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D EAR R EADER
Not long ago, I heard someone else read from Phenomenal. Out loud. For the first time. The narrator had
chosen a terribly intimate scene. I got emotional. I thought to myself: I cannot believe I shared that!
Some people talk about parenthood as a chance to see the world anew through their children’s eyes. But, when
my son was born, I longed to see earth the way he did—as a place full of unexplained marvels. Phenomenal is
the story of how—during my early years of motherhood—I pursued eclipses, migrations, and a variety of other
phenomena to rekindle my own sense of wonder. And it explores the way that pilgrimage changed how I think
about science, mythology, and what it even means to be human. It also reveals, on an I-can’t-believe-I-said-that
level, my ongoing struggle to reconcile the person I’d been with the parent I was becoming.
I’ve thought a lot about why hearing someone else read my words made them seem so suddenly and irrevocably
out there. My best guess: It was the moment when I realized that this story is not just mine; it also belongs to
you. On this leg of the Phenomenal journey, we’re exploring together. Thank you for choosing me as a travel
companion.
This book is one of my dreams made real. I hope it will inspire you to chase one of yours.
Take care,

LEIGH ANN HENION

Q &A WI T H LEI G H A N N H ENI O N
1. Were you concerned that some readers would condemn you for leaving Archer for extended periods?
I was concerned, especially in the beginning. When I became a mother, I suddenly felt like everything I
did was an opportunity for condemnation. I was faced with an onslaught of tips and judgments at one of
the most vulnerable times of my life, when everything was new and confusing. Additionally, my cultural
understandings of motherhood were at odds with my personality and interests—most acutely, my yen for
independent travel. So, I was harshly judging myself. At this stage in my life, I think if a reader were to
condemn me for my choices, it would say more about what I symbolize for him or her, as an individual, than
my actions. I have still—outside of a few months, years ago—not had full-time childcare, and I’m Archer’s
primary caregiver. Even in my most travel-heavy periods, I was at home more than I was away, and—when
at home—my work flexibility has allowed more contact time than if I’d been working a 9-5 job. So, if those
occasional absences are condemned, what’s being judged is likely not the fact that I was away, but the fact
that I was doing things others might consider unusual or indulgent. But I was a travel writer before I became
a mother. This is a story I needed to write. I’m hopeful it will find its way to people who need to read it, and
that it will make them feel slightly less judged.

2. The subtitle of the book is “A Hesitant Adventurer’s Search for Wonder in the Natural World.” Why “hesitant?”
Despite the fact that I sometimes do bold things, I am hesitant about doing them. I always get nervous
before trips, and I often spend a great deal of time in uncomfortable situations wondering why I got myself
into them. But I push myself. It’s one of the reasons I became a writer in the first place. To get an assignment,
or to secure a book contract, is to construct a situation that makes you beholden to the story you’re telling—
which is to say, it creates a situation that helps curiosity overtake fear.

3. Do you ever contemplate what might have happened if you had NOT set out in search of the phenomenal? Do
you think your marriage and your family would have survived?
I spend a good bit of time being consciously thankful that I did set out. I went against social norms, dealt
with personal guilt, came into my own as a woman through sublime experiences that matched the lifechanging magnitude of birthing and caring for a child, and I gained a very intimate understanding of
what it means to awaken. There’s no way to know if my marriage and family would have survived if I had
not embarked on a round-the-world pilgrimage. But I can say for certain that my journey helped those
relationships thrive.

4. Is there one experience that ultimately resonated with you more than any other? Which one would you most like
to relive one day with Archer?
Every experience I had was transformative, but Hawai‘i deeply influenced my way of seeing the world,
particularly spiritually. I hope to rally Matt, Archer, and everyone I know to witness the total solar eclipse
that’s going to be visible from a wide swath of the United States in 2017. Matt and I have also talked
about going back to Vieques with Archer, and I think he’d love the Serengeti when he’s older. Archer has
mentioned that Sweden—with the ICEHOTEL, á la Frozen, and reindeer, á la Santa—are high on his
personal list!

