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Guest Editorial 
by Erik Hoffner : Orion Grassroots Network 

Grassroots Good, Communities of Change  
   

The release of Paul Hawken's new book in May was a watershed moment for grassroots activism in 
general and my work in particular. Chronicling the spread and scope of the global movement for 
sustainability, ecology, and social justice, Blessed Unrest: How the Largest Movement in the World 
Came Into Being and Why No One Saw it Coming (excerpted here in Orion magazine) is a 
fascinating look at the enormous global groundswell that’s arrayed itself to create positive change in 
the world.  

The book’s premise is that there are more 
people-powered grassroots groups than we 
can possibly count at work in every 
country for the good of people and planet. 
On aggregate, it’s bigger than any social 
movement ever seen. And yet it flies 
largely under the radar, untracked by 
governments (especially where such 
activities are illegal) and largely 
unheralded by the media, so its true scope 
has remained a mystery. Grassroots 
groups form and disband often, sometimes 
operate remotely, or function underground 
when necessary. But after a lot of 
research, Hawken estimates that there are 
easily a million organizations at work for 
ecological sustainability and social justice 
in the world today. Or perhaps double that.  

This is something I’d been trying to put my finger on as coordinator of the Orion Grassroots 
Network. The Network connects and supports the full diversity of such grassroots groups in North 
America with tools and services that help them do their work more efficiently. With 1,000+ member 
groups in 49 states, this Network is one of the largest on the continent, and yet we’ve always been 
well aware that there are many more groups out there than are in our ranks. There are easily 50,000 
in the U.S., I thought, but when I imagined all of the other countries, too, the number made me 
dizzy.  

The Orion Grassroots Network is a microcosm of this global movement, then. From land trusts and 
watershed councils to worker rights campaigns, community gardens, alternative schools, and 
environmental justice programs, this Network connects all of the impulses and efforts we need to 
shape a sustainable world. And it all has to be done. Our member groups are aligned no matter their  

  
A group of environmental thinkers, writers, and 
activists at Orion Grassroots Network's 2006 Colorado 
River Convergence.  
Photo by Simmons Buntin.  
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daily missions, as the values that underscore each group’s work are so clearly interdependent. 
Realizing that we’re in such enormous company gives me great hope for our future, and challenges 
me to imagine how we can all work together to an even greater extent.  

But what’s even more mind-boggling is the simple 
realization that the million or more organizations of 
Hawken’s book are of course made up of people, 
sometimes many people. Consider a conservative 
estimate that each has a staff of 2 or 3,  
plus 500 or 1,000 individuals who are members, 
supporters, or volunteers. Multiplying them by a million 
or perhaps two yields a number that starts to approach a 
noticeable percentage of the planet’s population. Each 
of these people, many of us, really, are grassroots forces 
for change in multiple ways. From the support we give 
to such groups, to where we work, to the way we raise 
our kids, these small things add up to a very big picture.  

Further, it’s an easy wager that most folks who support 
or are employed by a group that aims to improve the 
world are also engaged in other such activities. I’ve got 
fewer commitments than most people I know, but I do 
serve on two boards, including a member-owned 
renewable energy cooperative in western Massachusetts, 
Co-op Power. This coop works to deliver renewable 
products and services (like solar panels) to its members 
on the one hand and on the other uses the members’ 
shared equity to build renewable energy assets that are 
owned and rooted locally. Its first major project is a 
biodiesel refinery which will collect and convert 

recycled grease into a liquid fuel. The benefits of this will be many: co-op members will receive 
dividends for their ownership, the sale of the fuel will benefit the local economy, the product will 
clear the air, and local jobs will be created. We’ve been working on this for three years now, and we 
get closer all the time to beginning production. It may be the first project of its kind in the nation.  

Of course this one project represents a drop in the bucket of our community’s energy needs. But 
once the biodiesel plant is established, we aim to create electricity-generating projects, probably 
powered by the wind and the sun. And whatever else our community wants to tackle. Our goal is to 
take responsibility for our energy use, and to stop assuming corporations or governments will lead 
the way to a sustainable future. Creating local assets like this and benefiting from the slice of 
independence they bring will also help us build the know-how to help other regions do the same.  

The first real (and I hope most enduring) accomplishment of Co-op Power, its biodiesel plant aside, 
is that we’ve built a large community of people who are actively discussing sustainability and are  

 
The Canyonlands Field Institute in Professor 
Valley, Utah, hosted the Colorado River 
Convergence, and is a member of the Orion 
Grassroots Network. Sleeping in tee-pees is 
optional.  
Photo by Simmons Buntin.  
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volunteering their time and personal assets to make it happen. Put this together with the tremendous 
local agriculture movement in the region and a vibrant local currency project, and we’ve got an 
interesting recipe for sustaining 
community.  

I feel tremendous optimism that another 
world is possible, one where we take 
responsibility for our actions and our 
needs, and see to the needs of the people 
and planet around us. It’s truly a privilege 
to work every day on building this 
movement for change through the Orion 
Grassroots Network, through Co-op 
Power, and in concert with so many others 
unknown to me.  

Hawken makes a very interesting point in 
his book that this global movement has no 
name and no leaders, and therefore cannot 
be pigeon-holed, targeted, or neutralized, 
and he ends his piece in Orion this way: 

Inspiration is not garnered from litanies of what is flawed; it resides in humanity’s willingness to 
restore, redress, reform, recover, reimagine, and reconsider. Healing the wounds of the Earth and its 
people does not require saintliness or a political party. It is not a liberal or conservative activity. It is 
a sacred act. 

And that’s exactly what’s most interesting about this moment in time. How we’ve gotten here will 
not help us move into the future. It’s now up to all of us to start steering the ship.     

   

In addition to coordinating the Orion Grassroots Network, Erik Hoffner is a regular contributor to Orion magazine and 
Grist.org. Erik is also a photographer whose work appears regularly in Orion and The Sun, and he is an exhibiting 
member of the Vermont Center for Photography in Brattleboro, Vermont. To see more of his personal work, visit 
www.erikhoffner.com. 

  
The natural setting of the Colorado River Convergence 
combined with the energy of grassroots participants to 
create an outstanding event.  
Photo by Simmons Buntin.  
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Column: The Literal Landscape  
by Simmons B. Buntin, Editor/Publisher, Terrain.org 
 
A Taco Stand in Every Neighborhood  
    

When my family and I moved to the New 
Urbanist community of Civano seven 
years ago, we looked forward to strolling 
among the landscaped paths of our 
neighborhood to a local restaurant or pub. 
Indeed, for the first month or two, the 
neighborhood center hosted a café, with 
its handmade sandwiches and fresh-
brewed coffee and tea. Without the 
resident population required to support 
such a shop, however, it soon closed. 

Then rumors swirled and some meetings 
were held about Johan’s Tavern, an 
English-style pub on the corner of 
Civano’s two primary streets—Seven 
Generations Way and Civano 

Boulevard—to be built and operated by Civano pioneer and brewmaster Alan Boertjens. Today the 
vibrant yellow shell of the tavern anchors the corner, but the restaurant itself seems no nearer to 
completion. 

So we continue to drive to southeast 
Tucson restaurants that are too distant to 
walk to—all in different neighborhoods, 
none with the ambiance inherent in the 
community of Civano. With a “mixed-
use” neighborhood core—where a 
combination of residences, retail, and 
restaurants was envisioned from the 
start—we’re as sublime a place as any for 
a venue like Johan’s. Why then do we not 
have a restaurant here? What can the 
residents of Civano—and any primarily 
residential, mixed-use neighborhood—do 
to get a café or pub or other chuck wagon? 

Queen Elizabeth once said that “a meal of 
bread, cheese, and beer constitutes the perfect food.” When I’m at my most desperate, maybe that’s  

 
Civano's neighborhood center. 
Photo courtesy Community of Civano, LLC.    
      

  
Dan Weber and Simmons Buntin at a permanent 
roadside taco stand in Baja California Norte.  
Photo by Scott Calhoun.  

     



Terrain.org: A Journal of the Built & Natural Environments  :  www.terrain.org 
 
 

Issue No. 20  :  Summer/Fall 2007  :  Theme: Community Sustained 
 

7 

all I’m looking for in a Civano eatery: bread to provide my grain staples, cheese for texture and 
Vitamin D, and beer to help it all slide down. Some may argue, however, that there are health issues 
with beer. Certainly guys with formidable “beer bellies” don’t help the cause. Recently, though, I 
learned that these so-called beer guts have more to do with eating caloric and high-fat foods and not 
exercising than drinking beer. To wit, the average 12-ounce beer has fewer calories than a pair of 
bread slices, and contains no fat. 

A weeklong Baja trip I took with fellow Civano neighbors Scott Calhoun, a garden designer and 
writer, and Dan Weber, a hydrogeologist, may or may not bear witness. Every afternoon and into 
evening we drank Tecate, the ubiquitous lager brewed since 1944 in the mountain border town of the 
same name. A slice of límon added, perhaps, to its nutritional value. Yet on our return, my wife eyed 
my midriff plaintively and ordered me on the scale. Much to my surprise—given our daily hikes—I 
gained twelve pounds, more than five percent of my body weight, and was at my heaviest ever. 

The challenge is determining whether my new heftiness was a result of the beer or the rich fish tacos 
we delighted in at almost every meal. The deep-fried filets of dorado surrounded by corn tortillas 
and cabbage, topped with spiced carrots, salsa, and guacamole…. Though the ingredients differed 
slightly at each roadside taco stand, none disappointed, at least until I stepped on that scale. Since I 
cannot return to Baja without drinking Tecate, nor without eating tacos de pescado, the mystery 
remains. 

Or does it? What our community needs is 
not to wait for the pub, though I yearn for 
it dearly. Rather, the time has come for an 
independent neighborhood taco stand: 
Tacos de Civano.  

Here’s my vision:  

Location. There are three options for the 
taco stand’s location: 1) at the 
community’s primary commercial 
establishment, Civano Nursery, where our 
adjacent arterial and the nursery itself 
supply steady traffic; 2) at the 
neighborhood center, in the open area 
beside the current activity center; 3) at a 
gravelly area cattycorner from Johan’s 

Tavern-to-be, on the southeast corner of Civano Boulevard and Seven Generations, which—in the 
original land-use plan—is set aside as a public transit stop. My preference, because of current lack of 
use yet wonderful architecture, is the neighborhood center. But the remaining developer’s 
representative insists, it seems, on driving all things community- and family-oriented away from the 
neighborhood center, so until she’s gone, that’s probably a no-go. That leaves the triangular patch, 
which isn’t so bad. It is centrally located within Civano’s mixed-use neighborhood center district, is  

 
Cocina Familiar Erendira, a small restaurant serving 
outstanding fish tacos along the shores of the Pacific 
Ocean, Baja California Norte.  
Photo by Scott Calhoun.  
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easily visible, and is a permanent public space. 

Venue. Once the location is staked out, we need a facility. Many of the taco stands I’ve seen in 
Mexico are little more than lean-to’s, with a hinged awning propped to provide shade over two or 
three picnic tables. North of the border, mobile taco trucks drape a tarp tentlike from the serving 
window—the delectable taco and Sonoran hot dog stand at an Ace Hardware parking lot down the 
road, for instance. The general idea can work at Civano and other neighborhoods, too, though I 
prefer permanence over mobility. We need a civic structure that reflects our community’s indigenous 
Southwestern architecture, painted brightly to match the desert, with a wide patio of tables, benches, 
umbrellas, and ramadas. Like the best taco stands, the order and serving window should be broad, 
welcoming. Let our kids paint the 
benches, the signs, the wildly colored 
trim. 

Menu. Bread, cheese, and beer are, alas, 
not enough to secure the taco stand’s 
success. It should be second nature for the 
new haunt to serve local favorites, 
including fish, chicken, and beef tacos 
plus hot dogs piled with peppers and 
cheese. Add chiles rellenos and a 
breakfast menu with huevos rancheros to 
the mix and I for one will be in heaven. 
The offerings can and, from a 
sustainability perspective, should be 
seasonal. Secret-recipe salsas, cilantro and 
onions and peppers, and spicy 
guacamole—all standard fare, grown 
perhaps in Civano’s community garden. 
Beverages will range from coffee and bottled water to Mexican Coca-Cola and beer—Tecate, Dos 
Equis, Negra Modelo. A wider selection may be necessary at first, at least until Johan’s comes on 
tap. 

All that remains is determining who will create our Tacos de Civano. As a resident, count me in for 
my small share of venture finance, though my primary role—aside from frequenting the stand, 
enjoying fresh tacos with family and friends in the aromatic heart of our neighborhood—is to 
provide the vision. The role of my dear neighbors is to get the enterprise going. What entrepreneurs 
among us and in our many wanting communities will now step forward? ¡Le saludo! 

 

Simmons B. Buntin is the founding editor of Terrain.org: A Journal of the Built & Natural Environments. With a 
master's degree in urban and regional planning, he is—logically—a web program manager for the University of Arizona. 
His first book of poetry, Riverfall, was published in May 2005 by Ireland's Salmon Poetry. He has work forthcoming in 
Isotope, Pilgrimage, South Dakota Review, and Orion, and is a recipient of a Colorado Artist's Fellowship for Poetry. 

  
The rolled fish tacos at the La Hamaca restaurant in 
Bahia de los Angeles, Baja California Norte, could well 
be Simmons' favorites. 
Photo by Scott Calhoun.  
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Column: Bull Hill 
by David Rothenberg, Terra Nova Editor 
 
Avatud!  
   

On April 27th the Estonian government took down a statue of a Russian soldier in a small park next 
to the national library in the capital city of Tallinn. Local Russians, nearly a third of the 1.5 million 
population, had taken to gathering at the monument to hold rallies calling for a return to the Soviet 
good old days. Since the Soviet Union gave up its occupation of Estonia in 1991, many Russians 
chose to stay in the newly free country with far more opportunities than their troubled native land. 
But now they were on the bottom, no 
longer the top. The situation had gotten 
tense. 

The statue was removed quickly, and 
rioters took to the streets. Many shop 
windows in the 800-year-old Hanseatic 
city were smashed, including those of 
the Apollo Bookstore. The shop put up 
wooden boards immediately, with the 
letters “Avatud”, meaning “Open” 
plastered across the sides of a place 
that otherwise looked closed. 

Several days later, a Baltic-wide 
literary festival was held in Tallinn, 
and when the participating writers saw 
the shop, they spontaneously wrote 
poems upon the walls, in the many 
languages heard along the Baltic Sea. 

The Apollo had no further trouble with 
rioters, who all seemed to calm down 
after a few days. Not a single book was taken. 

Here are some of the poems:  

  

  
Boarded windows and impromptu poetry at the Apollo 
Bookstore in Tallinn.  
Photo by David Rothenberg.  
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You say 
bees die sleeping 
but they 
fall to the ground 
downed by a stroke 
they’re supposed to get 
honey in their brains 
and they come back 
year after year 

— Morten Søndergaard 

(tr. from Danish by David Rothenberg and Catherine Barnes) 

  

Victory 
You used to leave  
A child  
In every city 
But I beat you, 
Leaving  
A city 
In every child 

— Rora [Rolandas Rastauskas] 

(tr. from Lithuanian by Viktorija Jasiunaite) 
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The Story 
Every person has 
his own pain 
every person uses 
his pain 

to make 
other people feel pain 
people don´t get 
other people 

because all people 
have their own pain 
and everybody feels pain 
because of their pain 

but I painfully want 
to appreciate You 
although it´s painful 
that´s the story 

— Kalju Kruusa 
 
(tr. from Estonian by Tauno Vahter) 

  

the heart has a certificate 
hold it up to the light 
you can’t read the text 
only the watermark 

— Aare Pilv 
 
(tr. from Estonian by Tauno Vahter and Jaanika Peerna) 

 

David Rothenberg is the author of Sudden Music: Improvisation, Sound, Nature, Hand's End: Technology and the 
Limits of Nature, and Always the Mountains. His latest book, Why Birds Sing, has been published in five languages and 
just turned into a TV documentary on the BBC. The paperback includes a CD of his own music. His next book will be 
about whales and music. 
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Column: View from the Summit 
by Catherine Cunningham, Terrain.org Editor 

Westward Expansion 

 
The opening song of the elementary school 
spring program was introduced by the high 
staccato of a young-old-timer voice, “Go 
west, young man, thar’s… gold… in… 
them… thar… hills!”  

Giggles broke out from somewhere behind 
the curtains. Urgent “shushes” made them 
cases.  

The quest into the unknown—into the “Wild 
West”—could be scary, dangerous. A baby 
somewhere in the audience wailed. Others 
reasoned that the prospects of a new start, 
maybe even striking it rich, was worth the 
risk of exploring new lands.  

The set had been prepared with the 
enthusiasm so evident of young stagehands. 
The train engineer peered into the blue 
yonder—the audience—from a cardboard 
steam engine. He wore the requisite striped 
white-and-chambray cap and overalls, and he 
moved in time with the train and the tune. 
The rig was painted black, almost certainly 
with the tempera paint always a grade school 
staple. I imagined the smell of the damp, 
chalky surface. The locomotive chugged and 
the engineer hollered, “All aboard!”  

Many of the other performers were dressed in 
a wide variety of costumes, reminiscent of 
Wild Bill Cody, Calamity Jane, and Wyatt 
Earp. The stage and performers were nearly 
as perfect as the setting and cast on Little 

House on the Prairie for the musical’s theme: Westward Expansion. 

Our own little cowboy was dressed as one of his favorite characters, Davy Crockett. He wore a  

  
Bill Thomas in 1937 with engine #69, the last train 
to leave Frisco. 
Photo courtesy Town of Frisco. 

     

 
Kids on the Denver and South Park railway tracks that 
ran along the alley between Main Street and Galena 
Street, year unknown.  
Photo courtesy Town of Frisco. 
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fringed, leather jacket, cowboy boots, and a cowboy hat—the latter only because we couldn’t find 
the “coonskin” cap. Weeks leading up to the spring program, I would often heard him singing, 
“…happy traaaaaaails to you, until, we meet, agaaiunn.” This song would be reserved for the grand 
finale, presented by the whole school.  

In the meantime, he was in the second set of songs and stood among his fellow Kindergarteners and 
first-graders on the aluminum risers. They had approached from stage right, the first-graders then the 
Kindergarteners, finding their places before searching the audience for their families. Almost every 
one took a turn to wave excitedly at his or her family, smiling broadly. 

The recorded, karaoke-style music played softly, so as not to drown out the young singing troupes. 
The music teacher gallantly pumped her conductor-arms and coaxed the tunes out of tiny, shy 
mouths. My heart swelled and my eyes moistened as I watched through the viewfinder of the video 
camera and zoomed in on that boy in leather fringe coat. 

Despite being outnumbered, the balance of sound was distinctly stronger on the first-grader side of 
the stage. With their advanced age, experience, and wisdom, they held an advantage on remembering 
their words and singing aloud. The end of each of their songs met with booming applause and 
whoops from the audience. One could sense 
the giddy satisfaction welling up in their 
small chests. 

We all know by now that most folks got over 
their reservations about expanding westward. 
Settlers have eagerly populated the West, 
from the Mississippi to the Pacific coast. 
First, the Ute Indians, then trappers, and 
finally prospectors—cashing in on the rich 
deposits of the area—settled much of the area 
around our hometown of Frisco, Colorado. In 
1882, Frisco boasted a population of 250, two 
railroads, several businesses, hotels, and 
saloons. The town thrived on mining until 
1918. During the Great Depression, the 
population dipped to just 18 residents and 
then crawled back to 50 by 1946. Easy access out of Denver is credited as one of the reasons it 
survived among many other small mining towns that did not. Frisco continued through tenuous 
stages of growth through the 1960s and even through the oil-and-gas bust of the 1980s. 

Skiing and tourism became the new industries to grow mountain communities. Arapahoe Basin Ski 
Area was developed in1946, following by Breckenridge in 1961, Vail in 1962, Keystone in 1970, 
and Copper Mountain in 1971. Technology lagged miserably, however, with primitive lifts, clothing, 
skis, and bindings. In recent decades, these technologies have boomed with high-tech materials and 
innovation. The ski and snowboard industry singularly feeds the winter tourist appetite in the 
Summit and Eagle counties each year. 

  
Looking west along Main Street Frisco, year 
unknown. 
Photo courtesy Town of Frisco. 
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Just like any community, there is a delicate balance between growing and dying. It is like a 20-way 
teeter-totter:  

• Grow town revenues and we get more people and businesses relying on the services needed, 
resulting in the need to grow town revenues  

• Create and protect open space and the demand for a finite land resource increases the cost, 
placing it out of reach for a segment of the community  

• Housing out of reach makes it more difficult for “locals” to work their jobs in the service 
sector, causing them to commute from other communities  

• Commuters add volume to already stressed traffic and infrastructure, causing road damage 
and closures, resulting in cost and inconvenience to all the road users  

And the teeter totters on.… 

Frisco was often the wallflower—among the more sexy ski-
in/ski-out towns—despite its location immediately off Interstate 
70, just 60 miles west of Denver. Frisco was the place on the 
way to the resorts. When discussing Frisco with people from 
beyond Colorado, few were familiar with it. Most assumed “San 
Francisco,” until it was explained, “No—near Breckenridge,” at 
which point to light bulb would glow (if only slightly).  

In 2000, the population of Frisco was 2,443. Perhaps more 
interesting is that between 1990 and 2000, there was a decrease 
in Frisco residents aged 0 to 4 years and those aged 35 to 39 
years, according to the Town of Frisco 2007 Affordable 
Housing Fast Facts. The age group 50 to 64 more than doubled 
and the age group 65 to 79 more than quadrupled during that 
same time. the median household income for a family of three 
in Summit County is $70,900. The 2006 median home price in 
Frisco was $520,000.  

On the one end of this teeter-totter sits a population of low- to 
middle-income families, struggling to make ends meet. On the 
other end is a single person or couple, possibly one who has 

retired well-off or is independently wealthy, who does not need to work. The math is easy as the 
teeter-totter tilts and puts the family at a disadvantage to compete for rentals or home ownership. 
The result we now see is decreased enrollment by Frisco residents at Frisco Elementary School, 
where the children now sing “Westward ho!” But at what cost? 

At a recent town council meeting, a Frisco resident who moved to the town within the last two years 
was heard to say that she purchase a $1.4 million home and expects the town council to do 
everything in its power to ensure that “nothing changes.”  

I understand the sentiment. I wish the town could be the same as it was when I moved here ten years  

 
Frisco's old schoolhouse in modern 
times set among the colors of 
autumn.  
Photo courtesy Town of Frisco. 
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ago. But I also understand that such wishes 
are impossible. For instance, simply could 
not purchase my current home in today’s 
market.  

Frisco is a westward expansion. It has the 
makings of a truly great Western town—
access to and by a major metropolitan area, a 
beautiful setting, and year-round amenities. 
Yet it also struggles with the challenges 
inherent in such a desirable location. It will 
take long-term vision and leadership to strike 
the balance between “nothing changes” and 
“Westward ho.” 

I am hopeful to have a supply of Frisco 
Kindergarteners performing in spring 
programs for generations to come. 

 

Catherine Cunningham is an environmental specialist with the U.S. Department of Energy's Western Area Power 
Administration, a federal agency responsible for marketing hydroelectricity produced at large dams throughout the 
West. She is also a planning commissioner for her mountain town. 

    

   

  
Buffalo Mountain beyond the Frisco valley in 
wintertime.  
Photo courtesy Town of Frisco. 
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Column: Plein Air 
by Deborah Fries, Terrain.org Editorial Board Member 

Sustainable Magic: Restoring the Allure of Bedford Springs  

 

 The magic begins with groundwater. It 
was the water, rising up through limestone 
fissures, that made my hometown a resort 
town, a destination for pilgrims and 
tourists for almost 200 years.  

Even before the cluster of seven mineral 
springs just south of Bedford, 
Pennsylvania, was marketed as a 
destination, it existed as a gathering place 
of healing. The Iroquois, Shawnee, and 
Tuscarora, it’s said, knew how to effect 
cures through discreet ingestion of the 
waters. Word spread, and in the late 18th 
and early 19th centuries, the 
valetudinarians—as they are called in 
Belknap’s 1832 Gazetteer of the State of 
Pennsylvania, the sick pilgrims who came from Carlisle and Lancaster, Philadelphia and beyond, 
and camped on the 2,200-acre property bought by Dr. John Anderson in 1803—were the targeted 
demographic. They needed help, and long trips and crude accommodations were secondary to the 
goal of restored health.  

As public belief in mineral cures grew, so did 19th-century spa destinations: Hot Springs, Saratoga 
Springs, White Sulfur Springs—other waters where the sick could take the cure. But Bedford 
Springs, with its unique sources of waters infused with sulfur, magnesia, iron, salt, and sweetness, 
offered a broader scope of modalities, an experience enhanced by the beauty of the Alleghenies. 
Belknap notes, “The water, however, is not the only agent in ministering to the diseased. The pure, 
elastic air of the mountain, where there are no miasmatic effluvia—the elevation of the country, 
which counteracts the morbid the effects of the sun—the change of scene and the exercise on rugged 
roads, and various and cheerful company, all contribute to the amelioration of health.”  

