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Preface

How does life on a farm shape the essence of a girl? Farm life teaches 

a girl to be mindful, to pay attention to the world around her, to be 

considerate of other people and creatures. A farm embodies contours 

of change with a veneer of stability, like a prairie river meandering 

through its watershed, subtly shifting its boundaries within the land-

scape, simultaneously ever constant.

Farm life is saturated by changing seasons. Seasons of life, family, 

and nature. Summer brings apples to harvest and freeze, and tomatoes 

for canning; these family activities bring the taste of summer into long, 

cold winters. The rhythms of farm life harmonize with the seasons and 

become imbued in a girl’s understanding of how to live in the world.

Life on a farm teaches her to observe and record the activities of 

the seasons. Barn swallows build nests in the barns in spring, fly aero-

batics across the yard catching insects and feeding chicks in summer, 

gather their flocks in fall, and disappear for the winter. She also ob-

serves overlaps between natural and social systems. Farm families keep 

records of details, like bills and payments, harvested crops, and bags of 

seeds. They also record relationships with the land, weather, and their 

animals, as well as social ties with family, friends, and neighbors. 

My grandmother and my father would write notes on a weekly 

calendar about weather, family events, and any remarkable activity 

they wanted to remember. The calendars were kept from year to year. 

Following this example, as a young teenager I began keeping journal 

records of my life and relationships with the world. As a professor, I 

teach my students through journaling. Putting thoughts into words on 

a page helps us not only archive the details of our life story, but also to 

better understand ourselves and our relationships. 
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My process of writing has been daily at some points in my life, 
and at other times months will pass between entries. The writing it-
self is more than just an account of activities. It is often a practice in 
mindful wandering, calming anxieties, soothing grief, memorializing 
milestones, and recording the story of an adventure. As the words fill 
pages, my mind lets go of emotional weight. The pages carry old mem-
ories so that my mind can make space for new ones. 

As a farmgirl and university professor, I write as a scientist, na-
ture interpreter, and advocate. I am trained as a translational ecologist, 
and my education includes a Bachelor of Arts degree in Environmental 
Studies, a Master of Science degree in Resource Development, and 
a doctorate in Environmental Science and Public Policy. My teach-
ing and research examine different ways that environmental science 
is translated in the policymaking process and how our human values 
for the natural environment are included or left out. I try to raise 
awareness and self-reflection about the complexities and challenges we 
face in managing the environment and society, so that we humans can 
hopefully make decisions that are informed by science and our myriad 
values. And I admit to promoting strong support for protecting the 
natural environment.

The desire to write this book has been skulking around the back 
of my brain since 1995. But the actual idea of it only began to take 
shape and form after I returned from living half a year in the United 
Kingdom. I wanted to pull on some of the threads of my life and weave 
them together. Reflecting on thousands of journal pages written so far, 
I have gone back through time and across the world to extract musings, 
observations, and stories to share. This resulting collection of essays is 
an exercise in mindful wandering. How has my understanding of the 
world changed over the past 25 years, living in different watersheds, 
visiting different countries, growing from a farmgirl to a scientist? But 
mindful wandering is not just a personal activity. While wandering the 
globe, I contemplate ideas of sustainability and resilience and advo-
cate that we (especially those of us privileged enough to travel) must 
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expand our mindful considerations to include all the other inhabitants 
of this beautiful Earth. Several of these essays first appeared on my 
blog, BlueMarble notes (https://bluemarblenotes.wordpress.com/), 
and have been revised and updated for this book. 

This book is organized into seasonal chapters to reflect the season-
ality of life and nature. The chapters include essays from trips or events 
that occurred in each season, roughly in chronological order. I think 
seasonally, travel seasonally, and I am trying to eat more seasonally. I 
feel we have lost many connections with the natural world because we 
do not really live seasonally in our modern lives. Many of us can con-
trol our indoor temperatures to a constant 72 degrees Fahrenheit, we 
expect fresh fruits and vegetables to be available year-round, and we 
now believe Amazon.com can deliver anything to our doorstep within 
a day or two. But many of us also fail to understand how these conve-
niences may have far-reaching consequences that are detrimental to 
the ecological health of our planet and our own human health. I prac-
tice mindful wandering to try to be a better global citizen and reduce 
my impacts on the world around me.

