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Our Earth, Our Ethics
Book Summaries    
Book list: 
The Botany of Desire, by Michael Pollan
Desert Solitaire, by Edward Abbey
Indian Creek Chronicles, by Pete Fromm
A Sand County Almanac, by Aldo Leopold
Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, by Annie Dillard
Prodigal Summer by Barbara Kingsolver
The Solace of Open Spaces, by Gretel Ehrlich
Who Owns the West?  by William Kittredge  

The Botany of Desire, by Michael Pollan
Subtitled “A Plant’s-Eye View of the World,” Michael Pollan’s bestselling book has been described by one reviewer as a “don’t-wanna-put-it-down unspooling of the socio-political, economic and historical forces that led to the cultivation of four crops.” It may surprise us to discover that any kind of discourse focusing on the subjects of apples, tulips, marijuana, and potatoes would be likely to rivet our attention, but that proves to be the case here because the author is part botanist, part ordinary backyard gardener, part historian, and part journalist. 

Desert Solitaire, by Edward Abbey
Edward Abbey’s opens with a simple and poignant sentence: “This is the most beautiful place on earth.” By this he means the canyon-lands near Moab, Utah, where he worked as a seasonal park ranger for a couple of years in the late 1950s. Similar to most of the naturalists whose writing we meet in this series, Abbey celebrates the flora and fauna he encounters in the desert, but he is probably the most openly political in his message. At times angry and at times passionate, Abbey dashes back and forth between diatribe and poetry. Wilderness, he insists, “is not a luxury but a necessity of the human spirit, and as vital to our lives as water and good bread.”

Indian Creek Chronicles, by Pete Fromm
Pete Fromm’s account of his seven months in the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness of the Idaho panhandle reads at times like the story of the mountain man he played at being when he signed up to keep watch over a couple of million salmon eggs at the remote hatchery. At age twenty he accepted a job with Idaho Fish and Game on the very “romantic whim” the warden warns against, but he soon proves himself a capable outdoorsman. Fromm splices his narrative, which reads much like a novel, with self-deprecating humor, but in fact he proves equal to the challenges of isolation and intense cold. 
Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, by Annie Dillard
Surely the most spiritual and meditative of the books in this series, it won the 1975 Pulitzer Prize for general nonfiction. Dillard’s solitary “pilgrimage” along the creek that borders her property in the Blue Ridge Mountains near Roanoke, Virginia, is a serious reflection on nature and the understanding of the self. Very much of this book reflects what Dillard sees and what she teaches herself to discern in the world around her. She regards herself not as a scientist, but as an “explorer.” 
Prodigal Summer,  by Barbara Kingsolver
Set in the small farms of southern Appalachia, this novel is built around a triple plot, each strand of which parallels the other and all of which eventually merge. The strands are interwoven, each title appearing ten times: “Predators,” “Moth Love,” and “Old Chestnuts.” The triple-plot covers three generations, and the characters include a U.S. Forest Service worker, a sheep rancher, an entomologist, an elderly organic gardener, and retired vo-ag teacher. This novel celebrates the full environmental agenda, from the importance of species diversity to support of natural pest control, as opposed to insecticides. At the same time Kingsolver offers a range of human love stories from the erotic to the familial and perhaps the platonic as well.
A Sand County Almanac, by Aldo Leopold
Considered by many as the father of wildlife management and of the United States’ wilderness system, Aldo Leopold was a conservationist, forester, philosopher, educator, writer, and outdoor enthusiast. Aldo notes in his forward, “There are some who can live without wild things, and some who cannot.” This collection of meditations on the natural world were first published a year after Leopold’s death, and they range from the personal observations keyed to the months of the year to the philosophical, or some would say political, in the last quarter of the book, when he addresses such issues as the esthetics of conservation, wilderness, and “the land ethic.” 

Solace of Open Spaces, by Greta Ehrlich
Gretel Ehrlich observes on the opening page, “The landscape hardens into a dungeon of space.” Yet as the title of her book indicates, she found “solace” in the wind-swept landscape near the Big Horn Mountains when she arrived in 1976 to shoot a film. After the death of her Welsh lover, Ehrlich returned to Wyoming to grieve and to rebuild her life. In the dozen essays that constitute this short book, Ehrlich reflects on the toughness it takes to live in the harsh solitude, some of which she experiences by going on drives with sheep herders. More than most other writers in this series, Ehrlich balances her attention between the landscape and the people she meets.
Who Owns the West?  by William Kittredge  
This collection consisting of three central essays framed by a prologue and epilogue was originally published in no fewer than sixteen different periodicals. In the first part of this book, “Heaven in Earth,” he argues that “We have lived like children, taking and taking for generations, and now that childhood is over.” Part Two, “Lost Cowboys and Other Westerners,” is partitioned into four more-or-less distinct essays that run from ten to twenty pages in length. In the third part, “Departures,” Kittredge travels all over Montana, identifying himself as one of those who came “seeking to redefine themselves in a new life.” And it is “not just the well-to-do,” Kittredge advises; always blaming “the rich strangers,” he warns, “is a way of paralyzing ourselves.” 
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