5. Bioluminescence, the great migration, and the coral spawning are all phenomena that are in real danger
because of the havoc humankind is wreaking on the planet. Yet, in Hawaii, you write about how the volcanoes
both create and destroy, teaching a lesson on the impermanence of all things. Since we humans are ourselves a
part of nature, is what we’re doing to the planet simply a part of life’s cyclical nature?
In my book, I talk about how the word “phenomenal” is defined as that which is amazing as well as
that which is directly observable to our senses. And a lot of environmental degradation has been—until
recently—abstract. Laypeople have not directly witnessed it. There’s been a disconnect. Is what we’re
doing to the planet part of life’s cyclical nature? Sure. But I think the real question is: Do we want our
contribution to the cycle to be havoc? Industrial societies around the world are making harmful decisions.
Not all cultures, even today, choose to participate in that, but their stories are not our most popular stories.
And stories can, quite literally, move mountains—in the form of human believers. They can also create
and preserve via human hands. I’ve grown up in mainstream, western culture. But I’ve been moved—and
I think my actions have been altered—by the stories of traditional cultures in Hawai‘i, Sweden, Australia,
and beyond. We might be part of nature’s cycle, but we’re willful participants. We choose the narratives we
follow and share.

6. When he’s older, will you encourage Archer to read PHENOMENAL? If so, what would you like him to get out of it?
I actually read a passage from the book to him yesterday. It was the first time I’d ever read directly from
the text, rather than recounting orally. It was a somewhat humorous section, the part where I hear hippos
singing my name. When I was finished he said: “I love it, Mom! Your book is hilarious!” There are, of
course, many sections that are less than hilarious. But I’ll share those, too. I’d love for him to read the book
in its entirety many times, at various stages of his life. I hope it will serve as a reminder that everyone—in his
or her own way—has the capacity to live an extraordinary life. And I want him to know that becoming his
mother helped me realize the full potential of mine.

7. Do you have another project or book planned?
I have a second book idea. I’m not quite ready to let it slip. But, when I do, I have a feeling people are going
to tell me it sounds like an improbable quest!

D ISCUS S I ON QU ES T I ON S
1. Do you think a man would ever feel the need to write a book like Phenomenal? Despite the strides women
have made, does a mother still need to justify her absence from home and family in a way that a father does
not?
2. What is the most phenomenal experience you’ve had? How did your life change in its wake?
3. “Parenting is about sacrifice, that is for certain, but does being a good mother mean devoting every drop of
my being to my child, or does it mean being true to my spirit in a way that illustrates that there is more than
one way to live a good life?” (p. 21) Discuss the above passage and how your thoughts about it changed—or
didn’t change—after reading Phenomenal.
4. During her trip to Sweden to see the northern lights, Henion realizes that “all religious rites, are, at root,
human interpretations of phenomena” (p. 174). Is there a ritual in your own life that you perform to connect
to something greater than yourself ?
5. In order to travel to Venezuela she is forced to take a leap of faith and wire money to someone she’s never
met. “All of life is a trust fall, and I’m awakening to the thrill, rather than the fear, of being suspended
midair.” (pg. 76) Should human beings have more faith in one another? When has your faith in someone
else been rewarded?
6. From the voice of Pele in the churning lava to the preternatural silence of her room in the ICEHOTEL to
“the secret language of elephant-produced infrasound” (p. 181), Henion pays particular attention to the
sounds of her various experiences. How attuned are you to the sounds that surround us? Does American
culture value our visual experiences over those of our other senses?
7. During her travels, Henion meets both spiritual seekers and scientists who pursue the same phenomena but
offer radically different interpretations for their existence. Why are science and spirituality so often at odds?
Do you agree with Henion that science itself requires a kind of faith?

8. “I think people put restrictions on their lives. They perceive: I can’t do this because I don’t have the money.
I can’t do this because of whatever...But if you’ve got that passion, if you’ve made that choice, it will happen”
(pg. 240) Leigh Ann met many people who followed their passions despite various obstacles. Do you envy
them? Could you do what they did?
9. “You’re not doing it for him, you know, you’re doing it for you. You’re doing it to become a fully realized
person. There is no guilt in that.” (pg. 251) Would you feel guilty in her position? Why or why not?
10. What drew you to read Phenomenal? Is this a book you would recommend to others? If so, who and why?

5 N ATU RAL P HENO MENA
STIL L ON MY LI S T
I still keep a running list of fantastical phenomena. Here are five I’ve yet to experience.
Let me know if you get there first! — L E I G H A N N

SARDINE RUN
Each year, around June or July, billions—yes, billions—of sardines travel the coast of South Africa in search
of warmer waters. These sardine shoals are close to the surface of the ocean and—at up to nine miles in length
and two miles wide—they are massive enough to be picked up by satellite. After witnessing this phenomenon,
when you hear someone say “sardines” you’ll no longer envision snacks packaged in a tin.
Suggested locale: KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa

H O R S E TA I L FA L L
This waterfall is a spectacle whenever it appears on the east
side of El Capitan, fed by snowmelt in Yosemite National
Park. But for a fleeting period in February—usually around
the third week of the month—that waterfall turns to
molten lava. Well, not really, but that’s what it looks like
from overlooks, where photographers gather to document
the phenomenon that’s locally referred to as a “firefall.”
Even on days when conditions are right, the illumination
only lasts about two minutes.
Suggested Locale: Yosemite National Park, California