The scene changed for locals, who watched Anderson’s campground become a fancy resort. 
Beginning in 1804, with the construction of the first of the architecturally eclectic and important 
buildings that would become the Bedford Springs Hotel, the reputation of the restorative 
environment created demand for additional venues where increasingly affluent pilgrims could drink, 
bathe, and wade in the waters, purge themselves, and essentially vacation. Buildings, bath houses, 
gazebos, music, dining, dancing, tennis, and lawn games amplified the ambiance. 

  
"Bedford Springs, PA" hand-colored engraving by A. 
Koelner for Graham's Magazine, 1830.  
Graphic courtesy Deborah Fries.  
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By the mid-1800s, the Bedford Springs 
Hotel had achieved luxury resort 
status, and had been discovered by the 
D.C. crowd. Frequent guests included 
Presidents Andrew Jackson, William 
Henry Harrison, James Polk, Zachary 
Taylor, and James Buchanan, who 
made it his summer White House. 
Daniel Webster, Henry Clay, and John 
C. Calhoun visited. And in 1855, the 
U.S. Supreme Court gathered at the 
Springs to discuss the Dred Scott case. 
It was a retreat fit for statesmen and 
orators.  

By the end of the Victorian era, spa 
resorts became accessible to the growing upper-middle class, who could come to our town to swim 
in the spring-fed, Olympic-sized indoor pool and play golf on the 9-hole course redesigned in 1912 
by A. W. Tillinghast. It was a time of expanded appeal, affluence, and great marketability. As guest 
Arthur Arnold writes on a postcard to Miss Marion Diehl of Pittsburgh in August 1916, “Hello 
Marion: You should be along. This is simply great. Air is so pure and water so refreshing that it 
would make you grow an inch every day.”  

The allure of the refreshing waters remained for a long time, even as their efficacy was questioned. 
In the 1920s, the hotel’s resident physician, Dr. William Fitch, hoping to demonstrate sound science, 
developed the “Bedford Cure” —a three-week program that prescribed mineral waters, baths, diet, 
exercise, and fresh air. 

The air was still fresh and inviting 20 
years later, when World War II filled 
the resort with transients and required 
that the hotel subjugate its gentility for 
practical patriotism, housing Naval 
trainees from 1941 to 1943, then 
interned Japanese diplomats and their 
families from 1943 to 45. In 1947, my 
father returned to civilian life, and 
moved his little family to Bedford, 
settling into the picturesque town in a 
house on South Richard Street, 3 
minutes north of the resort.  

Bedford Springs was also returning to 
peacetime prosperity. The palpable prestige of being a respectable, high-end tourist destination  

 
Real picture postcard, circa 1927: "Horeshoe Trail, Bedford 
Springs Hotel."  
Postcard courtesy Deborah Fries.  

  

     

  
Real picture postcard: Young men in winter, hand-dated 
February 22, 1910.  
Postcard courtesy Deborah Fries.  
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returned quickly and sustained the town in the post-war years. The Springs, as my parents and their 
new friends knew it, occupied a dual existence in their consciousness: hospitality machine to attract 
and serve strangers; country club for locals.  

In the 1950s, it was a seasonal resort, closed for the snowy mountain winters. In summer, it was the 
place where my parents went dancing, and the scent of Chanel No. 5 wafted along the verandas. To 
my generation, it was a place where our mothers could wear mink stoles and eat tea sandwiches, and 
fathers could order pink prime rib with au jus, then light a cigar on the colonnade that arched over 
Route 220. It was where my parents’ crowd played golf and spent afternoons in the Club House, 
drinking gin and tonics amid smells of sun tan oil, cigarettes, and Sterno. 

The hotel and its quasi-public 
amenities—the manmade lake 
the Navy created, the 1928 
Donald Ross golf course, riding 
trails, spring water flowing from 
the rocks over Shover’s Run—
were emotionally ours. Yet we 
knew that it was the families 
from cities that stayed for weeks 
and the large conventions that 
sustained the hotel, made it 
possible for the locals to have 
access to the golf course and the 
pools and Red Oaks Lake, to 
book their proms and wedding 
showers in its gracious rooms.  

By the 1960s, it seemed the 
Springs had realized its commercial potential, showcasing golf pros and summer stock theater, but 
even then the rooms were getting a little shabby, and when its managers tried to keep the hotel open 
one winter to accommodate the local ski trade, it stayed largely vacant as steam rose hauntingly from 
the empty indoor pool.  

Two decades later, in 1984, the resort was designated a National Historic Landmark and given 
endangered site status. But being rare and valuable wasn’t enough to keep the Springs in business. In 
1986, the Bedford Springs Resort was closed, its contents sold at auction, its hulking, empty 
splendor tucked against the mountain like an old dog that knows it’s dying. Twenty more years 
passed without a guest, without baskets of petunias hanging along the promenade. Potential guests 
raised their children in that time, who grew up without ever seeing the Springs, vacationing 
elsewhere—maybe Captiva, maybe Tahoe. 

Development proposals came and went, unfunded, unsustainable, and with them, the town’s resort 
identity. Some of them—like the concept that would have incorporated the Pittsburgh Symphony’s  

 
Postcard of Bedord Springs bath house with message, dated August 
1908. 
Postcard courtesy Deborah Fries.  
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plans for a summer concert venue—would have transformed the entire community, filled the valley 
with music in addition to fireflies, made Bedford another Wolf Trap or Ravinia, an artsy, magical 
place.  

But nothing worked. Reality 
replaced the most romantic 
memories. The old grand dame sunk 
further and further into decay, and 
ghosts of children rolling hoops 
across the lawn dissolved. 

Sometimes, there are happy 
endings. Sometimes the right people 
find each other just in time, share 
visions, and nearly-lost treasures are 
recovered. 

That’s what happened in 1998, 
when wealthy investors with an 
appreciation of history and architecture, and the will to market a legend, purchased the property for 
$8 million. Believing that they could bring back the magic, in 2004 Bedford Resort Partners, Ltd. 
began work on the 216-room hotel, spa, and golf course. In July 2007, after three years of restoration 
designed to return the hotel to its 1905 opulence, and significant new construction funded by a 
public-private investment of $120 million, guests will return to the Springs.  

In all, 250,000 guests are expected annually. Texas-based Benchmark Hospitality International, the 
management firm hired to run the resort, will reach out to group markets in Baltimore, Washington, 
Pittsburgh, Harrisburg, Philadelphia, and eventually New York. For the leisure market, history will 
repeat itself, as the D.C. crowd is wooed back to the mountains by the waters and the chance to 
escape the miasmatic effluvium of the city.  

 
Artist's rendering of the renewed Bedford Springs Resort. 

Graphic courtesy Hunter Public Relations - East.  

  The Bedford Springs golf course.  
Photo courtesy Hunter Public Relations - East.  
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History will be inescapable. The resort’s reproduction decor and its meticulous integration of 
antiques with new furnishings, along with the housing of the Bedford Historical Society on the 
grounds—including its extensive collection of Springs ephemera—promises ever-present access to 
the past. 

Made meaningful by its history, the new resort will offer its guests pleasures unknown in 1905. 
Purgative water cures will be replaced with gentler treatments, such as cucumber and linden flower 
facials and yoga. The hotel that made telecommunications history in 1858 when Buchanan received 
the first transatlantic cable from Queen Victoria will offer its guests Internet connectivity, Teledex 
phones, 32-inch LCD flat screen TVs, and CD/MP3 players with iPod docking stations. On the 
trails, rather than walking sticks and botanical notebooks, guests will be outfitted with locally-made 
Cannondale mountain bikes and GPS units.  

As the guests return for a third century of 
retreat and restoration, they will return also to 
its waters. The springs will feed the restored 
historic indoor pool, the new $1.5 million 
outdoor pool and the newly constructed 
30,000-square-foot Springs Eternal Spa, 
which will offer “signature bathing.” 

Restoration does not come cheaply. Whether 
for a national treasure or the human body and 
spirit, there’s a price tag. The advance 
advertised daily rate for the Springs Eternal 
Spa package—which includes a guided 
hiking tour of the seven springs, healthy 
breakfast, light lunch, dinner and use of 
fitness facilities—begins at $435 per person. 

As health-conscious consumers seeking a spa experience find their way to the restored landmark, the 
historic town of Bedford—its image inexorably tied to the Springs—is regaining its allure, its 
destination identity. In town, the antique dealers and gallery owners are getting ready to be 
discovered by new guests who will appreciate their merchandise, who will again find the town and 
its people charming. In Bedford, Pennsylvania, after 21 years, the magic is returning. The resort 
season is underway.  
 

Deborah Fries is the author of Various Modes of Departure (Kore Press, Tucson). In addition to writing and teaching, 
her professional life has included journalism, and public affairs for transportation and environmental issues. She is 
working on a second book of poetry and a collection of short fiction. 

    

 

 
Rooms at the renewed Bedford Springs Resort will 
feature amenities such as LCD TVs among historically 
accurate décor.  
Graphic courtesy Hunter Public Relations - East.  
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 Interview 

 

 
   

About Sandra Steingraber 

Ecologist, author, and cancer survivor, Sandra Steingraber, Ph.D. is an internationally recognized 
expert on the environmental links to cancer and reproductive health. She received her doctorate in 
biology from the University of Michigan and master’s degree in English from Illinois State 
University. She is the author of Post-Diagnosis, a volume of poetry, and coauthor of a book on 
ecology and human rights in Africa, The Spoils of Famine. She has taught biology at Columbia 
College in Chicago, held visiting fellowships at the University of Illinois, Radcliffe/Harvard, and 
Northeastern University, and served on President Clinton’s National Action Plan on Breast Cancer. 

Steingraber’s highly acclaimed book, Living Downstream: An Ecologist Looks at Cancer and the 
Environment, presents cancer as a human rights issue. It was the first to bring together data on toxic 
releases with newly released data from U.S. cancer registries. Living Downstream won praise from 
international media, including The Washington Post, The Nation, The Chicago Tribune, Kirkus 
Reviews, Publishers Weekly, The Lancet, and The London Times. In 1997, 
Steingraber was named a Ms. Magazine Woman of the Year. In 1998, she 
received from the Jenifer Altman Foundation the first annual Altman 
Award for “the inspiring and poetic use of science to elucidate the causes 
of cancer,” and from the New England Chapter of the American Medical 
Writers Association, the Will Solimene Award for “excellence in medical 
communication.” In 1999, the Sierra Club heralded Steingraber as “the 
new Rachel Carson.” And in 2001, Carson’s own alma mater, Chatham 
College, selected Steingraber to receive its biennial Rachel Carson 
Leadership Award. 

Continuing the investigation begun in Living Downstream, Steingraber’s 
latest book, Having Faith: An Ecologist’s Journey to Motherhood, 
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explores the intimate ecology of motherhood. Both a memoir of her own pregnancy and an 
investigation of fetal toxicology, Having Faith reveals the alarming extent to which environmental 
hazards now threaten each crucial stage of infant development. In the eyes of an ecologist, the 
mother’s body is the first environment for human life. The Library Journal selected Having Faith as 
one of its best books of 2001. In 2002, it was featured on Kids and Chemicals, a PBS documentary 
by Bill Moyers. 

An enthusiastic and sought-after public speaker, Steingraber has keynoted conferences on human 
health and the environment throughout the United States and Canada and has been invited to lecture 
at many universities, medical schools, and teaching hospitals—including Harvard, Yale, Cornell, and 
the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institute. She is recognized for her ability to serve as a two-way 
translator between scientists and activists. In 1999, as part of international treaty negotiations, she 
briefed U.N. delegates in Geneva, Switzerland on dioxin contamination of breast milk. 

Formerly on faculty at Cornell University, Sandra Steingraber is currently Distinguished Visiting 
Scholar at Ithaca College in Ithaca, New York. She is married to sculptor Jeff de Castro. They are 
proud parents of eight-year-old Faith and five-year-old Elijah. 

Interview 

Terrain.org: You have been compared to Rachel Carson—both 
pioneering scientist and environmental essayist—winning the 
Rachel Carson Leadership Award from Carson’s alma mater 
Chatham College in 2001. What do this award and comparison 
mean for you? Has Carson been an inspiration? 

Sandra Steingraber: Carson is my guiding spirit. Like her, I 
went through an existential crisis in college over whether to 
study creative writing or biology, and like her I ended up doing 
both for awhile (I have a Ph.D. in ecology and a master's degree 
in poetry) and finally brought the two together in my life as a 
full-time science writer. Like Carson, I seek to seduce my 
readers through some pretty tough science by finding a language 
beautiful and compelling enough to honor the loveliness of the 
biological systems that I write about. But Carson is also a 
counter-model for me. I write autobiographically about my own 
cancer diagnosis whereas she kept that part of her life a secret 
from her readers. 

Terrain.org: Tell us about cancer as a social justice and human rights issue, which is the basis for 
Living Downstream. What is your ongoing work in this arena, and what are the newest developments 
in realizing equity and expediency in responding to toxic releases and cancer for historically 
underrepresented populations? 

 

  

Rachel Carson. 
Photo courtesy RachelCarson.org.     
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Sandra Steingraber: Increasingly the scientific 
community is recognizing the human rights dimensions 
emerging from the field of fetal toxicology and 
environmental pediatrics. That is to say, the new science is 
showing us that fetuses, infants, and children are not 
adequately protected against harm by our current 
regulations on toxic chemicals. They don't have functioning 
blood-brain barriers or fully developed immune systems. 
Their skin is more permeable. The eat and inhale more 
house dust. Their brains are not fully wired together yet. 
Tiny exposures early in life are, in some cases, more 
damaging than larger exposures later in life, but the special 
vulnerabilities of children have not, historically, been taken 
into account when forming environmental policies.  

Just two months ago, a group of 200 of the world's leading 
environmental scientists gathered in the Faroe Islands north 
of Scotland and release a signed declaration, the Faroes 
Statement, that argued for a human rights approach to 
protecting the very young against toxic trespass.  

Terrain.org: A Canadian production company recently purchased the film rights to Living 
Downstream, and will likely produce a documentary. What will your role in the production be? 

What is your hope for the film? 

Sandra Steingraber: I'm thrilled. I love my film director, Chanda 
Chevannes of the People's Picture Company. She completely gets Living 
Downstream—both the scientific argument and the lyrical, intimate, 
rhapsodical elements. She understands that the book is both a love story 
(between me and my home town) and an exposé (about the toxic 
contamination of that town). And she brings a cinematic and visual 
wisdom to the project that I lack. I am not a visual thinker. (That laughter 
you hear in the background is my husband. He is a sculptor and believes 
that I am utterly incapable of thinking in pictures. Which I am. I need 
words.) So I am completely deferring to Chanda and her crew, who are 
very easy to work with, as they make their creative decisions as film 
makers.  

I'm so pleased that the book will have another life in a different medium. I hope it will reach people 
who live in many of the toxic communities where I am invited to speak and who may not have a 
bookstore—as my hometown does not—to make this information available.  

As for me, I'm actually in the film itself. Yikes. I've learned to be demonstrative as a public speaker 
at the podium, but privately I tend to be very interior. It's a Midwestern quality I guess. It's actually 
stressful to me to express, as a speaking person being filmed, some of the emotive qualities that I'm 

From the Faroes Statement 

The accumulated research evidence 
suggests that prevention efforts 
against toxic exposures to 
environmental chemicals should focus 
on protecting the fetus and small child 
as highly vulnerable populations. Given 
the ubiquitous exposure to many 
environmental toxicants, there needs to 
be renewed efforts to prevent harm. 
Such prevention should not await 
detailed evidence on individual hazards 
to be produced, because the delays in 
decision-making would then lead to 
propagation of toxic exposures and their 
long-term consequences. Current 
procedures therefore need to be revised 
to address the need to protect the most 
vulnerable life stages through greater 
use of precautionary approaches to 
exposure reduction. 
 
Torshavn, Faroe Islands 
May 24, 2007  
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able to find a vocabulary for as a writer. But I'm learning as we go.  

Of course, films are very expensive to produce, and we are all keeping our fingers crossed that 
funding will come through for this project.  

Terrain.org: In 2006 you received a Heroes Tribute from the Breast Cancer Fund. What has this 
award meant for you? Are you working with the Breast 
Cancer Fund now, and if so, how? 

Sandra Steingraber: I admire the Breast Cancer Fund. 
I'm glad my work as a science writer is useful to them. 
That was my big dream, of course: that I could build a 
bridge over the breach between what we in the scientific 
community know about the links between cancer and the 
environment (quite a lot) and what the public hears about 
those links (almost nothing). The Breast Cancer Fund 
brings out of the sound-proofed technical literature the 
state of the evidence about breast cancer's environmental 
roots and then takes political action based on this science. 
It's nice for me to be part of the conversation.  

All that being said, I certainly don't feel like a hero. I 
labor away in the vineyards that Rachel Carson planted and try on a daily basis to find a language to 
talk with the public about various technical subjects—like the ability of the pesticide atrazine to 
enhance aromatase production in ways that increase estrogen levels. I don't consider that exactly 
heroic. Organic farmers are heroic. People who stand up and speak to their school boards and their 
city councils about toxic waste dumps in their own communities—risking the wrath of their 
neighbors and employers—those are the real heroes. I just try to supply the heroes with some useful, 
reliable science. And inspire them along the way. 

Passing a jar of my own breast milk around a table of United Nations delegates in Geneva... that was 
probably one of the bolder things I've ever done.  

Last spring, the Breast Cancer Fund commissioned me to write a monograph on the falling age of 
puberty in U.S. girls. That's what I've devoted most of my research and writing time to for the better 
part of a year. It will be released in late August and thanks to several generous funders, will be freely 
available to the public in both hard copy and electronic copy. (Visit 
www.breastcancerfund.org/puberty to place an order.) 

Terrain.org: You have written, “I didn’t mean to raise my two kids as part of a human experiment 
in food preferences. It just worked out that way.” What is the experiment, and how is it going? What 
advice do you have for families and communities that want to convert to organic foods, and a more 
organic lifestyle overall?  
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Sandra Steingraber: When Jeff and I moved from Boston to a 
log cabin out in the woods near Ithaca, New York, our 
television set was stolen out of the back of the truck. We never 
replaced it. We did all our shopping at the local food coop not 
only because of the organic food but because the coop has a 
play area where kids can play while their parents drink much-
needed cups of coffee and read the Arts section of The New 
York Times.  

The unintended but happy consequence was that my two kids, 
now ages 8 and 5, have never been advertised to by the food 
industry. Not on TV, not in the grocery store. Their food 
preferences are entirely determined by their direct relationship 
with the food itself. Both of them are great eaters and have 
adventurous palates. The first time they were confronted with a 
Happy Meal from McDonalds, both of them refused to eat it. 
Elijah said it was "too brown." (meat, bun, coke, fries = shades 
of brown). He's used to colorful foods like carrots, red peppers, 
sweet potatoes, and oranges. Faith said the Golden Arches 
looked to her like two limp French fries and also the food was 

too salty.  

I learned in that moment that junk food is not necessarily innately attractive to kids. You have to 
learn to like it. You need cartoon characters to tell you it's good. 

As for advice, I make it a personal practice never to tell people what to do. As an autobiographical 
writer and speaker, I simply tell my own story, lay out the scientific evidence, and then step back. 
This is also my belief as a Quaker. I believe in speaking truth to power. I believe in personal 
testimony and the power of human utterance. I also believe that everyone needs to discover their 
own path and their own voice.  

Terrain.org: You have the unique 
opportunity—as distinguished scholar in 
residence at Ithaca College’s Division of 
Interdisciplinary and International Studies—to 
work with students in such areas as writing, 
journalism, biology, environmental history, and 
law. What kinds of multidisciplinary work and 
teaching are you undertaking with the students? 
How do you like teaching? What are you 
learning from the interdisciplinary approach, and 
is such an approach important for all teachers, 
all writers, all humans? 

 

  

Sandra Steingraber with her 
children. 
Photo courtesy Organic Valley Family of 
Farms. 

   

     

  The Center for Natural Sciences at Ithaca College. 
Photo courtesy Ithaca College.  
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Sandra Steingraber: Ithaca College has given me a wonderful opportunity to do my work in 
residence at an institution that is profoundly changing its own relationship to the ecological world. 
IC has made sustainability the cornerstone of its pedagogy as well as its physical operations. It's an 
incubator for ideas and practices that will, we hope, seep out into the world at large. Frankly, when 
Ithaca College first lured me from Cornell in 2003, I thought its sustainability theme was little more 
than a recruiting tool. It's not. The college is deeply serious about sustainability, and it is, I believe, 
on the cutting edge here.  

At IC, I guest-teach in many classes ranging from journalism and history to law and biology. 
Environmental health and environmental human rights cuts across many disciplines. I've even taught 
in an environmental film course—which is very nice for me since I'm in the middle of this film 
project of my own.  

The administration at Ithaca recognizes that I'm a writer and a biologist and a social critic. I get to 
show all my colors when I'm on campus. It's a great place for me. In return, I act as a kind of 
unofficial ambassador for the college when I travel and give lectures and grant media interviews. IC 
is well known for its sustainability vision. I get questions all the time about IC when I'm out on the 
lecture circuit. My coolness quotient went way up this spring when I could casually mention my 
(small) role in the Finger Lakes Environmental Film Festival, which is headquartered at IC. We 
screen a huge number of environmental films during the festival. I get called in to talk with students 
about the science of the underlying topics—e.g., ecological devastation in Iraq or birth defects along 
the Mexican border.  

Terrain.org: As an artist and a scientist, do you sense society in general, or political administrations 
specifically, trying to divide or categorize art and science as separate pursuits? Are they? What is the 
importance of integrating art and science? What inspiration do you draw from the visual arts, like 
sculpture, for your scientific work? Alternatively, what inspiration do you draw from science, like 

biology, for your artistic work? 

Sandra Steingraber: Well, this will probably surprise you, but I'm very 
old-fashioned and prefer my science and my art served up separately. I 
think they are two different ways of knowing the world. Both art and 
biology are about the mystery of being alive, but science seeks to solves 
the mystery while art simply says "behold." I try to deploy the best tools 
of creative writing—sound, meter, imagery, plot—to make science come 
alive for my readers. I use creative human narratives as the arc on which 
to hang the science. When I'm really writing poetry, though, I'm not 
thinking like a scientist at all. It's all about tone and finding images to 
stand in for intangible feelings.  

Music and the visual arts are something I get to enjoy because of who I'm 
married to. It's a great antidote to the scientific, deductive, evidence-based 

way of approaching the world.  
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Terrain.org: “Science is slow” is a recurring statement in your work. In a society where one-button 
quick-fix solutions appear to be the expected norm, however, how do we work at resolving problems 
in the short-term? How do we obtain the patience to wait for slow science? Are writing and art part 
of the intermediary? 

Sandra Steingraber: When lives are a stake—especially the lives of children—we can't wait for the 
wheels of science to grind slowly on. That's where the precautionary principle comes in. We have to 
act on good but partial evidence—not absolute proof. As a parent, I do this all the time. In my house, 
you don't ride your scooter or your bike without a helmet. If you do, the scooter goes in the barn for 
a week. I don't need absolute proof that my child will be harmed. I just need to know that the 
situation is inherently dangerous, and that is my trigger for action.  

I think we need to bring the same approach to pediatric environmental 
health. If a chemical is inherently toxic and is known to, say, 
accumulate in mother's milk or contaminate drinking water or find its 
way into umbilical cord blood, then it has no place in our economy. We 
should move immediately to phase it out of use and production and seek 
non-toxic solutions. This comes out of the same impulse as calling your 
children out of the pool when you hear thunder in the distance. You 
don't need to wait for an electrocution to know that you don't swim 
when there's lightning.  

Yes, writing and art are part of the intermediary between recognition of 
a social problem and the execution of a meaningful solution. Just as 
abolitionist writing played a role in ending slavery, I believe 
environmental writing can play a role in ending unsustainable economic 
practices. Indeed, my son is named for the abolitionist writer Elijah 
Lovejoy.  

Terrain.org: In Having Faith, you were “a pregnant biologist searching for the voices of mothers 
and scientists,” resulting in an intimate, scientific look at pregnancy, fetal development, childbirth, 
and breastfeeding. Yet the book is also a spiritual journey, so beautifully displayed in the chapter on 
Faith’s birth itself. What have you learned of the sacred in our lives—in the connections between 
mother and child and environment—from that experience? What do you continue to learn from 
writing Having Faith now that you have two children? 

Sandra Steingraber: Having babies was both the most ecstatic and the most biological thing that 
I've ever done. It's the best thing that ever happened to me. It's religious experience and a profoundly 
corporal experience all at once. The childbirth scene in Having Faith was my favorite scene to write 
and remains my favorite now. It's where I could really use poetry to great advantage, with all its 
rhythmical and metrical possibilities. I could variously slow down and speed up the action 
depending on the syllabic construction of the words themselves. Poets are always messing around 
like this. It was fun to do this in prose.  

