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Introduction. 

The first time I heard and felt the breathing of a great whale was off the the 
Russian coast of the Bering Strait, where the gray whales go to feed in late 
summer and autumn. We were travelling in a small, open, walrus-skin boat - the 
traditional craft of the region’s indigenous Yup’ik people - when a gray whale rose 
suddenly to the surface alongside us, and shook the air with the great whoosh of 
the out-breath.  The whale had been feeding on the fertile sea-floor beneath, and 
the warm pulse of the exhalation smelt to me like the very breathing of the sea.  
The whale’s breath came like a great wind from the Spirit that flows through all 
whales, and through the whole of nature; it blew open my heart to the immensity 
that is present within the glory of their physical form.  
Wherever I have encountered them since - the grays in the Mexican lagoons 
where they mate and give birth, the blue whales feeding on krill swarms in the 
Gulf of California, or the sperm whales diving deep into the coastal waters of the 
Azores - the whales have been my teachers of awakening.  
In their presence, you become aware of a consciousness that is even more 
expansive than their magnificent physical form. In their freedom, in the fluid 
turning of their grace, whales have a magical ability to lead us humans beyond our 
self-imposed limitations: to re-store the memory of our own original nature, and 
set us free again to be with nature, in the peace of who we really are. 
Since then, I have been privileged to meet many other wild companions. When I 
saw the aliveness in the eyes of a wolf, met the gaze of a young orphaned bear cub, 
or stood before a towering family of wild African elephants who came deliberately 
to meet us, I knew that I was among creatures whose depth of awareness was far 
greater than anything I had learned about them before.  
In the language that comes before words, these animals have taught me that their 
consciousness is inter-connected with my own. They have shown me how we can 
meet and know one another again ,in recognition and in peace. And this has 
brought a deeper realisation of what it means to be fully alive as a human being: 
awake to the immense intelligence of the community of life and the planet itself,  
as it radiates in splendour within the unity of all Being. From this awakening, we 
can truly hear and respond to the burning call of this time - to love, protect and 
companion all life. 



I have prepared this little e-book for the course A New Green Fire as an 
introduction to this larger dimension of our relationship with the other animals, 
both wild and domestic.  
It contains stories of three powerful meetings: firstly with a gray whale mother and 
her baby who came to meet me in the San Ignacio Lagoon, on the coast of Baja 
California, Mexico. Secondly, with a remarkable man, the wolf researcher Dr Jason 
Badridze, who has been my mentor, and taught me about wolves from his own 
deep experienc of living among them. And lastly, riding among the re-wilded 
horses of the Ghost Forest, in the Canadian Rockies, who ravished my heart with 
their courtesy and their grace.  

I The Peace in Which the Great Whales Swim 

With a Gray Whale Mother and baby in the Laguna San Ignacio. Baja California, 
Mexico, one of the ancestral birthing places of these whales. 
Photo Stephen Pope 



The whales surface alongside us,. an eruption of life from the deep, the water 
rippling in shining falls from their backs.  The mother exhales, a gust of warm 
spray that briefly hangs in a mist plume on the air; her baby lifts its head above 
the water and I glimpse the ancient, undersea face – the dimples on the dark skin 
of the upper jaw, each one with a single bristle of short hair; the long mouth with 
gently rounded lips, the top lip slightly overlapping. Then the baby sinks onto the 
mother’s back and the pair submerge, becoming little more than vague 
suggestions of enormous presence until they disappear into the green depths.  
In the silence they leave behind, I wait, gazing into the water in the hope they will 
surface again. Slowly, surely, with silken gliding, the mother returns to the surface. 
There is no stir, no ripple through the water as she rises, only the massive 
darkening of her body, coming more clearly into focus until she breaks through to 
the surface beside me, and her blowholes pulse again with that same great whoosh 
of exhaled air.  The plosive power of her breathing resounds with the expansive 
dimensions of her life. Her body extends forty feet or more beneath the water – 
twice the length of our open boat.  
The double curve of her tail flukes spreads around twelve feet wide. She weighs 
perhaps thirty tons, and the mottled white patches on her dark-gray skin, the 
absence of a dorsal fin, and the colonies of barnacles that cluster roughly on her 
back and sides distinguish her as one of the gray whales of the Eastern Pacific, 
also known as the California Gray, Eschrichtius robustus.  
Each year these gray whales make one of the longest and most arduous journeys 
of any creature on Earth as they swim between their principal summer feeding 
grounds in the Bering Strait and the southern Chukchi Sea and the sheltered 
lagoons along the Pacific coast of Baja California where they mate and give birth 
between January and April.   
When this gray whale mother knew she was pregnant, she left Baja California and 
turned north, swimming an average of eighty miles each day and following the 
Pacific coast of North America within a few miles of shore until she reached the 
Bering Sea and Strait. Although she may have foraged along the way, these richly 
productive Arctic and sub-Arctic waters are where she was able to feed most 
intensively. In late autumn she began her journey south, to bring her calf safely to 
birth inside the lagoon’s mangrove channels, whose sheltered waters helped her 
raise it to the surface for its first breath.  



