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More Praise for The Revolution Where You Live

“What the world needs today is a modern Odysseus—one who speaks 
with the power and love of the feminine, listens from the heart, and acts 
from compassion. Sarah van Gelder is that hero, a woman who under-
stands that the monsters blocking our paths are our own creations, that 
the way out of chaos is through soul-felt, community-centered involve-
ment. The Revolution Where You Live is a song of modern redemption.”
—John Perkins, New York Times bestselling author of The New 

Confessions of an Economic Hit Man

“What a journey! Sarah van Gelder uncovers the real revolution un-
folding across America: leaderless and leader-full, up against it and 
angry, but still willing to hope. A passionate, powerful account!” 
—Bill McKibben, author of Deep Economy and The End of Nature and 

cofounder of 350.org

“Journalist Sarah van Gelder says we can build the political revolution 
Bernie Sanders talks about from the bottom up, away from the iron 
grip of Wall Street and wealthy corporate interests. That’s a future we 
can all believe in.”
—RoseAnn DeMoro, Executive Director, National Nurses United, and 

National Vice President, AFL-CIO

“Slow food is a local, healthy homemade meal, prepared with a lot of 
love. Sister Sarah has a similar talent as she shares with us her snail 
ride across Turtle Island—not as a fable but as independent media 
evidence that decolonization and the Great Turning are here. We the 
people love this place!”
—Pancho Ramos-Stierle, full-time ServiceSpace volunteer, Oakland, 

and undocumented and unafraid activist and meditator 

“This book will keep you warm even as it keeps you riveted, and it 
will inspire you to see your part in the solutions that our world so 
desperately needs.”
—Brendan Martin, founder and Director, The Working World

“Buckminster Fuller reminded us that we are facing a civilizational 
choice between utopia and oblivion. In this intrepid account, Sarah 
van Gelder renders the realistic utopia possible and reminds us that 
it is being born, right now, in the heart of the old empire.”
—Alnoor Ladha, Executive Director, The Rules, and Board Member, 

Greenpeace International USA



“Like the inspiring efforts that she chronicles, Sarah van Gelder’s writ-
ing is ‘ordinary and extraordinary.’ In sharp contrast to mass media 
blather and clichés of condescension, this book offers hope grounded 
in real human experience.”
—Norman Solomon, Executive Director, Institute for Public Accuracy, 

and author of War Made Easy

“People are hungry for solutions, and those that unfold in these beau-
tifully told stories offer hope and ways to build bridges of justice and 
understanding.”
—LeeAnn Hall, Co–Executive Director, People’s Action 

“This is a wonderful book—warm, human, direct, meaningful—and 
it is one that will help you understand why building a new America 
from the ground up must begin with community.”
—Gar Alperovitz, author of What Then Must We Do?

“In this good book, Sarah van Gelder documents her reprise of Alexis 
de Tocqueville’s 1831 travels in search of democracy. It is a book of 
answers: homegrown, walking-distance, smart, and heartfelt.” 
—Peter Block, author of Community

“Our survival depends today on rediscovering hope as a social force. 
This is what Sarah van Gelder does in this amazing book, where she 
shares sources of hope that she collected with love and wisdom.”
—Gustavo Esteva, writer, speaker, and founder of Universidad de la Tierra

“Bravo! Through masterful storytelling, Sarah van Gelder shares a 
critical insight—that when we connect to the place where we live 
and work in community, we have the power to overcome the complex 
challenges of our time.”
—Judy Wicks, cofounder of Business Alliance for Local Living Economies 

and author of Good Morning, Beautiful Business

“Sarah van Gelder’s genius, in the spirit of Wendell Berry, is to cel-
ebrate the women, men, and children who cultivate love for their 
places in all their diversity. This book inspires us to regenerate our 
connections with each other and to the ecology of our place on earth.”
—Madhu S. Prakash, author and Professor of Education, Penn State 

College of Education
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Foreword

In a speech delivered at Manhattan’s Riverside 
Church in April 1967, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. stated:

We are now faced with the fact that tomorrow is today. We 
are confronted with the fierce urgency of now. In this un-
folding conundrum of life and history there is such a thing 
as being too late. Procrastination is still the thief of time. Life 
often leaves us standing bare, naked and dejected with a lost 
opportunity. . . . This may well be mankind’s last chance to 
choose between chaos or community.

We live in a world in which chaos seems to be winning out: 
police shootings of unarmed black men and women, war 
abroad and in our streets, the devastating impacts of climate 
change, the hardships faced by millions of Americans strug-
gling to feed their families and make ends meet. Yet Dr. King 
stated that we have a choice—we can choose community. But 
what does community mean in this moment in history? As a 
starting point, it means that we reimagine our relationships to 
one another and to the natural world. This book, written by  
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Sarah van Gelder, tells the stories of people around the United 
States who are reimaging the world around them and, in doing 
so, creating new possibilities for community. Sarah spent nearly 
five months traveling 12,000 miles around the United States, 
learning how people are creating a revolution right where they 
live. She visited Native American reservations that—in spite of 
their historic social and economic struggles as stewards of the 
planet Earth—are blocking attempts by fossil fuel companies to 
mine coal and engage in fracking for oil and gas. Sarah visited 
Chicago, Detroit, Cincinnati, and small towns in Appalachia 
and New Mexico, learning from people working to create just 
and locally rooted economies. She visited leaders in Greens-
boro, North Carolina; Harrisonburg, Virginia; Ithaca, New 
York; and Moab, Utah, who are building bridges of justice and 
understanding between divided communities.

When I travel the world as a UNICEF Goodwill ambassa-
dor, I see time and time again the essential role of communities. 
It is people working locally, joining together to create powerful 
movements of resistance and reimagining what’s possible that 
gives me hope. In the United States, it is in local communities 
that we see the impact of toxic pollution, poverty, and poor 
schools, which together create the world’s highest rates of in-
carceration. But it is also in communities that we see people 
working to protect and restore water quality, stepping up to cre-
ate safe and liberating spaces for children to learn, and reaching 
out to the formerly incarcerated to welcome them home.

