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Creative nonfiction is, as the title suggests, a creative writing course that calls on students 

to imagine new language and new forms to express their experiences. It calls on them to 

write about what they know first-hand but also to incorporate things that have had to 

research or discover. I like to say that the strongest essays take place at the intersection of 

the personal and the public. Lean too much toward research, and the essay tends not to be 

particularly creative; lean too much toward the personal and it risks narcissism and 

irrelevance. 

 

When I spoke with the Sustainability seminar in Summer 2005, I had two concerns for 

the course. At a broad level, I was interested in ways that I could sustain my students’ 

energy for the difficult work of conceiving, researching, writing, and revising their 

essays. Some of the ideas that the group helped me articulate – providing a better 

structure for the independent reading I require and devising some early semester 

exercises to demonstrate the importance of asking difficult, personal questions – have 

helped. I intend to make further changes to the course when I teach it again, as I 

anticipate, next spring. Thinking of “sustainability” in that light has been helpful; student 

creativity is a resource, but it is not unlimited. Making myself conscious of how to 

cultivate and sustain it has, I believe, strengthened the course substantially. 

 

Nevertheless, the second, narrower level of sustainability that I proposed is more relevant 

to the seminar as a whole. For that, I designed a new writing assignment in which I asked 

students to be conscious of themselves within their environment. That is, I wanted them 

to think about how their environment shaped their sense of self, and I hoped that such a 

set of questions would lead them to consider some of the issues of sustainability that the 

rest of the seminar participants raised. 

 

I did not leave that entirely to chance. I asked the students to read a number of essays that 

grow out of the tradition of “nature writing,” a body of work that clearly brings into focus 

questions of how nature sustains humanity and, more recently, how humanity strains 

nature. I was largely pleased with the way such reading went. (I attach to the end of this 

blurb and assignment an annotated list of some of the leading writers in the genre.) 

 

Even before I made the assignment, however, I was concerned about boxing my students 

in to a particular sort of conclusion. I did not feel that I could assign them a prompt that 

would ask them, in essence, to write about how it feels to be an adolescent at a moment 

when scientists tell us that we are risking catastrophic and permanent damage to the 

environment. As a result, I left the prompt more wide open, asking them simply to select 

an environment and explain their place within it. 

 



In terms of writing quality, the prompt worked reasonably well. Most of the students 

generated good work from it and, on reflection, a couple clearly did their strongest work 

of the term in response to it.  

 

In terms of wrestling with questions of sustainability in a scientific or environmental way, 

however, very few of them accomplished what I had initially hoped they might. Most of 

the students focused either on more personal concerns about the environment – and most 

did so in a way that I regard as successful creative nonfiction – or chose environments 

that obscured questions of sustainability altogether. I received, for instance, an intriguing 

essay about life in the Steamtown Mall. As a work, I liked it. As an answer to the sorts of 

questions that brought us together last summer, well, it’s the exact opposite. 

 

As I reflect on the semester, therefore, I find myself leaning toward asking my next group 

to do similar work but simply discuss the assignment even more fully within the context 

of the natural environment. I am also considering inviting a guest speaker who could 

review some of the seemingly apocalyptic facts of the current threats to our natural 

world, but I wonder – and welcome input on the matter from my fellow seminar members 

– whether I should color their experiences so dramatically in advance. As is the case for 

each of us in the seminar, I think that the strongest way to bring people to a 

consciousness of sustainability is to have them experience its potential absence in some 

personal way. Creative nonfiction essays can do that for many people, but I am not so 

certain they can do it for all of them. I want to invite as many students as possible to 

contemplate the question, but I remain uncomfortable at the idea of demanding that all of 

them look within themselves for a personal experience that may not yet be there. 



Essay #2 – An Essay Dealing with Environment and/or the Question of 

Sustainability 

For this assignment, I am asking you to write about yourself within an environment.  

That is, obviously, wide open. You can select the environment you like, and you can 

make it either the focus or the background of your essay. I would like to get a sense of 

who you are, or who you become, when you are in that environment, but the specifics of 

that are up to you. 

As you think about the essay, make certain that you deal with the central elements I’ve 

given you: 

 Describing the place/space/geography/environment carefully. As Gretel Ehrlich 

puts it, “keenly observed, the world is transformed” (The Solace of Open Spaces 

qtd. 209 in our book.) 

 In that description, go beyond just the physical (but be certain to describe the 

physical very carefully as well). Describe the rhythms/sensations/altered 

dimension of thinking that comes with being in or reflecting on the place 

 Give a sense of yourself in the context of that space. You do not need to contrast 

that sense with your everyday self, but it might help you to think about that 

context through contrast. 

That’s still an awfully broad assignment, though, so I offer a series of questions that you 

might deal with in thinking about your essay or in the essay itself: 

 Maybe you will reflect on how the place causes you to think/feel/speak/write 

differently. Are you aware of having a different relationship to language or to 

culture more broadly when you are a part of the place? 

