


 

Preface 
 
If you love nature and being outdoors - hiking, smelling the fresh air, and 
feeling the warm sun on your skin - you will love this book! This little book 
is filled with activities to increase your enjoyment and understanding of 
the natural world. Not only will you understand nature at a deeper level, 
you will start to understand that you are a part of the natural world and it 
is part of you! 
 
No matter what your experience so far, you can understand nature at a 
deeper level. And it’s not mysterious or hard. In fact it’s easy, fun and 
natural. We have been on this planet a long time and we are meant to be 
part of the natural world. We are meant to live in harmony with nature! 
 
If you give these activities a try you will be surprised how they will fill you 
with gratitude and joy.  
 
I would love to hear your comments and suggestions. Send me an email at 
rmckeon5@gmail.com 
 
Let’s get started! 
Rick
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1. Connectedness 
 

 
 

“Up here in the mountains it’s easy to see how everything is 
interconnected. Water flows over the rocks and they become smooth like 
water. The trees are exposed to violent storms and take on a fractured and 
twisted form like the storms. If you lay down in a lush meadow you can 
feel the warm sun and the cool, moist grass. Am I connected to and 
influenced by these lovely surroundings? Yes, I know this for certain!” 

 
I wrote these words while sitting beside Timberline Lake in the Sierra 
Nevada Mountains of California. 
 
This first activity may be the most important of all the activities in this 
book. With this activity we introduce the concept that not only can you 
experience nature at a deeper level - you are part of nature and it is part of 
you! If you can grasp this concept it will change your relationship with this 
planet forever! 



 

Activity 1.1 How Are the Objects near You Interconnected? 
 

 
 
Find a nice comfortable place to sit and relax. 
 
Pick a few objects close to you and see if you can determine how they are 
connected. How do they influence each other? Here are some ideas to get 
you thinking: 
 

1. Is there a big rock acting as a heat sink or a windbreak to provide 
protection for the plants near it? 

2. Are the Willow trees here thriving because they are in a wash? 
3. Can you see what’s happening in the picture above? If you 

understand this one photograph you are already part of nature! Can 
you see life and death, the passage of time, nutrients being returned 
to the soil? Are there processes here that take longer than you will be 
on this planet? 

4. Is the rock you are sitting on smooth? How did it get that way? Is it 
just part a larger formation (has it broken off from a larger rock)? Can 
you imagine what it was like several million years ago? 



 

5. Is it cooler here than over there because you are sitting in the shade? 
Does this constitute an ecosystem? 

6. Are the little birds that visit this site just waiting for you to leave so 
they can get the seeds right in front of you? 

 
Now the important one: 
 
Activity 1.2 You Are Part of Nature! 
 
You are part of your surroundings and your surroundings part of you. At 
first that concept may seem a little crazy, but try the following: 
 
Take a slow deep breath and imagine the air flowing into you. Picture it. 
Some of the oxygen in the air gets exchanged in your lungs and becomes 
part of you (It doesn’t just go back out again when you breath out). 
 
When you exhale, the plants near you will absorb some of the carbon 
dioxide from your body and it will become part of them! In turn, they will 
return oxygen to you. Picture the exchanges taking place between you and 
all of nature around you. 
 
In our modern, polluted world we may not want to drink the water from a 
stream without filtering it. When we are out backpacking we carry water 
filters just to be safe, but imagine drinking the (filtered) water from a 
stream. What happens to that water when you drink it? Where does it go? 
 
It becomes part of you. It circulates throughout your body. Eventually you 
will return it to the earth. 
 

“One of my fondest memories is of a time when I was floating down a 
crystal clear river up in the Sierra Nevada Mountains in an inner tube. 
Everything was perfect and I felt like I was a part of that river. I leaned 
over and took a sip of the water, and then it hit me. I am a part of this 
river and it is a part of me! What an exciting moment!” 

 



 

The same can be said for the plants that we eat. They come from the earth. 
They become part of us and then we return nutrients to the earth. 
 
You are literally part of nature and nature is part of you. This isn’t science 
fiction or some fantasy - it’s just how things work! 
 