  

Abolitionist writer Elijah 
Lovejoy. 
Image courtesy University 
of Houston's Digital 
History. 

      



Terrain.org: A Journal of the Built & Natural Environments  :  www.terrain.org 
 
 

Issue No. 20  :  Summer/Fall 2007  :  Theme: Community Sustained 
 

28 

I was disappointed in the childbirth descriptions 
that I found in the published literature. First of all, 
there are not very many. Second of all, most are 
badly written. We have whole genres of books 
about warfare and what that extreme experience is 
like. We have none about childbirth, which is 
every bit as profound a rite of passage. I simply 
decided that if I wanted to seduce my readers 
through some scary science on the environmental 
threats to pregnancy that I was going to have to 
write the best childbirth scene in the English 
language. That was my goal. My readers can 

decide if I succeeded.  

Now that Faith herself is old enough to read, I have a different relationship to the character of Faith 
in the book. The real-life Faith is a conscious verbal being now, with a memory and with the ability 
to distinguish a person from a persona. She is no longer simply my muse and my subject matter. 
Now my mother's need to protect my children and provide them privacy is bumping up against my 
writer's need to tell the story of my life. Because my life is no longer my own. It’s symbiotically 
intertwined with my children.  

Of course, now I'm also the mother of a son, which is an entirely different experience. One is not 
exactly mirrored by one's child. The romance between Elijah and me is different than the romance I 
have with Faith. Writing it would require a whole different vocabulary.  

Terrain.org: What’s next for Sandra Steingraber? 

Sandra Steingraber: Well, let's see. In an hour, my daughter has to be at her piano recital rehearsal. 
Elijah will get off the bus at 4 pm and will be hungry. I have to figure out what to make for dinner, 
and I think we're completely out of vegetables. Then I need to find my notes for the class I'm 
teaching next week at Sterling College as part of the Wildbranch Workshop on environmental 
writing. Oh yeah, and before the end of the business day, I need to reserve a rental car, and 
reschedule two medical check-ups. 

In short, I'm dancing as fast as I can, and I'm not so great at long-range planning. But here is what I 
think is on the docket: 

I'll continue filming Living Downstream. I'm a columnist and contributing editor at Orion magazine, 
and so I'll continue to write personal essay for that publication, which is a joy. I'll also be 
shepherding the puberty report around for awhile until finds its own way in the world. Right now I'm 
doing lots of media interviews for the book, Courage for the Earth, about Rachel Carson, of which 
I'm a contributing author. And soon, I hope, I'll see my way clear to write my next book proposal.  
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I've been gathering string on it, scientifically, for quite a while and have 
the science all worked out. Now I need to work out the story line, so I'm 
busy agonizing about lots of writerly issues—like the risks and benefits 
of past tense versus present tense—about which, if I make the right 
decisions, readers will never even notice because the carpentry will all be 
invisible. Nevertheless, it all takes time and thought, and I'm miserably 
slow at this part.  

Okay, I'm off to the piano recital rehearsal.... 
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UnSprawl Case Study 

 

 
 
Title photo—view of Southside Square showing public art, live-work units, and townhouses—courtesy Duany Plater-
Zyberk & Company. 

 
Just the Facts 

Southside, Greensboro, N.C.  

• 10-acre mixed-use infill revitalization project completed in 2005  
• 120 residential units: 30 single-family homes, 10 two-family homes, 50 townhomes, 20 live-

work townhomes  
• Residential/office/studio units located above garages in rear alleys  
• 25,000 square feet commercial: 20 live-work units at 800 SF ground floor each, 1 restaurant, 

1 office at renovated mansion  
• Future phases in adjacent blocks include large live-work artist lofts  
• Civic uses include community church, public square, mid-block common, and pocket parks  
• City of Greensboro adopted Traditional Neighborhood Design ordinance to allow product to 

occur  
• Transit-oriented: a major bus transit stop is located on the square, and the AMTRAK 

multimodal station is within 1/4 mile of neighborhood  
• Brownfield and grayfield redevelopment site  
• Preservation of large grove of mature trees as community common  
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• Awards include American Planning Association Outstanding Planning Implementation 
Award (2003), U.S. EPA Built Projects Smart Growth Achievement Award (2004), Sierra Club 
Twelve Best Developments List (2005)  

• Designed by Tom Low of Duany Plater-Zyberk & Company  
• Developed by Bowman Development 

Group 

Southside Overview 

Greensboro, North Carolina’s Southside 
neighborhood, a 10-acre revitalization project, is 
one of the city's first significant mixed-use infill 
projects. Greensboro’s Department of Housing 
and Community Development developed a 
traditional neighborhood district ordinance—
based on the Southside Area Development Plan 
adopted by the Greensboro city council in 
1995—to assist Southside’s redevelopment. 

In citing its 2003 award for Outstanding 
Planning: Implementation, the American 
Planning Association noted that in creating the 
Area Development Plan, "the importance of 
Southside could hardly be ignored. This blighted 
downtown community connected five 
neighborhoods, served as the gateway to the 
downtown business district, and was vital to 
enhancing residential development in the 
downtown generally."  

The site is located immediately south of 
downtown Greensboro, one and a half blocks 
from South Elm Street—Greensboro’s historic main street. This area has direct views of the 
downtown Greensboro skyline. Victorian homes dominated the landscape a century ago until 
highway construction and urban flight caused the neighborhood to go into decline. As part of the 
city’s contribution, a pedestrian-friendly streetscape design was implemented with unique 
streetscape elements identifying the Southside neighborhood. 

A five-minute walk from the central business district, the development includes 30 single-family 
homes, 10 two-family homes, 50 townhouses, 10 restored historic homes, and 20 live-work units 
where business owners live upstairs from their shop or office. Some residences include studio 
apartments above rear-detached garages, providing another housing or office choice. 

  
View of the Southside project looking toward 
downtown Greensboro.  
Graphic courtesy Tom Low of Duany Plater-Zyberk & 
Company.  
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Southside incorporates a square as the civic center of the neighborhood and features a rotating 
schedule of public art. The neighborhood common, used as a community park, retains a canopy of 
mature trees. Greensboro contributed to the revitalization effort by installing new sidewalks, historic 
streetlights, decorative brickwork, and landscaping such as street trees. 

The master plan design includes a new 
public square created from a portion of an 
existing block, a new internal block 
neighborhood common created from 
aggregating the back yards of extra deep 
existing lots, and a pocket park located on a 
close as a replacement for an existing cul-
de-sac that was built when a 1960s highway 
clipped the street. Southside is bisected by 
Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard—the 
historic main spine radiating from 
downtown to the southeastern side of the 
city. 

Project History  

The initial idea for the Southside Area 
Development Plan began in 1990, when the 

area was identified as a "unique development opportunity" for Greensboro's city center as part of the 
Center City Master Plan. One of the goals of the Master Plan was to "establish and maintain the 
center city as the center of business life, government, and cultural opportunity for the Greensboro 
region."  

In 1990, citizens approved a $5 million 
bond to finance Southside's 
redevelopment. Three years later, a 
citizen-led steering committee was the 
impetus behind a series of collaborative 
community forums, design workshops, 
and working meetings resulting in 
adoption of the Southside Area 
Development Plan in 1995. The plan 
envisioned reestablishing Southside as a 
turn-of-the-19th-century neighborhood, no 
small feat considering that a 1994 survey 
found that only 30 percent of Southside's 
"principal" structures were in good 
condition—the others were deteriorated or 
dilapidated.  

 
Southside Master Plan.  
Graphic courtesy Tom Low of Duany Plater-Zyberk & Company.   
   

  
The large cul-de-sac was replaced with a rectangular 
close that includes a small public green, preserving an 
existing tree as the centerpiece of a shaded tot lot.  
Photo courtesy Tom Low of Duany Plater-Zyberk & Company.  
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By 1999, the Traditional Neighborhood District Handbook helped guide implementation of the TND 
ordinance passed earlier by the city. Additionally, a development prospectus—which provided 
criteria for the city's evaluation of proposals—and request for submissions was issued. That year, 
Tom Low of Duany Plater-Zyberk & Company partnered with North Carolina-based Bowman 
Development Group, and the Bowman Development Group was awarded the $22 million project. 

As the first TND development project to be considered, reviewed, and ultimately approved by the 
City of Greensboro, considerable effort was necessary to coordinate and build consensus, both 
during the collaborative planning process, and during design itself. Specific development issues 
included: 

• Transportation, road, and alley design  
• Services such as garbage collection and mail delivery  
• Signage and fencing  
• Landscape design, including street trees in planting medians  
• Architectural design, construction quality, and interior finishes  
• Mixed-use buildings  
• Historic restoration  
• Streetscape design  
• Market acceptance, sales momentum, and various financial pressures  
• Crime, perceived and actual  
• Sports stadium speculation  
• Railroad company negotiations  
• Deteriorated infrastructure and contaminated sites  
• Zoning and building code conflicts  
• Communication between the developer, designer, builders, and city departments  

Neighborhood Design 

Homes 

In the early 1900s, the Southside 
neighborhood was one of Greensboro's 
premier communities, with large homes 
along the primary streets. Though many 
fell into disrepair in the decades that 
followed, ten historic houses were 
renovated as part of the project. 
Southside's new homes, which ranged 
from $129,000 for attached to $261,000 
for single-family detached homes in 2003, 
are designed to support the 
neighborhood's original vernacular 
architecture. They are closely spaced and  

 
Renovated and new infill housing—new infill is in yellow.  
Photo courtesy Tom Low of Duany Plater-Zyberk & Company.    
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oriented toward the street with alleys behind and feature wide front porches. Brick sidewalks, period 
streetlights, and other amenities add to the 
"turn-of-the-century ambiance." 

In total, there are 120 residential units, 
including 10 restored historic homes:  

• 30 single-family homes  
• 10 two-family homes  
• 50 townhomes  
• 20 live-work townhomes  

Streetscapes, Traffic, and Transit  

Throughout the neighborhood existing 
mature trees are retained along with the 
addition of new brick sidewalks and new 
street trees.  

One of the major hurdles to making 
Southside a vibrant, walkable community was Martin Luther King, Jr. Boulevard, which runs 
through the center of the neighborhood. The road’s high-speed, suburban geometries were 
effectively cutting the neighborhood in half, creating an undesirable “dead zone” at the center. Using 
traffic-calming measures—such as shortening the building setbacks along the road and including on-
street parking—the plan reclaims this main street as a grand urban boulevard, with a distinctive, 
pedestrian-friendly streetscape design that sets Southside apart from the surrounding neighborhoods. 

Additional traffic calming design 
includes tighter corner curb radii, 
on-street parking, shallow 
building setbacks, street trees, 
rear alleys, and detached garages 
accessed off the rear alleys. 
These techniques transform the 
urban character of this corridor 
from a high-speed arterial into an 
urban avenue that creates a seam 
rather than an edge to the 
neighborhood. 

Southside Square has a public 
transit stop serving the Martin 
Luther King Jr. Boulevard and 
the greater southeast 

Greensboro. The site is 1/4 mile away from the central multimodal transit station including 

  The fountain on Southside Square.  
Photo courtesy Tom Low of Duany Plater-Zyberk & Company.  

   

 
View of Martin Luther King, Jr. Boulevard showing live-work units, 
with downtown Greensboro in the distance.  
Photo courtesy Tom Low of Duany Plater-Zyberk & Company.  
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AMTRAK service. 

Civic Uses, Public Space, and Amenities  

Southside Square, located along Martin Luther King, 
Jr. Boulevard, shares frontage along public streets 
with a historic church that benefits from the new 
diagonal parking, in addition to parallel parking, on 
the square. Schools and two universities, North 
Carolina A&T University and Bennett College, are 
also located nearby. 

Southside Square is the civic center of the 
neighborhood, featuring a public art sculpture 
designed by local artist Jim Galluci, and a fountain 
and landscaping jointly donated by the Weaver Parks 
Fund, the Old Greensboro Preservation Society, and 
the Parks and Recreation Society. 

The neighborhood common—an open park nestled 
between single family and dual-family homes—is 
located in the center of the largest block. The 
common retains the canopy of mature trees and is 
used primarily by the residents as a community park. 
Rear lanes with garage apartments and rear yards 
surround the edge. The pocket park located at the 
close—the square "loop" drive that replaces a large 
paved cul-de-sac with an open space amenity—is 
intended to be a place for small gatherings. It hosts a 
tot lot playground, as well.  

Commercial and Mixed-Use 

Southside includes 25,000 square feet of commercial space. Each of the 20 live-work units features 
800 square feet of retail, office, studio, or other ground-floor space. The Press, a wine cafe featuring 
live music on weekends, holds a sharp corner along MLK, Jr. Boulevard and is 5,000 square feet. 
And a 4,000-square-foot office has been created in a renovated mansion.  

Defining Success 

The neighborhood is a market success. Not only did all the rehabilitated and new homes sell out, but 
the neighborhood generates significantly more tax revenue for the city. Before redevelopment in 
1995, Southside produced $400,000 in tax revenues. Now that redevelopment is complete, the total 
tax revenue generated from the neighborhood is estimated at over $10 million.  

  

Two views of live-work units: from the front 
(top) and rear access from the alley 
(bottom).  
Photos courtesy Tom Low of Duany Plater-Zyberk 
& Company.  
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Though the planning process was collaborative, the design itself had some initial detractors. During 
the course of design and implementation, when Tom Low and Bowman Development Group first 
proposed different approaches that went against convention, the project was greeted with skepticism 
and, according to DPZ director of town planning Tom Low, "in some cases laughed at, ignored, or 
considered counterproductive." 

"We knew Southside was going to be a successful project," he continues, "and due to those who kept 
moving the implementation forward—the city staff, builders, and local officials—Southside has 
greatly exceeded its potential. Southside sold out in 2004. Now with a growing number of additional 
redevelopment initiatives expanding into adjacent neighborhoods and downtown housing and mixed-
use projects underway, the design ideals pioneered in Southside can be heard and seen echoing 
across Greensboro." 

 “Southside was the type of neighborhood 
we had been searching for," said one 
resident. "It provides us with the sense of 
community we crave within walking 
distance of all the services and amenities 
downtown has to offer. When we built our 
house two years ago we felt like urban 
pioneers, but now, with the neighborhood 
nearly complete, we know we made the 
right choice.” 

Success is not limited to Southside’s 
neighborhood. Redevelopment initiatives, 
including housing and mixed-use projects, 
are expanding into adjacent neighborhoods 
and downtown. For example, the city 
received a Brownfields Economic 
Development Initiative grant from the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban 
Development to redevelop an area near 
Southside. These successes contribute to 
Greensboro’s downtown revival. 

Lessons of Success  

According to Tom Low of DPZ, the 
project’s lessons of success include: 

The central spine of Martin Luther King, 
Jr. Boulevard was rebuilt as a community 

seam rather than a separator. 

 
 

 
An existing historic home before renovation, top, and  
after, bottom, with new infill homes.  
Photos courtesy Tom Low of Duany Plater-Zyberk & Company.  
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The new neighborhood square is located to be highly visible and an integral part of the public realm 
for the greater community, and has ultimately 
become a catalyst for additional redevelopment. 

The project’s mixed-use program appeals to 
potential buyers due to the creation of a 
walkable, pedestrian-friendly, 24-hour 
community that has a soul. 

The plan provides common and individual 
private outdoor space, replacing semi-
public/private space. As a result, the overall 
neighborhood design is perceived to be safe.  

Additional successful design elements include: 

Building new townhouses and live-work units 
at the sidewalk to front directly on each side 
of MLK, Jr. Boulevard. The narrowing effect 
of these buildings, along with the addition of 
crosswalk striping and continuous on-street 
parking, has successfully calmed traffic. 

Removing a large cul-de-sac and replacing it 
with a rectangular close that includes a small 
public green. This green preserves an existing 
tree as the centerpiece of a shaded tot lot and has 
become the focus for the housing that surrounds 
the close on all sides. 

Preserving a large grove of mature trees in 
the center of one of the blocks to create a 
community common amenity. This private 
common open space is very appealing to residents who traded a large yard for a home in the project. 

Revising already installed conventional suburban subdivision entry features and streetscape 
elements not appropriate for the urban direction taken by the design. In addition, thorny shrubs 
from the planting median between the sidewalk and curb that blocked people from opening their car 
doors in the newly included parallel parking spaces were removed.  

Implementation of the redevelopment plan to ensure a pedestrian-friendly design character required 
the design team to push very hard. However, these struggles were rewarded as the project’s 
construction reached “critical mass” and the burgeoning of a strong community became evident—the 
project’s appeal skyrocketed, and it sold out completely. 
   

  

Townhomes at Southside, front (top) and back 
(bottom).  
Top photo courtesy Downtown Greensboro, 
Incorporated; bottom photo courtesy Greensboro 
Contracting.  
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For more information, visit Southside at www.SouthsideNeighborhood.com. 

This UnSprawl case study was significantly contributed to by Tom Low.  

Success at Southside  

As the first TND to be constructed in Greensboro, Southside faced many obstacles at every stage of 
approval and implementation. However, it has emerged as a great success, selling out completely as 
of September 2004 and winning several prominent awards, including the American Planning 
Association Outstanding Planning Implementation Award for 2003 and the EPA’s 2004 Built 
Projects Smart Growth Achievement Award in the category of Built Projects. Now a thriving 
neighborhood, Southside brings in greatly increased tax revenues and has helped to spur 
redevelopment initiatives across the city. 

Resources 

City of Greensboro 

Downtown Greensboro, Inc. 

Community Foundation of Greater Greensboro 

Preservation Greensboro, Incorporated 

Greensboro Beautiful 
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ARTerrain Gallery 
 
Fatima Jamil Faiz : Five Oil Paintings  

 
Born on February 6, 1971 in Pakistan, Fatima Jamil Faiz is a Canadian 
painter and printmaker. She studied fine arts at the Indus Valley School of 
Art and Architecture in Pakistan and at California State University.  

Being an artist and teacher, Fatima has taught art at many institutions, 
including Indus Valley School of Art and Architecture, Karachi, Toronto 
District School Board, Canada, and the Georgian College of Applied Arts 
and Technology in Canada. She has conducted numerous painting and 
drawing workshops in Canada and the U.S., and also illustrates children’s 
books. 

Fatima lives and works in Richmond Hill, Ontario, and exhibits her work at various art galleries in 
Toronto and abroad. Her work has been exhibited at reputable art galleries such as the Propeller 
Center for Visual Arts, the Eastern Front Gallery, and various art galleries on Toronto's Queens 

Street and the Historic Distillery District. 

Most of her recent work is in the medium of oil on canvas. The painting's 
symbols are "used as vehicles through which [she] responds to society." 
Her current work from the "Suburban Series"—including the five 
paintings featured in this ARTerrain gallery—stems from the open 
country spaces of northern Ontario. 

Fatima's recent work represents a dramatic shift, based on her current 
surroundings."The Canadian banal mundane, serene, and tranquil suburbia 
living has inspired me to create a new mode of expression in these 
landscape paintings," she says. "I have tried to achieve a deliberate 
design-like pattern of open squarish spaces juxtaposing and weaving 

together at a glance; and yet at the same time letting the viewer feel the essence of a structured 
suburban landscape through the open fields." 
    
   

Five oil paintings by Fatima Jamil Faiz 

Go to the ARTerrain Gallery at www.terrain.org/arterrain/20 
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Poetry by Lynn Strongin 
 
 
 

I Did Not Live My Childhood in this Country 
(the childhood I carried up in a blue footlocker, a dark truck & a few valises) 
this country bares its breast to the onslaught like a woman to love. 

As river-ice is stored in sawdust, so my dark & my bright memories 
of music in that river city. 

        Up & down the coast shutters are closing, indigo on ivory:
        the rabbit hunters are transformed 
        in drops of rain, I see them risen, ice in their ear flaps.  
                Snow opens the old wounds 
The actors take their places,  
The prompter, marionette-like, gestures from the wings: The word marionette comes from the 
Catholic church 

                        While I order flowers for Mol whom God took home over the weekend, you stand,  
                        a young nun, giving a five-day weather forecast yet another morning. 
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Transfiguration  
The jimble-jamble of morning: 
your socks, my socks, 
hot water pig 

the water glasses, yours & mine:        the nite-lite with the little fillaments like thead-things; 
Mother, 
across the continent down South again taking up smoking 

at Duck Pond. 
The jimb-jambs. 
People pooling in our lobby talking of a death over the weekend. 
Sparrowhawk 
Linked wooden train: 
while Mol in her high glory is laid to rest. 

We are low to earth. In need of some sighting.  
Bring back legs & autumn:                 leaves applauding. An armistice if not the war won. 
 
Dog-Berry Apple Jelly 2000 muscles in the wrist of the body jimgle-jamgle music: 
the child, the girl, light shines thru the muscle in the arm, the incandescent daily. 

  

Lynn Strongin is an American poet living in Canada. She has published seven books of poetry, is a four-time Pushcart 
Prize nomineer, and has appeared in numerous journals and anthologies, most recently in the award-winning Visiting 
Emily: Poems Inspired by the Life & Work of Emily Dickinson. She has published an anthology, The Sorrow Psalms: A 
Book of Twentieth Century Elegy, and has two forthcoming books: The Girl With Copper Colored Hair (Conflux Press) 
and Rembrandt's Smock (Plain View Press). 
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Poetry by Danica Colic 
 
 

Orlando 
Remember when they fell out, or were pulled  
(the terrifying string tied to the terrifying door) 
then the slick cavern 
in the cavern of the mouth, 
the jagged, grainy end of tooth, 
taste I wanted  
to suckle, 
of heat and copper,  
the urge to put it back; 

it is like that; this allegiance to place 
I drag like a wake— 

the sweet enameled surfaces of all the pieces lost 
rattling in a jewelry box 
in my mother’s dresser drawer; 

myself, little tooth, 
breathless in the lemon glow of that place, 
the thick air after racing 
to the cul-de-sac and back, 

my spine against the ugly palm tree 
in the heat of Orlando,  
my hair dampened 
by Orlando’s moisture and the sweat 
of my Orlando diet— 

it is all still happening: 
the optimism, the humidity, the T-shirts 
new, then pilling, then new, then pilling; 
my mother smiling, then crying, then smiling 

in a box of spacetime, in a lobe of brain 
I don’t know; my tongue is searching 
for the place it was. 
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Desire 
Where is it from? A sideways aperture 
invisible? That leads to you, 
your neighborhood? The tamed grid, 
the square, the steeple, the luminous 
siding? The great pines quaking above 
a cemetery where the headstones gleam, 
truly gleam, as if laminated—as if 
even death is fresh here, even clean, 
the pines made modest, a skirt  
of fresh wood chips thick around each base? 

It may have been in the upper branches, 
hiding, the one wild thing that wasn’t 
killed. And when she pressed her whole hand 
to my side, it shot like a devil 
over the town, through the tunnel, into 
my lungs and beat like a bird in a well. 
Or is it only of myself, a chemical vapor 
sure to pass, and are you in the den, are 
there vacuum tracks on the carpet, are you 
watching TV in a town without desire? 

   

Danica Colic lives in Brooklyn, and is a recent graduate of the Poetry MFA program at Hunter College. She has work 
forthcoming in Arts & Letters and RealPoetik. 
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Poetry by Matthew Thorburn 
 
 

First Light  
A pair of goldfinches huddle  
at the feeder. Drab yellow; first  
you’ve seen this year. They peck  

at the thistle seeds you brought out  
in a coffee can. Tail-end of winter,  
you think, but morning’s busy laying out  

a fresh sheet of snow, filling up  
your footprints, covering the few shell-shucks  
scattered across the snow like commas.  

On the one fruit tree in the yard  
beads of ice dangle from each branch,  
and inside the beads red berries  

have hung on since summer and glow  
in the morning light like hearts.  
Even so, it’s so early. Why are you here?  

I’m not you, Bob, but still I want to hurry  
this along, get you back inside  
to where that woman sleeps, her arm  

stretched across the space you were—  
back to that dark room, bootless now,  
your hair still white on top with snow.  
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Thirty-Two Years  
      July afternoon—  
Lily’s tongue  
      the color of her snow cone.  

      Sunlight warms  
the black cars  
      in the cemetery.  

Window-shopping in Osaka—  
      hard to believe  
you once lived here, Buson.  

      In the zinnias,  
the hummingbird’s  
      on a bender.  

      Moonlight on the river—  
Thirty-two years and still  
      I don’t know how to say it.  

      Looking back  
across the field—  
      our footprints filled with water.  

