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I n g r i d  K o i v u k a n g a s   Environmenta l  Art i s t



In wilderness is the preservation of the world.

Henry David Thoreau 



As an environmental artist I work in response to sites in the natural world. 
I am interested in issues of identity, especially indigenous cultures, including 
my own, place, the environment, technology and globalization – questioning 
how our identities are shaped by the land while also exploring how technology 
can be integrated into that understanding. Much of my work is an attempt to 
provide the viewer with a starting point to begin contemplating their own 
landscape and possibly their part in its preservation. 

I am never sure what will happen when I begin working in a new area or 
landscape. Each site that I choose, or perhaps chooses me, is for a different 
reason. I do not research an area before I begin working there. I work intuitively 
at sites, with site energies - sometimes through dreams, impressions or waking 
dreams. Once the work emerges and is on its way to completion I will begin a 
site research based on local history, local stories, and connections to the larger 
universe - celestial, botanical, animal and spiritual.

It is simply amazing to think that our physical bodies are made up of stardust, 
ancient dinosaur bones, trillions of cells that communicate with other cells, 
water that is controlled by the moon just as the tides are – water that is affected 
by our very thoughts. We breathe air that has been recirculating around the 
globe for millennia – we breathe the same air that our ancient ancestors 
once did. We are interwoven into the very fabric of the Earth – the Earth 
is interwoven into each of our physical beings. We also share these physical 
connections, and are further interwoven, with every other living being on 
this planet. We each carry genetic memories within us, for at one time all of 
our ancestors lived in harmony with the Earth and understood the delicate 
balance between what was seen and what was intuited  

The new works created for the Earth Reflections exhibition are based on sites 
on the North Shore - from Deep Cove in North Vancouver to Whytecliffe 
Park in West Vancouver. I wanted to provide viewers with basic information 

on how they could access the sites I’d visited. With this in mind I overlaid a 
map (left) of the North Shore with an infinity symbol. The infinity symbol 
signifies the constantly evolving universe, the cycles of life including nature’s 
cycle of birth, death and regeneration. This line intersected many parks and 
nature areas, I chose to work at 12 of them: Bridgeman, Cates, Deep Cove, 
Seymour, Lynn Headwaters, Capilano, Dundarave, Lighthouse, Eagleridge, 
Whytecliffe, Cypress and Mahon Parks.

Numerology, a metaphysical system based on the esoteric relationships between 
numbers and physical objects or living beings, often enters my work. After 
contemplating many different numbers I decided to work with the number 
12. There are 12 months in a calendar year, in China a 12 cycle system called 
Earthly Branches is used for time reckoning. The day is divided into two 12 
hour sections, ancient measurement systems are based on 12. Astrology is 
based on time being divided into 12 zodiac signs and in China 12 animals. 
The bible has many references to including the 12 tribes of Israel, 12 Apostles 
and 12 Angels. 

My early intention had been to create a series of reliquaries based on each of 
the 12 sites. A reliquary, also known as a shrine, is a container for sacred relics. 
They have been used in some form by people throughout the ages. Hindus 
and Buddhists house reliquaries in their temples and people make pilgrimages 
to them. In parts of Africa reliquaries are used in rituals and can contain the 
bones of ancestors. They were especially popular in Medieval times and have 
been an important element of Christianity since the 4th Century. They can 
contain bones, special and/or magical objects and sometimes include the 
remains of holy people or holy sites. 

I began with taking photographs at each of the sites thinking that the photos 
could somehow be incorporated into a reliquary along with natural materials 
collected at the sites. I had an idea that each reliquary would contain directions 
that would act as map of sorts to enable people to visit each of the sites - kind 
of a reverse pilgrimage. The viewer could begin at the reliquary, situated in 
a House of Art, but they would be able to access the original sacred site. It 
wouldn’t matter if the viewer went to the exact photo site -  for truly all sites 
in nature are sacred - the journey and the awareness of our connections and 
inter-connectedness with everything around us was more the point. 