With this understanding you can see how important it is that we live in 
harmony with nature. 
 
 
 



 

2. Smell A Tree 
 
Did you know Ponderosa Pine trees smell like vanilla, White Fir needles 
smell like oranges and Jeffrey Pine trees smell like butterscotch? 
 

 
 
Do you want to experience trees at a deeper, more personal level? This is 
an activity to help you do exactly that! We are going to use all of our senses 
and get as close to your favorite tree as we can. 
 
You may hike through the woods and wonder at how beautiful and 
majestic the trees are. Some are all gnarled and twisted from disease or 
from a multitude of harsh winters. When this happens to people we don’t 
think it is beautiful, but when it happens to trees we think it adds 
character. Well, maybe we need to change our thinking! 
 
Enough of that, let’s get back to the trees. 



 

 
Just knowing the name of a tree really doesn’t add to our understanding. In 
fact, it might even limit our understanding. Just knowing the name leads us 
to think we know something about that tree and we don’t need to know 
any more. Assigning labels can made us complacent in our understanding! 
 
How can we get to know a tree? 
 
Let’s look at the Ponderosa Pine, Alligator Juniper and Aspen. 
 
Look at the bark. Notice the color, texture, feel and smell. Could you 
identify these three even with your eyes closed by their texture or smell? 
 

   
 
Obviously the bark of each of these trees is very different. Notice their color 
and texture. If you touch an aspen tree the white stuff comes off on your 
hands. The bark of the Ponderosa Pine feels crumbly. Get the idea? We are 
starting to get to know these trees on a physical level by using the sense of 
touch. 
 
If you smell them you will notice the Ponderosa Pine smells like vanilla. Do 
the other trees have a unique smell? 
 
Look at their leaves. Again notice their color, texture and anything else 
unique about them. How many needles per cluster? How are the leaves 
situated on the branches? How big are they? Are they stiff or flexible? Is the 
leafstalk round or flat? Aspen leaves move even with a slight breeze 
because their leafstalk is flat, not round.  



 

 

     
 
Crumple a leaf and smell it. Probably it has a delightful smell but maybe 
not. If you dare, taste it with just the tip of your tongue. Mistake? Well, we 
are getting to know trees at a deeper level. 
 

Activity 2.1 Get to Know a Tree 
 
For this activity we want to get to know a tree in as much detail as possible. 
We will use all of our senses to understand the tree at a deeper level. 
 
Choose a tree. It doesn’t have to be the biggest or even the healthiest one. 
Just choose one that interests you. How many things are there to learn 
about this tree? Think about it and then think about it again. See if you can 
add to the list. I bet if you quiet your mind and think about it the list will 
grow quite long! 
 
First look at the obvious things and then more subtle things. Here is a 
partial list of things to learn about this tree. 
 

1. It’s size and overall shape. 
2. Is this tree young or older? How will it change as it gets older? 
3. It’s branches – do they go up and out, droop down? 



 

4. The leaves – broad leaves or needles? If needles, how many per 
group? Color, thickness, shape, smell, feel (smooth and soft, hard and 
brittle, sharp points, etc.) 

5. It’s bark – color, thickness, texture, smell, taste, and spikes? 
6. Close up – What are the smallest details you can notice? Do you need 

to come back with a magnifying glass to see details in the bark or 
veins in the leaves? 

7. Touch this tree. Does it bring back any memories – maybe from your 
childhood, maybe from your honeymoon! 

8. Is this tree used commercially? What properties does this tree have 
that make it suitable for commercial use? 

 
Why does it have these features? 
 

1. Desert plants need to preserve moisture so they have a waxy coating 
or small surface area on the leaves. If the leaves are small, maybe the 
bark itself is green and photosynthetic. 

2. Thick fire-resistant bark? 
3. Hard or sharp parts provide protection. 
4. Deep taproots or shallow roots near the surface to capture even the 

lightest rain. 



 

3. Expanding Circles of Awareness 
 

 
 
 

Find a beautiful place to sit and relax for a while. Forget about all of your 
problems and just be here in this one place. Start to notice the amazing 
things all around you.  
 