In the past year alone, this whale mother has swum perhaps ten thousand miles or 
more while carrying her calf within her body. She will feed it, teach it, love and 
protect it with unstinting, implacable devotion as they make their epic journey 
north together. By the time they both arrive in the Bering Strait, the mother will 
have been largely fasting for eight months and she may have lost a third of her 
body weight.  
With the mother alongside, the young whale raises its head above the surface – 
curious, playful and eager for attention – and I splash it on the nose with handfuls 
of water, a sensation which it clearly enjoys.  
Then the mother does something utterly extraordinary. She sinks beneath her 
baby, and deliberately brings it closer to the surface, so that I can touch it easily 
on the head and nose. As I run my hands along the lips, the baby’s mouth opens 
with an audible release of suction and my fingers brush the baleen fibers that line 
the upper jaw in place of teeth among the grays and all other baleen whales. No 
wild creature can make a greater gesture of trust than to bring you her newborn 
and allow you to touch it. This mother is bringing me what is most precious to her, 
the baby she has carried for twelve months in her body and brought to birth a few 
weeks ago in this very lagoon.  
The next time the mother surfaces, she lingers alongside and I begin speaking 
aloud to her, naturally and without thinking. I tell her how beautiful she is, and 
how happy I am to meet her. She blows again, a short misty burst like a snort, and 
submerges. A moment later the wooden boat is rattled by the power of her 
underwater exhalation. It rises out of the water, rocks and settles back, and I 
realize with shock that she has just lifted us up on her back and placed us gently 
down again.  
Mother and baby flow over and under and around each other; they circle the boat 
in long graceful turns, sink and rise again with the water sparkling on their wet 
sides like stars. At times the mother turns through the water in a slow, powerful 
rotation that takes her from her belly to her back. Again, the boat rocks as she 
pushes it with her head from below. Yet I never have a moment’s fear of her great 
size and power. She moves with refined, sensitive awareness through the whole of 
her body.  



When the mother surfaces next, she comes close enough for me to reach out and 
touch her. I run my hands along the skin of her side, which feels indescribably 
smooth, as though the texture has been endlessly refined by the washing of the 
sea. Her flesh is firm and cool beneath my hands. Through the physical contact 
with her body, a sense of the expansive dimensions of her being opens inside me 
like soundings from some vast interior sea. As the depth of the meeting grows, it 
becomes an opening through which something entirely new keeps pouring – a 
wordless sense of connection with a greater life.  
Turning onto one side, the whale gazes up at me through the water; looking down 
into her dark eye, ringed with folds of skin, I meet the lucid and tranquil gaze of 
an ancestor, one of the ancient ones of the Earth. I feel her taking me out, far out, 
of thought and linear time, beyond the limited concerns of my ordinary mind, into 
a profound sense of meeting with another being, whose consciousness is not 
separate from my own.  
When she surfaces next with her calf by her side, the whale mother places her 
nose directly against the side of the panga and becomes completely still. Her 
blowholes are closed; her immense power is utterly composed and quiet. I reach 
out and touch her on the head with my right hand, then I put my left hand on her 
calf and join with them both on the undivided sea.  
That evening, back at our camp on the lagoon shore, I try to write down 
something of the power of what I have experienced with the whale mother and 
her calf. But all that comes to me are a few terse words: what was, on the day of 
creation, is, now.   
Eden, I think, is not simply a mythical place, or a metaphor for original innocence, 
or an outworn and divisive religious symbol.  Eden is a state of being, and we are 
free to return every time we know ourselves again in deep communion with the 
rest of life.  