It is in community that we can stop the environmental pol-
lution that causes children in South Central Los Angeles to have 
a third of the lung capacity as children in Santa Monica. And 
it is in intergenerational communities that children can learn 
from their elders to master the tools needed to live intelligent, 
creative, and involved lives. Even the global movement to pre-
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vent climate disruption and resist projects like the KXL pipe-
line are most powerful when they are based in the communities 
most affected. 

Paul Robeson once said that each generation defines its 
own history. We, too, will be defined by the history we make. 
Like Robeson, we live in a time of crisis. It is a time of racial in-
justice, poverty, war, and irreparable damage done to nature. It 
is a time of growing divides between the wealthy and the poor, 
and a time when the working class struggles to hold on to what 
they have. Those crises test who we are as people.

Our goal is to create a beloved community and this will re-
quire a qualitative change in our souls as well as a quantita-
tive change in our lives.

Those are the words of Dr. King. It is in reimaging our rela-
tionships to each other and to nature that we make the sort 
of change Dr. King advocated, a change centered in our souls. 
This book tells the stories of people stepping up to make soul-
centered changes. Often these local actions are not dramatic, 
and no one has all the answers. But each of us has something 
to offer, and in reading about the people Sarah interviewed and 
in learning of the changes they are bringing about, it becomes 
clearer that the chaos of the early twenty-first century is just 
part of the story. The community Dr. King spoke of is also a 
possibility for the human future, and in neighborhoods, res-
ervations, small towns, and struggling cities, people are work-
ing every day to make that possibility a reality. That is a deeply 
hopeful sign that the beloved community Dr. King spoke of 
may, after all, be the legacy we leave our children.

DANNY GLOVER
San Francisco
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On August 15, 2015, I climbed into a 12-year-
old, four-cylinder pickup truck and began an 18-week journey.

I drove 12,000 miles, starting at home, in Suquamish, Wash-
ington, an Indian reservation just west of Seattle, and visited 18 
states, five Indian reservations, five industrial cities, and a smat-
tering of small towns.

I camped on a mountaintop in the Kentucky coalfields and 
stopped in at the renowned Highlander Center in New Mar-
ket, Tennessee, where Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King Jr. 
came to talk strategy, and where Pete Seeger cowrote “We Shall 
Overcome.” I visited Native American pueblos of northern New 
Mexico; I camped on a ranch in Montana, by Lake Erie in Ohio, 
and in a canyon outside Amarillo, Texas. People invited me to 
sleep in their spare rooms, and when I got snowed in, I stayed 
in a cheap hotel on the Idaho border with Oregon.

People I met on the road, YES! Magazine readers, and peo-
ple who followed my blog tipped me off to good stories and 
introduced me to extraordinary people.

The reason for the trip? I wanted to find out what people 
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are doing in their communities about poverty and inequality, 
the climate crisis, and racism. I especially wanted to find out if 
the places at the margins of society might have answers, and if 
those answers were early signs of a new society.

These are tough times. Fully half of Americans are poor,1 
while virtually all the economic gains since the 2008 economic 
crash have gone to a tiny elite. Isolation is making people de-
pressed, sick, and powerless. The climate crisis is jeopardizing 
our future, and opportunistic politicians are whipping up rac-
ism and hate to win over voters angry about being locked out of 
the prosperity that others seem to enjoy.

The media keep us distracted with celebrity gossip and 
trivia, but they ignore the really big stories that will determine 
the sort of future we have.

I cofounded YES! Magazine 20 years ago to explore under-
reported stories that matter, particularly the stories that show 
how people are taking on some of the big crises of our time. If 
our current systems are failing—and I believe they are—then I 
wanted to look for evidence that people are creating a different 
sort of world.

We found lots of evidence as we researched the stories 
and issue themes, from the viral spread of local food to the na-
tional movement against mass incarceration. People around the 
United States and around the world are creating worker-owned 
cooperatives, urban farms, time banks, land trusts, and restor-
ative justice circles. As they do that, they are also creating and 
finding more satisfying ways to live and leaving behind con-
sumer values for things that matter more.

But is all this good work enough? In spite of well-crafted 
critiques, social movements, public opinion, and lots of hard 
work, inequality continues to grow; racism remains embedded 
in American culture; and there seems to be no way to stop big 
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corporations from outsourcing our jobs, contaminating our 
water, soil, and air, and flooding media channels with distrac-
tion and lies. Especially worrisome is that we are running out 
of time to rein in the heating of the globe, which is happening 
even more rapidly than scientists feared.

I left on my road trip to find out if there is still hope. Are 
there solutions that are up to the challenges of our time, and if 
so, what forms do they take?

I traveled through Montana and North Dakota, where I 
found Native and ranching communities that have shut down 
fracking and mining—and are developing a restorative vi-
sion for their region. In the Rust Belt cities of the Midwest, I 
found people resisting home foreclosures and working to build 
a locally rooted economy with room for everyone. On the East 
Coast, I found people grappling with the nation’s legacy of rac-
ism and taking steps to heal and bring justice. Throughout the 
country, I found people creating worker-owned enterprises, 
building bridges across race lines, regenerating the soil, and de-
veloping their own place-based economies.

In difficult times, strong-man leaders often arise who offer 
an outlet for anger, and fear disguised as nationalism.

On the left, too, revolutions often have larger-than-life lead-
ers who mobilize millions. Those who are hungry for change 
may be excited by these powerful movements. But they tend 
to spawn authoritarian systems, and we have seen the disasters 
associated with patriarchal, top-down change.

The revolution I discovered is decentralized, far less flashy, 
and better able to include everyone, especially those now ex-
cluded from wealth and power. It doesn’t rely on self-important 
leaders. It undercuts the values that have driven our consumer-
based culture, the isolation that sickens the soul, the racism and 
the greed that drive Wall Street and corrupt their collaborators 



in government. Instead, it is about reclaiming our rights to what 
really matters—community, life, the healing and unfolding 
of each person, and the vitality and restoration of the natural 
world, including the threatened species with whom we share 
this Earth.