As I began to see the everyday-secrets that the sites were revealing through 
the photographs I realized that they were already ‘the work’. The 12 original 

reliquaries eventually merged and became one digital reliquary consisting of 
three screens, representing  Air, Earth and Water. Father Sky, Mother Earth 
and Water as the boundary between the otherworld and our world - water as 
the giver of life. The three screens are stacked one over the other. Sky at the 
top, Earth in the middle and Water on the bottom. I took over a thousand site 
photographs, this reliquary holds 12 sky photos, 144 site photographs (12 from 
each of the 12 sites) and 12 water photos. As I was working on this piece I was 
struck with the idea that perhaps one day all we might have left of a site are 
digital representations, digital reliquaries of natural sites.

The other part of this new work - Tree-Stone Echo - is deeply connected to the 
Sky, Earth, Water Reliquary and references a trip to Lynn Headwaters made 
last year with Joan. We came across a series of windblown trees, remnants of 
the windstorms of 2006, and under each of the giant root balls stones were 
coming free, falling to the ground, creating a pile of, what I call, stone-eggs. 
They are waiting to be reclaimed by another tree’s root system, where they will 
help anchor a new tree to the Earth. Stones are the oldest beings on Earth and 
have been here since the Earth was formed, it is said that they carry memories 
within them. Imagine being 96 million years old, like many of the rocks on the 
North Shore, and what you would remember. 

For the installation I gathered 120 stones from each of the 12 sites. I patiently 
waited for the spring thaws to bring a tree-log down the river, but the waters 
were running far too swiftly to leave anything on the shores and instead took 
all their offerings to the waiting sea.  A few days before the opening I had a 
feeling to go to Cates Park, where I finally found the tree-log on the beach. 
No doubt it had been brought down one of the North Shore rivers, joined 
the tide, and then been thrown back upon the shore. The tree-log pierces the 
gallery wall - the root ball hovers over the 1440 stones collected at the sites. 
Viewers are invited, and encouraged, to choose a stone to take with them and 
in return to leave a comment that will be taken back to the site, creating a 
circle, an echo. The comment can be a prayer or wish for the Earth, or just an 
acknowledgement of your knowing that you are connected to the Earth, the 
Sky, the Water. Perhaps through this gesture you will become one of the 
memories stored within the stone.

Ingrid Koivukangas, June 2008

Note: NorthShore Reflections is licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution-Non-Commercial-No Derivative Works 2.5 Canada License.

Rough working map - infinity overlay on North Shore



i The morning I went to Bridgeman Park to take photographs 

I had been feeling an increasing sense of sadness over the 

state of the world. For years I’ve questioned my work as an 

environmental artist, wondered at the relevance of what 

I’m doing. After nine years of school I could have been a 

doctor and contributed something tangible to the world - 

saved a life,  discovered a cure that could save lives. Instead 

I try to bring an awareness of the land and our connections 

to the land to viewers through my work. At times it just feels 

overwhelming. I want to retreat to the country, plant a 

garden, hide my head in the sand.

And then I arrive at the site and breathe in forest-light, 

losing myself in the scents of new spring-green leaves and 

rich black loamy Earth; the river, sweet jazz, lifting my spirits 

- something about negative ions by the waters’ edge. The 

forest began revealing secrets to me and I remembered 

why it is that I continue to create this work....in reverence 

and awe, hoping to share the secrets with viewers - to begin 

dialogues.  I am lost in the delicate beauty of a dandelion-

star, seeds ready to launch, searching to put down roots to 

bring forth another golden-mother. I am on the forest floor, 

camera capturing an ants’ view of the lush undergrowth, 

dwarfed by a miniature forest. Dew-jewels rest on giant 

green leaves, waiting to catch sunlight, to refract rainbow-

light at distracted dog-walkers. Tendrils of giant moss hang 

from overhead, blanketing branches in soft verdant fingers. 

Spring-river-waters rush by at dizzying speeds carrying 

mountain offerings to the waiting sea, but at the banks edge 

the water gently laps against half buried pebbles in sand. 

I think about working in the biology lab last spring, 

discovering cells moving within flower buds and leaves and 

bark and seeing the cells in my own blood. Anthropologist 

Jeremy Narby writes in the Cosmic Serpent that cells 

communicate with each other. When I read this I wondered 

if this communication on a cellular level is what I was feeling 

when I was in the lab, completely in awe, often with tears 

in my eyes, feeling something visceral that I couldn’t quite 

put into words...were my cells in communication with the 

cells I was observing? Was this what I was feeling as I moved 

through the forest, feeling one with it? I like to think so. 

