Wandering a Wetland

When was the last time you went out for a walk for no reason other than to simply wander? To walk along until you found something that made you pause and wonder? When I was younger time seemed to go on forever and I explored the outdoors endlessly. While it’s still embedded in my nature to ramble around and scour the ground for interesting leaves or tracks in the mud, lately I’m realizing that I have to be intentional about allowing myself this time for exploration and connection. As coordinator for the Trout in the Classroom program, spring is extremely busy as I travel around the state. In my position as an outdoor educator I’ve been spending quite a bit of time near water as I facilitate field trips for students in the program.  During these field trips, we take students that have raised trout all semester long to an approved local pond or wetland to release their fish. They also get to go fishing and explore and it’s such a blast! And while I absolutely love facilitating students’ exploration, I’m realizing that spending time simply exploring more intentionally for myself is something I want to prioritize when I’m not at work.
 This weekend as I roamed around a wetland for the City Nature Challenge at Spring Creek Prairie, it dawned on me that I hadn’t gone wandering without an agenda in far too long. And the beauty of the City Nature Challenge is that it’s truly a loose exploration outdoors. Most of my work requires me to be prompt, moving things along efficiently while still having a good time. In those moments it’s all about creating opportunities for the students to connect with the natural world around them. Upon arriving at Spring Creek, I discovered so much to enjoy at a leisurely, dawdling pace. First to notice was the birdsong. The Blue-gray gnatcatcher was softly calling and flitting from branch to branch. Red-winged blackbirds, Wrens and Eastern towhees created a magical symphony that can only be experienced on a sunny spring day. And may I just say that making the most of prime weather days is essential because it’s been rough out there? That wind this spring has been tough on us!
As I ambled along the larger wetland’s edge I caught glimpses of aquatic plants poking up through the surface, and the eyes of a Bullfrog peeking out too. Ducks swam in the distance and the air smelled of warmer weather. I made my way down to a clearing and spotted a stream bordered by marshy edges. I find that when I am near water, there is no shortage of worlds to uncover. Along the stream I spotted a track left behind by the hand of a raccoon. Water seeped out of a ledge and delicate mosses rose up around it. An orange slime covered the mud. My shoes squished as I made my way along the stream, frogs hopping into the water to seek shelter under the stream bank. I spotted an insect art gallery on a piece of old bark, admiring the patterns left behind. Continuing to press on, always wondering what more is just around the corner, I found my destination as I beheld a very tall beaver dam holding back a wall of water. This impressive structure was assembled perfectly. A trickle made its way through, creating a musical sound as the sun bounced off the water. Glancing around my feet I noticed a snow white moth. Gently, I lifted it up to examine more closely and noticed its pristinely fluffy legs and graceful antennae. It didn’t fly away and patiently climbed onto a blade of grass after I was finished taking a closer look. For me, this is the essence of wandering in a wetland. Appreciation for the other living things that share these ecosystems with me and realizing we are all but a piece of the puzzle.
As I reflect I see that wandering a wetland can be a formula for both observation and meditation. To be fully present where we are, unworried by the plans of the day or the dinging of our phones. And at the same time we can be drawn in by all the little details around us, noticing that which we might walk right by when in a hurry. I still like to bring my phone along, but solely for the purpose of taking photos that capture the beauty I find in the natural world. Much can be gained when we begin paying attention to the gifts around us and allowing ourselves to be fully immersed in the landscapes we depend on so heavily for our own healthy existence. Next time you can spare even 30 minutes, get out there and wander in a wetland! Paired with the right attitude and attention to the life pulsing all around you, I guarantee you’ll find yourself experiencing awe within 5. If we pause long enough, we become a part of the landscape, and when we have achieved that, the wetland lets us in to see so much more than what is on the surface. 

Two articles detailing the power of experiencing awe:
· https://www.nbcnews.com/better/lifestyle/why-scientists-say-experiencing-awe-can-help-you-live-your-ncna961826
· https://www.usatoday.com/story/life/health-wellness/2021/06/07/awe-has-health-benefits-our-wellbeing-how-add-your-life/7586396002/