Extract from Eyes of the Wild Journeys of Transformation with the Animal Powers Earth 
Books Eleanor O’Hanlon 



II The Story of the Man Who Lived Among Wolves  

Photo: Dr Jason Badrize, in the Shirvan Nature Reserve, Azerbaijan. Eleanor O’Hanlon 

“That is one of the best feelings in the world, when the wolf knows that you are not an 
enemy.” Dr Jason Badridze.  

This is the story of an extraordinary man and the wild wolves he shared his life 
with, living alone in a remote forest in the Caucasus mountains. His name is Dr 
Jason Badridze; he is a renowned wolf biologist, a professor of verebrate ecology 
at Tbilisi Universe, and a man who has dedicated his life to deeper understanding 
of wolves, and the healing of our broken bond with them. 
The first time I met Jason I felt an instant sense of ease and warmth with him. I 
was in Tbilisi, Georgia, the small republic in the Caucasus, writing about the 
country’s efforts to protect its wilderness areas. Jason picked me up from the 
friend’s flat where I always stayed in Tbilisi: bearded, with dark oriental eyes and a 
beaky nose, his gaze was open and direct behind his glasses, and I saw a vivid 
sense of humour dancing in their depths.  
That evening, we talked for hours over a bottle of the excellent Georgian red wine, 
and Jason told me a story which I found so extraordinary, so unexpected and 
compelling that it seemed to emerge from the pages of a magical story rather than 
the life experience of a scientist. 
As a young researcher, Jason had gone alone to a remote forest, high in the 
Georgian Caucasus mountains. He was looking for wolves. He wanted to find a 



wolf pack that would become accustomed to his presence, so he could approach 
them on foot and observe their daily lives. 
This was new territory for a wolf biologist at the time. It is very difficult to observe 
wolves in a forest – their lives are hidden among the trees and dense 
undergrowth, revealed through their tracks and droppings and the remains of 
their kills. Until radio collars and telemetry made it possible for researchers to 
track wolves from a distance, they  learned about forest packs by following their 
trails on foot or ski and examining the traces that they found. And the long 
persecution they have endured has made wolves very wary of humans; they are 
skilled at staying hidden and avoiding us. 
Jason, though, wanted to do things differently. So he began by looking at the 
situation from the wolves’ point of view. 
“At first I had no idea how I could make contact with those wolves or even see 
them. I knew they were being hunted and killed by forest rangers, so I decided 
that the first thing these wolves absolutely must understand is that I am not a 
danger to them. So I went to the hunters and I told them to keep away. That 
wasn’t easy! I used bad words; I talked very tough to them. Secondly, I decided 
that these wolves must always know my smell. So the whole time I was living in 
the forest I wore the same clothes.” 
Jason found tracks and droppings left by one particular wolf family. He learned 
their territory and he began to leave deer meat for them at certain places. Then, in 
one sudden, heart-stopping moment, he came close upon the adult male and 
female, the parents of the family. 
His first, instinctive reaction was to try to distract the wolves by tossing them the 
meat he was carrying.  
The two wolves ignored the meat, and the male stepped closer. 
“When the male was only a few yards away from me he stopped. He looked at me 
and it seemed to me that he was puzzled, that he could not understand what I 
wanted, why I did not seem to be a danger to him. Then both wolves ran off; they 
disappeared into the trees and after they were gone I realized how frightened I’d 
been. I was shaking.” 
But the wolves, it seemed, were curious about this benign, solitary man, whose 
presence had sent the hunters away. In the months that followed, Jason 
encountered the adult pair regularly, with three youngsters and an older male, 
who limped, from age or injury. Finally he left the ranger’s hut, which had been 
his base, and he began to live among the wolves. He ran with them when they 
hunted and he slept beside them on their rendezvous sites – the places where 
wolves gather while their pups are still young.  