 

In Mind Over Genes: The New Biology, Dr. Bruce Lipton 

writes that our physical bodies are composed of fifty trillion 

B r i d g e m a n  P a r k Tendrils of giant moss hang from overhead, blanketing branches in soft verdant fingers. 



single cells. Dr. Masaru Emoto, author of Hidden Messages in 

Water, has proven that our thoughts and words can affect 

the shape and size of water crystals. If our thoughts can 

change the crystals in water, and we contain trillions of 

cells, how are our thoughts affecting everything around us 

-- water, cells, air, the physical world? 

As my camera captures salmonberry-orange-fungus a 

flicker watches me, head tilted, flitting from tree to tree, 

closer, closer and then far overhead to disappear into the 

giant fir trees. Last year a flicker led me along the path 

at Lynn Headwaters, always a few steps - or bird-wings 

- ahead. Later that same day I saw something sitting on 

my open apartment window - I thought it was the squirrel 

again - but it was a flicker...head craning inside to look 

at me. My friend, my brother, the flicker. I wonder what 

flicker cells look like? The squirrel also comes and peers 

at me. He sometimes waits for me at the outer apartment 

door, suspended on the wall like Spiderman, he follows 

me, sometimes chattering - he knows where I live. Once 

I found him sitting hesitantly inside on the window sill....

the cats waiting for a false move. Or perhaps they were 

just shocked at the audacity? Or perhaps their cells were 

communicating with each other?

i Capilano River feels as if it’s immersed in a giant cloud. 

It’s a cold day, there are raindrops, dew drops, cloud drops, 

resting all over the ancient, deeply silent, forest. I am amazed 

to find a bee sitting on a leaf-green-bed on the trail. I think 

that he is struggling to wake up from the cold, because he’s 

not moving as I snap photos of him. It’s a bumblebee, big, 

hairy and alien looking. Later at the studio I find out there 

are over 25,000 different kinds of bees around the world - 

800 different varieties in Canada alone. I don’t know what 

kind of bumblebee it is that I happened upon, but I did find 

out that bumblebees are the only bee that can actually 

keep themselves warm by shivering and they have no ears, 

so they can’t hear, they rely on vibrations. I think of the 

honey bees that are disappearing all over the world. It’s an 

epidemic of science fiction proportions and few know that 

the bee disappearances (deaths) actually began as early 

as 1993. Once plentiful wild honey bees are practically 

nonexistent in North America. There are many theories as 

to what has happened to the bees - cell phone towers, 

C a p i l a n o  R i v e r  P a r k ...there are raindrops, dew drops, cloud drops, resting all over the ancient, deeply silent, forest.



mites, new pesticides, genetically modified crops have all 

been put forward but no one knows for certain. All of the 

reasons sound like they are caused by humans, which further 

emphasizes our not understanding how we are impacting 

the natural world or how reliant we really are on the Earth. 

How sad to think that our lack of awareness will haunt us one 

day - Einstein predicted that if all of the bees, pollinators, die 

that humanity would follow within four years. 

i I arrive at Cates Park at dusk. It is the end of May and 

the weather has been unseasonably cold and wet. The air 

is laden with the salty essence of Westcoast. The beach is 

scatted with an incredibly colourful garden of seaweed. 

Soft pinks, violent purples, delicate white tissue-paper-

looking sheets, shimmering ribbons of hunter green mixed 

with puffy greenish-yellow seaweed claws, giant sea onions 

and  empty paper thin crab hulls. 

It’s hard to believe that the smell of the ocean is produced 

by genes in ocean-dwelling bacteria called dimethyl 

sulfide (DMS) which is derived from the molecule DMSP 

produced by seaweed, plankton and some marsh plants. 

When these plants and algae die they release DMSP which 

attract the bacteria that then eat it and produce the by-

product DMS. DMS is a chemo-attractant that then signals 

the ocean - through smell - to humans and lures sea birds 

and some crustaceans to the ocean in search of food. 