I came back from my travels believing that this sort of revo-
lution is our only real hope in the face of ecological and social 
unraveling.

The only way such a big revolution can happen is, ironi-
cally, at a small scale. Only where we live, in our neighborhoods 
and cities and towns where we encounter each other and can 
know each other, can the transformation be deep enough. Only 
in community can we reconnect to each other, to the natural 
world, and to our own deepest values. That reconnection is our 
source of power and hope.

No charismatic leader or top-down revolution can bring 
about the needed change. Only by working together in the 
places we call home can we overcome isolation, embrace our 
differences, confront the extractive economy, and create the 
sort of world that will work for all of us, including nonhuman 
life.

xviii	 Prologue
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Where I began
As a seven-year-old child, I lived in India while 

my father was on exchange at a small university in Andhra 
Pradesh, and I’ve carried a question with me ever since. Why 
do we tolerate so much suffering? We humans are creative, bril-
liant, and inventive—why do we allow poverty?

The question arose from a particular event, although there 
were many similar moments during that year. One beautiful 
weekend day, my parents, my three sisters, and I set out in a 
borrowed jeep to a meadow on a hillside outside the city and 
spread out a blanket and a picnic.

It wasn’t long before we realized we were being watched. 
Slowly, a small crowd of children had gathered. Some were my 
age, with baby sisters or brothers held on a hip. All were thin, 
wearing very little; all, we assumed, were hungry. They kept 
their distance—they just watched in a silent semicircle. Their 
steady gaze was impossible to ignore. The hard-boiled egg dried 
up in my mouth.

  We the People
 

  Love This Place

INTRODUCTION
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I understood something about suffering. Two years earlier, 
I had lost my mother, abruptly, to a stroke. Our family pulled 
together and cared for each other, but I entered an unfamiliar 
world then, just as I did when we moved to India.

I remember thinking, I don’t understand this—I don’t 
know why I should wake up every day knowing I have enough 
to eat and finish the day knowing I would have a safe place to 
sleep, when so many other children don’t have those things. I 
remember thinking, I don’t understand this now, but I won’t 
forget, and when I grow up, I will do what I can to change this.

We didn’t go on any more picnics, but those children stayed 
with me when I returned to the United States.

Some years later, living with my family in the Hudson Val-
ley of New York State, I learned that my country, the country I 
pledged allegiance to every day in grade school, was conduct-
ing a brutal war on the people of Vietnam. I felt betrayed and, 
more importantly, deep grief and shame that we would inflict 
such harm on another people. And again, I felt some responsi-
bility. This war was only possible because our family, like other 
American families, was paying for it with our taxes.

When I left college, I moved to Portland, Oregon, and ar-
rived broke, knowing no one. I started working in the kitchen 
of a downtown restaurant. Later, I found a job in a tiny coop-
erative business that sold organic produce to Portland-area 
food co-ops. I was excited to be part of building a cooperative 
economy that was supplying fresh and nutritious food to co-op 
members, encouraging ecologically sound farming methods, 
and supporting farms that were not exploiting their workers. It 
felt great to be part of the solution.

Later, I traveled to Guatemala; as part of my preparation for 
the trip, I learned about President Jacobo Árbenz, a reformer 
who had instituted a moderate form of land reform intended to 
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allow poor farmers and indigenous communities to farm and 
move out of poverty.1 The United Fruit Company wasn’t having 
it, though. In 1954, the United States helped to overthrow the 
democratically elected government, and big corporations were 
again free to extract the wealth of Guatemala; small farmers, 
deprived of fertile land and a say in government, were impover-
ished. Worse, the dictators propped up by the U.S. government 
conducted decades of brutal warfare against their own people, 
especially against indigenous communities. Those who pro-
tested turned up dead by the side of the road. Terror enforced 
inequity, and, I realized with shame, my country was enforcing 
the terror.

Out of these experiences grew my commitment to do what 
I could to address the fundamental causes of inequity and vio-
lence—and, later, environmental degradation.

At the root of these issues, I think, is a system of beliefs 
and a power structure that allow big corporations and their en-
ablers in government to extract wealth from our natural world 
and our communities. A worldview that devalues people of 
color and turns their land, labor, and bodies into extractable 
resources is also part of the picture. Until recently, many white 
Americans believed they would benefit from this system of 
corporate capitalism, or at least be immune from its worst ex-
cesses. But big corporations and the neoliberal policies they en-
dorse have undermined the foundations of the middle class and 
turned mountaintops, waterways, and urban neighborhoods 
in the United States into sacrifice zones. They’ve rolled over 
small businesses with big-box stores, our homes with preda-
tory lending, our schools with privatization schemes, and our 
medical care with bloated drug costs. Plus, they’ve pushed on us 
foods laden with chemical additives, genetically modified or-
ganisms (GMOs), and antibiotics (which are creating resistant  
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forms of diseases that may soon make routine ailments into 
life-threatening catastrophes).

To tolerate this, we learn to numb ourselves, binge watch-
ing television series, taking drugs, or overeating. We separate 
ourselves emotionally from our communities, from the natural 
world, even from ourselves. Schools teach us this, as does ad-
vertising.

We learn to accept the demise of beloved outdoor spaces 
and of wild species. Maybe our obsession with cute animal vid-
eos is an emotional compensation for the pain of losing the di-
verse life forms that wink out on a daily basis.

We learn to leave family or community to chase down a 
better job, to leave our children in sterile child-care centers be-
cause we have to earn a few dollars working a low-wage job. We 
learn from watching nonstop images of violence in the media 
that other people are not trustworthy.

And we learn to use stuff to fill the hole left by isolation and 
to disassociate from our deepest values. We adopt the values of 
consumerism and learn to live vicariously via celebrities and to 
accept the illnesses that come from stress, toxins, and bad food.

