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Big History and Bioregions 
 

Gary Lawless 
 

Abstract 

Bioregionalism and Big History are part of the new way of looking at our 
homes and at the Cosmos that is unfolding around our planet Earth today. Bio-
regionalism is Big History in action. This writing shares some views of a biore-
gionalist poet about Big History from his home. 

I grew up in the north-east corner of the United States, in the State of 
Maine, in a coastal town called Belfast. The ocean touches the land there, and 
that particular body of saltwater is called the Gulf of Maine. The Gulf of Maine 
touches three states (Maine, New Hampshire and Massachusetts), as well as 
two Canadian provinces (New Brunswick and Nova Scotia). 

 

Fig. 1. The Gulf of Maine Bioregion 
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When I was growing up, the newspapers, radio and television reported 
about Maine news, and – on weekends – Maine and New England news.  
We had no idea what was happening in New Brunswick and Nova Scotia, even 
though we were connected with them by land, air and water. We did not know 
what was happening in rivers, forests, lakes and ocean in the other states and 
the provinces. We rarely knew what was happening among animal and plant 
populations, especially among those for whom we were a stop along a much 
larger migratory route. 

During my high school years, I became interested in the earlier human in-
habitants of the region, the pre-European populations who lived here. Their 
place names were so much different from ours. The names seemed functional – 
if you learned their names of the places along the river, you would know where 
you would need to carry around the rapids, where the sturgeon came, where 
people gathered to harvest clams or to smoke fish. A map with indigenous 
place names became your guide to what was happening on that part of the river, 
in the forest or along the shore. If you had the place names in your memory, 
you could survive in those places. You were informed by the place names, and 
learned much about the region from them. The region seemed to be defined 
more by rivers, portages and seasonal food sources than by lines on a map. 
There were no international borders requiring passports, no arbitrarily drawn 
lines on the map. 

As I also became interested in forest ecology activism, I learned that  
the forest stopped at none of the human borders. The woods of northern New 
England and eastern Canada were being assaulted by the same multinational 
corporations using clear-cutting, along with herbicide and pesticide applications 
to destroy the natural forests of the region and replant them with a monoculture 
suited for the pulp and paper industry. 

We heard about the nuclear power plant in Maine, and of the one in New 
Hampshire, but much less often about the nuclear plants in Massachusetts, and 
pretty much never heard about the Point Lepreau nuclear plant in New Bruns-
wick.  

We did not think that much about who was upwind of us, until it became 
clear that acid rain was poisoning Eastern lakes and forests, and that the pollu-
tion was coming to us in the wind from coal-burning power plants in the Mid-
western United States. We did not think about who was upriver, until the dioxin 
in the fish helped us learn about the chlorine-bleaching process being used by 
paper plants upriver in Maine and New Hampshire. 

I wanted to somehow have a wider sense of place, a larger sense of Home. 
In 1973 I traveled west to live in northern California at the home of poet 

Gary Snyder as his ‘poet's apprentice’. The Big Idea that summer was biore-
gionalism, and there were many conversations trying to really nail down what 
that meant. People were looking for ways to define their home, their place, their 
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community, in ways other than the arbitrary lines put onto the map by humans 
to create states, countries and political units or ways to collect taxes and en-
force laws.  

We were looking at the maps and trying to find other ways of defining who 
we were, and where we were, in the world. We were looking at rivers and 
mountains, oceans and deserts, plant and animal ranges, watersheds and plate 
tectonics. The first education in bioregionalism came in trying to define your 
own region. In order to come up with an informed answer, you really had to 
learn a lot about where you were. Where did your water come from, and where 
did it go? Where did the wind usually come from? Who are the local plants and 
animals, where does the forest mix change, what is over the next ridge? 

We started seeing ourselves as citizens of biological communities and, as 
good citizens, we had to learn to live well within those communities. How do 
you live within the bioregion as a good citizen? – this involves learning as 
much as you can about the natural cycles of the place where you live, and 
learning how to live as a part of those cycles, as a part of that community.  
This is an ongoing, lifelong education. 

Several decades into bioregional education, I started thinking about all of 
the species who pass through my bioregion, the great migratory tribes whose 
lives pass through my region on their way to some other place, at one time of 
the year or another. Their home regions cover a much wider range than my 
own. Here on the lake, we welcome the loons, the eagles and osprey, herons, 
bobolinks and so many more. We watch for turtles in the road. We welcome  
the alewives as they swim from the ocean into our lake, through a series of 
newly-built structures, human-made to assist them in their journey.  

 

Fig. 2. Fish ladder and resting pools for alewives along the Damaris-
cotta River (Maine). Photo by Barry Rodrigue, 2009 
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We look to the milkweed in late summer for monarchs, rising up to make 
their journey to Mexico. As a bioregionalist, I want my own bioregion to con-
tinue to provide the shelter and sustenance these travelers have found here, but 
now I feel that I must also be concerned with the rest of their journeys, the fly-
ways, the migratory paths and ocean routes, all of the places where they stop to 
feed or rest – the places that are fast disappearing due to human use. Through 
these travels, as well as the movement of wind and water, my bioregion extends 
to the boreal forests, the songbird destinations in South America, the Sargasso 
Sea, all of the many parts of the world to which my home place is connected by 
movement. 

The bioregion is fluid. Water, air and life flow through it every day. Plant 
populations change, animal populations change, human populations change. 
The climate changes, everything evolves, plates shift and light passes through.  

My poet friend Nanao said that his bioregion was the Milky Way. He hoped 
to plant trees on Mars while hiking the length of the Milky Way. Our Universe 
is expanding. As we look out from our own bodies, we find that our connec-
tions reach farther and farther. 

 

Fig. 3. Nanao Sakaki 
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The Big Idea here is Big History, and I am wondering what we do with it as 
individuals. How do we live our lives as citizens of Big History? It seems to me 
that living with a bioregional ethic gives us such a way. We can embrace Big 
History, but learn to live locally. I can think about my region back when  
the granite was liquid, when the glaciers covered the land where we live now, 
when caribou were here, when no European had set foot on the land, when 
there was no acid rain, when the waters were full of fish, or I can try to think 
back (or ahead) to a time when this planet did not exist… but there was matter, 
moving in ways that I do not understand. 

I want most to learn how best to live as a citizen of a biotic community, 
how to be a partner in the natural workings of that place, and to lead a life in-
formed by a growing understanding of the multitude of cycles and forces within 
which I am living. Bioregionalism brings me to that hope, to that way of seeing 
myself on this planet. Big History extends that hope to the ends of the Universe 
and beyond. 

I came from the sky 
green amber inside 
the meteorite 
then I was lichen  
what the ice remembers 
the taste of granite 
what do the stars know 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


