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WRITERS 
BY NATURE 

By Amanda Fiegl // Illustrations by Stan Fellows

The Nature Conservancy has protected ecologically 
precious lands and waters across the United States—
including places that have inspired some of the 
nation’s greatest writers. From the grand coastal 

panoramas of John Steinbeck to the mesmerizing minutiae of 
Rachel Carson’s salt ponds in Maine, these scenic spots have 
served as both ecological and literary habitat.

T

The Willa Cather Memorial Prairie in Nebraska (left).
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F A S T  F A C T : 
The Conservancy has 
protected more than 400 
Adirondack lakes and ponds.

MANY OF JOHN STEINBECK’S CHERISHED  
novels transport readers into the world of 
early-20th-century California farming and 
ranching communities like those of his birth-
place, Salinas, in Monterey County. Images of 
the region’s rolling hills, ranchlands and breath-
taking ocean vistas figure in his works. In 2006, 
the Conservancy purchased an easement on the 
11,000-acre Gabilan Ranch in the mountains 
overlooking California’s Monterey Bay, ensuring 
that this gorgeous working landscape and wild-
life habitat remain unmarred by development.

B O O K
EAST OF EDEN 
(1952)

L O C A T I O N
GABILAN  
MOUNTAINS,  
CALIFORNIA

John  
Steinbeck

Ralph Waldo 
Emerson
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The Gabilan Mountains to 
the east of the valley were 
light gay mountains full of 
sun and loveliness and a kind 
of invitation, so that you 
wanted to climb into their 
warm foothills almost as you 
want to climb into the lap of 
a beloved mother. They were 
beckoning mountains with a 
brown grass love. —EAST OF EDEN

THE CONSERVANCY’S 2008 
purchase of a 14,600-acre 
forest property in New 
York’s Adirondack Moun-
tains came with a crown 
jewel: Follensby Pond, 
the idyllic locale where 
Ralph Waldo Emerson 
and nine of his intellec-
tual contemporaries spent 
a contemplative summer 
in 1858. Their expedition, 
which included artists, 
poets, scientists and doc-
tors, constructed a simple 
“Philosopher’s Camp” on 
the pond’s shore and spent 
their days in discussion, 
exploration and creative  
endeavors. Emerson 
penned a long poem about  
“The Adirondacs,” rejoicing 
in the freedom of escaping 
everyday life for a while. 

S
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As I looked about me I felt 
that the grass was the coun-
try, as the water is the sea. 
The red of the grass made 
all the great prairie the 
colour of wine-stains, or of 
certain seaweeds when they 
are first washed up. And 
there was so much motion 
in it; the whole country 
seemed, somehow, to be 
running. —MY ÁNTONIA

B O O K 
MY ÁNTONIA  ( 1918)

L O C A T I O N
NEBRASKA PRAIRIE

Here were creatures so exquisitely fashioned that they seemed 
unreal, their beauty too fragile to exist in a world of crushing force. 
Yet every detail was functionally useful, every stalk and hydranth 
and petal-like tentacle fashioned for dealing with the realities of 
existence. I knew that they were merely waiting, in that moment of 
the tide’s ebbing, for the return of the sea. —THE EDGE OF THE SEA

NATURE WRITER RACHEL  
Carson is best known for 
her 1962 book Silent Spring, 
about the devastating effects 
of DDT pesticide on wildlife, 
which catalyzed a nationwide 
environmental movement. 
But she started her career 
as a marine biologist, and 
most of her work focused on 
the wonders of sea life. The 
Conservancy’s Rachel Car-
son Salt Pond Preserve in 
New Harbor, Maine, protects 
the quarter-acre salt pond 
where Carson once gathered 
inspiration and specimens. 
Carson was a founding mem-
ber of the Conservancy’s 
Maine chapter in 1956.

B O O K 
THE EDGE OF THE SEA 
( 1955)

L O C A T I O N 
NEW HARBOR,  MAINE
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F A S T  F A C T :  
The Conservancy 
owns 851 acres along 
Silver Creek and has 
protected at least 
12,500 additional acres 
through conservation 
easements.