I’m not sure why we allow all this. I think it must be because 
we are exhausted by trying to get by—many people are deep in 
debt and work multiple jobs to pay the rent. And we are mes-
merized by corporate media. And we are isolated.

When we lose our connections to each other, we lose our 
power. We believe we can’t change things and can’t remake our 
world. We lose the ability to create an economy together, and 
we become dependent on big corporations for our livelihoods. 
And we become less able to resist advertising messages that tell 
us we are only worthy if we buy stuff. Our isolation, when cou-
pled with economic hardship, makes us vulnerable to the hate 
speech of demagogues.
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When we disconnect from the natural world, we lose a 
grounding, a sense of belonging to a larger community of life, 
as well as an experience of the wildness and freedom we share 
with our cousins of other species.

 Building a community and a magazine
There are ways people can reconnect, though, even if society 
as a whole is fragmenting. When my husband and I started a 
family, we chose to raise our young children in a community we 
helped to form on Bainbridge Island, Washington, a short ferry 
ride from Seattle.

I remember a moment in 1991, when a group of some 15 of 
us looked around the circle at each other, took a collective deep 
breath, and committed to continue with the long meetings, dif-
ficult interpersonal issues, and financial risks in order to build a 
cohousing community.

We had five acres of land, the inspiration of Danish cohous-
ing communities, and architectural drawings. Our plan was 30 
small homes, mostly in duplexes, clustered close together. A 
parking lot in the corner would be the only area to accommo-
date cars. The remainder of the site would be for a common 
house, a large organic garden, an orchard, a pond, and a play 
field. Making the housing small and tightly clustered would 
keep the homes affordable and allow us to save open space for 
play, gardening, and nature.

The other thing we had was our belief in each other, a belief 
honed by many months spent working to bring this vision to 
reality.

What we didn’t have was financing. We were facing the 
prospect of losing all the time and money we had invested 
because we couldn’t find a bank that would loan us money to 
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construct the project. At this critical meeting, we had to decide 
whether to put in more of our own money, or cut our losses and 
go home.

We took the leap.
Not long after, a credit union came forward with the financ-

ing. “You’re not that different from us,” the president told us. 
“You are owned by your members—we’re owned by ours.” With 
their loan, our cooperative community was built, and a year 
later, we moved into one of the first cohousing communities in 
the United States.

The experience of living there was ordinary and extraordi-
nary. Everyday life included the usual work of raising a family, 
plus additional obligations to co-manage the land, buildings, 
finances, and group dynamics of nearly 100 people. But it was 
also extraordinary. When someone was ill, or dying, the com-
munity surrounded them with love and help. When babies were 
born, we supported the family and shared the delight.

On the twentieth anniversary of the founding of the com-
munity, a group of confident, thriving young adults—whose 
earliest memories were of playing in the common house and 
woods and gardens—came back to share what it meant to them 
to grow up with the support of a loving community. Many who 
live their lives in traditional villages take this sort of support for 
granted. Yet in the world’s wealthiest country, this simple com-
munity connection can be difficult to find or to create.

In 1996, we founded YES! Magazine. Like many startups, 
we had an energized small team, an idea we thought important, 
and a basement for our offices. But unlike many startups, we 
had no money, so the early years were difficult.

Still, we found that people were hungry for the sort of solu-
tions stories we produced in YES! They wanted to know that 
a better way was possible. The questions I’d lived with all my 
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life—how can we end poverty, inequality, violence, and envi-
ronmental harm, and build a world that works for all people 
and all life—were questions we asked every day. And we spent 
our time researching and reporting on the people around the 
country and around the world who were creating answers—of-
ten in their own communities.

Reporting on the answers helped them to spread as others 
picked up the ideas. Magazine themes, which included multi-
ple angles on a topic, revealed something even more profound. 
These innovations formed something larger than individual 
stories of change; together they revealed the outline of a pos-
sible new world in the making.

 Understanding my place, or trying to
Today I live on the Port Madison Indian Reservation across 
Puget Sound from Seattle, a place that, as a non-Native, I can 
never really call mine. The events since I moved here in the year 
2000 have changed me, giving me a glimpse of an indigenous 
perspective on place, the natural world, how people once lived 
without police, and the role of elders and women. And living 
here has made me think deeply about racism and poverty, and 
about community-based transformation.

In 2000, I bought a small cabin on a quiet street in Suqua-
mish, a small town on the Port Madison Indian Reservation. 
Suquamish is on the waterfront, looking east across Puget 
Sound toward Seattle. It’s a checkerboard reservation, made 
up of land owned by the tribe, Native American families, and 
non-Natives. Once I knew I’d be living here, I visited the tribal 
museum to learn about this community.

When Chief Seattle was alive, I learned, a giant longhouse, 
more than 600 feet long, made out of split cedar logs and hand-
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carved poles, was his home and the home of many others, and 
the center of the tribe’s main village. People would come in ca-
noes from all over the region and spend days at a stretch at Old 
Man House, as it was called, in potlatches and other ceremonies.

The U.S. government–appointed Indian agent ordered the 
longhouse burned down shortly after Chief Seattle died in 1866. 
When word reached Angeline, Chief Seattle’s daughter, she 
paddled her canoe the 13 miles across Puget Sound from Seat-
tle; according to the story, she arrived weeping, crying, “They’re 
burning down Papa’s home,” and scooping water from Puget 
Sound with her hands to pour on the dying embers.

The people rebuilt separate homes and a church on the 
same piece of land. But in 1904, the military informed the tribe 
that it would be taking almost the entire waterfront to build 
fortifications to protect the nearby Bremerton Navy shipyards. 
The people were paid a token fee and moved off of the ancestral 
waterfront land, a segment of the small reservation they had 
retained as part of the Treaty of Point Elliott when they relin-
quished the land where the city of Seattle now sits.

The military never did use the land for fortifications to pro-
tect the shipyards. Instead, it sold the ground to developers who 
subdivided it for vacation homes. The state of Washington, rec-
ognizing the historic importance of the land where Old Man 
House had stood, bought three of those lots and turned them into 
a state park. About a mile away, my house stands back from the 
waterfront, among the trees, on a section of another of those lots.