SINGING SAND DUNES
It sounds unreal, too magical to be true. But there are, in various parts of the world, singing sand dunes.
Physicists are still trying to figure out what, exactly, creates the music. But you can hear the mystery whenever
you’re willing to venture out.
Suggested locale: Eureka Dunes, Death Valley National Park, California

GREEN FLASH
In 1882, Jules Verne published a novel based on a fictional search for this real-world phenomenon. In his
book The Green Ray, Verne said Scottish folklore proclaimed of the flash: “He who has been fortunate
enough...to behold it is enabled to see closely into his own heart.” Green flashes are created when sunlight
bends as it passes through the earth’s atmosphere, scattering colors. Enthusiasts aren’t sure if Verne actually
borrowed from Scottish culture for his novel, or if he concocted his own flash-related folklore. But, according
to modern-day chasers, if you’re able to glimpse this elusive wonder, you should take it to heart that you’re
among the very lucky.
Suggested locale: O‘ahu, Hawai‘i

M U R M U R AT I O N
Starling flocks are called murmurations, and they appear as
magnificent, shape-shifting clouds of hundreds—or, at their
most spectacular, millions—of birds moving in unison, in
very close proximity. The mechanics of the starlings’ dance
continues to puzzle researchers. It’s thought that every
bird is being given a turn to fly in the middle of the flock,
where it’s less likely to be snatched by a hawk. It’s also been
suggested that the phenomenon might be a ploy to distract
predators, mesmerizing them until they’re too entranced to
attack. So—in addition to finding safety in numbers—it’s
possible that starlings survive, in part, by creating beauty.
Suggested Locale: Somerset, United Kingdom

PH E NOMENAL P EO P LE
I set out to find earth’s most dazzling natural phenomena, but I ended up being similarly wowed by helpers
and fellow seekers. Here are a few people who continue to inspire me. — L E I G H A N N

V I E Q U E S, P U E R TO R I C O

JUKKASJÄRVI, SWEDEN

Carlito Cruz Morales,
covered in mangrove mud.

Johanna Huuva (left) gives our reindeer sledge caravan a break.
That’s me on the right!

G R E AT B A R R I E R R E E F,
AUSTRALIA
James McClean says that
even a failed phenomena
chase can make for an
interesting trip.

V O L C A N O, H AWA I ‘ I
Some of Keikilani Curan’s students perform in
Hawai‘i Volcanoes National Park.

CONGO MIRADOR,
VENEZUELA
Alan Highton travels
through a stilt village on Lake
Maracaibo.

N ATURE’ S P LAY LI S T
When we talk about how we long to experience wonders, we often say we’d like to SEE them. But HEARING them
can be just as moving. I’ve collected a few resources for armchair listening, in addition to one out-of-the-chair option.
If your book club chooses to go outside, take a group photo to share and have a #PHENOMENAL walk!
—LEIGH ANN

N AT U R E S O U N D M A P
This site offers natural-world recordings that span 74 countries. Listen to lions roaring into dark skies in
Tanzania and you’ll get a feel for what I heard through my canvas tent in chapter six. Or root out the sounds
of dawn in Australia, where I awoke to birdsong chapter seven. http://www.naturesoundmap.com/

T H E N AT I O N A L PA R K S E R V I C E S O U N D G A L L E R Y
Here, you can find recordings of avalanches and green tree frogs. This collection gathers aural experiences
from across the country, and it might just inspire your next vacation! http://nature.nps.gov/sound/gallery.cfm

THE WHALESONG PROJECT
This project’s recording buoy, deployed off the coast of Hawai‘i, offers live feed of whalesong. When feeds are
not accessible, you can still access archives. The resource serves as a reminder that—as you’re folding laundry
and grocery shopping—whales are going about their own daily rituals, singing into the depths.
http://www.whalesong.net/

A P H E N O M E N A L WA L K
The term “soundwalking” was coined by a composer. It’s used to reference excursions that encourage
participants to listen to their surroundings with care. Consider a silent group walk around the block,
into a nearby field, or through any landscape you call home. Afterward, talk about it. Was the activity
comfortable or uncomfortable? Why? How did listening with intent change your experience? Did focusing
on phenomenal—or, directly observable—sounds heighten your other senses? How so? Did the break in
book club conversation lead you to reside in the moment, or did it make your mind wander? If you don’t
want to embark on a walk, you could alternatively sit together quietly on a stoop or porch. What will your
environment reveal when you’re at your most attentive?

