


I’m writing these words on a gorgeous spring aft ernoon, perched 
on the bank of a brook high along the spine of the Green Moun-
tains, a mile or so from my home in the Vermont mountain 
town of Ripton. Th e creek burbles along, the picture of a placid 
mountain stream, but a few feet away there’s a scene of real 
 violence— a deep gash through the woods where a fl ood last sum-
mer ripped away many cubic feet of tree and rock and soil and 
drove it downstream through the center of the village. Before the 
aft ernoon was out, the only paved road into town had been 
demolished by the rushing water, a string of bridges lay in ruins, 
and the governor was trying to reach the area by he li cop ter.

Twenty years ago, in 1989, I wrote the fi rst book for a general 
audience about global warming, which in those days we called 
the “green house eff ect.” Th at book, Th e End of Nature, was 
mainly a philosophical argument. It was too early to see the 
practical eff ects of climate change but not too early to feel them; 
in the most widely excerpted passage of the book, I described 
walking down a diff erent river, near my then- home sixty miles 
away, in New York’s Adirondack Mountains. Merely knowing 
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that we’d begun to alter the climate meant that the water fl ow-
ing in that creek had a diff erent, lesser meaning. “Instead of a 
world where rain had an in de pen dent and mysterious existence, 
the rain had become a subset of human activity,” I wrote. “Th e 
rain bore a brand; it was a steer, not a deer.”

Now, that sadness has turned into a sharper- edged fear. Walk-
ing along this river today, you don’t need to imagine a damned 
thing— the evidence of destruction is all too obvious. Much 
more quickly than we would have guessed in the late 1980s, 
global warming has dramatically altered, among many other 
things, hydrological cycles. One of the key facts of the twenty- 
fi rst century turns out to be that warm air holds more water 
vapor than cold: in arid areas this means increased evaporation 
and hence drought. And once that water is in the atmosphere, it 
will come down, which in moist areas like Vermont means 
increased deluge and fl ood. Total rainfall across our continent is 
up 7 percent,1 and that huge change is accelerating. Worse, more 
and more of it comes in downpours.2 Not gentle rain but damag-
ing gully washers: across the planet, fl ood damage is increasing 
by 5 percent a year.3 Data show dramatic increases— 20 percent 
or more— in the most extreme weather events across the eastern 
United States, the kind of storms that drop many inches of rain 
in a single day.4 Vermont saw three fl ood emergencies in the 
1960s, two in the 1970s, three in the 1980s— and ten in the 1990s 
and ten so far in the fi rst de cade of the new century.

In our Vermont town, in the summer of 2008, we had what 
may have been the two largest rainstorms in our history about 
six weeks apart. Th e second and worse storm, on the morning of 
August 6, dropped at least six inches of rain in three hours up 
on the steep slopes of the mountains. Th ose forests are mostly 
intact, with only light logging to disturb them— but that was far 
too much water for the woods to absorb. One of my neighbors, 
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Amy Sheldon, is a river researcher, and she was walking through 
the mountains with me one recent day, imagining the fl oods on 
that August morning. “You would have seen streams changing 
violently like that,” she said, snapping her fi ngers. “A matter of 
minutes.” A year later the signs persisted: streambeds gouged 
down to bedrock, culverts obliterated, groves of trees laid to 
jackstraws.