 Maybe you will think about the question of “environment” itself as you write. By 

that, I mean that you might think about your own need to be part of a space or 

place. Be careful to avoid a long reflection on the Nature of Environment, though. 

Don’t write as a philosopher; write as someone with an individual experience to 

relate. 

 You might consider why you are drawn to/comfortable in/uncomfortable 

in/unhappy in the place that you write about. That is, once you’ve described how 

you feel in the place, you might wonder about why you feel that way. 

 You might focus on a single element of the “environment.” Edward Hoagland’s 

essay, “The Courage of Turtles,” talks about his appreciation for nature but uses 

turtles as his particular focus. 



 You might reflect on how your experience with nature informs you of something 

about your experience as a human being. What does being in nature allow you to 

see about yourself when you are in your ordinary environment? 

 You might reflect on the fragility of the natural world if, in fact, you have chosen 

to write about a natural environment. As the discussion over the matter of 

sustainability shows, our human footprint on the earth is substantial, and we are a 

generation that must really question whether the planet will be able to sustain all 

that we do to it. 

 Consider including elements of narrative in what you write. It isn’t required, but 

story often helps to situate you in your environment, and it is often more effective 

than exposition. 

 I hope you will think about the character of the language you choose. Be careful 

to use language that reflects the rhythms of the environment you consider.  

 

I don’t expect any of you to address all of those different questions. I hope they will spur 

each of you into refining your topic and, later, when we discuss your essays in workshop, 

I hope they will make it easier for you to offer recommendations to one another. 



Creative Nonfiction Writers with Something to Say about Environment and 

Sustainability  
 

This is not an exhaustive list, but it’s a start. I hope that we can add to it as you uncover 

additional writers worth considering. 

 

Wendell Berry – It was in reading Wendell Berry that I first became aware of what 

essays can do. He has a traditional, sober tone in his writing, yet there is a moral gravity 

to everything he writes. He is an acclaimed poet and novelist, too, but I’ve never 

understood why. As far as I’m concerned, he’s at his best as an essayist and the rest 

merely echoes what he says in his nonfiction writing. 

 

I recommend Home Economics, a collection from when he was at his most prolific, as 

well as Recollected Essays, a greatest hits collection. I intend to have my students read, 

along with one or two others, the brief  “Letter to Wes Jackson” at the beginning of Home 

Economics. Here’s an excerpt:  

 

My question is: Does “random” in this (or any) context describe a 

verifiable condition or a limit of perception? 

 My answer is: It describes a limit of perception. This is, of course, not a 

scientist’s answer, but it may be that anybody’s answer would be unscientific. My 

answer is based on the belief that pattern is verifiable by limited information, 

whereas the information required to verify randomness is unlimited. As I think 

you said when we talked, what is perceived as random within a given limit may 

be perceived as part of a pattern within a wider limit. 

 If this is so, then Dr. Jenny, for accuracy’s sake, should have said that 

rainwater moves from mystery through pattern back into mystery. 

 If “mystery” is a necessary (that is, honest) term in such a description, 

then the modern scientific program has not altered the ancient perception of the 

human condition a jot. If, in using the word “random,” scientists only mean 

“random so far as we can tell,” then we are back at about the Book of Job. Some 

truth meets the eye; some does not. We are up against mystery. To call this 

mystery “randomness” or “chance” or a “fluke” is to take charge of it on behalf of 

those who do not respect pattern. To call the unknown “random” is to plant the 

flag by which to colonize and exploit the known… 

 To call the unknown by its right name, “mystery,” is to suggest that we 

had better respect the possibility of a larger, unseen pattern that can be damaged 

or destroyed and, with it, the smaller patterns. (3-4).  

 

Annie Dillard – The reigning champ. Dillard’s essays, most famously in Pilgrim at 

Tinker’s Creek, almost define what creative nonfiction can do with nature. I’ve assigned 

her “Living Like Weasels” a few times, and its weirdness never gets old. (And I mean 

“weird” in an old and complimentary way as describing a thing that we can neither ignore 

nor fully integrate into our existing way of thinking.) 

 



Terry Tempest Williams – I’ve read much less of Williams than I’d like, but she has a 

reputation as one of the leading contemporary nature writers in the country. Here’s an 

excerpt I admire, “It’s strange how deserts turn us into believers…If the desert is holy, it 

is because it is a forgotten place that allows us to remember the sacred” (Celebrating the 

Land, ed. Karen Knowles, 126). Her very short book, Desert Quartet (in our library 

collection) is stunning, a direct exploration of where the erotic and the natural world 

intersect.  

 

Michael Pollan – The kind of guy I’d love to see get an honorary degree. Pollan has a 

book called A Place of My Own which is a kind of modern day Walden recounting how 

he built his own home in order to teach himself all of the elements that go into a modern 

day house. The book that I love, though, is the more recent The Botany of Desire. In it, 

Pollan proposes that we might think of ourselves as in symbiosis with nature. Sure, we 

make decisions about what to cultivate, but the things that are cultivated get a lot out of 

the bargain, too. We like to eat certain kinds of potatoes, the long white ones that 

McDonald’s can use to make perfect fries. As a result, in Pollan’s view, that very 

particular variety of potato has “used us” to make itself more broadly cultivated than any 

of its rivals. If it sounds goofy, he writes so beautifully and with such consistent 

intelligence that, even if he doesn’t persuade you, he’ll open your eyes to a new way of 

thinking about nature. 