“When these wolves had fully accepted me, I lived with them. I took no tent. I had 
only the Caucasus shepherd’s coat, which is made from felt. I lived alongside the 
wolves and we often went for 30 or 40 kilometers a day together when they were 
hunting. I was young then, and I was very strong. 
I lived for two years with these wolves, and never once were they aggressive 
towards me. After some time, they even let me take deer meat for myself from their 
kills – once they had eaten themselves, of course. 
Those wolves were my teachers. Before I lived with them, I had been trying to 
analyze animal behavior even though I didn’t know enough to understand what 
the behavior was really about.”  
I thought often about Jason after I left Tbilisi. He had gone to the forest as a 
scientist: he wanted to observe for himself how wolves live in the wild. He wanted 
to know wolves as they really are and not as we humans have often imagined them 
to be. This work had taken him beyond the limits of scientific observation of wild 
animals: it had plunged him into the stream of living relationship with them. He 
came to know himself more deeply and found a depth of relationship with the 
wolves that he could have never predicted or imagined in advance. 
One image in particular kept recurring in my mind – Jason, asleep on the ground, 
alone in the darkness with the animals which have embodied so many of our 
human fears of the uncontrollable, instinctual, unpredictable wild. Few of us will 
ever see a wild wolf, but their inner presence remains vivid, and it carries a 
powerful elemental charge into our dreams and storytelling. That image of Jason, 
asleep on the ground among wolves, with its dreamlike, fairy-tale quality, spoke 
powerfully to me of trust and the possibility of renewing our innate bonds with 
our fellow beings of the wild, and dissolving the barriers of our fear. 

Edited extract from Eyes of the Wild by Eleanor O’Hanlon 
published in The Dark Mountain Anthology. 2015. 



III Riding Among the Re-wilded Horses of the Ghost Forest.   

Photo: Maureen Enns 

In the foothills of the Northern Rockies there is a forest called The Ghost, where 
the wild horses move: shining black and bay and chestnut horses, thick manes 
flowing over their necks and shoulders, and a satin sheen in summer on their 
sides.  
Few people see them. Although they are descended from domestic ancestors, 
these horses have re-wilded themselves. They have returned to the community of 
wolves and mountain lions, elk, deer and sandhill cranes, and they live according 
to the ancestral ways of free-born horses.  
The downy foals born in spring are raised within the circle of the mothers, the 
female community, where they learn respect for the customs and courtesies of 
their kind. When the young stallions leave the family they band together as 
friends and brothers and carry their freedom and aliveness in the lightness of 
their stride. Older stallions bear scars on their ribs and haunches, from battles 
with other stallions or to defend the family from predators: the stallion’s loyalty to 
his family is absolute, and he may die to keep them safe.  



In winter the horses move through bitter cold and freezing wind, over frozen 
marshland and upland slopes, and they must scrape through the snow to find 
their food. They are honed by the challenges they face - the steep terrain, the 
harshness of the winter weather and the danger of attack by mountain lions, and 
more rarely, wolves.  
In this forest, the wild horses still at the sight or smell of humans and stand 
concealed within the shadowy tracery of the trunks and branches. Stop, wait, and 
you may catch the gleam of light falling on a dark-bay chest, see the flicker of an 
ear or the swish of a long black tail. But you could pass them close by, all 
unknowing, and never even notice that they’re there. 
 
Our saddle horses know though. They both halt abruptly on the trail we are riding 
through the Ghost forest and stand motionless. Amigo, my chestnut quarter-horse, 
pricks his ears and turns his head towards the trees on the left. There is nothing 
for me to see; then I hear a faint huff, like an exhaled breath, and a rustling as the 
wild horses step quietly away. With that, Amigo relaxes and moves forward without 
prompting, following my guide Maureen on her mare Hope, carrying me on his 
long easy strides down the rutted trail that runs between pine trees hung with 
bearded lichen, to the valley where the marshes are, and the lake. 
And there, by the water’s edge, are six young stallions grazing in lush grass to their 
hocks. We ride past them and along the ridge to the marshes at the head of the 
lake, where a black stallion grazes with his family - sleek bay mares, with yearling 
colts and fillies, and one long-legged foal. 
The scene is like a glowing window, open wide upon their lives in June. A 
trumpeter swan, pure white in body with a plain black beak, describes an elegant 
curve between the rippling water and the fresh green reeds; a red-winged 
blackbird swoops down low; yellow stilts peck along the shore. Behind the lake, 
the shore rises steeply through the stands of lodgepole pine and spruce, to the 
bare rocks banded with snow in the crevices and radiating blue-white light.  
Through binoculars, I catch movement on the slope above, then see a black wolf 
descending in that fluid trot that allows them to effortlessly cover so much 
ground. I know that wolf, Maureen murmurs at my side; that’s the alpha male of 
the local pack; they have a den on that slope. 
The wolf drops into a walk as he approaches the horses. The stallion faces him, 
standing close beside the mares. Every unconscious expectation that I carry about 
wolves rises in that moment : I expect him to attack. But the horses know much 
better: the adults simply watch him and the yearlings, reassured, turn their backs 