ERNEST HEMINGWAY’S 
last home, in Ketchum, 
Idaho, was bequeathed to 
the Conservancy in 1986 
by his wife, Mary. The 
house, recently listed 
in the National Regis-
ter of Historic Places, is 
not open to the public, 
but nearby Silver Creek 
Preserve offers visitors 
access to a landscape 
where Hemingway fished 
for trout and hunted 
ducks from a canoe. 
When he first visited the 
area in 1939, he wrote to 
his son Jack, “You’ll love 
it here, Schatz.”

IN 1972, THE CONSERVANCY PURCHASED 
600 acres near Willa Cather’s hometown 
of Red Cloud, Nebraska, to create the Willa 
Cather Memorial Prairie (see illustration 
on page 50), preserving the inspiration for 
her novels about early-20th-century west-
ern pioneers. The land now belongs to the 
Willa Cather Foundation.
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B O O K
CROSSING TO SAFETY 
( 1987)

L O C A T I O N
GREENSBORO,  
VERMONT

B O O K
WHEN THE KILLING’S 
DONE (2011)

L O C A T I O N 
CHANNEL ISLANDS, 
CALIFORNIA

B O O K
PILGRIM AT  
TINKER CREEK 
( 1974)

L O C A T I O N 
BLUE RIDGE  
MOUNTAINS

BUCOLIC BEAUTY: Northeast 
Vermont’s peaceful Barr Hill 
and Caspian Lake star as Fol-
som Hill and Battell Pond in 
Wallace Stegner’s acclaimed 
novel. Barr Hill Natural Area, 
a Conservancy preserve 
since 1972, includes nature 
trails open to the public.

Annie 
Dillard

T.C. Boyle

Poets’
CornerB

D
William Weaver 
Christman, an 
upstate New York 
farmer born in 1865, 
wrote several books 
of nature poetry 
and created a win-
ter bird sanctuary 
on his farm. His 
land is now part of 
the Conservancy’s 
Christman Sanctu-
ary, which includes 
a 30-foot waterfall.

Carl Sandburg,  
a Pulitzer Prize-win-
ning poet, lived with 
his family in Flat 
Rock, North Caro-
lina, from 1945 to 
1967. Their Conne-
mara Farm is now 
a National Historic 
Site that includes 
a 16-acre tract of 
adjacent mountain-
top land donated by 
the Conservancy.

W.S. Merwin,  
a former U.S. Poet 
Laureate, has spent 
decades replanting 
native palms on his 
land in Maui, Hawaii. 
The Conservancy 
used aerial imaging 
to help map his palm 
collection for cata-
loguing. With some 
3,000 palms of 850 
species, it is among 
the world’s largest.

The view from Folsom  
Hill is not grand in the  
way of Western landscapes. 
What gives it its charm is 
the alternation of wild and 
cultivated, rough woods 
ending with scribed edges 
against smooth hayfields—
this and the accent dots  
of white houses, red barns, 
and clustered cattle tiny  
as aphids on a leaf.  
—CROSSING TO SAFETY

T.C. BOYLE’S NOVEL OFFERS A SUSPENSEFUL TAKE ON WHAT CAN 
happen when well-intentioned causes clash—in this instance 
conservationists and animal welfare advocates battling over 
the removal of invasive species on Santa Cruz Island. Though 
fictional, the novel echoes a real conservation story. The Conser-
vancy has been working to restore the native ecosystem of Santa 
Cruz, the largest of the Channel Islands, since 1978—removing 
destructive, non-native feral pigs and sheep, which had pushed 
the native Santa Cruz Island fox to the brink of extinction by 
overgrazing the land and by attracting a powerful new predator, 
the golden eagle. Through the Conservancy’s efforts, the island 
has been pig-free since 2006, and the native fox population has 
rebounded from fewer than 100 to more than 1,300.

IN 1968, THE CONSERVANCY PROTECTED NEARLY 100 ACRES ON 
Tinker Mountain, which was featured in Annie Dillard’s non-
fiction masterpiece, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek. The property was 
transferred to the Appalachian Trail Conservancy. In a 1975 issue 
of the Conservancy’s Virginia state newsletter, Dillard wrote of 
the mountain: “It’s a very good place: granite and grit-dirt, needle 
and soft-leaf, long light lobes on the flanksides; home.”