In this activity you are going to become aware of your surroundings. It 
starts from deep within your own body and expands in ever widening 
circles until you are aware of all things. 
 
I’m asking you to apply all of your five senses and maybe even more. How 
about your sense of the past? The history of this place? You might think, 
“How can I know the history of this place just by looking?” If you 
understand a little bit of geology you can imagine what it was like here a 
million years ago! If you observe the trees and plants around you right 
now, you might get a glimpse of how things were last winter or maybe a 
hundred years ago. How about the emotions that are flowing into you right 



 

now because of the sun and smell of the grass you’re sitting on? Where do 
they come from?  What is the texture of the rocks, trees and soil near you? 
Think about the time of year and the season of your own life right now. 
We’re talking about close observation of your surroundings combined with 
introspection. 
 
It might be easy to notice things close to us, but we can also notice things 
that are far away. Let me tell you a story about what happened to me when 
I was taking a nap in my dorm room at college. 
 

“I was taking a nap, just lying on my bed resting when I heard this strange 
sound. It was like, “ching, ching, ching, ching . . .” and I wondered, “What 
is that sound?” Well, it turns out it was my wristwatch. I had my hands 
clasped behind my head and my (mechanical) wristwatch was close to my 
left ear. That was pretty interesting, so I gradually moved my hand out 
and started listening for that sound. When I had my arm fully extended I 
could still hear it! So I started moving the watch further and further away, 
and when I had it setting on the dresser across the room I could still hear 
the ticking of that watch! I was tuned in to that sound and could still hear 
it! This was amazing and I wondered what else I could hear? That was my 
introduction to the whole concept of sensitivity.” 

 
In our modern, fast-paced world we bump along just trying to keep up. 
Many times we are completely unaware of our surroundings. Can we get 
back to the place our ancestors were when they depended on their senses 
for survival? Can we get in touch with the natural world all around us? 
This activity is not hard or painful. It’s easy and natural. This is an activity 
designed to help you become more aware of your natural surroundings. 
 
Activity 3.1 Expanding Circles of Awareness 
 
This activity can be conducted anywhere, but it’s best if you are in a 
pleasant natural environment. Get away from the noise and confusion of 
the city and find a quiet place.  
 



 

First start with yourself. Concentrate on your own breathing. Listen for 
your own heartbeat. Become completely relaxed and at peace with yourself 
and the world around you. Here’s where it starts. 
 
Now we are going to expand the circle of awareness. If you are in a lovely 
place this is going to be a lot of fun! 
 
Notice what’s just around you in a ten-foot circle. Notice as much as you 
can. Take in all the detail. Here’s where we use all of our senses to become 
immersed in our surroundings - colors, textures, the soft grass, the damp 
mud, the sharp spines on hard leaves, crumbly or smooth bark on trees, 
rocks that have been waiting millions of years for you to notice them. 
 
Are there an amazing variety of colors within the ten-foot circle from 
where you sit? What can you hear? Can you hear the wind, the stream next 
to you, insects or birds? There is a lot going on in this ten-foot circle! Has 
ten feet ever contained so much? 
 
Let all that settle in for a while and then expand your circle to 20 feet. Are 
there things here you didn’t notice in the ten foot circle? Don’t worry if you 
wear glasses or not. Maybe the detail is not as important now. Does the 
wind bring things into this circle from far away? Are there trees here that 
you didn’t notice in the ten-foot circle or maybe have never noticed before? 
Do the gullies start to open up? Does the landscape start to make more 
sense? Are you part of a bigger community? 
 
Let’s expand the circle to 50 feet. Now all things are possible! How many 
things are actually here that weren’t in your smaller circles? Think about all 
the philosophical implications. Can we grow bigger if we start by 
understanding what is close to us and then expand our view? If you can 
hear a wristwatch close to your ear, can you hear it across the room? Can 
you hear people or animals or plants in need? Can we touch the natural 
world that is close to us? Can we be touched by those that are far away? 
 