 

David Kline – David is an Amish farmer in Ohio, and he writes in a Wendell Berry vein 

about modern day agriculture. I have met him through a mutual friend, and he has exactly 

the manner I’d hope: he is calm and wise, but he manages to give a sense of being funny 

and self-aware, too.  Not all that well known, he’s worth checking out. 

 

Susan Griffin – I hadn’t heard of Griffin until Peggy Barlett, the moderator of a seminar 

in which I took part last summer, suggested I look up her work. The title essay of The 

Eros of Everyday Life is beautiful and, if it’s representative of her other work, I’d like to 

read a lot more. In it, she begins by reflecting on her mother’s death, moves into a 

recognition that we were all once physically joined to – in communion with – our 

mothers, and then explores the link between communion and disjunction as a source of 

sexual pleasure. If she weren’t so fine a writer, it might be obscene. As it is, she makes it 

seem like a coherent dream in barely a dozen pages. 

 

Joanna Macy – This is another writer Peggy suggested I consider. From what I 

understand and from what I’ve seen in Despair and Personal Power in the Nuclear Age, 

she is less an essayist herself and more of someone proposing spiritual exercises to 

prepare others to tell their own stories. As a result, there is something obviously Jesuit in 

her approach. 

 

Loren Eiseley – An anthropologist by training, but someone who spent much of his adult 

life writing personal essays about nature, Eiseley is almost a “must-have” in anthologies 

of nature writing. I don’t know what to recommend by way of collections, he has more 

than a dozen, but one that I encourage you to read is “Big Eyes and Small Eyes” from 



The Night Country. In it, he talks about how we both desire to know and not to know 

what it is that lurks just outside of the world that we light up for ourselves at night. 

 

John Stewart Collis – I had never heard of this writer until I stumbled across a copy of 

The Worm Forgives the Plough on the library shelves and couldn’t put it down. A Google 

search turns up the claim that he is the British Henry David Thoreau, but he lived much 

later (1900-1984) and is nowhere near so well known. I intend to ask you to read 

“Contemplation upon Ants” (from The Worm Forgives the Plough) at the same time as I 

ask you to read one of my own essays, “Smashing the Ants: An Essay Almost about 

Writing.” I’ll suffer by the comparison, but I look forward to the conversation. 

 

Edward O. Wilson – I like to think that a good creative nonfiction writer is a poet who’s 

taken a decent biology class. Wilson is no poet, but he’s a competent writer who just 

happens to be a world-class biologist. By chance, his introduction to The Best American 

Science and Nature Writing of 2001 is also about ants, so I will ask you to read it, too.  

 

Pam Houston – Pam is a successful contemporary short story writer, and I call her 

“Pam” because she was a student of my father, and I have known her (slightly) for more 

than 20 years. Her fiction has a very good feel for the West in general, but she is also the 

editor of a collection called Women on Hunting, and her introduction is an excellent essay 

that recalls much of what I like in her short stories. She talks of what it was like to be a 

nature-lover in love with a man who is a devoted hunter. In a first-person fashion, it 

brings forward the dilemma of how we both respect and use nature. It’s also funny in a 

deep, anti-chuckling way. 

 

Edward Hoagland – One of America’s leading essayists, period, Hoagland has a deep 

and unsympathetic view of nature. He doesn’t settle for easy answers about how he 

relates to the nature he finds, and he isn’t very comforting to read. Still, what I’ve read by 

him (usually individual essays in Harper’s or collections) makes me think, and I don’t 

suppose there’s really a more important compliment to give an essayist. 

 

Bill McKibben – Although I’ve known his name for a while, I didn’t check out anything 

by McKibben until Peggy Barlett encouraged me. I’m very taken by the beginning of his 

The End of Nature in which he proposes a new way for us to think about time and our 

relationship to nature. Here is barely digested (at my end) excerpt: 

 

 Nature, we believe, takes forever. It moves with infinite slowness through 

the many periods of its history, whose names we dimly recall from high school 

biology – the Devonian, the Triassic, the Cretaceous, the Pleistocene. Ever since 

Darwin, nature writers have taken pains to stress the incomprehensible length of 

this path… 

 This idea about time is essentially mistaken. Muddled though they are 

scientifically, the creationists, believing in the sudden appearance of the earth 

some seven thousand years ago, may intuitively understand more about the 

progress of time than the rest of us. For the world as we know it – that is the 

world with human beings formed into some sort of civilization …that is 330-400 



generations ago. Sitting here at my desk, I can think back five generations in my 

family – I have seen photos of four. That is, I can think back one-sixtieth of the 

way to the start of civilization (3-4).  

 


