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I’ve been lying to myself. 
As I consider what I value 
most and how I spend my 
time, my internal integrity 
has me reeling. Time in 
ACRES preserves seldom 
makes my family’s to-do list. 
I know that my daughters 
will do as I do, not as I say. 
Telling them why I love 
protecting land is far less 
useful than providing 
them the opportunity 
to know beyond a 
doubt through direct 
experience.

I’m not alone. 
This unsettling gap 
between what I say 
I value and what I 
do (beyond my day 
job) has a name: 
the interest-action 
gap. A group of 
social researchers 
recently conducted 
a two-year study 
into how Americans 
connect and relate to the 
natural world. One of 
their key findings is that 
Americans often fall in the 
gap with me: We are not 
taking action toward the land 
that we love — and that we 
need.

The Nature of Americans 
was a 2015-16 collabora-
tive study of nearly 12,000 
adults and children across 
the Unites States, led by DJ 
Case and Associates, with 
partners such as the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service, 
Yale School of Forestry 
and Environmental Studies 
and Disney Conservation 
Fund. The study determined 
that while our connection 
to nature is waning, there is 
growing evidence that our 
health and well-being depend 
on contact with nature. (More: 
natureofamericans.org.)

The study tells us that time 
Americans spend in nature is 
social. On a practical level, 
when friends and family 
spend time in the woods, 
we find it easier to go along 
than to step out on our own, 
turning down other social 
invites. It’s the company you 
keep. Too, Americans perceive 
benefit in their relationships 
from shared experiences in 
nature. My family feels and 
relates better after a hike, no 
doubt. Many ACRES hikes 
end in long goodbyes — no 
one wants to leave!

Researchers brought to 
light the diverse responses 
Americans have to nature, 
suggesting organizations like 
ACRES welcome people in 
many ways. We do. Beyond 
educational outings, activi-
ties like art-making, contem-
plative walks, play days and 

social hiking, invite you to 
be at home in the natural 
world, as you are inclined.

The research shows that 
Americans have a percep-
tion that nature is far off, a 
place you go outside of your 
day-to-day routine.

“I didn’t know I could 
hike here in northeast 
Indiana.” ACRES hears this 

often, a delighted 
expression to having 
discovered that 
immersive experi-
ences in nature are 
indeed nearby.

A similar 
sentiment is echoed 
in how adults and 
children define 
nature. Adults 
picture a defined 
place, a destina-
tion, set aside and 
separate from our 
day-to-day lives. For 
children? Nature 

is outside! They can see its 
immediacy, can relate to it 
directly, have not lost sight 
of nature as the very ground 
of our life. Without the natural 
world, nothing that happens 
here can happen at all. 
Children know. We forget.

As adults, we need to 
utterly immerse in nature to 
recognize and remember its 
gifts. As fewer of us depend 
directly on the land for our 
daily sustenance, we forget 
that our lives depend upon it 
no less. If we don’t grow up 
nurturing our connection to 
this place we call home, we 

can diminish its value.
The Nature of Americans 

report tells us that Americans 
perceive countless benefits 
from time spent in natural 
places and support their 
preservation. This brings me 
back to my own reckoning. 
I need to bridge the gap 
between who I think I am, 
what I say I value and what 
I do. I’ve got to make time 
to show my daughters what 
they can find in the woods, 
who we are there and why it 
is worth preserving.

ACRES invites you to 
celebrate the New Year with 
an exhilarating hike (or two) 
— and cocoa!

Meet at 4 p.m. on 
Tuesday, Jan. 1, for ACRES’ 
First Hike at Wing Haven 
Nature Preserve, 180 W. 
C.R. 400N, Angola. Let’s 
hike, then gather around 
the wood-burning stove in 
Helen Swenson’s former 
studio cabin with cocoa 
and land-loving conversa-
tion. If you want to make 
a day of it, start earlier, at 
1 p.m. on the Tom and Jane 
Dustin Nature Preserve, 
1802 Chapman Road, 
Huntertown. We’ll share the 
trails and warm up in the 
beautiful ACRES office in 
the former home of Tom and 
Jane Dustin, two founding 
members.

LETTIE HAVER manages 
outreach for ACRES Land 
Trust. She grew up in DeKalb 
County.

The Nature of Americans: 
Bridging the Gap
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After a hike, Evelyn and Alys Grigar and best friends 
Lena and Zelle Haver-Meyer are more relaxed, alert 
and muddy.
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People participate in an ACRES First Hike event in a past year. A hike will be held at 
Wing Haven Nature Preserve on C.R. 400N, in Steuben County on Jan. 1.
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Geese gather on an iced-over on ball Lake sunday morning.
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Because winter can be 

a busy time for coyotes, 
Indiana Department of 
Natural Resources biologists 
say people can expect to 
see more of them in the 
coming months, but not to 
be alarmed.

“Most young coyotes 
leave their parents to 
start looking for new 
homes during winter. In 
addition, coyote breeding 
season starts in January, 
and coyotes may be more 
mobile during that time as 
well,” said Megan Dillion, 
DNR south region urban 
biologist.

Coyotes are common to 
Indiana, including areas 
where people gather. It is 
normal for them to show up 
not only in rural environ-
ments but also in urban 
areas.

“Coyotes thrive near 
people because they like to 
eat the rodents and rabbits 
that thrive near people, so 
seeing them in urban areas 
happens pretty regularly 
and is not unusual,” said 
Geriann Albers, DNR 
furbearer biologist.