There is also a local-to-global narrative in my writing as I expe-
rience new places through the lens of my farmgirl background. How 
do we reconnect with the local, seasonal rhythms of life, while caring 
about the whole Earth as our home? One approach I have applied here 
is to establish location in each essay by watershed, instead of or in ad-
dition to city and nation. Environmental problems do not recognize 
lines on any map. Global problems like the climate crisis have severe 
consequences across national boundaries and into our local neighbor-
hoods and watersheds. 

My travel companion is my life partner, Mick Beltz. He is my nav-
igator, good weather charm, and best friend since we began discussing 
big philosophical questions under a big starry sky during college.

I hope you enjoy the insights of this farmgirl scientist as she re-
flects on seasonality, sustainability, and resilience from local to global 
scales. I also hope to inspire reflection. How mindful are you about 

https://bluemarblenotes.wordpress.com/
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your values, decisions, and the actions that you can take within your 
own watershed? If we all got in the habit of considering how we affect 
the natural environment and people inside and outside our communi-
ties, we could make changes toward a more sustainable and resilient 
future, both in our daily lives and in our travels across this amazing 
planet.





Author’s family farm in the 1980s. 
Photo credit 2021 Rebecca J Romsdahl.



Introduction
 Through the Eyes of  a Farmgirl

Watonwan River watershed, United States, July 2016

Farm life gave me an early relationship with the ideas of sustainability 
and resilience. In my childhood, recycling and reusing items was noth-
ing trendy, it was a normal part of daily life. Small glass jars of screws, 
washers, and nails of multiple sizes lined the weathered, old countertop 
of my grandfather’s workshop. In my parents’ house, you could always 
find collections of rubber bands, buttons, twist ties, scratch paper, box-
es and paper bags for storage, and wrapping paper for gifts. Practically 
nothing was discarded, and even food scraps were fed to the pigs or the 
garden. Clothes and shoes were handed down from older to younger 
children, across siblings and cousins. Everything, from kitchen appli-
ances and winter coats to toys and tractors, was repaired when possible 
and used until they were worn out. But sustainability is about more 
than just frugality and respecting your resources. 

Sustainability refers to systems and processes that are able to 
function over long time frames, like the legacy of handing a family 
farm down from father to son to granddaughter. Sustainability is also 
about recognizing that all things are connected. As scientist, author, 
and advocate Rachel Carson wrote: “In nature, nothing exists alone.” 
For example, a thriving farm requires balanced inputs from healthy 
soils, plants, and animals; a well-managed budget; and happy, vigorous 
people working the land with equal opportunities for success and equal 
share in the resources and rewards. 

When I teach about sustainability, I talk about three systems in 
particular: environment, economy, and society. Think of each system 
as representing a leg on a step stool. If one leg/system is not equal to 
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the others, then the stool is unstable and we risk falling off. So how do 
we cope with the challenge of standing on that wobbly step stool until 
we fix it? As humans, we have some natural abilities to adapt to change, 
but we must also learn new ways to be resilient.

Growing up on a farm taught me that change is a constant force 
in life. Managing a farm is all about adapting to change, and that is 
where resilience comes into play. Resilience is often described as the 
capacity for a system (like an ecosystem, a business, or a community) to 
absorb some amount of change or disturbance and then bounce back 
into good condition after a shock. Think of it like a rubber band. You 
stretch it, release it, and then it snaps back to its original shape. But 
resilience is more than just a simple return to normal. The rubber band 
is a helpful tool, but we also need to be mindful that every system has 
its limits. Like a rubber band stretched too far or damaged by age and 
use, it can lose its resilience and break. 

In farming, I see resilience as the creative ability of farmers to be 
flexible and adjust to the constant changes thrown at them. Farming 
requires adaptive thinkers who can tackle such challenges as fixing their 
own machinery, replanting sections of fields destroyed by fickle or se-
vere weather, building a makeshift stretcher to transport an injured 
animal back to the barn, or learning to decode the financial tea leaves 
of the global market to decide when to sell or store crops. Lessons can 
be passed from one generation to the next of strategies that work well 
for common problems, but each generation will also need to adapt to 
new challenges, such as the current climate crisis. 