   

Matthew Thorburn's first book is Subject to Change (New Issues, 2004). More recent work has appeared in Paris 
Review and Pool. An avid reader and occasional book reviewer, he writes about writing at 
www.matthewthorburn.blogspot.com. 
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Poetry by Elizabeth Aamot 
 
 

Architecture 
I have never seen anything like it. 
                                                  Suspended 
on the bathroom wall 
in the dank box 
of my father’s house 
that place 
              where the air curls with smoke 
              always. It has been there 
for years, and despite the filth, the twisting 
disgust boiling in my gut, I can’t 
disturb it. I think it will 
                                 hang there forever: 

this dome of cobwebs, round and heavy 
with dust, this grand marquee, this temple— 
the perfect cathedral of spiders. 

   

Elizabeth Aamot was 2005 Poet Laureate of the University of California. She is currently co-editing The Eye of the 
Beholder: A Poets' Gallery, an anthology of ekphrastic verse, with Maurya Simon. Her poems have most recently 
appeared in Naranjas y Nopales and Ready2Rock. She lives in Riverside, California, and teaches English at San 
Bernardino Valley College and creative writing at Idyllwild Arts Academy. 
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Poetry by Lyn Lifshin 
 
 

Champlain, Branbury, the Lakes at Night  
always women in the 
dark on porches talking 
as if in blackness their 
secrets would be safe. 
Cigarettes glowed like 
Indian paintbrush. 
Water slapped the 
deck. Night flowers 
full of things with wings, 
something you almost 
feel like the fingers 
of a boy moving, as if 
by accident, under 
sheer nylon and felt 
in the dark movie house 
as the chase gets louder, 
there and not there, 
something miscarried 
that maybe never was. 
The mothers whispered 
about a knife, blood. 
Then, they were laughing 
the way you sail out of 
a dark movie theater 
into wild light as if no 
thing that happened 
happened 
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Thirty Miles West of Chicago 
paint chips slowly. 
It’s so still you 
can almost hear it 
pull from a porch. 

Cold grass claws 
like fingers in a 
wolf moon. A man 
stands in corn bristles 

listening, watching 
as if something 
could grow from 
putting a dead child 

in the ground 

  

September 26, 1996 
this morning the pond 
looks like marble. Rose  
and charcoal dissolving 
to dove, to guava, rouge. 
Only mallards pushing 
holes in the glass, so 
unlike the pond, deep in 
trees, almost camouflaged, 
startling as coming upon 
your reflection in a mirror, 
just there under trees and 
the wooden bar and the 
driftwood benches blackly 
jade with pines dripping 
into it, shadows close to 
my hair. What I didn’t have 
blinded me so I hardly saw 
the small birds, blue, 
pulling out of moss and 
needles as if reaching into 
the dark for their color 
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Late November 
one minute, the sun was out, it was fall. 
Geraniums under a quilt last night, a 
           blotch of red opening. 
On the front step what looked like lint 
has small pink claws and feet. 
Next the sky was the color of lead. 

Geraniums under a quilt last night 
like a child you’ve tucked in 
or a body wrapped in the earth under leaves. 
In the swirl of sudden snow, what 
was left of the headless fur blows west 

Like a child you’ve tucked in 
whatever was living, a just born 
squirrel I suppose, hardly a living thing 
           except for feet. 
In fifteen minutes, the light came 
back, cars stopped sliding 

Whatever was living. Or just born 
must have felt the wild snow was a warning. 
I thought of the lover wrapped in dark 
cloth and left in the leaves while, not knowing, 
I took a ballet class. The geraniums 

are still under a blue quilt this Tuesday. 
One minute the sun was out, it was fall 
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Heron on Ice 
Pale salmon light, 
9 degrees. Floor 
tiles icy. Past  
branches the 
beaver’s gnawed, 

at the small hole 
the heron waits, 
deep in the water. 
Sky goes apricot, 
tangerine, rose. 

Suddenly a dive, 
then the heron 
with sun squirming 
in his mouth, a 
carp that looks a 

third as big as he 
is gulped, then 
swallowed, orange 
glittering wildly  
like a flag or the 

wave of someone 
drowning 

   

   

Just out from Lyn Lifshin: The Licorice Daughter: My Year with Ruffian (Texas Review Press). Also just out: Another 
Woman Who Looks Like Me, from Black Sparrow at Godine. She has over 120 books and has edited four anthologies. 
Find her website at www.lynlifshin.com. 
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Poetry by Justin Evans 
 
 

Geography Lesson  
This morning the mountains were moving again. 
                                          — Eleanor Rand Wilner  

My seniors feel cheated after reading  
how Birnam Wood came to Dunsinane.  
They complain that Shakespeare  
took the easy way out, found a door  
that was left ajar and stole out the back.  
I try to explain how many ways the earth  
can surprise us. Take the mountains,  
how the haze of morning can shift  
the spreading landscape like a puzzle.  
I tell them how rivers talk, how they sing  
the earth's generations to anyone,  
how the tops of the trees have been known  
to leap away from their places and become birds.  
Still, they want to rewrite the play. They want  
to wrestle and stretch the words  
into thin ink lines for a complicated map  
of this world, turn their need for complexity  
in this modern age upon itself, only look  
for answers where we expect them least.  

  

Consider Monet’s Lilies  
At night I lie in bed and think of them, 
wondering how I might adapt, 
every day the same old thing, 
every afternoon the same old man 
painting my portrait. 

  
 

Justin Evans lives with his wife and children in a small gambling town which rests on the Nevada-Utah border. His 
chapbook, Four Way Stop, was released from Main-Traveled Roads in 2005, and another, Gathering Up the Scattered 
Leaves, was released in October 2006 by Foothills Publishing. 
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Poetry by Tim Bellows 

 
 

Climbing Down  
for S.J.  

Now that your father’s gone wild with old age 
shouldn’t we—all three together—follow the sky and its  
nightly freckled lights, those that show  
in micro-streaks in the eyes of the blind and those  
signaling the madness that clears things up for good,  
madness like your father’s tonight? He’s going on, 
over a plate of soft lamb, about how he’s looked back— 
 
in the rapid carbohydrate-burning of alcohol drug— 
on 15,000 cordial evenings of his boozy years. Seems  
for a time he’d find the amber light that lights the way  
back to the innocence of rattlers—and maybe the steely grace  
of frozen crags. Maybe that other light found in  
sky-deeps mapped in a sparrow’s brain, affirmed 
in bird-surveyed northern meadows; the lay of the land, 
the small blue spikes of flowers reaching up. North Vermont.  
 
Now old and spindly, his hands grasping to own us all,  
your father rages in hollow voices not his own. Tonight,  
achieving his drunkenness through dinner, he rages  
to own all the money-papers and rings. Last week  
he kicked in the kitchen cupboard where your mother’d  
locked the Scotch. How is it he’s lost sight  
 
of the gorgeous weed tree, the flicking bird that  
tips the wind one way or the other by sweet intention?  
Missed the ever-steady notes implied by his own backyard trees? 
Oak, hickory, sugar maple, ash. Yes, that oak, slow and steady,  
out front—shifting the sidewalk pavement up  
with a mammoth, woody elbow. But his rants and  
 
old-man stories are in fact our story in branch,  
root and moisture-filled flowers in their season, story  
of diamond-sharp threads that run clear in and out  
of heaven and follow the natural sky. But your father 
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has lost his central hub and climbs downward. He’s  
spread himself tonight, ghastly pale, on our child’s tiny blanket, as if  
claiming property. See? In his eyes? See his withered limbs  
 
climbing down—into the psyche, the red furnace 
inside his flint-brittle bones? May he pass into some joy.  
Even hellfire heals. At the center.  
Like a warm light I imagine  
from his rum-and-tonic tropics. Light 
that burns things true. 

  

   

Tim Bellows is a writing teacher and poet of wilderness and contemplative travels. A graduate of the Iowa Writers' 
Workshop, he’s published work in over 200 literary journals and in Sunlight from Another Day: Poems In & Out of the 
Body. For fascinating insights, see golden.timbellows.com. 
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Poetry by Anca Vlasopolos 
 
 

Tardy Bugs  
this october warm haze cheats 
us into hallucinating summer 
roses pump up sparse buds with a fury that would 
give cabbage blooms if this weather went on 
bumblebees nap on gaura flowers bending swaying 
on filaments 

the afternoon blushes 
an efflorescence 
inexplicable numbers fill the air 
settle on brick on white door as if on sandy beaches 
                                              in the Bahamas 
eyeing rapacious eyes staring from leaves of the crabapple 
that now is animate with screams and jostlings 
i urge these absurd polka-dot balls underground 
you don’t know what’s coming and if you all get caught 
by a frost, get picked out by beaks like coins thrown among 
crowds what’ll happen in spring when the ants will shepherd  
their aphid flocks up the tenderest shoots i say as i brush them 
away from the crack of the door 
they bursting orange then gathering themselves into 
compact hemispheres soaking soaking the last of the sun 
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In This Dark Season 
what crystals in this white violet 
refract like snow 
in sun 
so flower glitters 
cosmetically 
on window sill 
while all 
the ones outdoors 
have drooped 
under lead breath 
of frost 

what inner fold 
unfurls 
within this bulb 
to send 
for now just speartip 
of hope 
for a resplendence 
peach-blossom 
amaryllis 

what drives 
these cactus 
hardly 
leaves 
spare thorny 
seeming tortured 
to push forth 
as if between 
spread thighs 
twin buds 
that will 
like bells 
keep 
echoing 
themselves 
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Anca Vlasopolos has a novel, The New Bedford Samurai, forthcoming from Twilight Times Books; has published 
Penguins in a Warming World (poetry collection), Ragged Sky Press, 2007; No Return Address: A Memoir of 
Displacement (Columbia University Press, 2000), awarded the YMCA Writer’s Voice Grant for Creative Non-Fiction in 
2001, the Wayne State University Board of Governors Award, and the Arts Achievement Award in 2002; poetry 
chapbooks, Through the Straits, at Large and The Evidence of Spring; and a detective novel, Missing Members; as well 
as over 200 poems and short stories, one of which was nominated for the 2006 Pushcart Prize, in literary magazines 
such as The Rambler, Porcupine, Typo, poeticdiversity, Perigee, and Poetry International. 
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Poetry by J.D. Smith 
 
 

Prayer 
May we imagine the land as it was 
before the daguerreotypes of fenced-in fields 
that provide our idea of before.  

May we at greater length imagine the land 
crossed by the saber-toothed cat and the other great beasts  
that would fall to hunger, stone blades and points. 

Given the concrete world before us,  
effluent of centuries' works and choices, 
let us confess we cannot imagine 
the big bluestem seas, the weather of passenger pigeons. 

Let us revere that former land  
as a foundation, an ancestor's tomb, a circle 
of being that hardly resembles our own, 

discerning how those circles, 
as in a diagram, overlap  
or how they may, at some point, still touch. 

   

J.D. Smith is the author of Settling for Beauty (Cherry Grove Collections, 2005) and The Hypothetical Landscape. He 
also edited the anthology Northern Music: Poems About and Inspired by Glenn Gould, and has published poetry and 
prose in numerous journals. He was awarded a 2007 Fellowship in Poetry from the National Endowment for the Arts. 
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Poetry by Eric Magrane 
 
 
 
After We Have Turned All the Mountains Into Ideas and All the 
Birds Into Metaphor 
[a poem of language-images : view poem and images – view online at 
http://www.terrain.org/poetry/20/magrane/magrane.htm] 

 

 

Eric Magrane’s poetry and visual art draw upon his interest in the elemental qualities of light, water, air, and time. 
The work spans such forms as glass and mirror poems, environmental installations, blown glass poem vessels, and 
poemgraphs. The language-images in "After We Have Turned All the Mountains Into Ideas and All the Birds Into 
Metaphor" are made from the reflections and shadows cast by sandblasted glass and mirror pieces. You can see more 
of Eric Magrane’s work at www.ericmagrane.com. 
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After We Have Turned All the Mountains Into Ideas  
and All the Birds Into Metaphor 

 
 
 
 

 

              
 
 
 
The building crumbles 
                                                       but do we need the building? 
 
Let’s step back.   
Where is the center? 
 
A human geology layered with civilizations and cultures,  
 
                                                                                       grief and ecstasy,  
 
the house you live in— 
 
in these days of excess  
what have we built? 
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                                  At the edges of the city,  
            
 
                 dreams go wandering. 
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                                Everything is new, 
                                nothing is new. 
 
 
The mechanisms of the day persist.   
 
 
Our friend tells us of coyotes  
in broad daylight parading  
right down the middle  
of Eighth Street.  A kestrel perches 
on a telephone pole in the alley. 
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If these four lanes of traffic 
outside my house in the clear light 
 
of a Sunday morning in November 
are lanes of a river bending 
 
cutting away its banks 
like I tell myself when the noise 
 
becomes maddening,  
and I open the door and go outside, 
 
look at the river and jump in, 
float and let the current take me 
 
at what far banks 
will I wash up to shore? 
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After we have turned all the mountains into ideas 
and all the birds into metaphor 
 
will there be something left of ourselves? 
 
   
 
                        There’s snow in Tucson 
                                and it’s seventy in the northeast. 
 
                                                                  Forget 
 
                              symmetry— 
 
                                                          the fluidity is the constant. 
 
 
 
There may only be a couple of subjects 
at the roots, love and loss 
but that is only human. 
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What is left with all art is a feeling, 
something in the gut. 
 
 
 

                               
 
 
                   
                                                        
                                                                                         Days bend 
 
                                         into geometry: 
 
 
A Wednesday morning becomes a rhombus; 
by afternoon, it’s a trapezoid, 
and by evening no parallel sides remain. 
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The language of paradigm shifts  
becomes tiring— 
 
(although it’s true not long ago 
 
                                                                          the earth was flat)   
 
 
When the world repeats 
 
we are faced with 
 
the same scenarios 
 
but each present more catastrophic because the present is ours. 
 
  
 
Alignments of random points: 
 
larger area + more points = better probability 
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After we have turned all the mountains into ideas 
and all the birds into metaphor 
 
will there be an echo to follow back? 
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Essay 
 
 

 

by Pamela Uschuk 
Photos by William Pitt Root 

All photos © 2007 by William Pitt Root. 
   

At 12,000 feet, adjectives like grandiose and 
awesome dwarf to ridiculous understatements. 
The Himalayas literally knock out one’s breath 
at the same time as they astonish with their 
granite and snowy infinity. No wonder humility 
is one of the prime characteristics of Tibetans. In 
our memories, the Rocky Mountains shrink to 
museum dioramas. Both mountain ranges are 
young and still growing, but you can actually 
feel the Himalayas swell. Trying to look at their 
immense panoramas is akin to trying to take in 
the Grand Canyon—unless you’re a liar or are 
deluded, it’s impossible to fathom either one.  

From Southwestern Colorado, we’ve traveled 
halfway around the globe to Ladahk (Little 
Tibet) in Kashmiri Northern India, and 
specifically to the village of Mangyu. Our tour is 
arranged by Global Learning Lab, headquartered 
in New York. Our guides, Galen Murton and 
Rinchen Namgial, are excellent. Calm and 
extremely competent under the most trying of 
circumstances, Galen hails from Maine and is, 
as another guide describes him, “the gem of the  

  View of the Himalayas looking southeast from 
Mangyu, Ladahk, India.  
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Himalayas.” Namgial grew up in a traditional Ladahki village and holds an advanced degree in 
Tibetan Buddhism from the University of Heidelburg. Namgial has a wonderfully mischievous sense 
of humor and is a font of information. Our group is lucky to be in such competent hands.  

For a short time, we’ll dip our neglected spiritual toes in the ancient currents of this sustainable 
Tibetan Buddhist community, nestled in a high valley, where, despite pressure from the outside 
world, people live much as their ancestors did 2,000 years ago. Aside from the sheer vastness of the 
gigantic, skree-covered peaks surrounding the village, the utter contentment and natural happiness of 
the Tibetan Buddhist inhabitants are what one is continually stunned by. Smiles, raised right hands, 
tilting heads, and the singsong Julay, julay, julay (welcome and hello) greet us every few feet from 
people of all ages, male and female. Animals (cows, donkeys sheep, cats, and dogs) and people share 
the narrow paths through the village.  

Although the conservationist ideas that are central to the sustainability movement have been around 
since the 1970s in Colorado, it was just a few years ago that the movement gained any real 
momentum where we’ve come from. Back home in Durango, when we talk about sustainability, we 
speak in terms of buying locally produced food, using alternative energy like solar or wind, living in 
small communities where we can walk or bike where we need to go. Sustainability supporters work 
hard at this grassroots movement. In Ladahki villages like Mangyu, sustainability is not a concept or 
a goal, it is a millennia-old fact of life. It is also gravely endangered.  

I am traveling with my colleague, Kate 
Niles, my husband, the poet William Pitt 
Root, and a class of eight students from 
Fort Lewis College. We share an interest 
in sustainable communities as well as 
concerns about global warming and 
about our country’s often aggressive and 
violent foreign policy. The main tenets 
of Tibetan Buddhism include 
compassion, forgiveness, nonviolence, 
and the preservation and conservation of 
the natural world. Our students write 
poetry or short fiction nearly every day. 
In our readings and travels, our class is 
also studying Tibetan sacred poetry and 
termas, Tibetan Buddhism, the effects of 
the Chinese invasion and subjugation of 
Tibet, as well as the effects of 
“modernization” and “technology” on 

Tibetan sustainable societies. The most viable remaining communities are in Ladahk and 
Dharamsala, home of the Tibetan exile community, home to several dissident poets and writers and 
the 14th Dalai Lama. Our hosts in Mangyu are Choskit and her daughter, Padma. Through an 
interpreter, we learn that her husband and son, as with so many other male members of the  

 
Mangyu villagers don't often see tourists and respond with 
friendly curiosity.   
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community, have gone off to the capital, Leh, to work. The work of maintaining the household, 
animals, and crops have fallen to these women.  

The first night of our visit, we help prepare a 
dinner of pasta and vegetables by making 
noodles from roasted barley flour and water that 
will be cooked with homegrown greens, similar 
to arugela. Fresh dzo milk, condensed milk, and 
curry are used to thicken the sauce. Padma 
laughs timidly as we struggle to roll dough 
between our palms and then pinch it off in a 
crude attempt to emulate her finely made pasta 
shells. Next we share the one paring knife the 
family owns to chop greens, passing it between 
us. Choskit then soaks the greens and adds big 
handfuls to the cooking pot. To accompany our 
meal, we are offered yak butter tea or chai. 
Nearly everything we eat in this meal has been 
grown, harvested, or milked in the village.  

The Tibetan tradition of hospitality includes a 
ritual refilling of the guest’s plate over and over 
again, despite the protestations of the diner. Man 
julay (no thank you), we learn to repeat, shaking 
our heads while smiling and pulling back our 
plates as Choskit ladles more and more helpings. 
Finally, we have to resort to Danze!, meaning 
we truly couldn’t eat another bite. The same kind of ritual offering and refusal of chang (traditional 
homemade beer) is prevalent. It is clear to us that although these people are not rich in the monetary 
sense, they have plenty of food to eat, have shelter and clothing, and are especially wealthy in 
serenity and contentment. 

After dinner, Choskit refuses our offers to help with dishes. Since there is no running water, except 
for the diverted mountain stream running along one side of the house, water has to be hauled and 
stored in containers. Choskit scrapes the dirty plates into a small amount of cold water in a dish 
pan—sans soap—then washes the plates with her hands and stacks them on a shelf to dry. We are 
more than a little worried about E. coli. Nothing in this house, though, is wasted. The dishwater with 
its cargo of drenched leftover food is served to the family’s dzos (a cross between a yak and a cow) 
which lap it up. 

Besides the lack of soap in the kitchen, we must adjust to the bathrooms. Toilet facilities in 
Choskit’s home bear almost no resemblance to Western bathrooms. Without running water, there is 
no flush toilet. There is no bathtub. For each floor of the house, there is a small adobe room with a 
dirt floor. Dirt is piled knee-high in each corner. Leaning against the wall is a shovel. Next to that is  

  A mother accompanies her children to school 
just beyond the colorful stupas. 
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a bag of ashes. There is no light, which makes using the toilet at night tricky. The toilet is a 
composting toilet, consisting of a hole in the floor with a chamber eight feet below to catch waste. 
After each use, the user takes the shovel, tosses the waste down the hole, then throws in a thin layer 
of ash, followed by a scoop of dirt. There is no toilet paper, but plenty of spiders. From the bathroom 
window, the view is like a movie set—over the heads of dzos and cattle in the yard and beyond 
tundra mountains that look like those I’ve seen in National Geographic in an article on the Kyber 
Pass in Afghanistan, rises an immense, snow-covered peak. Who cares about toilet paper? 

Electricity runs from 7 p.m. until 11 p.m. in the summer—6 p.m. to 10 p.m. in winter—generated by 
solar panels. Each family is charged about $23 dollars a month for solar power. The Ladahk 
Autonomous Hill Development Council provides a 95 percent discount. In Southwest Colorado, 
where sunshine is abundant, the price of solar panels is often too expensive for common people to 
afford, so they opt to use natural gas, pumped from an alarming number of gas wells whose 
questionable drilling practices may be contaminating the area’s water table, or electricity produced 
by a coal-fired Four Corners plant that pollutes the air over the region. There are tax exemptions 
available for those buying solar water heaters, but the exemptions do not defray the high cost of 
solar. Solar water heaters may cost $2,000 instead of $300 for an electric or gas water heater. A 
minimal set of solar panels suitable for generating electricity for a small one-room building adds up 
to about $20,000. For most families living on a budget, the price for converting to solar is 
prohibitive. It is clear we could learn a valuable lesson from Ladahk in providing affordable 
alternative energy for everyone. 

At blue dawn, we are awakened 
by smoke from a small bowl of 
incense burning outside the door. 
It mixes with smoke from the 
dung-and-willow cooking fire in 
the kitchen directly below us. 
Just as the sun begins to slip over 
the ridge, the villagers (mostly 
women) head for the barley 
fields. Along the way, they sing 
to their dzos and to each other.  

Poetry and ritual singing play a 
intricate part in Ladakhi culture. 
Ritual songs involve almost all 
aspects of traditional Ladakhi 
life. There are songs to sing to 
working animals, to birds, to the 
mountains, to the plants, to 

water, for visitors, for weddings and for funerals, and so on. In this old culture, songs and poetry 
provide a basis for communication, or, as in the chang songs, a harmonious call and response 
between people and to all sentient beings.  

 
A woman hoes shortly after sunrise; note the lean-to under the 
poplars where shelter from the full sun can be found later.   
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Imagine commuters singing to their SUVs and commuters as they navigate early morning rush hour 
traffic. I wonder what that would do to road rage. 

One of my favorite of these traditional poem/songs was cited by sustainable community champion 
and conservationist Helena Norberg-Hodge in her informative and moving book, Ancient Futures: 
Learning from Ladakh. The song, translated, is: 

Oh, you two great bulls, sons of the wild yak! 
Your mother may be a cow, but you are like the tiger and the lion! 
You are like the eagle, the king of birds! 
Aren’t you the dancers of the high peaks? 
Aren’t you the ones who take the mountains on your lap? 
Aren’t you the ones who drink the ocean in one gulp? 
Oh, you two great bulls, Pull! 
Pull! 

Barley is the staple food of 
Mangyu. The villagers use its 
flour in nearly everything—
mixed in yogurt, it provides a 
hearty breakfast. Roasted barley 
flour is used to make a variety of 
forms of pasta, and to make 
chipati, as a thickener for soups 
and stews. Vegetables, especially 
potatoes, and in the summer, 
greens are another major food 
group. For desserts or snacks, 
there are dried apricots. Of 
course, there is milk from the 
dzos and from tame Pashimi 
goats as well as yogurt, in 
abundance. Made from 
fermented barley, each 
household has a plentiful store of chang, a tangy, refreshing beer that tastes a bit like applejack. 
Other than chang, Tibetans daily consume a voluminous amount of chai and yak butter tea. 
Although most of our group eschews the yak butter tea, I find it interesting, like drinking green with 
with a tinge of liquid potato chips.  

Before pressure from the World Bank and multinational corporations to “develop” Ladakh for its 
rich natural resources, Ladakhi villages were self-contained, peaceful, and sustainable. There was no 
homelessness. There was no poverty. Food was shared. There was cooperation at every level of 
village life. The Buddhist belief of not harming any sentient being (people, animals, including 
insects) made for a balanced and cooperative existence. Villagers helped each other in the fields;  

  Each school day begins with an assembly that includes 
recitations, often to music. 
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with planting and harvests; with weddings, births, and funerals; and they settled any disputes 
peacefully through mediation. Anger was almost unheard of. Laughter, playfulness, hard work, 
contemplation, nonviolence, story-telling, meditating, and a strong spirituality were an intrinsic part 
of life. 

And yet, because no profits are involved, there are those who persist in calling this kind of society 
primitive. What do we Westerners fear in the term primitive that we, in our messianic frenzy, seek to 
convert it to a monetary economy? Do we really find urban sprawl, modernization, and technology 
that alienates us from one anther to be superior? Perhaps it is not so much that we believe technology 
and economics to be the hallmarks of civilization as it is a matter of our overwhelming greed for 
more money, more things, more food, more recreational toys, more of everything. But are we happy? 
What we found in Mangyu villagers was an innate joy in being that is rare in our “first world” 
nations.  

