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Robert Michael Pye

"Simply stated, the loss of neighborhood species endangers

our experience of nature. If a species becomes extinct within

our own radius of reach (smaller for the very old, very young,

disabled, and poor), it might as well be gone altogether, in one

important sense. To those whose access suffers by it, local

extinction has much the same result as global eradication. . . .

"I believe that one of the greatest causes of the ecological

crisis is the state of personal alienation from nature in which

many people live. We lack a widespread sense of intimacy with

the living world. Natural history has never been more popular in

some ways, yet few people organize their lives around nature,

or even allow it to affect them profoundly. our depth of contact

is too often wanting.  . . .

"The extinction of experience is not just about losing the

personal benefits of the natural high. It also implies a cycle of

disaffection that can have disastrous consequences. As cities

and metastasizing suburbs forsake their natural diversity, and

their citizens grow more removed from personal contact with

nature, awareness and appreciation retreat. This breeds

apathy toward environmental concerns and, inevitably, further

degradation of the common habitat.

"So it goes, on and on, the extinction of experience sucking the

life from the land, the intimacy from our connections. This is

how the passing of otherwise common species from our

immediate vicinities can be as significant as the total loss of

rarities. 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? . . .
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"In the long run, this mass estrangement from things natural

bodes ill for the care of the earth. If we are to forge new links to

the land, we must resist the extinction of experience. We must

save not only the wilderness but the vacant lots, the ditches as

well as the canyonlands, and the woodlots along with the old

growth. We must become believers in the world."

From Robert Michael Pyle's "The Thunder Tree: Lessons from

an Urban Wildland" (1993)