DMS also creates clouds as it floats up into the atmosphere 

and becomes oxidized. So, it’s possible that a cloud over 

the ocean began as a direct result of bacteria feeding on 

plankton or seaweed. I will never think of the smell of the 

ocean the same way again, and I’m left wondering what 

the bacteria would like under a microscope?

I think of my friend Olive when I reach a grove of cedar 

trees along the beach. It’s the last place I saw her alive and 

I’m surprised by feelings that I’ve suppressed for months. 

I think of Olive being released from the pain of cancer,  

of becoming one with the wind. One day this body that 

I inhabit will also return to join the stardust and dinosaur 

bones to become  a human house for a new spirit. Where 

will “I” be then? This is a question that humans have been 

trying to understand since time began - it is the ultimate 

mystery and there is only one for each of us to find the 

answer...first-hand. 

C a t e s  P a r k  ~  W h e y - A h - W h i c h e n The air is laden with the salty essence of the West Coast.



i I’m at the base of Cypress Mountain. It’s mid-May, it 

nearly felt like summer in the city, but up here the snow-

cold can still be felt on the breeze. I pull over to the side 

of the road, beside a waterfall, that looks as if it has 

magically sprung from within the side of the mountain, 

forcefully finding it’s way down the rock face. I climb as 

high as I dare, camera in hand, marvelling at the different 

types of plants that call the rock ledges home. Sunlight 

plays on the ledge outside of a small rock-cave opening 

that houses a cluster of water  bubbles that are appearing 

as if by magic.

There are plants that look like green stars, exploding forth, 

fed by some unseen source of nutrition deep within the 

stone face of the cliff. Small ferns resiliently poke their green 

fingers through gaps in the rocks. Last years’ grasses, frozen 

through the winter, are finally falling away, making room for 

new growth. Everywhere I hear the sound of water, trickling, 

melting, pounding on the rocks below.

There is a snow bank under the waterfall, at the side of the 

road. It is melting, creating a natural snow bridge over the 

ditch. I kneel, watching in awe, at the beauty of each single 

drop of water that is released from it’s icy grip. I wonder how 

many months each single drop has been suspended within, 

and been a part of this cold, solid, chunk of ice. Where 

it will end up once it melts, evaporates, and joins a cloud 

- how far will it journey? Will it join gases in the clouds to 

become acid rain? or acid snow in the Arctic? Or will it join 

dinosaur dust to become part of a new life? Or will it make 

its appearance in my water glass?

I watch a black bug tracing a trail through a yellow skunk 

flower, eventually it joins the others, waiting at the bottom 

of the stalk, all protected by yellow. Are they too made 

of stardust? Are their cells communicating with the yellow 

skunk flower? with me? 

As I get in my car a grouse drums in the distance, beating his 

wings to create sonic booms that echo through the forest, 

hoping to attract a mate through wing-communication. 

A crow flies overhead, circling, calling out. Perhaps he’s 

wondering what I’ve been doing hanging off the side of a 

rock ledge by a deserted road...or maybe he’s just hoping I 

might have some lunch to share. 

C y p r e s s  P r o v i n c i a l  P a r k It’s mid-May ... but up here the snow-cold can still be felt on the breeze.



i  Deep Cove is a small idyllic village set on the shores of 

Indian Arm, off of Burrard Inlet, and at the foot of Mount 

Seymour. It’s the site of many kayak launches and lessons 

- mine included (I wouldn’t recommend capsize lessons at 

the end of October!).  Large flowing white seaweed was 

strewn on the beach, resting on small barnacle villages, 

shadowed by driftwood that had been etched by the sun 

and salt-air, and home to green-brown mossy patches. 

White curling fungus trailed up the slope of a giant uprooted 

trunk, while at the other end a small seedling had somehow 

gotten a foothold.  Making my way up from the beach I 

ventured onto the Baden-Powell Trail, which is 48 kms in 

length and stretches from Deep Cove to Horseshoe Bay 

(the end points of the infinity symbol overlay) and crosses 

over many of the parks on the North Shore.  