Western thinkers like Laurens van der Post, Joseph Campbell, Paul Shepherd, Barry Lopez, Peter 
Matthiessen, and C.J. Meier have written extensively about our search for meaning, about the need 
to preserve myth, to preserve indigenous societies—to preserve the primitive. A cultural equivalent 
to chimpanzee conservationist Jane Woodall, childcare specialist Helena Norberg-Hodge has 
spearheaded a movement and worked for nearly all of her adult life to educate the public to preserve 
this Tibetan sustainable society. Here in Ladahk, traditional life hangs on by its fingernails, 
threatened by diesel exhaust, television, and the Free Market.  

Yet there is hope. Ladahk and Dharamsala 
became the first places in the world to ban 
plastic polystyrene bags. With the influx of 
tourists and commerce, there was no way to deal 
with the buildup of this plastic waste that began 
to threaten the high Himalayan countryside. 

On our last full day in Mangyu, we visit 
Mangyu’s small public school, where we are 
invited to teach classes and help draw murals to 
decorate classroom walls. Upon arrival, the 
opening assembly for students is held outside. 
Students from preschoolers to high school sit in 
rows on the stony earth. While one pupil after 
another is then called in front of the group to 
sing and perform a folk dance from his or her 
village. We note the confidence and pride with 
which children perform these ancient arts. We 
also can’t help but notice that same community 
and cultural pride welling up in the students’ 
poetic imagery. In this way, culture is preserved. 
Classes are small—four to ten students each—
and the friendly and curious students trek over 

 
An elder walks along a diverted stream which 
provides water for homes and fields.   
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mountain passes and through valleys from surrounding villages to attend.  

Our group speculates on Ladahk’s future. Among us is a budding economist, who believes change is 
inevitable. The poets lament the loss of a simpler, happier lifestyle. Some students wonder how they 
can go home and be satisfied again with the fast-paced lifestyle that models success on how much 
money one makes. Others, like me, ask if they’ll be able to take what they’ve learned with them to 
incorporate into their daily lives. Our questions bring us to a larger issue: What is the nature of 
meaning? What is meaningful in a deep sense? One thing is clear, whether we are Ladahkis or 
Americans, we want the same thing: an end to suffering, and to be happy. We want communities that 
are sustainable and likewise sustain us through love. 

 

   

Pam Uschuk is the author of three books of poetry, the latest Scattered Risks from Wings Press. Her work is widely 
published in journals, and she teaches creative writing at Fort Lewis College in Durango, Colorado. 

William Pitt Root has been ensorcelled by photography ever since, as a pre-TV era boy, he was casually shown a b&w 
Kodak snapshot of a dinosaur on the local Gulf coast beach he swam from regularly. When he finally understood it was 
"real" but not a dinosaur he was left permanently fascinated by this medium through which truth (dinosaur) was made 
apparent to a child but concealed as appearance (iguana) from adults. He lives in the Southwest. His photos have been 
in books, magazines, exhibitions; he is a poet. 
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Essay 
 
 

 

by Nishta Jaya Mehra  
   

Thursday, June 22, 2006—718 Charles Place, Memphis, Tenn. 

Stephen walks in from the dining room, stoneware dishes stacked in his hands. Pulling the 
dishwasher door open, he begins to load. Katherine appears in the kitchen doorway with the rest of 
the dirty dishes, which clatter against one another as she places them in the sink. She makes a second 
trip to the dining room, this time returning with a half-empty bottle of red wine. From the high 
counter, where I sit with my laptop, I watch as she re-corks the bottle and scrapes leftovers from 
platters to Tupperware. Curried chicken kabobs with bellpepper and onion. Couscous. Hummus. I 
made the dinner, so I’m excused from the dishes—house rules. 

Aside from the crackle of the baby monitor, the kitchen is quiet, a quiet of shared exhaustion. 
Without saying a word, I turn the sound up on my computer’s speakers, select a song, and press play. 
The simple, folksy twang of the Barenaked Ladies’ “If I Had $1000000” fills the room. Katherine 
and Stephen both look over with smiles. We all start singing along. 

 

People always want to know: Who, in her right mind, would volunteer to live under the same roof as 
newborn twins for six weeks? Well, I would. In fact, I did. My dear friends had been struggling for 
several years to conceive and carry a healthy child of their own. Then, in the early months of 2006, 
they discovered that they had outdone themselves. They had made two. After the doctors gave them 
the all-clear, Katherine and Stephen realized that they had a whole new problem on their hands: 
What on earth do we do with two?  



Terrain.org: A Journal of the Built & Natural Environments  :  www.terrain.org 
 
 

Issue No. 20  :  Summer/Fall 2007  :  Theme: Community Sustained 
 

75 

That’s where I came into the picture. I have known Katherine for seven years, the same number of 
years she is my elder. We met because she was my world religion teacher in high school. At first, we 
weren’t so much “friends” as friendly email correspondents, sharing the titles of good books and the 
content of interesting class discussions—I was an undergraduate religious studies major in Texas, 
she was an Episcopal seminarian in Virginia. Quickly, we moved out of the teacher/student, 
advisor/advisee, older/younger dynamic, and into more personal territory. Whenever we were both 
in Memphis at the same time, we met for long talks over chai.  

Then Katherine and Stephen moved back to Memphis, and things shifted again. Same long talks at 
Starbucks, now followed by long talks over dinner with Stephen, too. Piece by piece, a closeness 
grew, along with fondness and uncanny trust. Trust enough, to be sure, that they invited me into their 
life and I said “Yes.” “There’s no one else we would even think about asking,” Katherine said over 
the phone. We had never even lived in the same city before, let alone in the same house. I hadn’t 
spent a summer in Memphis since I was a freshman in college. But there is just something about 
those two, I don’t know why.  

So here I am. We are just over a week into this experiment, and so far, so good. I have a room 
upstairs and plenty of privacy. The three of us have mapped out schedules for work, sleep, feeding 
ourselves, feeding the boys, and any extras we can manage to get in. Everyone’s learning to be a bit 
more considerate and communicative. On the weekends, I pack up and head over to my parents’ 
house in Germantown, a Memphis suburb, giving Katherine and Stephen time alone, and giving me 
a night off. Living in the same town but not the same house as my parents is proving to be an ideal 
arrangement. I’m even finding that sleep deprivation lends a certain quality to my writing. Not to 
mention the grace and wonder business that comes with new life. “Boys, meet your fairy 
godmother,” Stephen said when I stood over their crib for the first time.  

Katherine, Stephen, Nishta, John, Henry, and Ellie the dog. We could be a reality show, albeit a 
relatively boring one. I look up from my computer and Stephen is twirling Katherine around the 
hardwood floor to this goofy, hardly romantic song.  
   

Wednesday, November 23, 2005—River Road, Tucson, Ariz. 

“What is this crazy music?” my mom asks from the backseat. The Barenaked Ladies have just asked 
“Haven’t you always wanted a mon-key?” of the person whose love they are trying to buy.  

“They’re called the Barenaked Ladies,” I say, continuing the Today’s Music: 101 curriculum of 
tonight’s car ride. Earlier, a Coldplay song came on the radio and I informed my parents that the lead 
singer of the band was also Gwyneth Paltrow’s husband. While they weren’t terribly impressed with 
Chris Martin (“His voice isn’t really all that good,” my dad declared), they loved Norah Jones 
(“She’s half-Indian, you know,” from Mom, and “Will you copy her CD for me?” from Dad). As for 
our current selection, they seem to be amused. 

“That’s really their name?” my dad asks. He chuckles a bit. “Well, why not. It’s a cute song; turn it 
up.” 
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Today is the day before Thanksgiving and my parents have come to visit me in Tucson, where I’m in 
my first year of graduate school. This is the first Thanksgiving I have ever spent outside of 
Memphis, where my family usually plays host to half-a-dozen others for the holiday. Such is the 
tight network in which I grew up; “uncles” and “aunties” who, like my parents, emigrated from India 
in the sixties and seventies. Their children, myself included, are first-generation, born in the 
seventies and early eighties. Our blood relatives have always been an ocean, an expensive plane ride, 
or a static-filled phone call away. So the extended family we made for ourselves in Memphis is the 
only one I’ve ever really known. And the long-standing holiday tradition in that community has been 
the Mehras’ house for Thanksgiving, the Karkeras’ house for Christmas.  

Now our community has expanded outward, with the oldest of the first-generation marrying, and 
starting to have children. It isn’t as easy to get everyone to the table as it used to be. Frankly, I think 
my parents are glad to have this year off. With close to thirty people in attendance, hosting 
Thanksgiving was no minor production. My father was the gregarious one, making drinks and 
conversation. My mother was the chef, and aside from the turkey, which she always outsourced to 
another auntie, she made everything for that meal from scratch. I was her souz chef for years, and I 
still don’t know how she did it all. Three-bean salad, asparagus with sun dried tomatoes, potato 
casserole, baked yams, cornbread dressing, cranberry fluff, plus seven-layer dip, homemade Chex 
mix, and stuffed mushrooms for appetizers. Usually I was so catatonic after the feast that I was no 
help at all with picking up trash and washing dishes. Dad would stay up and do his best to assist 
Mom until she kicked him out of the kitchen—“If I let him clean, I’ll just have to clean up after 
him.” But even then, he would never go to bed until she did. In all of my memories, I am trudging up 
the stairs and Dad is settling into his reclining chair in the den to watch TV and serve as Mom’s 
“moral support.” 

This year, instead, my parents have come to Tucson to relax and be Thanksgiving tourists. I have 
chauffeured them around, cooked dinner, introduced them to my graduate school friends. The three 
of us drink gin-and-tonics and plan our May trip to India. I practice my Hindi, which Mom and Dad 
say I speak with a Southern accent. We watch The Daily Show; Mom and I both have a crush on Jon 
Stewart. Something about the new context keeps me from totally reverting into adolescent behavior, 
and I find myself able to catch glimpses of my parents as individuals, Veena and Subhash. For their 
part, they are extremely respectful of my privacy and space. I think they are both amazed to see that 
I am capable of doing so much on my own. 

My twenty-third birthday and Thanksgiving coincide. My parents and I have decided to make the 
actual day, November 24th, a no-fuss affair, and instead go out the night before to celebrate. I made 
reservations at Café Poca Cosa, a swanky little place downtown where the menu changes daily and 
the food is delicious. Mexican food is generally a sure bet with my family, and tonight was no 
exception. We toasted “L’chaim” with our bright, citrusy margaritas and Mom and Dad waxed 
nostalgic about the day I was born—“You had so much hair!” “You looked just like your father!” 

Now we are driving home, up the winding roads with the shadowy Santa Rita mountains in the 
distance. The Barenaked Ladies cap off their song with the coda, “If I had a million dollars, I’d be 
rich!” to which my father adds, “Not after taxes, you wouldn’t.” 
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Wednesday, June 28, 2006—718 Charles Place, Memphis, Tenn. 

John and I are in the backyard. It is 12:30 a.m., and we are both supposed to be asleep. But, for the 
time being this little creature’s sleep patterns dictate mine, and he is very much awake. Not just 
awake, but fussy since his 10:00 p.m. feeding, with none of the indoor remedies (rocking chair, baby 
swing, pacing through the house, ocean sounds) meeting with any success. The great outdoors are 
pretty much my last resort. Maybe it is the change in air temperature, the rusty, old-fashioned metal 
glider, or the sound of cicadas and grasshoppers, but the backyard tactic has worked before, so I try 
it again. 

The summer Memphis air is damp, thick, and still. As I settle into the glider, I feel the night air 
readjust to admit my shape, curving around my neck and shoulders like a cloak. John’s head rests in 
the crook of my left arm, his pale face peeking out at the edge of the blue blanket in which I’ve 
swaddled him. A baby burrito. I push the balls of my bare feet against the brick courtyard and we 
begin to glide, backwards and forwards, a springy screech accompanying our movements. John’s 
rosebud mouth has ceased its squalling, and his eyes flutter between sleep and wakefulness. 
Excellent. 

Five minutes and a short nap of my own later, John has certifiably fallen to sleep. I stand up, just as a 
test, and he remains quiet, his breathing even. Silently triumphant, I make my way to the back door 
and turn the knob. Nothing. It must be stuck, I think to myself calmly, so I turn it the other way, with 
a bit more force this time. Still nothing.  

The back door is never locked. It stays open even during the day, which is why I did not think to 
bring keys outside with me. I must have accidentally flicked the silver button on the door handle on 
my way out. Oh dear. Time to access my options: I can wait until Stephen wakes up for the 2:00 a.m. 
feeding and catches sight of me from the kitchen window, or I can try to wake Stephen and 
Katherine now.  

The fact that John is still asleep and that I remembered to put on mosquito repellant before coming 
outside are both points in favor of waiting. On the other hand, it’s late, and I am very tired. I decide 
it’s too martyr-ly to wait out here for over an hour. I start knocking on the back door. No response. I 
knock again, pounding with my whole fist instead of my knuckles, hoping that the baby I hold will 
not be awakened by this sound, but that his parents will. Knocking now as hard as I possibly can, I 
am afraid the neighbors are going to call the cops. My hand hurts, and I can’t believe Ellie hasn’t 
come running towards the racket. “Some guard dog you turned out to be,” I will tell her once I’m 
back inside. 

Knocking on the front door is not an option either, since I can’t walk around the house—one side 
lies flush against a wooden fence, and the other is blocked by a ten-foot metal gate which can only 
be opened by remote. I check the car doors to see if any are open—Stephen’s is, but the clicker is 
missing, of course. And it’s much too hot in the car to stay there. That leaves me with the option of 
trying to wake Katherine and Stephen by knocking on their bedroom window. It is opposite the 
kitchen door, up along the side of the house which faces the wooden fence. Figuring that it’s worth a  
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shot, I pad through the damp grass, still holding John with my left arm, which I can’t feel anymore. 
This part of the backyard is quite dark, but there is enough light for me to see that there is a ginkgo 
tree with low branches up ahead, very much in my way. If I tried to forge through that mess I would 
wind up waking up John or hurting myself, or both. So I turn around and walk back to the kitchen 
door. I attempt one more batch of knocking just for something to do. By now, it must be at least 
close to 1:00 a.m. I’ve got an hour longer out here, with no signs of rescue, so I decide to head for 
the hammock. 

Managing somehow to get myself into the thing, I lie back and feel the rope give under my weight. 
Repositioning John, I lay him sideways, parallel to me, his fat cheek up against my shoulder. My left 
arm has been released and now begins to tingle. John’s eyes are open now, but he hasn’t made a 
sound. I know he is too young and it is too dark for him to be staring up at me, but he seems to be 
looking in my general direction. “You’re pretty cute,” I tell him. It is almost eerie, the way there is a 
being in there, behind those eyes. The weight of his body feels good on top of me, as if he were the 
one keeping me safe, instead of the other way around.  

Lying in this position makes me think about my dad. He used to hold me this way when I was a 
baby, he once told me, after he came home from work and my mother passed me off to him—“Take 
your child for a little while.” While she finished making dinner in the kitchen, he would carry me 
into the den and onto the tan-checkered couch. He watched the news, and I lay on his chest. By the 
time Mom pushed through the double-doors to announce that it was time to eat, we would both be 
asleep, two sets of snores filling the room.  

Neither John nor I are asleep just yet. All of that activity trying to summon for help has awakened 
my brain, if not my body. So, because it feels like the right thing to do when you are out in a 
hammock in the backyard with a six-week-old in the middle of the night, I start singing. No one else 
can hear me (that fact has been established) and John doesn’t seem to mind. Most of the lyrics I have 
filed away in my brain are from songs that don’t quite fit the occasion, but I manage to pull out a 
few: “Blackbird,” “Sweet Baby James,” favorite hymns. While I haven’t set off any howling, John 
isn’t looking so impressed, either. Nor is he asleep. Then I remember the new song I downloaded 
earlier that day, a track from the Dixie Chicks, recommended to me as perfect for new parents. I’m 
planning to put it on a mix CD for Katherine and Stephen. Having heard it only once, I can’t recall 
all of the lyrics, so I sing the chorus over and over to little John. “How long do you want to be 
loved? / Is forever enough, is forever enough? / How long do you want to be loved? /‘Cause I’m 
never, ever giving you up.” The next thing I know, Stephen is shaking me awake for the 2:00 a.m. 
feeding, and his son is sound asleep on my chest. 
   

Saturday, July 1, 2006—2945 Oakleigh Lane, Germantown, Tenn. 

Mom and I are cooking up a storm and listening to The Temptations with the kitchen doors closed, 
because Dad is busy taking his afternoon nap. On the stove is a large pot of homemade vegetable 
soup (Mom’s), and several batches of granola are browning in the oven (mine). Though she is an 
immensely talented cook herself, my mom tends to make fun of my enthusiastic baking efforts.  
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“You’re going to make your own granola?” she asked, incredulous, when I arrived this morning 
from Katherine and Stephen’s and began unloading my grocery bag of ingredients. “Why don’t we 
clear a patch in the backyard so you can grow your own oats, while you’re at it?” 

My father, on the other hand, never jokes about baked goods. He is a total believer in all things 
homemade and high-maintenance. Ever since I began apprenticing Mom during Christmas-cookie 
season, he has been sneaking into the kitchen to sample things when they are nice and hot, just out of 
the oven. As my skills developed, I learned how to make things that I knew he would love: bread, 
apple tart, almond-orange cake. “You have to try Nishta’s dessert,” he bragged to Christmas guests 
last year, referring to my triple-layer chocolate cheesecake. “She made it all from scratch.” But 
today’s granola experiment is for Mom and Stephen, since they both eat the store-bought variety 
every morning. Still, I’m surprised that Dad’s sixth sense hasn’t kicked in yet, notifying him that 
something warm, crunchy, and sweet is happening downstairs. 

As if on cue, Mom and I hear footsteps above us. My parents’ bathroom is situated directly above 
the kitchen, so we can hear the sound of faucets opened full-blast. Mom nods toward the ceiling and 
smiles, “Time for His Highness’ bath.” While she teases him incessantly (“Why bother taking a bath 
at five o’clock in the afternoon? You’ve been dirty all day and now the day is almost over!”), she has 
been the one who has indulged and sustained his little luxuries for the past 37 years. Her nickname 
for him is “Raje,” which means “prince” or “king,” but which she says so affectionately that, when I 
was young, I thought it meant “honey” or “sweetheart.”  

Time for my granola to come out of the oven. Mom places a full kettle on the stovetop in 
anticipation of Dad’s entrance, which he makes shortly after the granola gets settled on its cooling 
racks. Family tea-time will soon commence. In the meantime, Dad is in a goofy mood, energized 
from his nap and glad, I realize, to have me at home for the weekend. Tomorrow is Mom’s 59th 
birthday, so we will go to Waffle House in the morning, then to the movie theatre in the afternoon, 
and then to Thai food for dinner before I drive back to Katherine and Stephen’s. We’re an eating 
family, it’s true. 

Dad walks over to examine my work. “She’s made her own granola,” Mom explains, no longer 
making fun of me now that she’s tasted it herself. He pops a handful in his mouth, chews, and raises 
his eyebrows appreciatively. “Hey, Nito, this is pretty good!”  

“Thanks, Papa.” I am pleased with myself. Dad’s a pretty discerning critic, and he won’t pretend to 
like something, even if I’m the one who made it. He moves over to the stove, where the kettle is 
boiling, and starts to make tea. Then I hear the music switch tracks and my mom says “Oooh, turn it 
up!”  

“Papa Was A Rolling Stone,” track seventeen, our favorite Temptations’ song. There is a long intro, 
a simple riff from the bass guitar that repeats while the drum keeps time. Momma and I start shaking 
our hips and dancing around the kitchen, a familiar rhythm from many weekends spent cooking 
together. Dad is wiggling his butt, too, although he cannot dance to save his life. He makes this 
funny face while he moves, pursing his lips theatrically, and I giggle at him. From the CD player, the  
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horns start in, forcing little crescendos over the backbeat for several measures. Once they stop, a few 
bars’ worth of waiting, anticipation—I always want to sing along to the start of this song, but 
inevitably mess up the timing. Then, just when you least expect it, nice and low, that full, deep vocal 
kicks in:  

It was the third of September 
That day I’ll always remember, yes I will 
‘Cause that was the day 
that my daddy died. 

 

Two days later, my father visits his general practitioner, complaining of severe shortness of breath. 
His doctor sends him to the emergency room, where I visit as soon as my mother calls me, the 
morning of the Fourth of July. My parents were scheduled to come over to Katherine and Stephen’s 
for dinner tonight; Dad hasn’t met John and Henry yet. “I’m sorry about tonight,” he says.  

“Don’t be silly,” I say. I read him a restaurant review from the TRAVEL section of Sunday’s The 
New York Times.  
   

Sunday, July 9, 2006—Germantown Methodist Hospital—CVICU, Room 11 

My father is recovering in the cardiovascular intensive care unit. He still has not been officially 
diagnosed. The tissue in his lungs is extremely fibrotic, which explains his difficulty breathing, but 
there is as yet no explanation for why his lungs toughened in the first place. Surgery was yesterday, 
performed with two goals in mind: first, to clear away some of the hardest tissue in order to bring 
Dad a bit of relief, and second, to obtain a biopsy of lung tissue in order to better figure out what the 
hell is going on. For now, there is only waiting. 

Not withstanding the chest tube, oxygen mask, catheter, heart monitor, PCA (patient-controlled 
analgesic, also known as a pain pump) and various other IVs to which he is hooked up, my father is 
in remarkably good spirits. His breathing has eased a bit, he says. He’s feeling better. 

I’ve arrived to feed Dad lunch and watch the World Cup Final with him this afternoon. Feeding my 
father is a slow process. It takes just about as long for him to eat half a meal of soft solids as it does 
for Henry to take a four-ounce bottle. Henry will lift his tongue up and pretend to suck, only to spit 
out the formula moments later. Dad has to move his mask away to take each bite, pausing to rest for 
minutes in between. I know it isn’t fair to be frustrated either with a newborn or with a 64-year-old 
in the ICU, but they are both equally capable of wearing down my patience. All told, it’s a minimum 
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commitment of an hour to get food into either one. 

It’s much too exhausting for Dad to both talk and eat, so I chatter away to him while he chews and 
swallows, telling him all about last night’s episode of Iron Chef America, which Mom and I watched 
in his honor. This is his favorite Food Network program, a live competition show in which top chefs 
are pitted against one of the four “iron chefs.” Each is given an hour to create at least four courses 
centered around a secret ingredient (fennel was last night’s). Poor Dad, the gourmand, has been 
reduced to hospital mush, eggs, and grits with fake butter spread. I decide it’s probably cruel to talk 
of lavish meals so I switch and start telling him all about the twins and the way their new sleeping 
schedule (four hours at a stretch!) has radically increased the quality of life of the adults in the 
household. Dad is itching to be a grandfather, but I’m hoping John and Henry can appease him for a 
while. Pulling out new pictures to show off, I tack one up to the corkboard reserved for “family 
messages.” Then I walk back to his bed and lean over with a sheepish grin, “By the way, I’m sorry 
about all that sleep you lost because of me.” He smiles. 

“I imagine you know all about that now, huh?” Boy, do I ever. Suzanne, Dad’s nurse, comes into the 
room to complete his hourly chart and he greets her by name, as he does with everyone, whether 
they’re taking his blood or taking out the trash. It doesn’t hurt, of course, that Suzanne is young and 
blonde, with a twangy Texas accent. She smiles at him, “You’ve got a good daughter, Mr. Mehra,” 
then comes over and places a hand on my shoulder. “Do you need anything, sweetheart?” she asks. I 
shake my head no, but grill her about Dad’s medications, how long he’ll need to be on oxygen, and 
when we can expect the biopsy results back. Guessing how to spell most of the lingo (who comes up 
with these catchy prescription drug names?), I note everything down in my journal: “Levophed for 
BP, corticosteroids for inflammation, insulin for blood sugar, Solumedrol for kidneys. O2 is 
common 24-48 hours post-op. Biopsy results in Tuesday evening at the earliest.” 

Suzanne leaves and Dad indicates that he has had enough to eat, or at least that he is too tired to eat 
anymore. “It’s okay.” His voice is scratchy; I know his throat hurts from the breathing tube that was 
in for his surgery. At first I think he’s referring to the meal, but then he says, “That’s what parents 
do, lose sleep and worry. You were worth it.” 