Resilience is composed of awareness that change is normal in 
systems; planning to manage changes; and innovation and experimen-
tation that are needed to test new ideas for adapting to changes. All of 
these components need to be managed together, holistically, in order 
to chart a path to the kind of sustainable and resilient future we might 
want. In mapping our route, we can draw lessons from our past and 
present. 
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On a gravel road in southern Minnesota, surrounded by fields of corn 
and soybeans, there is a small cluster of farmhouses, a few red barns, 
and other outbuildings. One house is ranch-style, light gray with white 
trim. This is the house in which I grew up. It sits neatly on a clipped 
summer lawn with a grove of trees behind it, a mix of elms, cotton-
woods, and walnuts. 

Walnut trees create distinct childhood observations. First,  you 
learn to not be afraid of things that go bump in the night. In late sum-
mer, when walnuts are ripe, they fall from their branches, hitting the 
roof of the house with a loud thunk and rolling down the shingles with 
a clickity-clack that echoes softly through the wooden attic beams. Then 
with a quick pip, they hit the edge of the roof, jump off, and land with 
a soft thump on the ground outside your bedroom window. Second, in 
spring the walnut trees are the last to fill out their leaves and in autumn 
they are the first to drop their gold colors at the slightest breeze. For 
much of the year, the house is  framed by their naked, black branch-
es. Some days in winter, the little house seems to fold itself into the 
matching landscape of gray sky and white snow, inviting you to stay 
inside where there is warmth and color.

My worldview was originally formed in this small farming com-
munity. This is my touchstone in life. In all my world travels, I see and 
hear and understand new cultures and experiences through the frame 
of my own background. I often find myself wondering, “How would 
my family relate to this scenario?” My sense of place has grown from 
the rolling hills of farm fields under big open sky to a global view of the 
entire Earth as my home. 

The journey began when I jumped at the first chance to travel to a 
new country. As a 19-year-old college student, I flew over the rainbow 
and landed in Japan for a four-month study-abroad adventure. Being 
immersed in a foreign culture and language was fascinating, exciting, 
and intoxicating. I was hooked. Since then, I have visited many more 
countries, and lived seven months in the United Kingdom as an ex-
change scholar. But, like Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz, my heart is 
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always home on the farm. This is where I first learned how to think 
about sustainability and resilience, and how to observe life through the 
lens of seasons.

Spring  on the farm is  snowmelt, rain showers, the smell and sight 
of soft new green growth, and everywhere is a feeling of exuberance, 
from migrating birds to farmers’ eagerness in planting seeds.

March 1988. The snow is all melting away! We only have about four 
or five inches left on the ground—but there is enough mud, mud, 
mud everywhere to replace the snow! The geese are coming back and 
the dogs and horses are shedding like crazy, so spring is on the way!

May 1985. My two favorite cats, Snow and Dottie, have kittens 
again! Snow has three soft gray kittens with stripes, just like mama. 
Dottie is black and white. She has four kittens and they are all dif-
ferent colors- so pretty! One is calico with bright orange and brown 
spots on white. Another is mostly white with a few black spots. An-
other is foggy gray with white feet. The last one is tiger orange with 
white stripes and a white bib under his neck. They are all just a few 
days old I think, because their eyes are still shut. I’m very good at 
finding where the mamas hide their nests. I follow Snow or Dottie 
up into the hayloft. I can mew just like the tiny kittens. Then I watch 
where mama goes to see if the kittens are safe and why they might be 
crying (but it’s just me mewing). I wonder how long it takes Snow 
and Dottie to find a good hiding space in the haybales. Sometimes I 
have to move several haybales to find a nest. It’s fun to check on the 
kittens when I get home from school each day. They are so tiny and 
their fur is so soft! In a few weeks they will be big enough to play with 
me, I can’t wait! They are so cute when they scamper and chase and 
pounce on each other!