Our town of barely more than fi ve hundred people has been 
coping with the damage ever since. We passed a $400,000 bond 
to pay for our share of the damage to town roads and culverts. 
(Th e total cost was in the millions, most of it paid by the state 
and federal governments.) Now  we’re paying more to line the 
creek with a seven- hundred- foot- long wall of huge boulders— 
riprap, it’s called— where it passes through the center of town, a 
scheme that may save a few  houses for a few years, but which 
will speed up the water and cause even more erosion down-
stream. Th ere’s a complicated equation for how wide a stream 
will be, given its grade and geology; Sheldon showed it to me as 
we reclined on rocks by the riverbank. It mathematically defi nes 
streams as we have known them, sets an upper limit to their size. 
You could use it to plan for the future, so you could know where 
to build and where to let well enough alone. But none of that 
planning works if it suddenly rains harder and faster than it has 
ever rained before, and that’s exactly what’s now happening. 
It’s raining harder and evaporating faster; seas are rising and ice 
is melting, melting far more quickly than we once expected. Th e 
fi rst point of this book is simple: global warming is no longer 
a  philosophical threat, no longer a future threat, no longer a 
threat at all. It’s our reality.  We’ve changed the planet, changed 
it in large and fundamental ways. And these changes are far, 
far more evident in the toughest parts of the globe, where 
 climate change is already wrecking thousands of lives daily. In 
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July 2009, Oxfam released an epic report, “Suff ering the Sci-
ence,” which concluded that even if we now adapted “the smart-
est possible curbs” on carbon emissions, “the prospects are very 
bleak for hundreds of millions of people, most of them among 
the world’s poorest.”5

And so this book will be, by necessity, less philosophical than 
its pre de ces sor. We need now to understand the world  we’ve cre-
ated, and consider— urgently—how to live in it. We  can’t simply 
keep stacking boulders against the change that’s coming on every 
front; we’ll need to fi gure out what parts of our lives and our 
ideologies we must abandon so that we can protect the core of 
our societies and civilizations. Th ere’s nothing airy or specula-
tive about this conversation; it’s got to be uncomfortable, stac-
cato, direct.

Which  doesn’t mean that the change we must make— or the 
world on the other side— will be without its comforts or beau-
ties. Reality always comes with beauty, sometimes more than 
fantasy, and the end of this book will suggest where those beau-
ties lie. But hope has to be real. It  can’t be a hope that the scien-
tists will turn out to be wrong, or that President Barack Obama 
can somehow fi x everything. Obama can help— but precisely to 
the degree he’s willing to embrace reality, to understand that we 
live on the world we live on, not the one we might wish for. Matu-
rity is not the opposite of hope; it’s what makes hope possible.

Th e need for that kind of maturity became painfully clear in 
the last days of 2009, as I was doing the fi nal revisions for this 
book. Many people had invested great hope that the Copenha-
gen conference would mark a turning point in the climate 
change debate. If it did, it was a turning point for the worse, with 
the richest and most powerful countries making it abundantly 
clear that they  weren’t going to take strong steps to address the 
crisis before us. Th ey looked the poorest and most vulnerable 
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nations straight in the eye, and then they looked away and con-
cluded a face- saving accord with no targets or timetables. To see 
hope dashed is never pleasant. In the early morning hours aft er 
President Obama jetted back to Washington, a group of young 
protesters gathered at the metro station outside the conference 
hall in Copenhagen. It’s our future you decide, they chanted.

My only real fear is that the reality described in this book, and 
increasingly evident in the world around us, will be for some an 
excuse to give up. We need just the opposite— increased engage-
ment. Some of that engagement will be local: building the kind of 
communities and economies that can withstand what’s coming. 
And some of it must be global: we must step up the fi ght to keep 
climate change from getting even more powerfully out of control, 
and to try to protect those people most at risk, who are almost 
always those who have done the least to cause the problem. I’ve 
spent much of the last two de cades in that fi ght, most recently 
helping lead 350 .org, a huge grassroots global eff ort to force dra-
matic action. It’s true that  we’ve lost that fi ght, insofar as our goal 
was to preserve the world we  were born into. Th at’s not the world 
we live on any longer, and there’s no use pretending otherwise.

But damage is always relative. So far  we’ve increased global 
temperatures about a degree, and it’s caused the massive change 
chronicled in chapter 1. Th at’s not going to go away. But if we 
don’t stop pouring more carbon into the atmosphere, the tem-
perature will simply keep rising, right past the point where any 
kind of adaptation will prove impossible. I have dedicated this 
book to my closest colleagues in this battle, my crew at 350 .org, 
with the pledge that we’ll keep battling. We have no other choice.
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