on him and graze. The wolf lingers around the horses for a few minutes more, 
then picks up that floating trot again, and moves back into the trees.  
I realise that a wordless exchange has just taken place between the wolf and 
horses. The horses recognised immediately that he was not hunting them that day. 
They know the wolves as fellow members of their natural community, with the elk 
and the deer, the cougars and the swans. Through the generations, these animals 
had refined their capacity to adapt and thrive together as one community, 
interdependent and whole. And to be what they truly are, to live ardently and fully, 
each one requires the presence of the other. 
I brought a fixed mental image of conflict between what we call “predator” and 
“prey” into this living community and the horses have overturned it. I should have 
known better: I have been among wolves before - in Russia and Azerbaijan. My 
mentor, a Georgian scientist, Dr Jason Badridze, had lived with a wild wolf family 
and shared their food. Jason had once seen a herd of Central Asian goitered 
gazelles stand calmly as a wolf approached them: like the wild horses, the gazelles 
recognized immediately that the wolf was not hunting.  

       **** 
A few days later, Maureen and I leave our horses behind and we enter the forest 
on foot. We follow the trails the wild horses have opened through the marshland, 
jumping from one dry tussock to another, between tamarisk and dwarf willow. 
Walking, we begin to see the interplay of the ecology, the binding of flesh and 
breath, feather and wing with the damp mosses and sedges, soil and dung. The 
mass of horse droppings we find is astonishing: certain trees have been singled 
out, as if they hold special meaning for the horses and droppings are piled high 
around their bases.  
These “stud piles” with their richness of microbial life, return nutrients to the soil; 
they nourish and deepen the roots of the marsh plants and so help feed the 
sandhill cranes which alight here in spring and autumn, on their annual migration 
between Siberia and North America. The “Birds of Heaven” as they are called in 
the East - a lovely title that locates heaven in the windy reaches of the upper air, 
among the clamourous cries of migrating cranes. 
I sit down with Maureen on the trunk of a fallen tree, drinking tea from her flask, 
and talking. Her work as an artist is inspired by her experiences among the wild 
horses, and raising orphaned brown bears in Kamchatka, Russia.  
“Animals have ways of communicating that people don’t know, or have forgotten” 
she says, and tells me of how she once accidentally rode her horse between a 
mother grizzly and her cubs. Few animal mothers react more fiercely than a grizzly 



at a potential threat to her young but Maureen’s horse immediately understood 
how to reassure the bear mother: he lowered his head and softened his body, 
almost as though he were about to sleep. We are no threat to you, his posture 
eloquently assured her. And the mother bear relaxed as well and called her cubs 
to move quietly away.  
Maureen describes the wild horses’ courtesy towards each other and the 
tenderness of the courtship she has witnessed between the stallions and the 
mares. People are astonished, she says, that she dares to ride alone among the wild 
stallion bands on her mare Hope, even when Hope is in season.  To ride a mare 
who is in season among a group of domestic stallions, raised by humans, could 
certainly be dangerous. Their tamed energies easily turn turbulent. But Maureen 
assures me that the wild stallions will always keep a courteous distance from 
Hope: they have been raised by the lead mare and other mothers to respect the 
females. They may approach but they won’t come near unless they are invited.  
Suddenly we stop talking. A presence beyond ordinary physical perception, which 
cannot be captured in human language, has silently entered the space. It feels, 
perhaps, as though the molecules of the air have been tuned into a higher pitch.  
Do you feel that? Maureen asks. 
I nod. I do. The wolves are watching us. 
There is no fear: only the sense of extended aliveness that is one with the 
aliveness in the trees, the radiance of sunlight on the air and the breathing 
nearness of the wolves. The moment lasts until the charged beam of their 
attention releases and I exhale the breath I have been holding.  
Native Americans say: It is not you who sees the wolf. Not the small you: the 
fearful ego-bound self which makes fixed concepts out of separation and only 
gazes on the beauty of this world to label and possess it. No: when you are ready, 
the wolf may show herself, if she chooses. She may reveal some aspect of her 
deeper being that dissolves what you think you know, and brings you back to the 
unity in which all our mind-made fears and oppositions are dissolved.  
And then you can return to the ever-present flow of freedom, like the horses. You 
can rewild your tamed and shuttered senses and learn again from life directly, in 
the one eternal Mystery that is made new in every moment.  