Summer is filled with life: kittens and baby birds, playing in tallgrass, 
swatting mosquitos, weeding bean fields, the smell of hay in the big red 
barn, long sunlight hours, and refusing to go to bed because of a desire 
to enjoy every minute of daylight.
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June 1988. Yesterday, mom called us to the back porch as Dusty 
was barking like crazy. There my sister and I found a curious baby 
red squirrel. The squirrel wanted to play in Dusty’s doghouse even 
though we tried several times to place him safely up on a tree branch 
and encourage him to scamper away. Eventually, he got tired of teas-
ing us and raced out into the grove of trees behind our house. 

Today, I rescued a sparrow from drowning in the horses’ water 
tank. When I pulled her out, she could not fly and just sat shivering 
in my hands. So I took her into the house, wrapped her in an old, 
little scrap of fuzzy rug and put it in a bowl. A couple hours later, she 
was dried off and warmed up, so I took the bowl outside, unwrapped 
the rug, and away she went.

July 1991. [I was feeling very blue after my grandma’s death and a 
dear friend and I broke ties.] I walked outside onto the front porch 
to look at the night, the stars, peace. But a moment later I saw a big 
glowing fire in the south, toward Ormsby. I went inside and told my 
parents and sister to come out and look. Next thing I know, we are 
in the car driving toward the fire to see what it is. I felt like we were 
intruding on someone’s loss, their pain, by going. But it turns out to 
be a practice fire, so we go home, and my mood shifts. When we got 
home, I watched the fireflies in the road ditch. Little flashes of light 
punctuating the darkness like ground-level stars. I stayed outside for 
a long time watching the stars and the night. I listened to the steady, 
serene chirp of crickets, the soft wind in the trees, and low buzz of 
the hog house fans in the distance. I felt at peace. I feel at peace. I feel 
strength that I will be fine. 

Tomorrow I will probably be watching the rain fall again and 
watching my brothers and my dad waiting impatiently to work the 
ground. Watching the rain replenish the Earth and everything 
flourishing, except the crops because they are either not in the ground 
yet, with it being too wet, or drowning shortly after coming up. In 
the coming weeks, all I have to do is remember the fire and the stars 
and I’ll remember that I’m going to be fine. Life goes on.

June 2016. Sitting on the cool cement front porch, I watch the stars 
emerge and let my senses absorb the farm nightlife. There are a 
few fireflies drifting about. Under the bright full moon, they flicker 
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strangely, like trying to track someone moving silently in a strobe 
light. The air is still warm and humid from the day’s heat with just 
a whisper of south breeze so I breathe deeply, enjoying the freshness 
and lack of hog smell. It is the type of air that carries sound for 
extra miles, and I listen to its layers, separating and identifying. 
There is the deep bass from the wedding music (my cousin, over the 
river); a broad croaking (likely American bullfrog); a higher-pitch, 
full-throated trilling (probably a chorus of leopard frogs); the metro-
nome chirp of crickets; and a dog barking, over the hill and seeming 
far away. 

Ruby [cat] finds me and insists I give her my full attention for 
petting her soft warm fur, shedding handfuls as I stroke her head and 
back. She suddenly stops, her attention caught by something I do not 
sense in the softness of the night. She leaves me, padding silently 
across the gravel, disappearing into shadows. A few minutes later I 
hear a distinct scratching of claws on wood. Following the sound, I 
watch her climbing the light pole in front of my father’s workshop. 
She pops onto the metal roof like a grasshopper, claws scraping for 
traction. She creeps across to where there are tree branches overhang-
ing the roof and disappears into shadow again. Minutes go by as I 
wonder what the nightlife looks like through her senses. Suddenly 
there is a loud flutter of wings and leaves as a small form bursts 
from the tree branches. My eyes track the bird as a dark missile 
across empty space between the workshop and the large pine tree in 
the middle of the yard. Moments later three or four more sleeping 
birds are rudely roused and follow the same startled trajectory as 
the first, disappearing into  safety in the thick pine branches. Ruby 
soon emerges from the shadows and looks over the edge of the roof as 
though judging the distance to leap down. The prank is complete, so, 
she pops back onto the light pole, giving me the impression she has 
done this many times. She shimmies down halfway and, jumping 
like a gymnast off the balance beam, she sticks the landing with a 
soft thump. She then pads back to me, purring loudly, as though to 
proudly ask if I was watching.