 A reluctant activist
Many of us know in a sort of general way that the land we live 
on was taken from an indigenous nation. I know the specifics. 
When I visited the tribe’s museum and saw the map, I thought 
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that if there ever came a time when the tribe wanted to get back 
their stolen land, I would work with them.

Still, when I first moved there, I had no intention of stir-
ring things up. I was in the intense early years of getting YES! 
Magazine off the ground, and I was raising two children, so I 
wasn’t looking for a project. Also, I am deeply skeptical that 
well-meaning outsiders can move into a community and do 
good—especially a white outsider moving into a community 
of color.

But one day, one of my neighbors knocked on my door 
and invited me to join others in opposition to the tribe’s plan 
to build housing in our mainly white neighborhood. At a big 
community meeting, non-Native residents of the reservation, 
one after another, stood up to tell the county commissioner 
that they didn’t want “those people” living nearby. The tone got 
more hostile as the evening wore on.

I was paralyzed by confusion. I hadn’t realized I was liv-
ing in the midst of this anti-Indian hostility, and I had come 
to the meeting alone; I knew almost no one. Finally, though,  
I couldn’t stay silent, and I spoke up for the right of the tribe  
to house their members on their reservation. One or two peo-
ple applauded, but clearly I had violated the script—the flier 
that announced the meeting called on us to stay united against 
the tribe.

As I left the meeting, an older man followed me outside 
and introduced himself. His name was Ted George, he told me. 
I realized to my horror that this soft-spoken Native elder had 
witnessed 90 minutes of anti-Indian speeches, which were con-
tinuing inside the building. He thanked me for speaking up, we 
talked for a few moments, and we went on our way.

Shortly after came news that Chief Seattle’s grave had been 
vandalized. The headstone had been pushed off its pedestal and 
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broken, and newspaper clippings about the housing project 
were left strewn around the gravesite.

I waited in vain for a religious or human rights leader to 
speak up so that I could join in offering condolences to the 
tribe. There were quotes from tribal leaders in the local pa-
pers conveying their shock and hurt, but silence from the non-
tribal community. Finally, I contacted the few people I knew in 
Suquamish and some friends from nearby Bainbridge Island, 
and I got back in touch with Ted George, who introduced me to 
other tribal elders. We called a meeting, and dozens of people 
attended who were likewise appalled at the desecration and the 
hostility. George and I became cochairs of a new group that 
formed that day in 2001, Suquamish Olalla Neighbors.

Over the course of several years, with the guidance of 
George and other tribal leaders, we educated ourselves about 
the tribe’s history, values, and culture. We know enough about 
all the troubles of the reservation, he’d say. What we need to do 
is lift up the people who are bringing the community together 
and strengthening the culture. So we organized potlucks to cel-
ebrate those people and shower them with praise.

When hostile and disparaging statements appeared in the 
local newspaper or were voiced at public meetings, we coun-
tered them with our own statements of respect for the tribe and 
their rights.

In the past, hostile white neighbors had claimed to repre-
sent the entire nontribal community, but by showing up in large 
numbers at public meetings and by contributing letters to the 
newspaper, we were able to counter the influence of the anti-
Indian voices.

In 2002, when a member of the Tribal Council contacted 
us, we joined with him and mobilized hundreds of supporters, 
nearby and across the state, to press for the return to the tribe 
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of Old Man House Park, the state park where Chief Seattle’s 
longhouse once stood. The same group of opponents who had 
fought the housing project geared up in a big way to prevent 
the return.

The day the State Parks Commission made the decision is 
a day I’ll never forget. After months of our organizing, packing 
meetings, writing letters, visiting the commissioners, and bus-
sing in supporters to the hearing held 65 miles away, and then 
after hours of testimony on all sides, the commission voted 
unanimously to return the park to the tribe. The gym where 
the meeting was held erupted in drumming and singing, the el-
ders stepping up to shake the hand of each commissioner, tears 
flowing freely. On the bus ride home, Leonard Forsman, who 
is now chairman of the tribe, thanked those who participated. 
“We have to do this work as Indians, because it’s our duty,” he 
told the riders. “You don’t have to, but you did it anyway. For 
that we thank you.”

This history is now preserved in the Suquamish Museum. 
And the community is now different.

Ten years later, the predictions that the tribe would mis-
manage the park or exclude white folks haven’t come true. The 
park is better cared for than ever and open to all. Perhaps that 
is why, instead of increasing after the victory, the hostility has 
faded away. A couple of the more outspoken residents left town, 
but most others simply turned their activist attention in more 
productive directions—like caring for other neighborhood 
parks.

And the tribe continues to get stronger, recovering its cul-
ture and building an economy that supports its members. In 
2009, the tribe opened its newly built longhouse, “The House of 
Awakened Culture,” as a successor to Old Man House.

Many factors have shifted the culture of our small commu-
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nity. The tribe’s growing wealth as a result of income from its 
casino and other enterprises has allowed it to offer employment 
and services to addicted and traumatized members. Young 
people go to college, the tribe has built its own schools, and it 
is buying back land on the reservation. Plus, the tribe has given 
nearly half a million dollars over the last five years to nontribal 
educational and charitable programs.

The tribe is restoring the traditions of its people, includ-
ing participating in an annual canoe journey, in which canoe 
families from dozens of tribes journey on the salt waters of the 
Salish Sea and sometimes out into the Pacific Ocean to reach 
the shores of the host tribe. I have been honored to be one of 
the pullers (paddlers) on those journeys for the last four years.

Suquamish Olalla Neighbors helps the tribe host canoe 
families from other tribes; dozens of volunteers bring food, 
serve, and clean up after sitting down with visiting tribal mem-
bers for a meal. Former tribal chairman Bennie Armstrong told 
me after one of those occasions how he impressed the other 
tribal leaders, bragging, “When we want to do something, we 
just talk to our nontribal neighbors. We don’t have to get out 
our lawyers or nothing!”

