Discovering the Hidden Gems in Your Own Backyard


It was 1989, and my father had driven from Palm Springs to Modesto to spend the weekend with me. Faced with the prospect of yet another 100° day in the central valley, we hopped in the car and headed for the mountains. Taking our usual route, we drove upward through the Sierra Nevadas, stopping neither to giggle at Strawberry, CA (Population 20), nor to eat fudge and pan for gold in Jamestown. With each mile we drove, the temperature outside became more and more tolerable, until finally we were approaching the pass. 

At the intersection with the main highway, where we usually continued onward toward Reno or turned around and headed home, we turned instead onto a smaller access road that ended near the base of the summit. Stepping out of the car, we were greeted with one of the best sights imaginable – snow! Laughing in our t-shirts and shorts, we stomped through the slush and threw snowballs in the air. Hiking a few minutes down a trail and over a ridge, we encountered a sunny meadow, brilliant with wildflowers and bordered by a crystal stream. Even today, I can still picture that valley of wildflowers as clearly as I would if I had visited it only yesterday. The next summer, my mother and I moved to Wisconsin, and although I have traveled to California nearly every year since, I have never been back to that mountain pass with the cool pockets of snow and the secret field of flowers. 

If you think back on your childhood, I’m sure you have a similar memory to share. Perhaps it was a trail in the woods that revealed the best patch of raspberries ever, or the hill you climbed to the top of where you could see the entire St. Croix Valley below. It is amazing how often we miss the natural gems right in our own communities. On a recent hike in Cottage Grove Ravine Park, at least four people told me that they had lived in town for years and never before visited the park. There is a park near my house that I like to consider my own because I almost never encounter other hikers on the trails. One day, when walking my dog, an enormous barred owl swooped out of the trees and glided only feet above ours heads. “Wow!” I said out loud, and tucked the image away in my vault of favorite memories. 

Here in Washington County, it’s not hard to find the gems if you take a moment to look. Afton State Park features lung-pumping trails that lead you to beautiful views of the St. Croix River, while St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park just a few miles down the river contains wooded glens and a sandy shoreline. At the Warner Nature Center in May Township you can join the Trailside Club or indulge in an adult wilderness skills workshop. From the trailhead at Pine Point Park in Stillwater Township, ride your bike along the Gateway Trail, past open fields and wetlands noisy with frogs. Explore Grey Cloud Dunes Scientific and Natural Area, and you’ll find a completely different view of the Mississippi River than further upstream where barges and factories dominate. 

As the saying by Baba Diom goes, “In the end, we will conserve only what we
love, we will love only what we know, and we will know only what we are taught.” Take time this month to explore your community this month and find out just how many places there are to both love and protect.
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