Autumn is a blur of colors and movement, with leaves falling and peo-
ple and machines racing to harvest hundreds (and now thousands) of 
acres of crops before the rains begin the cold transition to darkness.
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August 1989. Tonight, there was a total eclipse of the moon. It’s 
cool. The shadow just started to cover and move over the moon at 
about 8:30. Then around 10:10, the moon was completely covered. 
It hung in the sky like an orange lantern. As I watched it continue 
to transform, it soon looked like a copper penny that I could reach up 
and pluck down!

November 1990.
—Cherished Time—
The years have sped by quickly,
and the past is forever
gone,
but the memories of cherished time
remain, held in
the dried petals of that crimson autumn rose.

September 1991. The fields of corn, that during the summer looked 
like great oceans of green waves rolling in the breeze, have turned 
stiff as boards and the same dry golden color. The beans of summer 
that had reached waist height and branched out to erase the rows of 
dirt between them have now shrunk to half that size. In their dried 
appearance they look like twigs with their leaves shed.

Tomorrow I move to college. What does my future hold for me? 
These thoughts rattle around in my head as I listen to the rain. I 
like listening to raindrops and thunder. It’s kind of peaceful because 
everything is soft and quiet in the rain. I’ll be falling asleep listening 
to raindrops tonight, in my bed, in my room, in my house. Tomorrow 
it will all change.

Winter  is a time of rest, long star-filled nights with a crackling fire-
place, cats curled up in haylofts, and warm family gatherings over good 
food and hot coffee.

December 1986. Grandma Ida makes the best coffee. Everyone calls 
it Swedish egg coffee, because yes, she mixes an egg into the coffee 
grounds. I don’t understand why, but everyone loves it that way. I 
like that grandma lives right next door to our house because after 
church on Sundays, we walk over there for coffee and cookies. She 
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always gives my sister and me lots of cream and sugar in our coffee. 
That makes it sooo good. I dunk grandma’s molasses cookies in my 
coffee, because it makes them soft like they’re just out of the oven. 
When I was little, I would help grandma make cookies. It was fun. 
Now I like sitting around the table listening to my aunts and uncles, 
my parents, sometimes my brothers and sisters-in-law, talking about 
life and laughing at somebody’s story from the week. It helps the long 
winters go by quicker.

January 1991. When I got home last night, the air was so cold and 
still that it made my nose hairs stick together! But I was amazed by 
how bright the Milky Way was when I looked up to the sky, millions 
and millions of tiny lights. I spun in a circle staring at it. I cupped my 
mittened hands around my eyes, trying to imagine seeing all those 
stars from a spaceship window. I wanted to stand there in the dark 
patch, away from the yard light, staring up at the stars all night, but 
the cold was too strong, so I went into the warm house to my soft bed 
and dreamed of stars instead.

When I live in a city, stargazing is one of the things I miss most from 
my farm life. The larger the city you live in, the fewer stars you can see 
in the night sky. The dark-sky movement is working to help cities and 
individuals recognize the value of darkness, to help us overcome our 
fear of the dark, to help reduce light pollution, and thereby also help us 
reduce our energy consumption.1 

One of my favorite memories from childhood is stargazing from 
the north-facing window of our house, on a cold winter night. From 
that warm post, I watched the magic of the glowing green Aurora Bo-
realis, the Polar Light, dancing silently across the sky. The coldest 
winter nights are the most magical. The arctic air means crystal clear 
sky, and the extreme cold lends a sharpness so the stars look like tiny 
shards of glass shattered across infinity.  I miss being able to see the 
amazing swath of stars that is the Milky Way. As many great writers 
have observed, when we gaze at the stars we can recognize just how 
small and insignificant we are in the universe, and yet, we also feel a 
sense of wonder that links us to all living creatures on this planet.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dark-sky_movement
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Learning to observe nature while growing up on a farm is not as 

common as it used to be. In the mid-2000s, we entered a new era of hu-

man history, with more people living in cities than in rural areas.2 This 

trend will likely continue. I argued with a college classmate once that 

rural experiences were more valuable than growing up in a town or city 

because not as many people live on farms, and anybody can move to 

the city and seek employment, but the reverse is not true. He argued, 

how would you know? Had I ever lived in a city? Actually, I had, and 

I had thought a lot about the urban/rural divide in that past year after 

living in progressively larger cities: six months in Mankato, Minnesota, 

three months in Akita, Japan, and a three-week visit to Seoul, South 

Korea. 