 Are we going to lose it all?
In my community work, I could see real progress. We seemed 
to be resolving some important issues and learning to get along. 
And I’d hear the same thing from other place-based activists I 
talked to while researching articles for YES! Magazine. Locally, 
they got stuff done.

But at the larger scale, things seemed to be unraveling at a 
faster and faster pace. Extraordinary wildfires occur now ev-
ery year. The ocean is acidifying, and just in the last year or so, 
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all the starfish have disappeared from our beaches here in the 
Pacific Northwest, and scientists don’t know why. Other spe-
cies around the world are vanishing. Ecological systems are 
stressed, and many are dying.

People’s lives are coming unraveled as well. Millions lost 
their homes as a result of predatory lending and Wall Street 
speculation. In Seattle, where a tech boom is pricing people out 
of the rental market, thousands of homeless people camp in 
parks and under bridges, and more low- and moderate-income 
people are displaced every day. People of color, who had the 
most tenuous foothold in the middle class, are especially hard 
hit. Inequality of wealth, mirrored by inequality in political 
power, is undermining the foundations of our democracy. End-
less warfare seems to be baked into life now, shattering the lives 
of thousands of veterans and millions of refugees.

I believed when I helped found YES! that we humans are 
capable of so much more, and over the years, we have uncov-
ered a lot of evidence that this is so. Nonetheless, the big trends 
are deeply disturbing.

Maybe I was wrong when I thought that we could avert 
collapse or dystopia. Maybe the momentum and power of the 
extractive economy is simply too strong, and, in spite of mil-
lions who want something different, maybe the big money, the 
military-industrial complex, the prison-industrial complex, and 
the frackers and drillers will win. That seemed to be happening.

 Where would the universe send you?
I was agonizing over these issues when I stepped into Akaya 
Windwood’s Oakland, California, office during a visit to the 
Bay Area.

Akaya is someone who quickly cuts through the small 
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talk. As head of the Rockwood Leadership Institute, a national 
training program for activists, she works with people who care 
deeply about the world and who devote their lives to making 
change. She knows that many of those people pay a personal 
price for their work, and that their own well-being and the ef-
fectiveness of their work are intertwined. So when she asked me 
how I was doing, it was not a casual question.

I’m worried, I told her.
Did we miss our chance to stop climate change and to heed 

Reverend Martin Luther King Jr.’s warning about the triple evils 
of racism, extreme materialism, and militarism?2 And am I 
even looking in the right places for answers?

Akaya wasn’t about to answer these questions. Instead, she 
asked another question. “If the universe could deploy the one 
small person that is you, what would it have you do?”

What I said next surprised me as much as it surprised her. 
“I’d go out traveling and see for myself.”

I had not been thinking about a journey. But suddenly I 
knew that it was time for me to take a fresh look. It was time to 
go out and see for myself what was happening in our struggling 
communities. And I wanted to see if place-based work might 
hold clues to our future.

To find out, I would visit people at the margins of soci-
ety who are the least embedded in the big institutions—big 
money, big corporations, big government—that reward status 
quo thinking. If the status quo is failing, I wanted to learn from 
those who have never been invited in, and those who have cho-
sen to stay out.

I would avoid the power centers on the two coasts, and 
the progressive enclaves. I wanted to disrupt my comfort zone, 
meet new people, visit places I don’t usually go, and learn what 
people care about and what they are doing about it.
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“Once you say something like this, you can’t un-say it,” 
Akaya warned. When I left her office that day, I knew I was on 
my way.

 Three questions
After talking with Akaya, I returned to Suquamish, and with a 
loan from the local credit union, I bought a small 2004 pickup 
truck and a tiny camper to fit in the truck bed. I negotiated time 
away from YES! and proposed to Steve Piersanti at Berrett-
Koehler Publishers that I tell the story of my trip in a book. 
With the help of YES! colleagues, I started a blog site. Then I 
packed up my camper with food and bedding, clothes for the 
heat of a Great Plains summer and for a frigid Northeast winter, 
gifts to give away as I traveled, and a collection of books-on-
tape for the long miles ahead.

As I prepared for my travels, I honed the questions I would 
be asking on my trip, and I narrowed them to these three.

1.	 Is anti-racism work best done in communities?  
At a time when Black Lives Matter was on the rise, and 
police were killing black people with impunity, could 
place-based work counter racism? In fact, is doing  
anti-racism work in person, in place, the only way to  
go deep enough to make it genuinely transformational?  
Were other people doing work like we did in Suquamish 
to combine justice and healing, and did it work?

2.	 Climate change: Is local activism the way to both stop  
the extraction and transition to a sustainable future? 
Before I left Seattle, I met with some of the kayakers who 
had earlier blockaded Shell Oil Company’s huge drilling 
rig. The delays only lasted a few hours, but Shell did  
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eventually give up on drilling in the Arctic, and the  
Obama administration canceled future drilling leases. 
Likewise, the Keystone Pipeline encountered fierce 
opposition both nationally and in the particular places 
where the pipeline would run. I wondered, could we take  
a stand against fossil fuels and rebuild most effectively  
one community at a time?

3.	 Can we build a new economy, rooted in our communities, 
that can support us and protect the natural world?  
We need ways of meeting needs and providing livelihoods 
that don’t extract wealth from most of the people of the 
world and from nature. Are communities succeeding 
in building locally rooted economies that offer real 
opportunities to all? If so, are they doing it without 
wrecking local ecosystems? 

Fundamental to all of these questions is the one that comes 
back to why it all matters. Do these innovations enliven people, 
tapping into the creativity each of us has to offer, and do they, 
likewise, revitalize the natural world?

 A snail on wheels
Before I left to see what I could learn about these questions, I 
did one more thing. I wanted to carry with me something that 
would remind me of where I was starting from and where I 
would return to. So I asked a young artist and Suquamish tribal 
member, Kate Ahvakana, if she would paint an image on my 
camper.