 

An hour before the World Cup match begins, Dad takes a much-needed nap. I step out into the 
waiting room, where non-hospital food and electronic equipment are allowed. Meals have been 
delivered steadily to my parents’ house for the last week, and I heat up one of the offerings in the 
microwave while listening to music on my iPod. While I’m happy to share sympathetic, haggard 
looks with the other folks sitting in these green, faux-leather chairs, I do not have the energy to talk 
to anyone right now. The ICU waiting room is worse than most others in the hospital, mostly 
because nobody there is anticipating the birth of a child, or the release of a same-day surgery patient. 
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We are in Purgatory; utterly cheerless, just hoping that nothing else will go wrong. 

I’ve loaded my iPod with a collection of classic children’s songs that were remade by popular artists 
in the nineties; one of many attempts to convince hipsters that they could maintain their dignity 
while becoming parents. John and Henry are my excuse for revisiting this music, all of which I 
remember from watching Sesame Street on PBS. When I was in pre-kindergarten, my mom and I 
would arrive home right in time to catch the show at 3:00 p.m. It was the only television I was 
allowed to watch for years, and I remember, very distinctly, sitting in a tall chair with a big spoonful 
of peanut butter, my favorite snack. I held the spoon vertically and licked it like a lollypop while Big 
Bird, Elmo, Kermit, and Oscar the Grouch (Mom’s favorite) did their thing.  

My dad isn’t in many of these early memories. He was working as a corporate vice-president for a 
national fast-food chain, and traveled at least three days out of the week. I remember his big desk in 
the office that looked down onto the Mississippi River. There is a picture of me there with him, 
sitting on his lap in a big, brown leather chair, my white stocking-clad legs against his gray wool suit 
pants. I have both of my arms around his neck, which is craned downward in my direction. Whatever 
I am whispering in his ear is making him smile. 

One day, according to family mythology, I asked my mom, “Why isn’t Daddy ever at home?” Not 
long after, he quit his job and started working for a local Mexican-food restaurant chain. I was five 
years old, and that’s when my memories of him begin. Sarah McLachlan sings into my ears, 
“Someday we’ll find it / the Rainbow Connection / the lovers, the dreamers, and me,” and I really 
don’t want to, but it makes me cry. 
   

July 12, 2006—718 Charles Place, Memphis, Tenn. 

Apparently my hair is my parents’ playground. Months ago, my dad requested that I grow it long for 
our India trip, and now my mom has mentioned that she would like to see it in its natural color again. 
I’ve been dying my hair various shades of auburn and dark brown for the last five years, since I 
always thought those colors were much more interesting than my natural, boring black. But my 
mom’s comment sparked a kind of a shift. When I was in India earlier in the summer, nearly all the 
woman I saw shared my natural color, but their hair looked thick, glossy, and vibrant. Maybe having 
black hair isn’t so boring after all. At the very least, it’s more authentic than Herbal Essences’ #60, 
deep bronzed brown. And as silly as it sounds, I wouldn’t mind looking more Indian right now. 
Spending three weeks with my blood family, my parents’ siblings, cousins, nieces, nephews, and 
parents has changed me, and I would like somehow to make that show.  

So I’ve decided to dye it. During one of my rare chunks of free time between the hospital and 
babyland, I managed to buy a lovely, silver-colored box of hair dye, aptly named “black leather.” 
The almond-skinned woman on the cover could be me, brown eyed, thoroughly ethnic. Yes, oh yes. 
I am going to have long, dark, flowing locks like my dad has always wanted.  

He has been in the hospital for nine days, five of them in the CVICU. We still have not been given a  
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proper diagnosis, although we have settled into something of a routine. I have stayed at Katherine 
and Stephen’s, my mom is still going to work every day. In the mornings, from 7:30 to 9:30, Mom 
feeds Dad breakfast and meets the day nurse. I help Katherine with the 10:00 a.m. feeding, then 
drive out to the hospital, which takes me 25 minutes, if there’s no traffic on the expressway. From 
11:30 a.m. until about 4:00 p.m., I stay with Dad, feed him lunch and read to him, and write while he 
naps. Mom leaves work around 5:00, goes home to water the lawn, and is back at the hospital for 
Dad’s dinner, staying until 9:00 p.m. I don’t know how we would do any of this without cell phones, 
cars, and family friends who help fill in the gaps.  

My father is always insisting that we don’t need to spend so much time with him. “I don’t want you 
to be stuck here all day,” he said to me. “Go be with the babies, go be with your friends.” He fusses 
at me over everything but himself. “Make sure you check the mail and bring me anything that looks 
important.” “Did you pay the credit card bill online like I asked?” “Are you taking care of your 
mother? Is she eating?” And, my personal favorite, “Have you been working out?” 

Last night, I came home to Katherine and Stephen’s and we discussed the evening’s schedule at the 
dinner table. They offered me the “easy shift”—sleep from 8:00 p.m. to 6:00 a.m., wake up to do the 
six o’clock feeding. I guess the wear must have been showing in my face. With a stretch of time 
ahead of me and no obligations, I decided to dye my hair while I had the chance. Maybe I should 
have slept instead, but it felt good to be doing something normal, something unnecessary. I finally 
went to sleep with a towel under my head, hair still slightly damp from the process. My cell phone 
beeped me awake at 5:45 this morning, so I made my way downstairs, still in pajamas, to find 
Katherine mixing bottles of formula over the kitchen sink. The dimmed recessed lighting must have 
forced her attention to my head. “It’s dark,” she noted, by way of greeting. We have long since 
passed the need for niceties in our friendship.  

“I know,” I marveled. “I’m not sure what I think about it yet.” 

“I like it,” she insisted, handing me a bottle. “You look good.” The boys had a remarkably 
uneventful feeding and then, miraculously, fell back to sleep. Katherine offered to keep a listen, if I 
wanted to stock up on an extra hour of sleep. I did. Now I am standing in front of the bathroom 
mirror, staring at my new self and trying to decide whether or not it’s worth it to put on my workout 
clothes and take Ellie, the dog, for a run. I hear Katherine’s voice at the top of the stairs. “Nish?” She 
has one hand over the mouthpiece of the cordless kitchen phone. “It’s your mom.” 

My mother called me the night before, when she got home from the hospital, to let me know that 
there were no major changes and my dad was doing okay. So I know she’s not calling now to chat.  

“Hey, Momma.” 

“Did I wake you up?” 

“No, I was already awake. What’s going on?” 

“You’re not holding a baby, are you?” 
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“No. Why?” I am trying to sound completely nonchalant. 

“Your father had Suzanne call me at home last night. I almost didn’t answer the phone, it was so 
late. He was so upset, he was having trouble breathing, and he didn’t think they were giving him 
enough oxygen. His levels kept dropping… they decided to put him on a respirator.” 

“Oh, Momma.” 

“I wanted to tell you so that you wouldn’t be surprised when you saw him. There’s a big tube down 
his throat, and more wires. He’s totally sedated.” 

“Okay.” I exhale a big breath. “I’m glad you called me. What are the doctors saying now?” 

“Well, Dr. Doty said they need to get his oxygen levels up, which could take a few days. We’ll just 
have to wait and see.” 

“Okay. Well, I’m going to go out there as soon as the ten o’clock’s done.” 

“Okay. Drive safely. I love you.” 

“I love you too, Momma.” 

“Do you know what he said to me yesterday when I saw him after work?” 

“What?” 

“‘There you are, Veena, the love of my life!’” 

I hang up the phone, and change into shorts, a t-shirt, and tennis shoes. Ellie hears me coming and 
meets me halfway up the stairs. Seeing how I’m dressed, she knows what’s about to happen and so 
she begins to wiggle and thwack her tail with abandon. “I’ll be back before the ten o’clock,” I tell 
Katherine, not ready to share what I’ve just learned. Grabbing the leash and my iPod, I try to decide 
what song I want to sprint to, but there is so much swirling around in my head. What was the last 
thing I said to my father? Surely, it was “I love you.”  

Ellie is jumping up and down at the front door. “I know, sweetheart,” I apologize. “I’m coming.” 
Finding my selection, I hit play and we take off. I listen to the same song for three miles, Ellie and I 
running as hard as we can. “Twenty-twenty-twenty-four hours to go, I wanna be sedated....” 
   

July 25, 2006—Germantown, Tenn.—2945 Oakleigh Lane 

I am sitting in the living room with my laptop, avoiding writing the eulogy I will deliver tomorrow at 
my father’s funeral. This room is probably the nicest, or at least the fanciest room in the house—our  
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house, my parents’ house, the house that I grew up in?—I don’t know what to call it anymore. It is a 
room designed for piano concerts and not much else. But like so many things, it has been 
transformed over the past three days. Now a project workstation, the mahogany furniture and 
expensive rugs are covered with photographs, scissors, Kleenex, candy, and gluesticks. I have set up 
camp here because my father loved this room. He spent more time in here than anyone else. 

On weekend mornings, he would sit in the pale blue armchair and read the paper for hours. 
Whenever I practiced piano, he peeked in through the sliding doors and asked to sit and listen. If 
members of the Mehra family dressed up for a special occasion, this is where Dad, self-appointed 
photographer, would insist that their picture be taken. And, for some reason, he was also of the 
opinion that the living room was the place for “serious” conversations. As a kid, I knew I had it 
coming if my father ushered me into the living room “to talk.” That meant Dad stuff: checking in, 
giving advice, scolding, congratulating, etc. All important subject matter was addressed in the living 
room.  

 

This past New Year’s Day, my family had a handful of friends over for dinner, Katherine and 
Stephen included. Katherine was nearly four months pregnant then, though her slim frame and pink 
sweater hid her growing belly well. It was the third time Katherine had been pregnant in two years. 
She and Stephen were waiting to see if the twin fetuses she was carrying would exhibit the same 
birth defect that her last two pregnancies had yielded. They had to wait until the fifth month, when 
doctors were able to chart lung and limb development week-by-week. An “all clear,” if it came, 
would be sounded towards the end of the sixth month. Katherine and Stephen had driven to Little 
Rock in the fifth month of the last two pregnancies, to abort fetuses whose lungs were so small that 
they would never be able to breathe outside of the womb. That night I watched Katherine and 
Stephen’s faces as they watched the neighbor kids romp and crawl around the house. Though my 
parents also knew about Katherine and Stephen’s history, their current pregnancy was a secret to 
everyone but me. I remember thinking that it might have been better not to have invited them at all. 

But there they were, motivated at least as much by their love for my mother’s cooking as by 
anything else. The evening’s feast was laid out according to family tradition. Main course was my 
mom’s famous shrimp Creole served with wild rice, sautéed spinach, and three-bean salad, 
containing the requisite black-eyed peas. Below the Mason-Dixon line, it is said that eating black-
eyed peas on New Year’s Day (at least twelve peas, one for each month) will bring you good luck 
for the coming year. Dessert, my arena, was apple tart à la mode. Mom ladled out cups of authentic 
Indian chai, tea boiled in milk with strong spices, to serve with it.  

After food, drink, and kids had been exhausted, our guests starting making their way toward the  



Terrain.org: A Journal of the Built & Natural Environments  :  www.terrain.org 
 
 

Issue No. 20  :  Summer/Fall 2007  :  Theme: Community Sustained 
 

86 

door. Grabbing coats from the hall closet, I saw my father usher Katherine and Stephen into the 
living room. “Oh Lord,” I thought to myself, mortified. Rushing into the kitchen to find my mother, I 
pointed towards the now-closed living room doors and hissed “What is he doing?” 

“Honey,” she shrugged her shoulders. “Just let him be.” She sent me into dining room to collect 
dishes. Five or ten minutes passed, and I mentally prepared my apologies to Katherine and Stephen 
for whatever non-helpful things I was sure my dad was saying. He had gotten to be quite the 
monologue deliverer in his older age. Finally, the living room doors slid open. Katherine’s eyes were 
rimmed with tears. So were my father’s. I walked Katherine and Stephen to the door. “I’m sorry,” I 
told them. “I didn’t know he was going to do that.” 

They both shook their heads. “No, it was very sweet,” Katherine said. “Really.” 

Pause.  

“What did he say?” I asked, hesitating a bit. 

“He just told us his story,” Stephen said. “How difficult it was for him and your mother, but how he 
always believed that it was important to have hope. It was very kind.” 

“He loves you so much, Nishta,” Katherine added, looking me square in the eye. 

“I know,” I smiled. “He does.” I unlocked the front door and sent Stephen and Katherine home with 
hugs. Leaning against the door jamb, I watched them walk down the gravel path to their car. After a 
few steps, Katherine turned and called out to me.  

“Will you tell him for us?” She placed her right hand on her stomach. “I didn’t know how to do it 
just then, but we want him to know.”  

“Okay,” I promised. “He will be so glad.” 

 

My parents had conception trouble as well, albeit a different kind. In the fifth month of her first two 
pregnancies, my mother miscarried. After that, she and my father tried for a year to conceive again, 
but with no luck. So they enlisted the help of fertility specialists at Emory University, where my 
mother would fly once a week from Memphis to receive hormone injections. Another year and some 
$20,000 passed. No baby. By January of 1982, my parents had all but given up and my mother 
stopped her weekly flights to Atlanta. In February, my mother became pregnant for the first time in 
two years. On November 24, 1982, I was born. 
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August 31, 2006—University of Arizona Recreation Center, Tucson, Ariz. 

The night has come into the sky now. I’ve just spent 30 minutes on the elliptical machine, running to 
nowhere alongside 19-year-old girls with no discernible excess fat on their bodies. Back in the warm 
evening air, I switch the playlist on my iPod to better suit the atmosphere—from “Workout Music” 
to “Twin Summer—John’s Mix.” This is the mellower of the two compilations I burned for 
Katherine and Stephen before leaving Memphis, so I enjoy the company of U2, Harry Connick, Jr., 
Elvis Presley, and Tori Amos while I walk. I am nearly to my car when the acoustic strings of The 
Dixie Chicks’ “Lullaby” start in, with a soothing, half-whispered vocal on top. By the time the 
chorus comes, I am leaning against the hood of my car, crying the words, singing out like a fool to 
my father. 

   

Nishta Jaya Mehra recently earned her MFA from the University of Arizona in Tucson. Her next adventure: teaching 
sixth-grade English and composition at The Emery/Weiner School in Houston, Texas. 
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Essay 
 
 

  

by Cynthia Staples 

   
An earlier version of this essay originally appeared in The Southern Arts Journal. 

 
When I moved to Boston from the South, one of the first things I noticed was the beauty of its 
historic homes, some centuries old. They were looming structures built to accommodate extended 
families. They had immense front porches: some Southern in style with tall columns and no railings, 
others with high brick walls and low sloping roofs to fend off notorious Northern winters. At the 
time I was both bewildered and dismayed that people did not seem to use these wonderful features 
even in the summer time. I grew quite nostalgic for the front porch culture I knew growing up in 
Virginia. 

As a child in an African-American Lynchburg neighborhood during the 1970s, I considered front 
porches a safe haven. It didn't really matter whose porch it was. They all looked the same—narrow 
decks, maybe six feet deep, with thick corner posts leading to a sloping ceiling that shielded the front 
of the house from rain. Attached to the posts were thin banisters and railings that, from a distance, 
looked like toothpicks. In every corner, people tucked chairs varying in style from graceful wooden 
rockers to old house furniture, with just enough space leftover for a small table or two holding ash 
trays and flower pots.  

If I was caught in a storm without an umbrella, I just hopped onto the first available porch to wait 
out the rain. Locked out of the house? I could visit with a neighbor who more than likely would 
deposit me in a rocking chair then hand me a glass of lemonade, sweet tea, or Coca-Cola. It seemed 
an unspoken truth that the front porch was the place where parents, older siblings, and neighbors 
could keep watch on every child in the community. Perhaps that same sensibility is true is some 
Boston neighborhoods. From my Southern perspective, though, there is more a sense of privacy and  
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security that always makes me think twice before setting foot uninvited on someone's porch step. 

 

I recently visited Lynchburg and stood on the porch of my family home, where my younger brother 
still lives. The surroundings look different. Gone is the neighbor's maple tree whose branches used to 
weave through the power lines and arch over our porch, providing much-appreciated shade in 
summer. Also gone is the spindly old pear tree that used to shed blossoms like snow in spring and 
stomach-ache inducing green fruit in summer. Many of the neighborhood houses have been redone, 
traditional wood plank exteriors replaced by aluminum siding. Most of the families have moved 
away. Others, like my parents, have passed on. I wondered what if anything remained from my 
childhood outside my memories. 

My brother uses the word tranquility to describe his memories of our time spent on the front porch. 
Our mother, a house wife, was protective and liked to keep us close. Aside from our backyard, the 
porch was our primary playground. Small by some standards, it was plenty big enough to play jacks 
or marbles or even choo-choo train by sitting between the railings, at least until my brother got his 
head stuck. 

Because we weren't supposed to set foot off the porch, we would lean over the banister and fish for 
rocks on the ground below. We hunched in the shade provided by that maple tree and planned epic 
adventures that would take us all the way across the street to traipse through then-vacant houses. We 
watched with longing for other kids to by. And, in the later afternoon hours, we waited for first sight 
of our father's car to come rolling around the corner. Then we'd fight to rush inside the house to tell 
Mother that Pop was home. 

During the summer months, especially before the days of affordable air conditioning, everybody in 
the neighborhood sat outside on their porches. The lights were kept low to discourage the 
mosquitoes and other insects. Women and the elderly sat in the chairs while the men most often 
stood. Adults talked softly. Children laughed loudly. The air was filled with the scent of cigarette 
smoke and alcohol. The sky was filled with stars. It felt as if we inhabited a magical realm of peace, 
comfort, and joy, at least until the mosquitoes finally chased people inside or parents grew rowdy 
from one drink too many.  
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When an acquaintance in Boston learned that I was writing a piece about porches, he asked what 
kind. At first I thought he meant in an architectural sense. Turns out he meant something quite 
different. He is originally from South Carolina and from a community very different than my low-
income neighborhood. In talking with him, I remembered that the South is very complex. In more 
affluent neighborhoods, front porches were not only gathering areas for family and friends, but also 
status symbols and staging areas. People might never see the inside of your house, but they were 
guaranteed to see your front porch—so it was important that they saw intricate wicker or beautiful 
wrought-iron or hand-carved furniture on the porch; not the old couch with the cat-scractched arms 
or the rusty patio cast-offs. Class consciousness permeates the South as much as concepts of race. 

Much fuss has been made recently about how the South is changing. Even before Hurricane Katrina, 
the population was in flux. Immigrants from Central and South America—and to a lesser degree 
Asia—are changing the complexion of the South. But those who may have the greatest impact are 
Northerners moving south to take advantage of the milder winters, lower cost of living, and slower 
pace of life. They bring traditions and expectations that shift the real and imagined cultural fabric of 
the South for years to come. I feel it every time I return to Virginia and see old family farms turned 
into subdivisions with huge porchless homes. 

 

During that last visit, while I stood on my family's porch and wondered what had become of my 
neighborhood, a group of young children ran down the street wearing puffy jackets and black knit 
caps. They spotted me and paused. 

"How you doing, ma'am?" one of them asked. 

"Alright," I replied. They continued on their way. 

Two houses down the street, an elderly woman stepped out onto her front porch, her house dress far 
too thin for the weather. She peered around, saw me, and gave a friendly wave before returning 
inside. Across the street, two young boys raced from around the side of their house to sit on dirty 
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porch steps, their heads low, without doubt planning some mischief. 

Though wary of what might emerge from the boys' discussion, I also felt relieved as I watched them. 
The landscape of the South may change, as will the façades of buildings and the faces of the people. 
Change is important. But Southern culture has never been known to embrace change or adopt it with 
any speed. I have no doubt that for a long time to come, people in the South will still leave the 
privacy of their home for the community of their porches, for a little fresh air, a little conversation, 
to play with a friend or—as my younger brother and I used to do—to settle into a chair, close our 
eyes, and dream. 

 

 

Cynthia Staples is a freelance writer and nonprofit consultant living in Boston. Her articles, essays, and short stories 
have appeared in several online and print publications, including African Voices, Coffee, The Rose and Thorn Quarterly, 
The Seattle Times, and Timbooktu. Currently she is working on a project exploring identity and the intersections of 
race, class, gender, and geography. 
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Essay 
 

  

by Scott Calhoun 

   
All photos © 2007 by Scott Calhoun. 
 

When I asked my friend Darrell Hussman, who grew up in Lancaster, California, about his 
hometown, he said, “The weather is just like Tucson’s but the wind blows 30 miles an hour all the 
time and they don’t get any rain in the summer. All of the friends I grew up with there have left 
except those who are addicted to drugs. It’s a crime-ridden bedroom community of Los Angeles. I 
haven’t been back in years.” 

“What about the California Poppy Reserve?” I asked. 

 “Now that,” replied Darrell, “is freaking 
amazing! I remember going out there past 
fields full of tumbleweeds and seeing this 
enormous sea of orange—orange like an 
enormous pumpkin patch. It’s a fabulous 
place.” 

For many Western wildflower hunters, 
Antelope Valley California Poppy 
Reserve is mecca. Naturalists have long 
recognized the special qualities of the 
place, situated at the southern end of 
California’s massive central valley. 
Nearly a century ago, John Muir wrote 
what now seems a little like an epitaph,  

  A stormy sky viewed through barbed wire. 
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since much of this five-hundred-mile long valley has been plowed under for agriculture or 
developed: 

One shining morning a landscape was revealed that after all my wanderings still appears the most 
beautiful I have ever beheld. At my feet lay the Great Valley of California, level and flowery, like a 
lake of pure sunshine forty or fifty miles wide, five hundred miles long, one rich furred garden of 
yellow Compositae. 

On this first wildflower-chasing trip over to California, I wasn’t really planning on heading out to 
Antelope Valley to see wildflowers. The naysayers had nearly convinced me that the dry winter had 
nixed all hope for California wildflower fabulosity in 2006. 

I had just spent several days in north San Diego County, scouting for garden photos, and I was a 
little road weary. I decided to grab a bite to eat and then head for home. I stopped at a Panera café in 
Carlsbad to check my e-mail and eat a panino. Out of habit, I checked out the Desert USA’s 
wildflower-watch website, not expecting to find any great reports. I recalled that some big Pacific 
storms had recently dumped rain north of Los Angeles, but how far north? I soon discovered that on 
April 8, someone had posted pictures of goldfields (Lasthenia californica) and California poppies 
(Eschscholtzia californica) blooming at an intersection near the Antelope Valley reserve—vivid 
yellows and ranges—on the website. I checked the date; it was April 10. All of a sudden, I had the 
fever: no, I would not be going home. I got in the Jetta, cut over to I-15 and pointed her north. I was 
determined to be standing in Antelope Valley taking pictures that day in good evening light. Even 
Darrell’s description of the harsh climate and tough reputation of Lancaster egged me on. In fact, 
there is a relationship between desolate-looking landscapes and good mass-wildflower shows. Mark 
Dimmitt writes that “the more arid the habitat, the greater proportion of annual species in North 
America… In the driest habitats, such as the sandy flats near Yuma, Arizona, up to ninety percent of 
the plants are annuals.” So that is why when the Algodones Dunes near Yuma bloom, they can get 
choked with royal purple sand verbena and spikes of Ajo lily—they have no competition.  

The San Gabriel Mountains are the only thing keeping L.A. from running up hard against Lancaster. 
From I-15, I cut over to Palmdale on Highway 138, which is also known as the Pearblossom 
Highway. The highway follows the northern foothills of the San Gabriels and, as billed, orchards of 
carefully pruned pear trees line sections of the road; more interesting to me were Joshua-tree 
badlands interspersed with the pear quadrants—pears and giant yuccas make strange bedfellows 
indeed, I thought. I’ve made no secret of my love for agaves, yuccas, and other lily-family plants, so 
when I came across an excerpt from Joshua Tree: Desolation Tango, by Deanne Stillman, I thought 
her description of the big yucca was perfectly articulated:  

The Joshua tree had me at hello. It was beautiful, weird, and freaky all at once.With its daggered 
desert armor it seemed to be sending out and receiving messages all the time—or maybe it just 
looked that way. Whatever it was doing, I liked it, and it liked me. “It’s okay to dream,” it told me, 
“really!” 
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When I turned north onto 
Highway 14, the roadside yuccas 
petered out, and Lancaster arose 
like a dusty and forgotten 
province of L.A. I stopped only 
for gas, then hurried out to the 
poppy preserve, which—as it 
turns out—is some distance out 
of town. All afternoon, the 
weather had threatened. Dark-
gray clouds had gathered over 
the mountains and valleys, 
looking a lot like rain. I reached 
the edge of the poppy preserve 
as big, low, blousy clouds crept 
over the hills.  

Then I saw it—down between the gray clumps of rabbitbrush (Ericameria nauseosa) was a carpet of 
goldfields, a tiny yellow daisy that sends up 500 to 800 blooms per square foot! The clumps of 
rabbitbrush, a plant I knew from Utah’s Great Basin, reminded me that I was in the colder Mojave 
Desert, a place that could top the Statue-of-Liberty-like Joshua tree spikes with crowns of snow. I 
pulled over, jumped out, and started snapping photos just as a light rain began to fall. I drove a bit 
farther west on a dirt road toward some hills covered in gold streaks, with giant Joshua trees in the 
foreground. When the road got too steep and muddy for the Jetta, I pulled on my favorite Picacho 
Peak hoodie, featuring a silkscreened silhouette of the Arizona peak renowned for its Mexican gold 
poppy displays, and started hiking, distracted by the lovely Joshua trees (Yucca brevifolia), who 
seemed to me like friendly roadside oracles on this stormy evening.  