Once on the trail I quickly found myself in a sea of exposed  

spidering tree roots and rocks that reminded me of small 

whitecaps on the ocean. The forest floor acts as a giant 

nursery for new growth. Close to the ground I find small pale, 

delicate  mushrooms, emerging from a sea of moss-ferns, 

gaining sustenance from ancient decay. Fungus grows 

flamboyantly on an old cedar log, which is scattered with 

the remnants of a squirrel’s pinecone-lunch. As the forest 

dies, it is recycled, the decaying trees and plants provide an 

incredible store of organic material for new growth. It can 

take up to 400 years for a tree to decay and be completely 

absorbed back into the forest floor. I am astonished to learn 

that up to 1,700 species of plants and animals depend upon 

one tree during its lifespan and up to 4,000 species can be 

found living on one nursery log. The trees now standing 

could have been small seedlings taking root on a 400 year 

old nursery log, when your grandparents, grandparents, 

grandparents, grandparents were being born. And to think, 

there are traces of dinosaur bones and stardust mixed in 

with these living trees, just as there are in your own body. 

I think of a statistic I recently read, that an average person 

needs about 365 pounds of oxygen to breathe each year 

and we exhale about 724 pounds of carbon dioxide (CO2). 

A tree breathes in CO2 and breathes out, on average,  260 

pounds of oxygen each year. So I am literally breathing in 

the forest as I stand there...we are connected through our 

breath.

D e e p  C o v e Fungus grows flamboyantly on an old cedar log.



i Dundarave Beach is on Burrard Inlet, kind of kitty corner 

to Stanley Park, from the beach you can just barely see the 

deep scarring left by the windstorms of 2006, a swath cut 

through standing green. I watch a giant cruise ship meander 

by, an encapsulated micro climate. I am in a micro climate 

of beach. 

I find bones - I’m not sure, is it the foot and hip socket of 

a Canada Goose?  Is the small silver fish I come across a 

salmon fry? Or a full grown, but small, fish? It’s sleek and 

shines in the daylight - it looks startled. I find a similar small 

fish at Whytecliffe a few days later. I wonder why they have 

died. Was it a natural death or death by human?

I come across, hundreds, thousands, of blue marine 

mussels, all huddled together, a blue blanket on stone. 

Mussels are filter feeders relying on plankton and other free-

floating microscopic sea creatures, found in seawater, for 

sustenance. They gather, or clump, together because their 

numbers help to hold each other secure against the waves 

and at low tide they suffer less water loss because of water 

capture by other mussels. 

If mussels gather their food by siphoning  ocean water in 

and out of themselves how are they being affected by 

the polluted oceans? I wonder if they could be one of the 

canaries of the sea? 

I find out that they can accumulate naturally occurring 

toxins (like red tide) and they can also store chemical 

contaminants - metals (cadmium, lead, mercury, etcetera), 

organochloride compounds (insecticides, hydrocarbons 

found in solvents; vinyl chloride found in plastic) and 

bacteriological pollutants: sewage-related bacteria and 

viruses. (Yuck!) I check further and yes, oysters, clams and 

scallops also feed on plankton by siphoning ocean water,. 

Mussels just accumulate toxins faster than their cousins.

If the mussels - and all shellfish - are accumulating these types 

of toxins from the ocean water they are siphoning  aren’t 

the other creatures of the sea suffering the same fate? And 

then we eat those creatures and we, in turn, ingest the very 

pollutants we have released to the sea. 

We really are all connected.

D u n d a r a v e  B e a c h ...thousands of blue marine mussels, all huddled together, a blue blanket on stone.



i Two eagles swooped down over the Upper Levels 

Highway as I approached Eagle Ridge Bluffs. The Bluffs 

were my original destination but I because of the Sea-to-

Sky bypass construction I couldn’t get there. As I made my 

way to Seaview Trail (by Gleneagles Community Centre), I 

wondered at our disregard for all-things-not-human and our 

sense of entitlement to take what we want, regardless of 

the consequences to the rest of the living world. 

I wonder at what kind of society we live in when 78 year old 

Betty Krawczyk, an Elder, is sentenced to jail for protesting 

against the destruction of Eagle Ridge Bluffs - for trying to 

protect not only the eagles and frogs, but the headwaters 

of three of our most important salmon rivers. And 71 year old 

First Nations Elder, Harriet Nahanee, dies when she is sent 

to jail because she is deemed to be in contempt of court 

for refusing to apologize for her beliefs. These were passive 

protestors practising civil disobedience.