I thought she would do a small painting on the front of the 
camper where it extends over the cab. But she and her boy-
friend, Toma Villa, who is also an artist, had a more ambitious 
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truck plan. Using spray paint, they turned the sides of the 
camper into a giant snail shell. Then they used ferns and ce-
dar as stencils to paint patterns from the Pacific Northwest on 
the back. And on the front, Kate painted an emblem of Mother 
Earth, with two canoe heads, painted in Coastal Salish style, to 
represent a journey, and two paddles.

“The paddles face up to symbolize that you are traveling in 
peace and coming together with others to celebrate,” Kate told 
me. “And the crescents and moons are to help you find the way 
back home.”

I named the truck Caracol (“snail shell” in Spanish), be-
cause I would be carrying my home on my back. The snail also 
represented slow journalism; I would slow down enough to be 

Kate Ahvakana, Suquamish tribal member,  
with the images she painted on the front of the camper.
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with people and hear their story on their terms, and let them 
tell me what was important to them.

Caracol is also the term the Zapatistas use to designate the 
autonomous villages that are creating their own governance 
and their own ways of life. Caracol, with Kate and Toma’s art, 
reminded me of Suquamish, of home, of the wisdom of indig-
enous peoples, and of the potential for those of us who are non-
indigenous to also learn ways of life characterized by respect 
and reciprocity.

 What I found
I started my journey in Montana and North Dakota, where I 
met Native women and men and ranchers who have stopped 
coal mining and fracking—and who are developing a vision for 
their region that can work for them and for future generations of 
ranchers and Native people. In Chicago, Detroit, Cincinnati, and 
other Rust Belt cities, I talked to urban farmers, worker-owners 
in the growing cooperative movement, and organizers building 
a new economy to take the place of the corporate economy that 
has failed these regions. In Greensboro, North Carolina, Har-
risonburg, Virginia, and Ithaca, New York, I met people who 
are taking on their community’s legacy of racism, and I trav-
eled to Kentucky, where people are striving to restore Appala-
chian culture and to create a post-coal and post-racist future.

I met people working with the new activist mayor of New-
ark, New Jersey, and then traveled south and spent time with 
Christian leaders in Dallas, Texas, who believe that scripture 
tells them that all peoples, including Muslim immigrants, de-
serve to be welcomed. In a small Native pueblo north of Santa Fe, 
New Mexico, I met a young Navajo mother and midwife who is 
working to bring traditional birthing practices back to the com-
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munity and to restore the health of the women who are in the 
best position to pass along well-being to the next generation.

The stories I found suggest that people are building power 
through place-based resistance and creativity, and as they do 
that, the outlines of a different society begin to emerge—one 
that is inclusive and healing; one that nourishes the soul and 
restores the landscape; one in which economies serve families 
and communities rather than the other way around.

Increasingly, people are seeing that these issues are not sep-
arable. Our health and well-being depend on the well-being of 
others, including nonhuman life. Reweaving relationships in the 
places we live provides a foundation for building a better world, 
and it gives people power that many didn’t realize they had.

The people whose strategies were most powerful—that en-
ergized people and resulted in real change—do some combina-
tion of the following:

They build bridges among people who have been separated. 
This work enables them to share power—especially across bar-
riers of race and generation. They lift up the stories of those 
who have been silenced, and they reallocate power and wealth 
to those who have been excluded. They challenge systems that 
exclude and exploit. Done well, this effort builds trust and 
opens channels of connection that have long been blocked, un-
leashing unexpected joy and empowerment.

They reconnect to their ecological home. 
For people in resource-rich areas, that may mean reclaiming 
the right to prevent their water, air, mountains, or soil from be-
ing sacrificed for the profit of extraction industries. In cities, 
it may mean urban farming, or protecting public use of green 
spaces and waterfronts. In any area, it means learning to deeply 
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understand the complex ecological systems we live within, so 
we can know how to protect and restore them while enhancing 
our well-being.

They rebuild the economy.
By building on local strengths and connecting to local needs, 
instead of using taxpayer subsidies to lure big corporations,  
they create livelihoods and a cycle of prosperity. These locally 
rooted economies avoid boom-and-bust cycles, reduce inequal-
ity, and restore dignity to work and entrepreneurship.

They take power.
They don’t ask for permission, they just make stuff happen. 
They get involved in elections and government, but they set the 
agenda, rather than simply picking between column A and B, 
and they especially support the leadership of those who have 
been excluded. Locally based collaboration helps people break 
out of their isolation and experience their power.

Mural in Newark, New Jersey.
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They carve out spaces for healing, creativity, and spirit. 
We come from many places in our communities, and trauma 
is one of them. Racism is a source of trauma that carries across 
generations, as are combat duty, sexual assault, and child abuse. 
Inclusive communities acknowledge the pain and offer safe 
spaces for refuge and healing. And they make space for celebra-
tion, beauty, and creativity, including spaces where art can tell 
the stories of the community.

Those who are most effective distance themselves from the 
consumptive mindset that is part of corporate media—many 
have consciously set out to decolonize their ways of life and 
their ways of thinking. They recognize that we the people are 
sovereign, and we have the right to create a better world.

 We the people call this place our home
On a newly painted mural in one of the blighted neighbor-
hoods I visited in Newark, New Jersey, is the phrase “We the 
People LOVE This Place.” Out of the connection each of us have 
to place—our physical and ecological place and also our hu-
man community—we are creating profound change.

“In fact, we the people call this place our home,” the mural 
continues. “We the people”: an assertion of our power and our 
right to create in our own communities a way of life that works 
for all of us. “This place”: an acknowledgment that whether we 
live in an urban neighborhood, a struggling small town, a sub-
urb, or on a reservation, our place is our home.

Love: We evolved in family and community, in a place, and 
our connections make us who we are and give us power. By re-
claiming that power, and by joining across barriers of race and 
ethnicity, ordinary people are making change happen.





I. �Setting Out, from  
the North/Northwest





1It was the height of wildfire season in the West 
as I took off, a record-breaking year, and the air got smoky as  
I reached Montana.