Many people who have lived their entire lives in cities do not have 

a connection with “the land”, as Aldo Leopold describes it in his essay, 

“The Land Ethic,” from A Sand County Almanac: “Land, then, is not 

merely soil; it is a fountain of energy flowing through a circuit of soils, 

plants, and animals. Food chains are the living channels which conduct 

energy upward; death and decay return it to the soil. The circuit is not 

closed; some energy is dissipated in decay, some is added by absorption 

from the air, some is stored in soils, peats, and long-lived forests; but 

it is a sustained circuit, like a slowly augmented revolving fund of life” 

(p 216).

More and more people do not understand that humans are in-

creasingly disconnected from the land. Many city dwellers have little 

to no understanding of how fruits, vegetables, and grains are grown, 

nor do they recognize the  uncomfortable fact that their hamburger 

is made of cow meat or that bacon comes from pigs. Since the 1970s, 

Americans have been spending less time outdoors and interacting with 

the natural world. Instead, many spend more time indoors enjoying 

climate-controlled homes and interacting with technology and screens 

(TV, computer, smartphone). Some scientists argue this is leading to a 

nature-deficit disorder that can start in childhood.3 

http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/news/population/world-urbanization-prospects-2014.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nature_deficit_disorder


22

A child’s brain is primed from birth to absorb and learn about the 

world around them. When children spend the majority of their time 

indoors, they are more likely to learn to identify characters from Dis-

ney cartoons or Pokémon cards rather than flowers and insects. When 

children spend more time outdoors, they naturally learn to identify dif-

ferent types of plants and animals, as well as observe how the ecology 

around them functions. When my dad was reminiscing once about his 

childhood, he talked about learning “where all the small critters lived.” 

Without those direct experiences outdoors, nature-deficit disorder 

limits our ability to value the world around us. It may not be realistic to 

move more people back to farms, but we can work on ideas for making 

our towns and cities more sustainable, resilient, and nature-friendly. 

For example, we can protect and create more urban green space, 

like parks and community gardens.4 These places draw us outside and 

foster social and ecological connections. People can learn about the di-

versity of plants and animals in their neighborhood and how to attract 

more. Gardens can provide habitat for birds, flowers, and pollinating 

insects. We can meet old friends there and make new friends. Com-

munity gardens, in particular, can help people learn how to grow food, 

like tasty vegetables. The natural environment is also good for human 

wellbeing.5 Time spent in a park or garden has been shown to lower 

anxiety and blood pressure. All in all, humans thrive when they spend 

frequent time in natural places.

My aunt once said, “You can move the girl away from the farm, but 

you can never take the farm out of the girl.” This is my heart. Whether 

living in city or farm, drinking a cuppa tea with scones in England, 

eating sushi in Japan, watching flamenco dancers in Spain, or listening 

to howler monkeys in Costa Rica, I learned to observe life and how 

it changes through the seasons, and this helps me recognize valuable 

insights for sustainability thinking. I see these insights everywhere I 

wander across this blue-green planet. And they show me over and over 

just how similar people around the world are, even though we may not 

http://www.bodinestreetgarden.org/why-protect-urban-green-space/
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/moving-area-with-more-green-space-can-improve-your-mental-health-years-180949348/?no-ist
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/moving-area-with-more-green-space-can-improve-your-mental-health-years-180949348/?no-ist
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fully understand each other’s cultures and worldviews. Birth to youth 
to adult to old age to death. Spring to summer to autumn to winter. 
We all live seasonally.
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Endnotes

1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dark-sky_movement (https://perma.
cc/FR49-N6ZW) 

2 http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/news/population/
world-urbanization-prospects-2014.html (https://perma.cc/T8D6-
XZQS) 

3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nature_deficit_disorder (https://per-
ma.cc/P4QR-TGV4) 

4 http://www.bodinestreetgarden.org/why-protect-urban-green-
space/ (https://perma.cc/6C9G-HGZW)
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