I love Joshua trees; these Shaquille O’Neals of the Yucca family can reach heights of fifty feet. They 
are monumental, and as much as any other desert plants, including the boojums we saw in Baja, they 
recall modern art. Joshua trees—in a fashion that would please the late great British gardener Sir 
Christopher Lloyd, who liked his gardens shaggy”—have a disheveled look resulting from the skirts 
of dried leaves that cling to their trunks. Although their size reminds me of Shaq, their posture is 
more Keith Richards. Their curving trunks and spiked leaves have a hip, ancient quality and seem to 
say, “I’ve had a long night, sweethearts, but I’ve managed to send up these fabulous bayonets for 
your enjoyment. God, I need a nap.” I remembered driving through the yuccaless dunes of the 
Pinacate in March of 2005 with Simmons Buntin, listening to U2’s Joshua Tree album, but here was 
where I needed that soundtrack! The Joshuas were blooming, and their pink-and-cream stalks kept 
me company as I walked.  

I walked by a pretty Cooper’s goldenbush (Ericameria cooperi) beside a zigzag barbed-wire fence, 
and then on a little sandy bank I found an architecturally thorny blue flower I didn’t know. Its silvery 
leaves and stem looked like a thistle, but the shape of the flowers was sagelike. Was it a sage or a 
thistle? When I looked it up, it turned out to be both. Technically, it was a sage (Salvia carduacea),  

 
Joshua trees and goldfields on a misty evening.    
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but its common name, thistle sage, is a nod to its well-armed resemblance. On the same hillside, chia 
(Salvia columbariae), with its purple-blue whorls, was also in bloom. The protein-rich seeds of both 
of the above-mentioned salvias were important food plants for many Southwest Indian tribes, who 
would collect, roast, and grind the seeds to mix with water and sugar (possibly derived from a local 
cane grass). One story suggests that Mojave runners would make the trip from Needles, California, 
to the Pacific coast, fueled by nothing 
more than a mush of chia seeds and water. 

After photographing the thistle sage and 
chia, I was losing my light quickly and 
glanced out at the valley in the distance. 
At the base of the mountains, I noticed a 
large swath of orange, as if a blimp filled 
with orange latex paint had gone down. 
“Ah ha!” I thought, “here is my 
destination for tomorrow.” I stood stock-
still in the dying light to take one more 
photo of Joshua trees with a goldfields 
background.  

Wet, bone-tired, and hungry as a bear, I 
drove back into Lancaster to find 
sustenance. I looked around, trying to read the town. At first glance, the city did not impress. Like 
some of the worst development in Arizona, Lancaster had its share of semi-derelict strip malls and 
lots of “chain” everything—motels, restaurants, electronics stores—you name it. Luckily, I wasn’t 
concerned with amenities, I was focused on wildflowers.  

When it comes to culture, Lancaster is kind of the opposite of Vail, Colorado, and I don’t mean that 
in a completely negative way. I mean, Lancaster, like my home base of Tucson, is a real town where 
real working people live. But even more so than Tucson, Lancaster is not a place that puts on airs—it 
is what it is. It is a place where immigrants can settle and get a foothold. This is not a cappuccino-
sipping, white wine kind of town. It is a down-to-earth city where in an old downtown you can find 
really good Salvadoran food—exactly what I found at a family-run place called Teclena Flores. 

Although it was late, the place was bustling with Salvadorans. I got a comfy vinyl booth and enjoyed 
a big plate of Chuletas de Puerco Asadas (grilled pork chops) with fresh salsa, plump gorditas, and a 
bottle of super-sweet golden Salvadoran soda pop that tasted like the essence of bubblegum. While I 
ate, families watched the news about President Bush’s latest immigration-reform plan, with what to 
me looked like a vested interest. Whatever we do about immigration in this country, I’m sure about 
one thing, we should not keep people out who want come here to start good restaurants like Teclena 
Flores. 

I pulled into the Motel 6, checked in, and slept until I was awakened by hip-hop music about 2:00 
a.m. Evidently, there was a party around the pool that I hadn’t been invited to. During my quest for  

  A trio of Joshua Trees in a carpet of goldfields. 
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wildflowers, I’ve spent a lot of nights at different Motel 6s in the West, and I’ve become adept at 
reading them. Although they claim the “no surprises” homogeneity of a big corporate chain, there 
are, in fact, surprises. The hackneyed real estate axiom—location, location, location—also holds true 
for the Motel 6. If the place is in a dicey urban neighborhood, especially on weekends, you’re in for 
a house party or worse. If the place is all by its lonesome out on the Interstate and has a big parking 
lot, it will be filled with truckers and their attendant vices (Motel 6 walls are not well-insulated). 
How anyone can have an affair, or even a one-night stand, in a Motel 6 is beyond me. I honestly 
can’t think of anything that would kill romance faster than swinging open the door to a Motel 6 
room; there is really no amount of scented candles, soft music, and even good wine that could bring 
an amorous mood to a Motel 6 room. Anyway you serve it, a tryst in the 6 would feel more like a 
conjugal visit than a sensuous weekend. I’ve noticed that it’s mostly lonely men who frequent the 
6—truckers on the long haul, cheap traveling salesmen, tight writers, and wildflower photographers. 

If the manager boasts about twenty-four-hour 
security cameras in the parking lot, you may 
want to reconsider. Also, a nonsmoking room in 
a Motel 6 means that they turn the ashtray on the 
nightstand over for you, and generally, but not 
always, the nonsmoking rooms will not have 
cigarette burns in the bedspreads. Perhaps Tom 
Bodett should record a new slogan for Motel 6; 
instead of “We’ll leave the light on for you,” it 
should be “We’ll turn the ashtray over for you.” 
In some “nonsmoking” rooms you’ll wake up 
smelling like you’ve spent a long night in a Las 
Vegas casino. Never accept a room for the 
handicapped (I won’t go into details here), and 

as Michael and Jane Stern emphatically note in their book Two for the Road, never, ever touch the 
polyester bedspread! All in all, the Holiday Inn Express, if available, is usually about $20–$30 a 
night more than a Motel 6, but can feel much more luxurious (in the budget hotel category) even if 
just for the high-speed Internet connection. 

So why do I stay at Motel 6s? First, I’m cheap, and I’d rather spend my money on a great meal than 
an expensive hotel; second, Motel 6s are everywhere and they publish a free directory listing all of 
the Motel 6s in the U.S. (which I keep in the car); third, in really upscale places, like Carpinteria 
near Santa Barbara, they can be the only cheap deal in town. 

About the time the 50 Cent music died down and the kids around the pool turned in, I was up and 
dressed and out the door, headed back toward the big splotch of poppies I’d sighted the previous 
evening in Antelope Valley. Just before dawn, I had my tripod positioned in a lush field of flowers 
whose petals had closed for the night—but just before the light got good, steady rain began to fall. I 
waited around in the car, but it didn’t seem that it would be clearing soon. I retreated to the Wee Vill 
Market, a little country store and café where I had a really good Spanish omelet and fresh hash 
browns.  

 
The Wee Vill Market's breakfasts fuel locals adn 
wildflower hunters alike.   
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When the proprietor of the Wee Vill found out I was there for the wildflowers and that I had driven 
out from Tucson, she sweetly said, “Now Honey, next time you just call me and I’ll tell you when 
the flowers are blooming, lots of folks do,” and with that she wrote down the phone number and 
hours of the Wee Vill Market on a napkin for me. This woman struck me as the kind of self-reliant 
female who could run a whole town if they let her; she was the cook, the waitress, and the cashier, 
and the lines on her face looked like they ended up there from smiling and being in the sun. I read a 
freebie local paper in the Wee Vill for about an hour until the rain stopped, and then I was back out 
in the flowers. 

I happened on a field of orange California poppies growing with a big, red wiry Brillo pad-like plant 
that I couldn’t identify. It had the prodigious habit of an exotic invader, possibly from the mustard 
family, but I couldn’t be sure; it also looked a lot like a buckwheat or a Stephanomeria whose 
common name was wire lettuce. I couldn’t identify the plant for certain, but when I returned home I 
emailed photos to a Lancaster cooperative extension agent who was doing research with buckwheats, 
who told me that it looked to him like California buckwheat’s winter appearance. Cool, I thought, 
two native California plants staking their claim in an abandoned (I hoped) field. What a combination 
for a garden! This wasn’t just a little patch of poppies and a California buckwheat (Eriogonum 
fasciculatum var. oliolosum), it was a big-ass field of the stuff making a big flat grid of orange and 
red so strange that it suggested an extraterrestrial landscape. I made a mental note for the next 
wildflower garden I would design: orange and burgundy make an unexpected but awfully nice color 
combination, especially when laid out like 
this in a wild checkerboard fashion. 

All of the online wildflower chat says to 
photograph poppies midday, when they 
are wide open to the sun. To me this 
seemed like a recipe for overexposure 
except on a somewhat overcast day. 
Besides, the dense clouds hanging over 
Antelope Valley persisted, and I was out 
under a big gray sky—I didn’t have a full-
sun option. The poppy petals were 
chastely folded in cone shapes, and in the 
overcast light their orange was deep, 
saturated, and powerful. With their petals 
closed up, the poppies appeared both shy 
and defiant, but I enjoyed seeing them 
with the hatches battened down; the effect was more subtle, and the orange teardrop shapes of the 
flower heads added to their beauty.  

The landscape alternated between orange poppies, yellow goldfields, and occasional hummocks of 
Joshua trees and rabbitbrush. The wind had picked up, and for the second day in a row I was getting 
wet. My mind drifted to thoughts of pork-and-bean pupusas in a warm booth at Teclena Flores, but 
first, I wanted a few more photos. In between squalls, I gripped the aluminum stanchions of my  

  Thistle sage. 
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tripod and did my best to capture John Muir’s great rich furred valley. If I squinted, it did indeed 
appear like a lake of sunshine, albeit a choppy pond on a windy day. Staring at the innumerable 
electric-carrot-colored poppy buds, I remembered that the Russian painter, Wassily Kandinsky, had 
written, “Orange is like a man, convinced of his own powers.” I took a deep breath, hoping to inhale 
a large dose of poppy confidence before heading home. 
 

Plants to Find 

California buckwheat (Eriogonum fascicalatum var. foliolosum) 
California poppy (Eschscholtzia californica) 
Chia (Salvia columbariae) 
Fiddleneck (Amsincaia sp.) 
Goldfields (Lasthenia californica) 
Joshua tree (Yucca brevifolia) 
Rabbitbrush or chamisa (Ericameria nauseosa) 
Thistle sage (Salvia carduacea)  

Breakfast and Wildflower Info 

Wee Vill Market 
18348 West Avenue D 
Lancaster, California 
661.724.3001  

Where to Stay 

The chains are your only options here, so choose something on the far north side of town toward the Antelope Valley 
California Poppy Reserve. Off Highway 14 near Exit 44 you'll find an Oxford Inn and Suites as well as the budget Motel 
6.  

Where to Eat 

Teclena Flores 
814 West Lancaster Blvd. 
Lancaster, California 
661.951.8590  

What to Read 

Joshua Tree: Desolation Tango, by Deanne Stillman 
Mojave Desert Wildflowers: A Field Guide to Wildflowers, Trees, and Shrubs of the Mojave Desert, by Pam MacKay. 

   

A self-described “desert plant fiend,” Scott Calhoun enjoys exploring the deserts of Arizona and Mexico seeking 
interesting plants, gardens, and transcendent fish tacos. He gets much of his design inspiration from badlands and taco 
stands, a style which Sunset magazine dubbed “Taqueria Chic.” Scott writes, lectures, and designs gardens in Tucson, 
Arizona. His first book, Yard Full of Sun: The Story of a Gardener's Obsession that Got a Little Out of Hand, has been 
awarded the 2006 American Horticultural Society Book Award. His newest book is Chasing Wildflowers: A Mad Search 
for Wild Gardens. Catch up with Scott at www.zonagardens.com. 
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Essay 
 

 
  

by Kaizer Rangwala 

   
“Oh God, please, I hope he gets the tickets,” prays a desperate teenager as his father is whisked 
several blocks away by dubious characters for a shady transaction where cinema tickets for a sold-
out blockbuster movie will be scalped for an obscene sum. 

I distinctly remember the place in front of the cinema hall where I experienced frustration, anger, 
hope, and jubilation all in a fleeting moment as I watched my father get tickets to this “must see” 
movie.  

What is this phenomenon that permeates the psyche of a teen and fails to loosen its grip decades 
later?  

It is India’s most prominent film industry: Bollywood. 
India produces more than 1,000 films annually in over 
20 languages. Various states in India produce films in 
regional languages that have a limited market within 
the state due to linguistic limitations. Bollywood 
movies enjoy a national and international market 
because they are made in Hindi—the national 
language of India.  

Nearly 100 million enthusiasts worldwide see 
Bollywood films in over 13,000 cinema halls every 
week. The term Bollywood is a droll reference to 
Bombay’s version of Hollywood, even though in 1995, Bombay was rebranded as Mumbai.  

Mumbai is a city of extreme contradictions. The rich live side-by-side with the poor, slums dot the  

  A Mumbai cinema house.  
Photo by Kaizer Rangwala. 
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entrance to some of world’s most expensive real estate, and crime and corruption run side-by-side 
with extreme religious devotion. Bollywood movies are teeming with similar contradictions, tinged 
with escapism and fantasy to combine for light-hearted entertainment.  

Bollywood provides affordable entertainment for all—it cuts 
across age, race, gender, and social status. The 3-hour long 
masala (generic) plotlines are packed with love affairs, dance 
and song routines, violent action, and chaste family values. The 
song and dance sequences filmed in Europe, Australia, Africa, 
or United States transport the average viewer with modest 
income to exotic locales for a small ticket price. 

Unlike Hollywood, there is no modest sign aloofly perched up 
high on the hill, reminding the 17 million people of Mumbai 
that they live in the most prolific film capital of India. In 
Bollywood, it’s “in your face” sights and sounds taken to a 
whole new level. 

Omnipresent promotional movie posters and product 
endorsement by actors plastered at virtually every street 
intersection, on empty walls, street banners, and shops broadcast 
the pervasiveness of movies in Indian culture.  

The drama-dripping movie songs blare from cell phone dial tones, radios in shops, and passing cars. 
During festive seasons, wedding parties, or political rallies, loudspeakers infuse the celebratory air 
with popular Bollywood songs. 

Even today, on a slow Saturday evening, when we settle down to watch the latest Bollywood movie, 
my two daughters, born in the United States, relish the Bollywood movies with the same fervor as 
their father. The mystique of wholesome Bollywood entertainment is undeniably universal. 

View narrative slideshow of 12 Bollywood images at 
http://www.terrain.org/essays/20/rangwala.htm.  

   

Kaizer Rangwala has practiced planning for more than 20 years. After working for Jersey City, Indianapolis, and 
Farmers Branch, Texas, he now serves as assistant community development director for the City of Ventura. He holds a 
master’s degrees in architecture from New Jersey Institute of Technology and city and regional planning from Rutgers 
University. 

    

 
Actor product endorsement.  
Photo by Kaizer Rangwala.   
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Fiction 
 

 
 
by Terry Sanville 

   
Be ashamed to die until you have won some victory for humanity. 
                                                      — Horace Mann, 1859 

Charlie hasn’t even tasted his first cup of Monday morning coffee before the telephone in his gray 
office cubicle buzzes. He grabs a pencil and message pad and picks up the receiver. 

“Is this the God damned Sarasota Planning Department?” a man’s voice roars in his ear. 

Charlie counts slowly to five before answering. “Yes, this is the planning department, Charles Engen 
speaking. How may I help you?” 

“Ya gotta do something about the God damned traffic on Lincoln. Some fool blew through here last 
night and hit Rambone—squashed my poor dog like a road squirrel.” 

Charlie’s face morphs from grin to grimace. “Did you contact the police?” 

“Sure as hell did. Lot a good they are. They told me to call you.” 

He groans to himself, Damn, always get the problems the cops don’t want to handle, and speeding 
drivers in quiet neighborhoods is just one of them. 

“Were you able to identify the vehicle?” he asks. 

“Yeah, sure. It was a Ford. I told all that to the police. But I want something done about the damned 
college kids hotrodding up and down my street. Somebody’s gonna get killed out here.” 

“I understand.” He stares at his appointment calendar. “I have some time Thursday afternoon when I 
can talk with you. Would you like to meet me at the…” 
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“I’m in a wheelchair, sonny. You’re gonna have to come here to do your talking.’” 

Charlie smiles. He just celebrated his 48th birthday, yet seniors still call him sonny. Maybe it’s the 
hair… 

“That’s fine. Would two o’clock be okay?” 

“Yes. I live at 214 Lincoln, the fifth house from the corner, the green one.” 

“I will see you then, ah, Mr.?” 

“Sorry. Name’s Roebottom, Harold Roebottom. I live here with my wife, Leona. We’re retired 
Army, you know, Korea, Nam. Say, you don’t mind if I invite some of my neighbors over, do you?” 

Charlie pictures a crowded room of ladies with tightly curled hair and men in pleated slacks, some 
with oxygen tanks but still smoking, reminding him that their tax dollars pay his salary. 

“Sure, invite anybody you want,” he tells Harold. “Might as well get it all out.” 

“Okay, then. See you Thursday.” 

Charlie leans back in his chair and rubs his temples. Someone tugs on his braided ponytail and he 
jumps. 

“Who was that?” Ann Crossie asks. 

“Another complaint about traffic on the north side. Had two others just like it last week. I’m going 
out Thursday to talk with them.” 

Charlie eyes her snug three-piece business suit and mannishly cut red hair. She’s definitely got that 
‘dressed for success’ look this morning, he thinks. Must be a department head meeting. Jeez, what a 
bunch of Mensa rejects they are… and I’ve got to work for one of them. How smart does that make 
me? 

“Just be careful,” Ann says. “Council members hate getting calls from angry citizens. After the mess 
you got us into on Broad Street…” 

“Believe me, I remember,” he says, “and thanks for all your help with that.” Ann frowns and 
flounces down the hallway in three-inch heals. Charlie knows someday his wiseass comments will 
get him sacked. 

He retrieves the computer files on traffic collisions, collects the engineering speed surveys for the 
Lincoln neighborhood and begins going over the options in his head. Better wear a flak jacket and 
drive a fast car. At least I can outrun them. 
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The Roebottom’s front lawn looks like a putting green, but not unlike others along Lincoln Avenue. 
Blue jays squawk from the tops of citrus trees, some of them trimmed into topiary shapes. Loaded 
down with files and maps, Charlie staggers toward 214’s ramped front porch. Before he can press 
the bell, the door flies open and a tiny woman wearing bifocals motions him inside. 

“We’ve been waiting for you. You must be Mr. Engen. I’m Leona.” 

The living room is crammed with people, some sitting on folding chairs, others scrunched onto a 
lumpy sofa or sitting on the floor. The room temperature is just below Brazilian rainforest levels. A 
chair has been reserved for Charlie. Harold Roebottom rolls out from the sidelines and motions for 
him to sit. 

“I invited Mr. En… ah, En… What did you say your name was?” 

“Engen, Charles Engen.” 

“Yes, yes. I invited Mr. Engerman over to the house to tell us how the City is going to solve our 
traffic problems.” 

The crowd grumbles and stares at Charlie. 

“Thanks for inviting me. I’m glad to be here,” he lies. “Part of my job at the planning department is 
to work with citizen groups and develop traffic solutions for residential neighborhoods. But before 
we talk about traffic solutions, why don’t you tell me what the problems are.” 

“You’re the expert. Don’t you know?” a stout woman demands. 

“Yeah, we’ve been calling downtown for weeks now and they send you out, and you don’t know 
anything?’” A man shoves a meerschaum pipe in his mouth and glares. 

“I know lots about traffic,” Charlie begins, “but you folks live here around the clock. Why don’t we 
start by going around the room and….” 

Outside, tires squeal as a car slides to a halt at the stop sign just up the street. The driver shifts the 
big-block V-8 into neutral and guns the engine. Its exhaust note rattles like a NASCAR racer getting 
ready to exit the pits. There’s a prolonged howl of tires as the driver pops the clutch. 

“IT’S HIM, IT’S HIM!” Harold bellows and rolls his wheelchair to a wall-mounted gun rack. He 
grabs an M-16, inserts an ammo clip and hustles toward the front window. 
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“Now Harold, put that thing…” 

“SHUT UP, LEONA! He’s screwed with me one too many times.” 

Harold points the gun at the window as the car approaches. People dive for cover. At the last second 
Charlie slaps the rifle barrel upward. A spray of bullets dots the ceiling. Women scream. Teacups 
and plates of cookies go flying as fine plaster dust rains down. A huge orange cat low-tails it out of 
the room. 

“Harold, give me the gun,” Charlie orders, his voice shaking. 

“Sorry. Got carried away. But ya can see what we got ta put up with. Those damn college….” 

“I understand, I understand,” Charlie croons as he slips the clip of ammunition from the rifle into his 
coat pocket and replaces the weapon in its rack. “But you’re going to jail if you fire that thing again, 
understand?” 

The old man scowls and rolls his wheelchair to where Leona is crouched on the floor, scrubbing at 
tea stains. The room is an uproar of angry voices. Old guys check their pants for wet spots. The 
women look too embarrassed to check their seat cushions. Others rub banged elbows and knees. But 
nobody seems to have broken anything or suffered a stroke or heart attack. 

“ALL RIGHT, ALL RIGHT, let’s settle down,” Charlie yells. The hubbub subsides. 

“I now know a bit more about your problem.” Charlie grins and the crowd chuckles. “But is it the 
same driver all the time, or different ones? And how often does it happen?” 

A dozen people try answering at once. Finally, some raise their hands. Charlie points to a middle-
aged woman with an aquiline nose who looks Italian. 

“Those punks drive down here four, five times a day… always a different time… and the cars are 
different too. I think they use our street as a drag strip and—” 

“But it’s not just the hotrodders,” Leona breaks in. “Most people drive too fast. I nearly got hit 
crossing at Elm.” 

“I don’t know why the cops just don’t arrest them all,” another woman announces, followed by a 
general chorus of agreement. 

Leona clicks on an electric fan made during the flapper era. The stink of gun smoke and bodily 
gasses dissipates. Slowly, the crowd settles down. 

“Let me talk with the police,” Charlie says, “and see if they’ll put a patrol car on Lincoln. Maybe 
they can catch these guys.” 
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“But what about all the other fools?” a rail-thin man asks. “We don’t want our street becoming a 
speedway to the downtown. Let ’em use Lizzie, two blocks over.” 

“It’s not that easy,” Charlie says and sighs. “Motorists have been speeding along Lincoln for years. 
We’re going to have to change the street so that they can’t drive as fast… and they’re not going to 
like that.” 

“But it’s our God damned neighborhood,” Harold says, and the group applauds. 

“It will take hard work,” Charlie says, “and you have to promise, no more gunplay.” 

The neighbors laugh, but Charlie is dead serious. 

 

Six months, fourteen neighborhood meetings, six City Council meetings, one construction contract, 
and hundreds of phone calls later, Charlie is feeling pretty good. The Council has adopted a plan for 
slowing traffic on Lincoln and the contractor has installed speed humps and more stop signs. 
Everything seems copacetic until one damp spring night. 

“Who is this?” Charlie mutters into the phone. The digital clock on his nightstand shows 2:00 AM. 

“It’s Harold Roebottom. Who the hell did you think it was?” 

“Harold, I told you not to call me at—” 

“Er, sorry. But we got a war going on and—” 

“Call the police, Harold. And leave your guns alone.” 

“You better get out here. Somebody’s gonna get hurt and it ain’t gonna be me.” 

The line goes dead. Charlie slides out of bed and dresses. His wife grumbles something then resumes 
snoring. The early morning fog wets the Subaru’s windshield as he motors along quiet streets with 
flashing stoplights. But he can hear the commotion long before he reaches Lincoln Avenue – the 
sustained blare of car horns, the squeal of tires. He pulls down a dark cross street close to the 
Roebottom house. A caravan of cars cruises south along Lincoln, the drivers leaning on their horns 
and screaming expletives. The street is littered with fruit. 

Now what? Charlie thinks. He parks and hustles down the sidewalk. People in bathrobes and 
pajamas stand in their front yards all along Lincoln with paper bags at their feet. 
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“What’s going on here?” 

“Just watch, sonny,” Leona says, grinning. 

“Before you do anything else, I’m calling the police.” Charlie reaches for his cell phone. 

A caravan of cars approaches from the north, horns blaring, tires smoking as each rolls over a speed 
hump. 

