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In 1911 Anna Comstock wrote,  

“Out-of-door life takes the child afield and keeps him in 
the open air, which not only helps him physically and 
occupies his mind with sane subjects, but keeps him out of 
mischief. . . . This is the age of nerve tension, and the 
relaxation which comes from the comforting 
companionship found in woods and fields is, without 
doubt, the best remedy for this condition.” 

 

Anna Comstock through her Handbook of Nature Study was a 
leader in the nature study movement of the early 1900s 
(Armitage 2009).  Others included Gene Stratton-Porter who 
wrote Girl of the Limberlost, and Liberty Hyde Bailey, a writer, 
horticulturalist, and proponent of 4-H (Fig. 1-1).  There were 
others, but these authors were known to directly influence Aldo 
Leopold and Rachel Carson, instrumental in bringing about the 
environmental movement of the 1960s (Lorsbach and Jinks 
2013). 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Comstock, Stratton-Porter, and Bailey did not live to see the 
environmental movement.  Nor did they see the return of 
certain species on the brink of extinction during their time:  
Wood Duck, White-tailed Deer, Gray Wolf, Black Bear.  These 
species rebounded primarily as a result of Aldo Leopold’s 
teachings in wildlife management. 
 
Despite these advancements during the 20th Century, daunting 
challenges remain in the relationship between humans and 
nature.  These include dwindling biodiversity in the face of less 
familiarity with nature, biophobia, loss of wonder, screen and 
social media addiction, obesity, and attention deficit disorder, 
and climate change. 

 
Nearly a century after Comstock, Richard Louv (2008, 2012, 
2016) also wrote about the lack of familiarity children have with 
the outdoors, a condition Louv called nature deficit disorder.  
Louv writes, 

“Stress reduction, greater physical health, a deeper sense 
of spirit, more creativity, a sense of play, even a safer life—
these are the rewards that await a family when it invites 
more nature into children's lives.” 

 
 

Louv’s book Last Child in the Woods provides a passionate plea 
to appreciate the health benefits that come from direct 
exposure to nature.  Louv lists the culprits that have brought 
about nature deficit disorder:   

• obsession with screen electronics, approximately 50 
hour/week for the average U.S. child (Coyle 2017); 

• stranger danger, overly fearful parents keeping children 
inside; 

• overly structured childhoods, including participation in 
organized sports.   

 
The problems are not solely with young people.  Regarding 
adults Comstock wrote:  

“During many years, I have been watching teachers in our 
public schools in their conscientious and ceaseless work: 
and so far as I can foretell, the fate that awaits them 
finally is either nerve exhaustion or nerve atrophy.” 

 

Comstock’s remedy:    
“Did you ever try a vigorous walk in the open air in the 
open country every Saturday or every Sunday of your 
teaching year?” 

 

What can be done? 
In Sweden, open air napping for preschoolers in winter is 
thought to decrease microbial infections (McGurk 2017).  It also 
instills an open-air life in Scandinavian culture that revolves 
around exploring and enjoying nature.  Like the deep 
relationships with the Earth developed throughout history by 
Native Peoples, Scandinavians retain rich traditions in nature 
involving story, ritual, music, myth, ceremony, and holidays.   
 

Cultures develop within these deep Earth societies.  They are 
place-based and grow out of basic needs for survival, needs that 
are psychological, emotional, spiritual, and physical.  From this, 
a culture of connectedness and reverence develops. What does 
this mean for us as we seek more connection with the Earth?  
The first step is seeing the relevance.  
 

Relevance 
The problem with much of our contemporary frenzied lifestyles, 
increasingly centered around the virtual world, is that people 
think a relationship with the Earth has no relevance. 
 
Climate change, cataclysmic habitat destruction, clinical 
depression, opioid addiction, mass shootings, genocide, 
institutionalized racism and sexism, oppression, increasing 
divide between rich and poor, threats of nuclear war.  No 
relevance?  No basic needs at stake for survival?  No 
psychological, emotional, spiritual, and physical needs going 
unmet?  Not my problem?  Leave me alone?  Maybe it is time 
for a different approach in our frenzied, disconnected, virtual 
lifestyle.  Maybe our goal should be to make ourselves and our 
society more whole. 

    

Figure 1-1.        Left to right:  Anna Comstock, Gene 
Stratton-Porter, Liberty Hyde Bailey  
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