The term civil disobedience was coined by Henry David 

Thoreau (1817-1862) a naturalist and early ecologist. Civil 

disobedience is based on two principles. The first: that the 

authority of the government depends on the consent of the 

governed (you and I, the voters). And second: that justice 

is superior to the laws enacted by the government, and 

the individual has the right to judge whether a given law 

reflects or flouts justice. Ghandi changed a country through 

peaceful protest and civil disobedience and Martin Luther 

King Jr changed the face of America with the civil rights 

movement, also based on civil disobedience and peace.

Everyday I feel inundated with further proof of our tailspin 

into climate change. The polar caps are melting at a rate 

that is alarming scientist who predicted it would take 50 

years for the ice to melt as much as it has in the past two. 

Reindeer can’t migrate because there’s no ice. Polar bears 

are on the edge of distinction because their usual food 

sources can’t find ice to come up on. I could go on and 

on. 

Yes, maybe it was just salmon and eagles and frogs and 

furry animals that the Eagle Bluff protesters were fighting for. 

But  I am beginning to think that the world will need more 

Betty’s and Harriet’s if we, humans, are to survive. 

E a g l e r i d g e / G l e n e a g l e s Two eagles swooped over the highway as I approached Eagle Ridge.



i I slide down the slippery giant lichen-covered rock at Point 

Atkinson in Lighthouse Park - camera held high, hoping it 

doesn’t smash and fall. Instead I hit my elbow, but at least the 

camera is safe. The rocks here are somewhere between 96 

and 187 million years old.  In Minnesota 96 million year old fossil 

pollen has been found. So bees were pollinating flowering 

plants at the time that this granite rock was being formed, 

nearly 100 million years ago. They have been pollinating the 

Earth ever since, and in the space of 10 years honeybees 

have started to disappear. Less than the blink of an eye in 

Earth-years. How far behind are we? A blink or two?

The path to the Point is sheltered by a giant Douglas fir, 

western hemlock and western red cedar trees that stand 

side by side in one of the last stands of old growth forest.  

Some of the trees here are 500 years old and reach up to 

200 feet towards the sky. They were seedlings on a nurse log 

in 1558. The printing press was invented in 1452 in Germany 

by Gutenberg, who couldn’t have known that his invention 

would require entire forests to keep it fed. The tree-rings 

here have 500 years of site-memories stored in them -  rings 

that  expand, reaching  up to the equivalent of an 18-20 

story tower. 

Downtown Vancouver’s forests have been replaced with 

concrete towers - memories here are stored in computers 

with memory chips that are made from beach sand. That 

has always astounded me, all those 0s and 1s stored in 

grains of sand. 

Beach sand is made from massive mountains eroding in the 

wind and water. When you look at these tiny grains, of what 

were once giant mountains, under a microscope the grains 

resemble miniature gemstones. These beach-gemstones 

can be pushed together by the wind to become sand dunes 

that can then produce a humming or booming sound when 

they move against each other. 

Imagine, tiny gemstones moving together create booming 

and humming sounds. 

Everything fits into everything else, and is connected in 

some way. We are each like a tiny gemstone and we do 

not move passively through this Planet. It is up to each of 

us to decide - do we boom and hum together creating one 

voice or just quietly whimper out. 

L i g h t h o u s e  P a r k The rocks here are between 96 and 187 million years old.



i It’s a rare sunny day at Lynn Headwaters. Most of my trips 

here are accompanied with rain and it feels like I walk through 

clouds along Lynn Creek. The air smells green here, crisp, fresh 

and relaxing - the city fades away. I can breathe again. This  

is a second growth forest, originally logged in the 1800s, so it’s 

possible that some of the trees are approaching 200 years. 

It is here at Lynn Headwaters where I find the massive 

windblown trees - casualties of the windstorms of December 

2006. I catch a glimpse into the secret world under the tree, 

at the roots that are now exposed to the elements. Stones 

have been caught up over the life of the tree, imprisoned 

within the roots, small stone eggs. As the rootball is exposed 

and the wind and rain work away at the soil around the roots 

some of the stones come free and fall to the ground. I think of 

the cycle of birth and death, of the life of the stone that was 

once a part of a mountain, then warn smooth by the river to 

be captured by the roots of a tree. The stones now free may 

one day again become embedded within the roots of a new, 

future, tree. Returning back, recycling, gathering memories. 