As a result, coyotes 
are an important part of 
Indiana’s environment, 
helping to control rodent 
populations and cleaning 

up dead animals.
Coyotes’ main diet 

consists of rodents and 
rabbits, but they will eat 
almost anything, including 

fruit, insects, pet food and 
garbage. That’s why it’s 
important to keep garbage 
secure, make sure pet food 
is not left outside and make 
sure fruit from trees is 
picked up.

“Coyotes may be 
attracted to bird feeders 
because mice and squirrels 
will hang around bird 
feeders. If you start seeing 
a coyote and you have bird 
feeders up, taking them 
down for a few weeks may 
encourage a coyote to move 
on,” said Jessica Merkling, 
DNR north region urban 
biologist.

If you see a coyote and 
want it to go away, try to 
make it uncomfortable, say 
DNR experts; making noise 
or waving arms may work.

Never corner or chase a 
coyote, say DNR represen-
tatives. Make sure they 
always have a clear path to 
get away.

“Coyote attacks on 
people are very rare,” says 
the Humane Society of the 
United States at humane 
society.org/resources/
coyotes-people-encounters. 
“More people are killed by 
errant golf balls and flying 
champagne corks each year 
than are bitten by coyotes.”

Coyotes have been known 
to prey on poultry or pets.

Coyotes are active in winter
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Coyotes live throughout 
Indiana. While they are 
not generally a threat 
to humans, Indiana 
Department of Natural 
Resources represen-
tatives warn against 
feeding them or leaving 
food items on an urban 
property that might attract 
them.

Our squirrels are gone.
Our squirrels; the 

squirrels that lived in the 
trees in our yard, that I saw 
often running across the 
lawn or digging 
into the grass. The 
squirrels that raced 
across the lawn 
and up a tree just 
ahead of our dogs, 
that climbed to our 
bird feeders and 
devoured the bird 
seed. I haven’t seen 
one of those bushy 
tailed little critters 
in weeks.

Our squirrels, 
eastern fox squirrels. 
Each with a body 
about the size of 
cottontail rabbit 
with a bushy tail about the 
same length as its body, 
much longer than the tail of 
a rabbit. Over much of their 
range rusty yellowish-brown 
in color, lighter underneath 
although in some areas 
they’re more gray. Ours were 
the rusty yellowish-brown, 
the same as the squirrels I 
knew in Iowa when I was a 
boy.

Their range is Iowa, 
Indiana, East Coast to the 
western edge of the Great 
Plains, the northern states 
south to the Gulf of Mexico, 
except much of New 
England. Their habitat is 
woodlands, both deciduous 
and pine woods, residen-
tial areas in towns and city 
parks.

Fox squirrels, and gray 
squirrels, are easily tamed 
to the point of taking nuts 

from out stretched hands. 
But take care if you try 
feeding squirrels. They tend 
to snatch a nut from your 
hand and sometimes snatch 

a finger. My grandfa-
ther was bitten 
rather badly by a 
fox squirrel he was 
giving nuts to.

Not everybody 
likes to see squirrels 
in their yard, and 
visiting their bird 
feeders.

One of the most 
frequent questions 
I get is “How can I 
keep squirrels off my 
bird feeder?”

I don’t know. 
Banging on a 
window near the 

feeder certainly doesn’t do 
it. A metal sheath around 
the post a bird feeder is on 
doesn’t do it. I tried that and 
in a short time the squirrels 
were wrapping their 
forelegs around the post and 
shimmying up it like my 
brother and I used to climb 
up our swing rope. I read 
that electric shock would 
keep squirrels off a bird 
feeder but wouldn’t electric 
shock also keep birds off?

Fox squirrels have their 
homes in trees. A pair of 
squirrels often has two 
homes, one in a hole in a 
tree, often 30 or more feet 
above the ground, and a 
bulky second home which 
they make of stick and 
leaves. They mate in winter 
and have their first brood, 
usually of four or five, in 
late January or February. 

Young squirrels have one 
brood, squirrels two or 
more years old often have 
a second brood late in the 
winter early in spring.

I’ve watched squirrels, 
and birds, all my life, at 
least all of my life that I 
remember, and that I wasn’t 
in the Navy on a ship at sea. 
They’re part of nature, of the 
outdoors, a welcome part to 
me, even on my bird feeders. 
But where are the squirrels 
that used to live in the trees 
of our yard, buried nuts in 
the yard, exasperated our 
dogs, the squirrels that fed at 
our bird feeders?

I’ve seen a Cooper’s 
hawk or a sharp-shinned 
hawk land in a tree in our 
yard, near a bird feeder, 
then swoop down and catch 
a bird at the feeder now 
and then. I know Cooper’s 
and sharp-shins also pursue 
squirrels. But that wouldn’t 
make all the squirrels leave 
our yard.

Squirrels are game 
animals and are hunted 
every fall, in season. But 
they haven’t been hunted in 
our yard, or in any of our 
neighbors’ yards. I’ve never 
known of squirrels leaving 
any area because of hunting 
anyway.

The squirrels haven’t 
left because of chemicals. 
We don’t use chemicals, 
not even fertilizer. It isn’t 
because of our dogs. 
Whatever the reason, “our” 
squirrels have deserted us.

NEIL CASE is a retired 
naturalist.

What happened to squirrels?
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