A few days into my trip, I woke up at a campground south 
of Missoula to find a thin layer of black-and-white ash cover-
ing my truck and camper and the nearby pine trees. Driving in 
search of breakfast, I heard on the radio of the death of several 
firefighters in north-central Washington.

The smell of burning trees had followed me across Wash-
ington, Idaho, and into Montana along with the haze and the 
sting in the eyes and throat. An older couple I met at a coffee 
shop that morning told me that fires are common, but this fire 
season started earlier and was more intense than any they could 
remember.

A storm may be coming through in a few days, a young 
clerk at a run-down gas station and convenience store told 
me. Business was slow, and he had time to talk. It could bring 
winds that would blow the smoke away, he said. But it could 
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also bring lightning strikes and set more fires in these bone-
dry pine forests.

We risk passing tipping points where climate change takes 
on a life of its own, and it will be too late for humans to dial it 
back. We may have already passed some of these tipping points.

When more forests burn as a result of shifting climate pat-
terns, and the burning releases more carbon, causing additional 
warming, we see this vicious cycle in action. Likewise, when 
receding ice cover in the Arctic leaves behind darker ocean 
waters, those waters absorb, rather than reflect, heat. Scientists 
have identified more than a dozen of these so-called positive 
feedback loops.

I thought about the salt waters where I live in Suquamish 
becoming acidic from the excess carbon, and the sea life that 
is dying. Then high in the Rockies as I crossed the Continental 
Divide, I saw evidence of the glaciers shrinking, year by year. 
For parts of the world that rely on runoff from mountain snow-
packs, this is dire. I felt like I was witnessing a planet shift in real 
time. Instead of climate change being an abstraction of graphs 
and charts, I was seeing it in the changing waters, breathing it 
in the smoky air.

Journalists, scientists, policy makers, teachers, and other 
professionals are supposed to be dispassionate. We are trained 
to push aside our grief in favor of analysis and unbiased obser-
vation. Such practice is useful. But when we stand by as life on 
our beautiful planet dies, as one miraculous species after the 
next winks out, this stance turns from a professional calling 
into a pathology.

Cautiously, as I traveled, I let the lid off my grief.
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Coal, from the Otter Creek Valley to China,  
and what happens in between

In Montana, I was looking for reasons to believe we can turn 
things around before we hit a climate Armageddon. I started 
with the people who were resisting plans for a giant new coal 
mine.

I first learned about the plans for the Otter Creek mine 
when controversy erupted about the transport of coal from the 
Powder River Basin in Montana and Wyoming to a proposed 
new coal export terminal in the Pacific Northwest.

The Gateway Pacific coal export terminal would be the larg-
est in North America. It would be located some 100 miles north 
of Seattle on the traditional land of the Lummi Tribe. The ter-
minal was designed to handle 54 million metric tons per year, 
most of which would be coal, according to the Washington 
State Department of Ecology.1 Mile-and-a-half-long trains and 
giant ships, many from Asia, would cross waters and lands con-
sidered sacred by the Lummi people. SSA Marine, half owned 
by Goldman Sachs, was pushing the project.

The Lummi Tribe opposed the terminal. If any doubts ex-
isted about the strength of their opposition, they were laid to 
rest in September 2012, when tribal leaders stood on the beach 
of their homeland and set fire to a large facsimile of a check 
from port developers they stamped “non-negotiable.”

Lummi tribal members, like most of those in Indian Coun-
try, are not wealthy. But the tribe made it clear that money 
would not buy their support for a project they believed would 
threaten the clean water needed to support their fisheries and 
the sanctity of their traditional lands. The tribe has treaty rights 
to fish in these waters, which gives it the legal standing to block 
the terminal.
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Lummi tribal members aren’t the only ones who would be 
affected by this massive new coal mine and port project. Large 
numbers of Bellingham residents also oppose the project, and 
they elected a slate of county commissioners who were out-
spoken opponents to the terminal. The coal would be cheap 
enough to make it attractive to Asian nations, such as China, 
where toxic pollution is causing 1.6 million premature deaths a 
year, according to research cited in The Guardian.2 And it would 
add still more carbon to the atmosphere, worsening the climate 
crisis.

Then there are those who live adjacent to the source of 
this coal, the residents of the Otter Creek Valley in southeast 
Montana and the neighboring ranchers and members of the 
Northern Cheyenne Tribe. Arch Coal proposed to strip-mine 
this area, creating the largest such mine in Montana. The mine 
would yield 1.2 billion tons of coal over 20 years and be located 
in what is now a quiet valley of ranches and creeks near the 
boundaries of the Custer National Forest.

Arch Coal and its partners, including the Burlington 
Northern Railroad, would build an 86-mile railroad spur to get 
the coal to the main train line. The new rail line would follow 
the Tongue River, which borders the Northern Cheyenne Res-
ervation, and cross ranches, many of which have been in the 
same family for generations.

“The only way the railroad spur can be built is to force it 
on the ranchers,” Dawson Dunning told me when I sat down 
with him at a coffee shop in Livingston, Montana, just outside 
Yellowstone Park. Dunning, age 32, is a member of a family that 
has operated a ranch in the Otter Creek Valley since 1890. He 
has a round, open face, blue eyes, and a short beard. Instead of 
the stereotypical cowboy hat, he wore a baseball cap and shades, 
and he plans to return to that remote valley to operate the ranch 
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Dawson Dunning comes from a family of Otter Creek Valley ranchers.

when his father retires. To him, the Otter Creek Valley is home, 
and he doesn’t want it destroyed.

Those ranchers and their organization, the Northern Plains 
Resource Council, along with the Northern Cheyenne Tribe, 
the National Wildlife Federation, and the Sierra Club, are at the 
core of the resistance to the mining project and railroad spur.

In support of this resistance, Lummi carver Jewell Praying 
Wolf James and his crew carved a totem pole and announced 
they would offer it as a gift to the Northern Cheyenne Tribe. I 
decided I would be there when it arrived on the reservation on 
August 30.
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