southern California, located in the
San Bernardino Mountains. Getting ready for a
couple nights in nature was a major task. We had
to borrow rucksacks and tents, teach the boys the
fundamentals of packing light, get medical release
forms from skeptical parents who themselves
had rarely explored beyond their barrios.
9

On our first day of hiking, I was in the
lead, the boys behind me. I listened to their banter,
most of it typically male as they tried to outdo
each other with boastful stories, macho posturing,
snickering insults.

We then rounded a bend and came upon
a meadow of grass and skunk cabbage in full
bloom. Ahead of us, a small rabbit paused on the
trail, twitching its nose and whiskers. Suddenly,
seemingly out of nowhere, a bald eagle swooped
down, a fury of talons and feathers, clenching the
rabbit then lifting it into the sky. It was a mythic
image.
I heard gasps behind me. Someone
whispered, “Whoa.” When I turned to look at these
street kids hardened too early by the pressures
of urban life, I saw something in their eyes I will
never forget. It was wonder, awe, an experience
I hoped would penetrate the deepest recesses of
On our first day of hiking, I was in the their souls.
lead, the boys behind me. I listened to their banter,
And that brings us to the next section:
most of it typically male as they tried to outdo wonder.
each other with boastful stories, macho posturing,
snickering insults.
Finally, I stopped them and said, “I have a
challenge. For the next half hour, let’s walk like
Serrano People.”
“Like what?” asked the Alpha boy, a cocky
look on his face.
“Serranos,” I replied. “They were the
original people who lived here long before Los
Angeles was founded. They had a deep respect for
the beauty of these mountains.”
“But what do you mean by ‘walk like a
Serrano?’”
“I mean stop talking for a half hour. Walk
quietly. Listen to the forest around us. Let’s
discover what we can see and hear.”
The Alpha boy scowled, crossed his arms,
but acquiesced by growing silent. The others
followed his example, and immediately we heard
the surfing of wind in the pines, a sound that can
summon primal memories. It seemed to quiet our
posse even more.
I led us further up the switchbacks of a
steep trail. Only moments later we saw a flash of
There is a stillness and sanctuary
movement among the pine trees: two mule deer
to which you can retreat at any
browsing. They stopped to examine us before
time and be yourself.
vaulting into the underbrush. I looked back at the
boys and a couple of them nodded. They were
- Hermann Hesse
getting in the groove.
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When one loses
the deep intimate
relationship
with nature, then
temples, mosques
and churches
become important.
- Jiddu
Krishnamurti
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The Necessity of Wonder
A monk asks: “Is there anything more stars, but galaxies, many of them much larger
miraculous than the wonders of nature?” The than our own.
If that doesn’t create wonder in our human
master answers: “Yes, your awareness of the
hearts, nothing will.
wonders of nature.”- Angelus Silesius
I often allude to a photo from the Hubble
Telescope. I have shown it as a teacher, preacher,
and guest speaker. It is called the eXtreme Deep
Field, or XDF. NASA composed it by combining
10 years of Hubble images. Its focus is relatively
small given the scope of the night sky, just a tiny
patch within the constellation Fornax. Yet the
incredible sensitivity of the Hubble discovered
5,500 new galaxies in that “limited” section of the
universe!
It’s mind-boggling, isn’t it? And if scientific
descriptions leave you cold, simply experience this
wonder for yourself. Visit a remote place where
light pollution is minimal. Lay a blanket on the
ground, recline on your back, then look upwards at
the Milky Way spilled across the heavens. Ponder
that the nearest star among the 400 billion in our
small galaxy—Proxima Centauri—is 4.24 light
years away. 4.24 years of travelling at 186,000
miles per second!
Then, while still on your back, face to the
cosmos, consider this eXtreme revelation once
again. Some of those distant points of life are not

Many inspired people in history attribute
wonder as the source of their creativity, the muse
for their endeavors. The late Rachel Carson—
marine biologist, conservationist, author—is often
credited with sparking the global environmental
movement. Her book Silent Spring brought an
awareness of pesticide poisoning. The volume was
met with fierce opposition by chemical companies,
yet it spurred a reversal in national policy, including
a ban on DDT and other toxins. It also inspired a
grassroots movement that led to the creation of
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.
Carson’s love for the natural world stemmed
from a deep and personal experience. She once
said, “It is a wholesome and necessary thing for us
to turn again to the earth and in the contemplation
of her beauties to know the sense of wonder and
humility.”
There it is again: that word necessary.
Wonder leads to humility, the deflation of our
bloated sense of human importance. We detox from
the insensitivity that sets us apart from nature and
causes so much destruction. What replaces it is a
sense of awe, an awareness of our connectedness
to all of Creation.
Two indigenous Americans spoke
powerfully of this consciousness.
The first piece., which is the most importants, is that
which comes within the souls of people when they realize
their relationship, their oneness with the Universe and
all its powers and when they realize that at the center
of the Universe dwells the Great Spirit and that this
center is everywhere; it is within each of us.
- Black Elk, Oglala Sioux