      *** 
Riding again on Hope and Amigo, we encounter the stallion band we first saw 
grazing by the lake. They raise their heads, recognize Hope, and break smoothly 
into canter coming towards us.  



They move as one, and no human word I might call on for the evocation of their 
beauty could capture what these horses are in their flowing unison - the 
unfettered impulsion in their stride, the airy freedom lifting their black and 
chestnut manes.  
Amigo and Hope stand steady as the stallions approach us. I can hear their 
arousal at Hope’s presence in the sounds of their breath and their snorting. But 
the courtesy that was first taught to them by the mothers holds strong; just as 
Maureen told me, they will not cross a certain boundary and come inside our 
space.  
Around ten yards off, they drop back into trot and make a half-circle around us 
through the trees. I listen to the rhythmic fall of their hooves and think: how the 
earth must love the drum of their strides. 

Edited Extract from Wild Horses, Wild Heart: A Story of Hope.  
Published in The Cry of the Earth Spiritual Ecology Anthology 2016  
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	The next time the mother surfaces, she lingers alongside and I begin speaking aloud to her, naturally and without thinking. I tell her how beautiful she is, and how happy I am to meet her. She blows again, a short misty burst like a snort, and submerges. A moment later the wooden boat is rattled by the power of her underwater exhalation. It rises out of the water, rocks and settles back, and I realize with shock that she has just lifted us up on her back and placed us gently down again.
	Mother and baby flow over and under and around each other; they circle the boat in long graceful turns, sink and rise again with the water sparkling on their wet sides like stars. At times the mother turns through the water in a slow, powerful rotation that takes her from her belly to her back. Again, the boat rocks as she pushes it with her head from below. Yet I never have a moment’s fear of her great size and power. She moves with refined, sensitive awareness through the whole of her body.
	When the mother surfaces next, she comes close enough for me to reach out and touch her. I run my hands along the skin of her side, which feels indescribably smooth, as though the texture has been endlessly refined by the washing of the sea. Her flesh is firm and cool beneath my hands. Through the physical contact with her body, a sense of the expansive dimensions of her being opens inside me like soundings from some vast interior sea. As the depth of the meeting grows, it becomes an opening through which something entirely new keeps pouring – a wordless sense of connection with a greater life.
	Turning onto one side, the whale gazes up at me through the water; looking down into her dark eye, ringed with folds of skin, I meet the lucid and tranquil gaze of an ancestor, one of the ancient ones of the Earth. I feel her taking me out, far out, of thought and linear time, beyond the limited concerns of my ordinary mind, into a profound sense of meeting with another being, whose consciousness is not separate from my own.
	When she surfaces next with her calf by her side, the whale mother places her nose directly against the side of the panga and becomes completely still. Her blowholes are closed; her immense power is utterly composed and quiet. I reach out and touch her on the head with my right hand, then I put my left hand on her calf and join with them both on the undivided sea.
	That evening, back at our camp on the lagoon shore, I try to write down something of the power of what I have experienced with the whale mother and her calf. But all that comes to me are a few terse words: what was, on the day of creation, is, now.
	Eden, I think, is not simply a mythical place, or a metaphor for original innocence, or an outworn and divisive religious symbol.  Eden is a state of being, and we are free to return every time we know ourselves again in deep communion with the rest of life.
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