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We Americans love nature. We have never been an urban people, and in our suburbs we create 

mini-versions of nature in our beloved backyards. Still, if your love of nature stems from fond 

memories of idyllic summer days spent swimming and hiking at your family’s summer place, 

then you and I grew up in different circumstances, and we acquired a different feel for nature. 

Let me explain. 

I grew up in Tupelo, Mississippi, known the world over as the birthplace of Elvis Presley. 

Nowadays, in the era of cable television, people find it difficult to imagine how insular and 

provincial small Southern towns were at the time. Here’s a case in point. In 1959 I saw a movie 

called A Summer Place, which was set on the coast of Maine, and although I don’t remember 

anything about the plot, that movie held two revelations for me.  

The first revelation was that some people had two houses. Tupelo is, and always has been, a 

working-class town. Everybody I knew had only one house, and considered themselves lucky to 

have it. But to my astonishment it turned out that some people had two houses! And they didn’t 

even spend that much time in the second house. They just went there in the summer! 

Ah yes, the summer.  That was the second revelation of A Summer Place. People enjoyed being 

outside in the summer! When I was a kid in Tupelo, it had never occurred to me that anybody 

would enjoy being outside in the summer. I grew up in the South before air conditioning, and 

going outside in the summer often meant going out into a situation in which the temperature was 
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95 degrees with 90 per cent humidity and no shade to speak of.  How many nature lovers would 

retain their love of nature in those conditions? Not many, I suspect.  

The truth of the matter is that if we examine statements from American nature lovers ranging 

from Ralph Waldo Emerson to John Muir, we find that they lived in the North—Emerson in 

Massachusetts, and Muir in northern California. The cooler, pleasant summers of those regions 

facilitated the love of nature that these writers and others like them expressed so eloquently. 

What it comes to is that growing up in hot, barren northern Mississippi left me with a feeling that 

nature was something to be avoided.  Then too, there’s not much to look at in the scrub pine 

forests of the region. It’s not coincidental that although American art boasts great paintings of 

various places in the North and West, there are no great paintings of the South. The South is a 

verbal region known for its writers and singers, and its scenery has not stimulated the 

imagination of painters. 

As a result of growing up the way I did, for a long time I preferred indoor exercise, like yoga, to 

outdoor activities like hiking and jogging. But then my wife and I acquired our much-loved toy 

poodle Alfie, and to my considerable surprise Alfie gradually changed my attitude toward nature. 

If I were to use one word to describe Alfie, that word would be “happy.”  He is happy when I 

feed him his breakfast, happy when I feed him his dinner—and happy when I take him outside. I 

get up about 6:30, and by 7:00 Alfie and I are usually outside. My wife and I live in a retirement 

community in southeast Pennsylvania, and at that time of day there’s hardly anybody around. 

Alfie and I usually have the place to ourselves. 

Alfie is so happy to be outside that his little body quivers with excitement as he sniffs the grass 

and the flowers. And the thing is, a dog’s happiness is infectious. (That’s why dogs are such 
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good therapy animals.) So, gradually, despite my negative conditioning about nature in the 

South, Alfie’s happiness at being outside communicated itself to me. I more or less 

unconsciously began taking my cue from Alfie. For the first time in my life I started taking in the 

peace and stillness of my natural surroundings. 

As a practicing Buddhist, I gradually realized that my walks in nature with Alfie were another 

form of meditation. They give me a chance to respond to nature in a higher way. When I’m 

walking Alfie, I can clear my mind and open myself to a connection with something beyond 

myself. That state is one that Buddhists prize. 

There’s a Buddhist saying to the effect that, “When the student is ready, the teacher will appear.” 

Alfie appeared in my life just at the time when I was ready to give up the attitudes toward nature 

that I acquired in Tupelo, and exchange them for attitudes that affirm my connection to the earth. 

But when you think about it, no one experiences “nature.”  That’s an abstraction. We experience 

specific aspects of nature, and for me that means trees most of all.  When—with Alfie’s help—I 

started noticing trees, I realized that the trees of southeastern Pennsylvania have lots of variety, 

unlike the ubiquitous pine trees of the South. Here in Pennsylvania I see trees burst into color—

red, or purple, or white—in the early spring, and then a little later when I go by the same trees, I 

see that they’ve turned green for the summer.  

It’s one thing to appreciate the change of seasons—that’s a commonplace among nature lovers, 

after all. But Alfie is not a goal-oriented walker.  He starts and stops and sniffs, and doubles 

back. So when I’m with him, I walk at a slow pace, with frequent stops. Alfie’s slow pace has 

forced me to appreciate trees in detail—to see the patterns of branches, and how the buds on 
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some branches appear before others. So now I find it difficult to walk rapidly past trees, even 

when I’m not walking Alfie and I need to go somewhere! 

Some wise person once said that life is what happens to us when we’re making other plans. 

When my wife and I got Alfie, I had no idea that he would affect the way I look at trees, but he 

did. So now I’m wondering what other revelations are in store for me during our walks. 

 