XDF

Humankind has not woven the web of life. We are but
one thread within it. Whatever we do to the web, we do
17

•
•
•
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Rachel Carson

to ourselves. All things are bound togeter. All things
connect. – attributed to Chief Seattle, Suquamish
Tribe
A restorative night under the Milky Way
is good medicine, but it is surely not the only
way to cultivate wonder. In my book Invitation to
The Overview, I celebrate the stunning sensations
of our planet which Thomas Merton called an
“unspeakable Paradise…this wide-open secret
which is there for everyone.” We can let wonder
well within us as we open our senses to experience:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

A southwest sunset against a turquoise sky.
A snowcapped peak reflecting the last light of
day.
The rainbow colors of fish swarming a coral
reef.
The similar spirals of tree knots, Nautilus
shells, galaxies and hurricanes.
Northern lights pulsing over a frozen landscape.
A stalactite cathedral in a deep limestone
cavern.
The vibrant hues of butterflies cavorting over
an alpine field.

The bright, rigid stamen of a calla lily.
The perfume of creosote after a desert rain.
Ocean brine as our heads burst from a wave.
Orange blossoms on a warm summer evening.
The smooth, rubbery skin of a dolphin.
The fine bristles on a caterpillar’s back.
The tentacles of a sea anemone just before
they recoil.
A sprig of fennel crushed between our teeth.
Fresh coconut milk.
Mountain spring water cupped in our hands.
The shriek of an eagle as it soars overhead.
A mockingbird exultantly moving through its
repertoire at dawn outside our windows.
Murmurs of wind in the pine trees.
Booming echoes of thunder over a desert
plateau.

I believe we are not the only species to know
wonder and the joy it releases. Once, while visiting
my daughter in Maui, I was sleeping in a bamboo
hut. Shortly after midnight I was awakened
by a booming sound. I knew there were no jets
overhead breaking the sound barrier, or nearby
construction that required blasting. The booms
repeated themselves sporadically for about an
hour, then disappeared. In the morning I asked my
hosts if they knew the source of the mysterious
noise. “Of course,” they replied. “It was humpback
whales frolicking in the bay, playfully slapping
their massive tail fins.” Later that day, on a boat
excursion between Lanai and Maui, one of those
magnificent behemoths vaulted out of the waves,
Pacific water shattering from its skin with diamond
brilliance.
Recovering a sense of wonder creates
miracles that stay with us no matter where we
are and no matter our circumstances. Any of us
who cultivate this response to Creation can find it
even in the beauty of our backyards—listening to
visiting birds, enjoying our cultivated flowers, or
glancing upwards at shifting clouds.
The more we savor wonder, the more we
feel its companion: gratitude.
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Those who contemplate
the beauty of the earth
find reserves of strength
that will endure as long
as life lasts.
- Rachel Carson
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Our task must be to free ourselves… by widening
our circle of compassion to embrace all living
creatures and the whole of nature and its beauty.
- Albert Einstein

24

25

26

The Necessity of Gratitude
Walk as if you are kissing the Earth with engaged in protecting and restoring our natural
heritage. They are removing invasive species,
your feet. - Thich Nhat Hanh
We could all benefit from more thankfulness.
Sages and teachers throughout the ages agree:
gratitude is a foundational value, a disciplined
response to life which opens the floodgates to
abundant living.
I am a collector of quotes, and under the
heading of “gratitude” I have some favorites. Here
are a few.
If the only prayer you said in your whole life was “thank
you,” that would suffice. – Meister Eckhart
The unthankful heart discovers no mercies; but let
the thankful heart sweep through the day and, as the
magnet finds the iron, so it will find, in every hour,
some heavenly blessings! - Henry Ward Beecher
Cultivate the habit of being grateful for every good thing
that comes to you, and to give thanks continuously. And
because all things have contributed to your advancement,
you should include all things in your gratitude. - Ralph
Waldo Emerson
Gratitude is not only the greatest of virtues, but the
parent of all others. - Marcus Tullius Cicero
When it comes to our response to
wildness—to Nature in all its glory—my hope
is that stillness and wonder will not only lead to
gratitude, but to a desire to protect the beauty for
which we are grateful. May our gratitude spur us
to environmental activism!
Activism begins with our personal lifestyle
choices. Recycling, conserving fuel, reducing our
carbon footprint, installing solar panels, planting
backyard pollinator gardens—these are popular
ways to become more ecologically-minded.
But our activism needs to go beyond this
basic level. Where should we start? Look around
your city, county, state and nation. There are
countless passionate, dedicated people actively