In many cultures it is said that stones carry the memories of 

the Earth. The First Nations call them the Grandfathers. 

Ferns are just beginning their slow ascent, unfurling, towards 

what little sun filters through the canopy. A moth slowly makes 

it’s way up a nurse log, perhaps enroute to laying eggs that 

will produce future-fliers. A yellow king slug crosses the path, 

leaving a glowing trace of his passage. Moss and lichen seem 

to grow on everything - on the trees, the rocks, the ground. 

Lichen are known as bio-indicators and are extremely sensitive 

to air pollution and cannot live in areas that have air that 

contains sulfur dioxide - found in acid rain. Sulphur dioxide 

is naturally created by volcanoes, humans create it as a 

by-product of burning fossil fuels and coal. Sulphur dioxide 

mixed with nitrogen oxide (a by product of motor vehicles 

and engines) causes acid rain, which kills forests and fish and 

plants in streams and lakes. In Scandinavia there are dead 

lakes, which are crystal clear and contain no living creatures 

or plant life. Acid snow falls in the Arctic - I have read that it is 

as strong as lemon juice - and in the spring thaw animals and 

plants die from the shock of drinking acid polluted waters. 

Closer to home, Alberta’s tar sands are causing acid rain to 

fall on Saskatchewan. Saskatchewan is part of the bread 

basket of Canada.

L y n n  H e a d w a t e r s Lichen are known as bio-indicators and are extremely sensitive to air pollution. 



i The barred owl watches me from his perch at Mahon 

Park. Blinks lazily. Silent hunter. It’s 10 am on a cold, foggy, 

morning. I have never seen an owl in daylight before. I am 

mesmerized, and honoured. He rotates his head. Suddenly 

he is in full, silent flight. Dropping, gracefully, soundlessly 

upon the unsuspecting mouse (at least I think it’s a mouse). 

It’s all over quickly, even though  it felt like it was in  slow 

motion.

Wagg and Mission Creeks converge in the ravines of Mahon 

Park. This is truly an urban park, just steps from busy roads 

at both entrances. A school and soccer field straddle the 

cliffs above the ravine. Occasionally the sound of children 

playing filters through the  deep silence of the forest. Yet 

here one can imagine what it was like when only the owl 

ruled the forest, long before a city began to emerge. 

The forest is thick with moss-flowers, new maple seeds taking 

root, flowers just beginning to blossom. Old growth giving 

way to new. A snail slowly makes his way across the forest 

floor.  His eyes are at the end of his tentacles which are 

moving from side to side as he inches along, making his 

way along, and up, a small twig. He suddenly stops, retreats 

into his shell. I’ve over stayed my welcome and slowly back 

away, putting the leaves I’ve moved back into place. 

The water in the creek is rushing faster than usual, fueled by 

the incessant spring rains and the ice melting high up in the 

mountains. On the other side of the world the Alps are also 

melting, glaciers retreating at a rushing pace. The locals 

say that climate change is happening as if in time lapsed 

photography - right before their very eyes. They are living in 

a changing landscape, witnessing upheavals that we have 

so far not had to face. Lakes appearing and disappearing, 

whole sides of mountains falling to the ground. Ground that 

has melted and become unstable, crumbling under buildings 

that have stood for years. All disappearing.

I find another windfall tree. This one also has stone-eggs 

lying underneath it. But I am drawn to the rain drops caught 

in its tiny web-like roots. They glisten like other-worldly jewels, 

teardrops. I walk home holding the memories of this day 

in the park. I feel blessed to have met Owl, watched Snail 

breaking a path on stable ground.  

M a h o n  P a r k A snail slowly makes his way across the forest floor.



i I ascend the mountain passing signs that ask if I’ve notified 

anyone of where I’m going. I quickly grab my cell phone and 

leave a message with a friend: if you don’t hear from me 

by bedtime tonight, come and look for me. Melodramatic? 

Yes.  But also respectful. 

As I continue getting higher into the mountain I can sense 

that the trees are changing - I pass what looks like an old-

growth forest and I imagine that I can feel the forest floor 

underfoot, soft with hundreds of years of decaying trees. I 

yearn to stop the car, to become one with the deep green-

forest-light that filters through the midst of the trees. I think of 

the beautiful cedar cells that I found with the microscope. 

Green circles of light. If I step foot into that light the forest 

will swallow me and I will become the newest nursery log. 

Mount Seymour does bring me to another zone - literally - 

rising up from one biogeoclimatic zone to another. (There 

are 14 different ecological zones in British Columbia.) Below 

1,000 metres (where most of us on the coast live) is one 

Canada’s wettest climates: the Coastal Western Hemlock 

Biogeoclimatic zone. The forest in this zone includes old-

growth Douglas-fir and western red cedar as well as 

second-growth coniferous and deciduous trees and shrubs. 

Seymour moves from this zone into the Mountain Hemlock 

Biogeoclimatic zone where the forest is mostly made up 

of pacific silver fir (amabilis), yellow cedar and mountain 

hemlock. At higher elevations there are fields filled with 

alpine flowers.

The snow hasn’t quite melted, it still blankets the base of the 

trees at the summit. It looks as if you could walk on it, I don’t 

want to chance it....I’m not really sure how deep it still is.

Seymour’s average snow depth is around 345 cms, or 11.3 

feet. It takes between one and five inches of rain to make 

twelve inches of snow - depending on how warm the air is. 

It takes one million droplets of water within a cloud to make 

one single drop of rain. According to the Water Resources 

Research Center at the University of Arizona, the average 

drop of water has 1,700,000,000,000,000,000 molecules (1.7 

quintillion) in it. 

When was the last time you were in awe about something as 

simple as the rain? 

M o u n t  S e y m o u r Seymour moves ... into the Mountain Hemlock Biogeoclimatic zone.



i The sun glances off the high tide. People pick their way 

across the stone bridge that brings them from Whytecliffe 

Park to the giant rock-island that sits just off shore in Howe 

Sound. 

This area is one of the most popular places for local divers. 

While I read about the local sights divers might encounter, 

I can imagine the painted sea anemones, sea stars, sea 

cucumbers, ling and rock cod, octopus and dogfish, jelly 

fish and seals. It’s a world far removed from the one I’m 

standing in, on the shore. 

I find what I think is the remnant of a bird breast bone. It is 

grey-white, and lacy around the edges, being warn away 

by the water that drags it across the beach, in and out, with 

each tide. I wonder what kinds of bone can survive in the 

ocean and for how long. I can only think of coral.

Coral reefs are most predominantly made of stony corals that 

secrete an exoskeleton of calcium carbonate which forms a 

bone-like substance.  Certain types of coral have pores and 

channels that resemble those found in human bone. These 

coral skeletons have been used in reconstructive bone 

surgery, the coral graft eventually fills with tissue and blood 

vessels and eventually bone replaces the coral implant. 

In his book Heart’s Code, Dr Paul Pearsall, a transplant 

specialist, writes of memories being stored within cells 

and DNA. Memories that get transferred from one person 

to the next via livers, kidneys, hearts. These documented 

memory transfers have included eerily correct accounts of 

the original person’s death, families, even food cravings. 

I wonder if I had a coral bone implant would I begin to 

dream of tropical seas?

Coral absorbs carbon dioxide from the ocean, much like 

trees do on the surface of the Earth. It has been predicted 

that acid rain and warming oceans, caused by climate 

change, will kill the coral reefs around the world by 2050. 

(Hopefully the coral scientist aren’t shocked the way that 

those working in the Arctic were.)

So, coral with its home at the bottom of the ocean is 

connected to our bones by its very structure, and to the 

trees through the shared ability to store carbon dioxide - that 

would otherwise kill us.  Is the Earth not an amazing place?

W h y t e c l i f f e  P a r k I can imagine the painted sea anemones, sea stars, sea cucumbers, ling and rock cod...



We lose our souls if we lose the experience of the forest, the butterflies,

 the song of the birds, if we can’t see the stars at night.

Thomas Berry
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