preserving waterways and wetlands, securing
funds to purchase greenspace sanctuaries, raising
consciousness about the plight of native plants
and animals, electing politicians who advocate for
green technology.
If we take the time to educate ourselves,
many opportunities will come into focus. We
will find a topic or campaign that stirs us, that
galvanizes our gratitude into activism. Then we
need to ACT!
There are so many stories of people
who creatively and passionately protect our
environment. Some of these efforts are dramatic
and highly visible; others aren’t as celebrated, but
their long-lasting impact is no less important.
I recently received my certification as
a Master Naturalist (MN) in the Alamo Area
Chapter. For those who are not familiar with the
MN movement, it began in San Antonio, Texas.
Our mission is “to develop a corps of well-informed
volunteers who provide education, outreach, and
service dedicated to the beneficial management
of natural resources and natural areas within our
community for the state of Texas.” Since then, the
MN model has spread to every state in America,
a growing cadre of individuals dedicated to the
preservation of our natural world.
One of the ways I contribute is to document
the stories of MNs in a monthly feature article
called “Why I Volunteer.” It is heartening to
hear how diverse individuals have turned their
gratitude into activism.
Consider Suzanne Young. She always had
a love for nature, something she shared with her
husband, a geologist and avid outdoorsman. In
1999, a friend invited her to put that love into
action by joining a BioBlitz at the Cibolo Nature
Center (CNC) in Boerne, Texas. BioBlitzes
are concentrated research efforts by teams of
Citizen Scientists who combine their experience,
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knowledge and enthusiasm to survey a given area’s
ecology. The results help manage land for the
preservation of animals, plants, and waterways.
Suzanne loved the experience. “I learned so
much about the uniqueness of my local ecosystem,”
she says. “This was no secondhand knowledge
about a distant area like the Amazon, but right
here in Texas!”
Suzanne’s life changed dramatically after
that. She began to volunteer regularly at CNC. She
also co-founded the Native Plant Society of Texas
(NPSOT), Boerne Chapter, helping spearhead a
campaign called Bigtooth Maples for Boerne.
The maple project is especially dear to her
heart. These magnificent trees were once prevalent
in Boerne, especially along creek bottoms, but
were gradually decimated by the overgrazing of
Whitetail Deer. Many of the area’s old-timers
remember their gorgeous fall colors.
In its efforts to reintroduce these beauties,
NPSOT provides maples for adoption by
businesses, organizations and residents. Along
with the trees themselves, recipients get mulch,
protective cages, and assistance in planting—
everything to insure the best possible outcome.
Since the project’s inception, 1800 new trees are
now part of the landscape in and around Boerne.
Recently, Suzanne helped the Environmental
Club at Boerne’s Champion High School plant
three Bigtooth Maples on their campus.
“The students were so eager to learn,” she
says, “so willing to take on the responsibility. It
thrilled my heart!”
When asked what sustains her passion as a
volunteer, Suzanne is quick to respond.
“It’s simple. I care. I want the stories of
those involved in preservation to be told for
generations to come. I want to continue learning,
because you can’t pass knowledge on to others
unless you have it yourself.
“Besides,” she says with a big smile, “when I
became a Master Naturalist, I felt like I had found
my tribe!”

28

29

30

31

Slow
Dissolve
Slow
Dissolve
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Slow Dissolve
It happened on the Pinnacles Trail of Big Bend
National Park.
I sat down to drink some water and soak in the
panorama of rock spires. It was still, serene, just
a whisper of wind in the junipers. As I absorbed a
landscape carved over billions of years, the mental and
spiritual pollution of human society began to slowly
dissolve.
Slowly dissolving...
The trappings of modernity. Plastic bags, plastic
smiles, laugh tracks on sitcoms, tickers of every world
stock exchange. Social and unsocial media. TV ads,
phone apps, Wi-Fi signals. Parasitic technology that
consumes our time and spirit.
Slowly dissolving...
Our human divisions of race, religion, class and
gender. Every creed and doctrine that separates us.
Crosses, grenades, and crusades. Barbed wire, border
walls, and the barriers within our hearts. The dueling
dualities of partisan politics and their currencies of
greed and corruption.
Slowly dissolving...
The most stubborn vestige, my emphasis on Self,
the definitions and attachments of identity. Hamster
wheel worries and obsessions. My trafficking in words.
The Ego gasping for air as it sank away.
A deeper stillness enveloped me, a primordial
wellspring of time and place, until I felt merged in
kinship to our ancient ancestors. Those who raised
their faces to the heavens from Olduvai Gorge. The
original people of Big Bend, hunter-gatherers of the
Folsom culture.
For a few moments they were gazing with me into the
mysteries of eons.
Silence...
Stillness...
Wonder...
A form of communion so rare in daily life...
Sharp peals of laughter from the trail below snapped
me from my reverie.
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I hope that in some way, the words and images of this book will inspire
you to spend more time in nature. Even more, I hope you will engage
in efforts to preserve the beauty of Creation for generations to come.
Today, and always, may you experience stillness, wonder,
and gratitude. Happy trails! - Krin Van Tatenhove
Krin Van Tatenhove is a writer, photographer, and Texas Master
Naturalist whose images and words have appeared in many
publications. He has written numerous books, both individually
and in collaboration with other gifted souls. You can find links to
his photos, blogs, and downloadable books at krinvan.com. He
loves to travel with his wife, and he hopes he will see
you on the trail!
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