“Get ready,” Harold bellows. “Find a target. FIRE!” 

A volley of fruit smacks into the passing cars. The air is thick with lemons, limes, oranges, 
tangerines, grapefruits, and the occasional pummelo. A huge lemon sails through an open window, 
catches a driver square in the face and splits open, spraying juice in his eyes. The guy is too busy 
yelling and flipping everybody off to duck. The car swerves and noses into a telephone pole, hood 
buckling. The driver rolls up the window and locks his doors as the neighbors swarm the car, 
pounding on the roof, breaking headlights, and rocking the Dodge from side to side. 

A second caravan approaches from the south and motors slowly around the crashed car. 

“Reload, get ready, FIRE!” Harold bellows. 

The thud of citrus striking metal and glass can be heard up and down the street. But the horns don’t 
let up. In the distance the wail of sirens cuts through the melee’s roar. The volleys of fruit grow even 
more intense. In an instant they stop. The residents disappear inside their dark homes, hauling their 
bags of ammunition with them. Two convoys of police cruisers slide to a halt, blocking Lincoln 
Avenue off at either end and trapping the caravan. Their flashing blue lights create a sickening 
strobe effect. A man swerves his maroon Explorer onto the sidewalk and charges toward a cross 
street and freedom. But one of the cruisers chases him down. 

A tall cop and his stubby partner climb out of the nearest squad car. The towering giant steps on a 
squashed orange and almost goes down. He moves cautiously toward the Roebottom house. 

“Charlie, what the hell’s going on?” Sergeant Topham asks. 

“Just got here myself. Looks like these cars were driving through and honking their horns.” 

“But what about all this?” The Sergeant points to the littered street. 

“Yeah, the neighbors fought back with fruit. That guy got the worst of it.” He points to the battered 
Dodge as the motorists exit their vehicles and surround the pair. 

“We were just using the public street,” a guy in a baseball cap complains. “Officer, I want you to 
arrest those… those…” 
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“What were you doing out here this early?” Topham shoots back. 

“I, er… we were trying to show these crazy people they can’t steal our street from us.” 

There’s a rumble of agreement from the crowd. 

“So what’s this about blowing horns and yelling?” Topham asks. 

The crowd is quiet. 

“What about my car?” the owner of the Dodge complains. “Those people, they should be….” 

“Just take it easy. All of you, have your driver’s licenses and registration ready and the officers will 
take your statements.” 

The crowd grumbles. Charlie and Sergeant Topham move toward the Roebottom’s front porch. The 
cop bangs on the door but gets no response. A window curtain quivers but the inside remains dark. 

“You have any idea who all was involved?” Topham asks Charlie. 

“Just about everybody along the street, but I can’t be sure. Only got here at the tail end of it.” 

Topham groans. “We’ll dispatch a detail in the next couple of days and talk with them.” 

“What good’ll that do?” 

“Probably nothing. Maybe keep them from doing it again. But it’s all your fault, Charlie,” Topham 
says and grins. “Those damn speed humps.” 

“My boss is already ragging on me about them. Those suckers work, which is what really pisses 
people off.” 

 

The police cruiser crunches to a stop on the park’s gravel service road. Sergeant Topham rolls down 
his window. Charlie quits stuffing grass clippings into a canvas bag and grins. 

“Hey Sarge, what’s got you up this early on a Friday morning?” 

“It’s all your damn fault,” Topham says. “After the Council ordered those speed humps on Lincoln 
removed, they’ve got us patrolling the neighborhood 24-7… and we gotta do it for an entire year!” 
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“Bet you wish my solution had worked, huh?” 

“Yeah, yeah,” Topham says and reaches into a pink cardboard box for a powdered donut. He takes a 
huge bite and sneezes, blowing sugar dust all over the front seat. 

“Easy there, Sarge. It’s not worth blowing your brains out over.” 

The sergeant glares and heaves the remains of the donut at Charlie. He ducks, grabs a handful of 
grass clippings and dumps them through the open car window into the Sergeant’s lap. The cop bolts 
from the car, but starts laughing. 

“Christ, Charlie. I’m glad you don’t have any citrus lying around. This could get ugly.” 

As the police cruiser motors away, a white-haired man sitting on a nearby park bench calls to 
Charlie. “Weren’t you the guy I saw on TV that caused all the ruckus up on Lincoln?”  

“Yeah, that was me. Go ahead and complain—I’ve heard it all.” 

“That was the stupidest thing the City ever done. Whatever happened to common sense, anyway?” 

“It only works when people share common concerns.” 

“But speed humps? You should’ve known better.” The old guy stands and steps squarely on a 
steaming pile of dog poop. 

Charlie grins and moves toward his maintenance truck, glad to be free of the town’s mean streets. 
I’ll take dog poop over traffic problems any day, he thinks. 

 

Terry Sanville lives in San Luis Obispo, California with his artist-poet wife (his in-house editor) and two cats (his in-
house critics). He is a retired urban planner with 30+ years experience and an accomplished jazz and blues guitarist. 
Since 2003, Terry's stories have appeared in over 30 literary and commercial journals, magazines, and anthologies. 
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 Fiction 
 

 
        
by Kim Whitehead  

   
After thirty-nine years of marriage, Naomi knows her husband is a man of imperatives rather than 
interrogatives, a trait she long ago relegated to the list of shortcomings one chooses to tolerate in a 
spouse. So she is not surprised on the morning Philip calls to tell her to meet him at Bartram’s for 
lunch, and she knows that, as always, a question is curled silently inside his command, and she could 
refuse. But she sees no need to be obstinate, for her mind is made up—she is leaving him.  

In his mind, from what she can tell from their strained phone conversations, she is moping out on her 
mother’s farm, childishly refusing to pick up their old life where they left it when she got sick. “It’s 
been eighteen months since you were diagnosed, Naomi,” Philip says still. “Eighteen months.” He 
emphasizes the words, like he is accusing her of something. And he is—she is no longer adhering to 
his definition of time, the one she submitted to all those years while patiently checking off another 
item on the list of his foibles. For Philip, biding time is loafing and waiting is out of the question. He 
has always taken time by the horns, ordering and arranging it and pushing it forward with his well-
laid plans. Naomi also hears disappointment in his accusation—after all, he thinks she is losing all 
sense of discipline and propriety just as they are approaching what he has always plotted out as their 
crowning years, he sliding into luxurious retirement from his highly successful tenure as senior 
partner at Nelson, Mann, and Collier, Attorneys at Law, she merrily continuing as his sparkling wife 
through organized tours of Italy and charity golf tournaments. 

So she drives toward town, toward Bartram’s, where she and Philip have been regulars for years. 
They are guaranteed to be seen—his business associates will be gathered in tight little packs, the 
women will be stopping by for a bite after knitting club or painting class. The women—she used to 
call them her friends, but now she realizes they are really just the wives of Philip’s friends. The 
women will have spread the word, she is sure, that she is staying out on the farm; there has been talk 
and there will be more. In her younger days she would have said aloud to herself, “I couldn’t care 
less,” fully aware that her adamant declaration was its own disproof. Now, as she parks behind 
Philip’s Mercedes in front of the restaurant, she says it loudly, convincingly, ready to believe she 
might mean it. 
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Bartram’s occupies the first two floors of one of the historic downtown’s finest old homes. 
Ordinarily, the preservationists would have cried foul about any effort to turn such a landmark into a 
commercial enterprise, but it was just one block off Main Street, kept passing from one owner to 
another, and was slowly falling apart. So now, in the renovated mansion, the town’s wealthy mix 
with the daily spate of tourists at the massive mahogany bar that the owner had shipped up from 
New Orleans and at tables cozily arranged around the fireplaces lined in European tiles, circa 1830s. 
The ceilings go to sixteen feet—the tourists marvel at how much it must cost to heat and cool the 
place, while the locals, being wealthy and many of them living in houses with similar ceilings, never 
bother to think of such a thing. The style of the house is Federal, less common in this part of 
Mississippi, and Naomi has always found the brick and black shutters too somber and imposing.  

But it is not just Bartram’s. Over the years, the town’s sheer abundance of antebellum architecture 
has begun to feel oppressive. This is one of the reasons she has escaped to her mother’s farmhouse, a 
folk Victorian she likes to call it, the charm of its wrap-around porch countered by its slightly 
lopsided appearance and the one-room additions that asymmetrically jut out of its sides. She likes to 
sit in her mother’s kitchen, with its dingy linoleum and plain pine cabinets, and think how appalled 
the women would be if they set foot in it. For one, its floors have never once, in the eighty-plus years 
of its existence, felt the footfall of a domestic servant, “housekeepers” as they call them in the 
women’s genteel circle, usually black, usually dressed in some sort of uniform, always silent, still 
the way she imagines they must have been in the 1950s. Naomi has always refused one in her own 
house, opting instead for a cleaning service before parties and hired caterers at the events 
themselves. She owes this in part to her mother and her mother before her, who couldn’t have 
afforded servants if they had wanted them, but more than anything were tirelessly determined to do 
their own work in their own way, getting it right themselves as a matter of pride. Except for the 
obvious, tangible difference of race, she feels her mother has more in common with the 
housekeepers than with the women. 

One of the women, Belinda Nabors, hires a team of eight for two weeks in November to erect eight 
different Christmas trees at strategic points in her 1840s Italianate. Naomi pictures Belinda visiting 
the farmhouse, pursing her lips in silent dismay as she walks gingerly across the slanted floor and 
spots the pitted white enamel of the sink and drying board. Naomi likes to imagine inviting Belinda 
and the rest of the women to drive out into the country and sit at the scarred old kitchen table for a 
game of bridge. She likes to think of how they would skirt their eyes around the room when they 
thought she wasn’t looking, the way they would lift her mother’s tea glasses slightly, checking in the 
light for cracks and other signs of daily use before taking tentative sips. 

It’s not as if these women are not nostalgic—one walk through any of their to-period homes in the 
historic district will confirm how deeply they are. And it’s not that she doesn’t appreciate the past—
she spent twenty years as a fifth-grade history teacher, after all—but the women and their husbands  
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have acquired, through a combination of meticulous research and diligent searching on the right 
antique circuits, the lavish trappings of a way of life Naomi’s family never knew. Many of their own 
families never, in fact, knew it either, but they gloss over this as they happily describe the various 
uses plantation owners made of the antebellum china that graces their massive sideboards or moan 
gleefully about the travails of ordering red glass from Italy to replace a windowpane. Though Philip 
has pushed her, Naomi has resisted as much of this preservation—swanky play-acting she calls it—
as she can. The original chandeliers hang in their own antebellum Georgian, and though she detests 
them, every year she hires a handyman to climb a ladder and dust the crystal droplets. She keeps the 
massive mahogany staircase banister polished, too, and given the ceiling height and room size, has 
had no choice but to agree to furniture of what she considers monstrous size, but otherwise the house 
is livable. They can actually sit on the couches in the first-floor den, put their feet up on ottomans, 
and watch television. 

 

Philip is waiting for her at the bar. He has one hand on Jim Edwards’ shoulder and is gesturing with 
a wine glass in the other. Jim is junior partner in the firm, and Philip likes to imagine himself his 
mentor. 

Naomi stops in front of them. She doesn’t look around to see who else might be in the restaurant. Let 
them look, she thinks. She has no reason to look back. 

At their table, Philip is polite, but she can feel his resentment wrap around her like wool in the 
summer heat. He is dressed like he’s on his way to court after lunch—immaculate white shirt, tie 
knotted tightly in place, perfectly intact creases in his pants. He has the permanent air of someone 
very satisfied in his own skin, but she knows how to read the uneasiness in the corners of his eyes. 
He stiffly asks what she has been doing with her time.  

She can’t possibly tell him that her sense of time has been ruled by the heat of the July days, when it 
is too sweltering to work in the garden and she drives into town to sit without talking in the air-
conditioned nursing home holding her mother’s hand, and the lingering evening light, when she 
picks pole beans with Buddy the dog, who has shifted his allegiance to her as easily as if she were in 
fact her mother, at her heels. She can’t possibly tell him that her sense of time is ruled by the season, 
that memory has come to her like a beat in her blood that the blackberries ripen this time of summer 
on the south fence at the back of the pasture, and so she and Buddy head out at dawn, when the gold 
light on the fields is slant and warm.  

She feels relaxed, leans back in her chair. “I’ve been busy,” she says. “Making jam. Putting up 
beans.” This is all she wants to say. She sees no reason to tell him that she had to search for a while 
through the pantry to find the pestle and strainer her mother used all those years for getting juice 
from the berries. And she won’t tell him she was leery of the ancient canner, though she has seen her  
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mother use it summer after summer—it looks practically medieval, a hulking, pocked contraption 
with a pressure gauge the size of a baseball—but that now she gets it hissing cooperatively on the 
stove every few afternoons, sealing the jars of beans she then arranges on the everyday linen 
tablecloth her mother has kept on the kitchen table for as long as she can remember. She won’t 
describe how she groups the finished jam next to the beans and admires the contrast of purple and 
green through the glass of her mother’s old Ball jars. 

“That’s what you’ve been doing out there? Canning?” She hears the disgust in his voice, his 
judgment that she is frivolously wasting time. She knows he’s wondering what could be more 
fruitless—and she knows he’s so single-minded in this conviction, he would miss even this basic 
pun—than toiling hour after hour just to put away a few jars of food against some threat of future 
deprivation. “Why, Naomi? I just don’t get it.” 

She smiles at him teasingly. “You used to like Mama’s jam.” 

She can tell he’s a little unsure of his footing now, that he’s never seen her so blithely indifferent to 
what he thinks. “That’s completely beside the point,” he says, “and you know it.” 

She smiles at him again and thinks how it would annoy him to see her padding around in her 
mother’s kitchen wearing her mother’s worn handmade apron, the one with the red bric-a-brac 
around the edge. She has loved that apron since she was eight, when her mother told her that she 
made it when she was pregnant with her. It is rather somber—dark green broadcloth scattered with 
strange black geometric shapes—but a little wild, too, not the kind of apron a demure, contented 
housewife would wear.  

Philip looks at his watch, clearly impatient now. She can see that he thought meeting her this way, 
on neutral territory (though certainly it isn’t, is it really?), would give him the chance he needed to 
sweep up the mess she is making of her life and still make it to court with time to spare. 

She takes a big bite of her salad and enjoys it. Just at that moment, she catches sight of Sissy Jordan 
and Patricia Mitchum across the way. They both begin waving, Naomi thinks a little too eagerly. She 
gives them the same languid smile she has given Philip and then turns back. “I know you haven’t 
admitted it in years, Philip, but you can’t always understand everything I do. I’m not a robot.” 

Naomi cannot help herself—she is rather proud of the blank look that spreads over Philip’s face at 
this moment. She has actually rendered him speechless. She knows she should feel bad, but she 
doesn’t, she can’t. Though the idea of her immediate future has emerged in tiny bits, though it is not 
calculated, plotted out on paper like a financial plan or a travel itinerary, it is deliberate. She can feel 
it now. She has a plan, and she is moving forward with it. 
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She sometimes feels guilty that she has not lived up to Philip’s idea of the wife she should be. He 
took a risk marrying her—she knew that from the beginning. His respected family would have liked 
him to choose someone from another respected family, but he picked her even though she went to 
the public school, recognizing in her a fineness, a fluid grace, that he knew would eventually make 
her acceptable to the country club crowd, but also an eagerness he found missing in the girls of his 
family’s circle. He made no bones about this, and she did not mind—then, in her youthful 
dreaminess, she wanted that acceptance. She thought the in-town life was one of ease, especially for 
the brides of young men like Philip, who did not have to sew their own clothes or tend gardens all 
summer long. Philip promised to take her to New Orleans and eventually to Europe, to give her 
experiences no one else in her family had ever even thought they might want—promises he kept, 
though as the years passed, the strange hollow she found at the center of this life kept her from 
completely becoming the woman she had tacitly agreed she would be.  

Naomi thinks about all of this in her mother’s house. She sits at the kitchen table, fingering the warm 
jars of beans and jam and running her palms over the worn tablecloth. So much of her mother is still 
in this house. When Naomi heard the words breast cancer, when her hair was falling out, when she 
felt eternally fatigued, she came to her mother and this old farmhouse. Now her mother lies in the 
nursing home inching closer to death every day and she herself is still wandering that ethereal zone 
between disease and normalcy. The doctor has said she should get on with her life as usual, but 
which life exactly is that? She does not know. She only knows the comfort she feels among her 
mother’s things.  

Belinda and the other women would expect her to feel some of this comfort, but only as another 
form of nostalgia: Her life is so much better than her mother’s was, isn’t it? Isn’t she still relieved 
and glad that she has not had to work her fingers to the bone the way her mother did all those years? 
Isn’t it just a blessing that Philip took her away from the kind of life her mother, and her sisters too, 
had to live? Sometimes she feels little waves of guilt about the women as well—in their rather 
plastic way, they have tried very hard to be nice to her. They long ago decided to take Naomi on as a 
special project—she was after all a beautifully petite and graceful woman, with all the possibilities 
for refined elegance one expected of a woman in their circle. But she was forever resisting them, 
going to college after her son and daughter were old enough to go to school, working because she 
wanted to (and in a public school no less), spending less time on the conventions of historic 
preservation and country club life than they would have liked.  
 
Then she was struck—she likes the word “struck,” like she was hit by lightening or given a blow 
with a club—by the calcified mass spreading like a starfish in her right breast, and she could no 
longer make out the contours of the life she should be living. Her future lay before her like a stone 
tablet covered with hieroglyphics, and though she ran her fingers through the grooves, trying to 
make sense of it, she could not. She had to learn again who to be, and she herself could be her only 
teacher. Not the women. And not Philip. 
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Philip briefly looks like he’d love nothing better than to bolt out the door, but he pulls his chair 
closer and reaches across the table to cover Naomi’s hand with his own. He cocks his head to one 
side and puts on his pleading face, and his voice goes to sugar in a way she has heard only on the 
rarest of occasions since before they were married. “I don’t know any other way to say this than just 
to say it. Please come home. It’s not the same without you.” He sounds like the lead in a bad 
romantic comedy, but she thinks she sees real emotion in his eyes. “I’m not the same without you.” 

Naomi can’t be completely cynical about this. Every other feeling she has had today has surprised 
her in its genuineness, but this one does not: she cannot deny that she still loves her husband. The 
promise to love him forever did not guarantee that, but almost forty years and two children together 
have. Still, the ground under her feet has shifted. She’s a little mixed up about where she is, but she 
knows she doesn’t want to try to find her way back to the home that Philip is, at least not now. This 
feeling, like the warmth of one of her husband’s fine whiskeys spreading through her chest, is also 
real. 

She knows people are watching them from various corners of the restaurant, but she doesn’t hesitate: 
she bends down and kisses the back of Philip’s hand where it rests on top of hers. Then she looks 
back at him, looks him square in the eyes. “Not now,” she says. “I don’t know when.” 

Philip stares back at her, speechless again. She sees the lost look in his eyes and recognizes it. He 
will have to deal with it the same way she is—alone. She kisses his hand one more time and then 
calmly and slowly is up and away from the table, past the cozy tables, past the massive fireplaces, 
under the chandeliers. She knows how intently people are watching her. She knows Philip is 
watching her. She knows they think they know what they are seeing—a self-absorbed woman 
unnecessarily spurning her hurting husband, gliding out the door like she actually has someplace to 
go.  

Well, thinks Naomi as she clip-clops down the old brick steps, at least they’re partly right. 

 

An Alabama native and sometimes journalist and editor, Kim Whitehead now teaches the unlikely combo of English 
and religious studies at Mississippi University for Women. Her fiction has appeared in storySouth and The Distillery. 
"The Split" is part of a story cycle set on a farm in the Black Prairie of Mississippi. 
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Fiction 
 

 
        
by John Michael Cummings 

   
What they liked most about their refurbished apartment was its beautifully restored floor-flush 
fireplace: Framing a blackened brick recess, where no evidence of fire remained, it looked like the 
facade of a miniature Ionic temple, replete with lifelike entablature and columns and pedestals, 
boasting itself upon the room in a handsome modeling of glossy white wood. A high, sturdy mantel 
invited pictures and vases. Painted in the same bolting black, the hearth, made of slate, projected 
itself into the carpeted room as an entranceway for them, this next hopeful couple.  

Overcome, she sounded ecstatic: “Oh, honey, isn’t it just beautiful!” 

But the landlady, leading the tour, quickly pointed out, “Now it’s just for looks; you can’t use it.” 
Her remark, as if noting that the bathroom fixture needed another bulb, seemed minor and failed to 
disillusion them. Whether functional or ornamental, it was theirs, this atmospheric treasure. 

When the Wilsons met with the owner that afternoon, to present themselves as coached by their 
agent and, if successful, to sign the lease, they started conversation by praising the old-world charm 
of the fireplace. That they could not use it surfaced in their voices as an unfortunate fact, although 
they still appeared eager to hurry to their new home, to build a toasty glowing fire. The owner, 
whose continuous, thin smile had begun to unnerve them, asked, “You have much furniture?” He 
was passing time, as his agent had stepped into a back room to check their references. 

“Oh no, not much,” Debbie promised, interpreting his question as a probe of how they would 
decorate his property. “Just the usual things...sofa, chairs, TV and VCR, desk, microwave—” In her 
nervousness she resorted to itemizing their belongings. “—and Taffy.” Taffy, a butterscotch kitten 
tabby, popped from her grinning mouth as a backfiring, ungotten joke. 

“Our cat,” Mark explained, looking grim about the creature, now an obstacle unaddressed in the 
excitement; the agent, giddy from the outlook of a commission, had thought their pet, being small, 
would pass with the owner, but had forgotten to check. 
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The owner, now without his smile, looked grave and, in his ever dropping tone, grew a touched 
displeased. There was a pet fee, he said, forty more dollars each month. 

 

Moving into the subdivided Greek Revival home, Mark and Debbie nevertheless lovingly filled the 
spaces of their new apartment—the living room coat closet made from an entranceway; the shelves 
in the anteroom, formerly a closet; and the many cabinets of the wraparound kitchenette, probably 
once a bedroom, considering the tiny window beside the refrigerator. In a decorative whim, she 
positioned a color pencil drawing—labored by him in a one-time art class in college and carried, for 
whatever reason, into the real world—into the opening of the chimney, the edges of the cardboard 
wedging neatly against the tapering brick. 

Mark resisted her improvisation. “I don’t like it there. Looks goofy.” The drawing, of boulder-rough 
fruit, forever looked goofy. Taffy, placed on the mantel to stay from underfoot during the moving, 
also looked goofy, peering over the ledge to see what the humans were discussing, her stretched 
neck shortening whenever she lost her balance. Her watery, cartoonish eyes blinked. She sniffed, her 
adorable, damp nose twitching. Meowing, though, earned her only an annoyed glance from Mark, 
still sore from the increase in rent.  

Overruled on the matter of the color pencil drawing, Debbie removed it, yanking the wedged edges 
across the brick. “Well, we just can’t leave it like that.” 

True, the immutable opening had begun to gape at them; it gawked from within the miniature temple 
as a plain, paint-sealed space—as an unfilled niche in their efficiency somehow unusable, somehow 
unconcoctive. What will fit here, other than wood and flame? Standing among the disarranged 
furniture, they, in an imaginative moment, had related the hearth to a Greek arcade and its recess to a 
folk shrine. But what will suffice as a modern occupant of this in-home container for fire, they 
wondered, as a resourceful fixture inside this old stomach and lungs, whose breaths once drew the 
length of the flue and whose digestion of wood warmed bodies now reduced to bones and souls 
perhaps moving about this very room in an unseen dimension?  

Debbie, whose Eng Lit degree earned her absolutely nothing in medical research, and Mark, whose 
“Project Coordinator” job at American Express left him petulant about matters of the home, were 
both soon all but obsessed. The surrounding drab tan wall, upon which Mark hung a dried eucalyptus 
wreath that Taffy immediately committed herself to swatting, somehow let the gaping recess 
aggravate them all the more—the wall behaving as a kind of unhelpful bystander. Meanwhile, the 
nubby, blackened brick, made unjagged by heavy paint, glowered at them from within the blazed 
white woodwork enshrouding it. From when the apartment had sat empty, dust had drifted against  
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where the hearth, part brick, part slate, adjoined the chimney, adding a desolate tone. Soon, the 
whole side of the room grew menacing. 

The owner, with a melancholic touch to their first meeting, told them the chimney had been unsafe 
for years—or had he really meant to say he preferred to deprive renters the pleasure of fire rather 
than to risk their plebeian irresponsibility? He seemed snobbish, so the vacant fireplace he rented 
them dared them to devise a counterpart, an object for the mold. As renters, they paid dearly for 
space limited not only by physical confine but also by monthly time—but the fireplace proved 
neither too expensive nor temporal, but useless as well as permanent, a hollow token of their status, a 
gutted icon. It tormented their instincts for sovereign shelter as a plastic squeak bird once teased 
their cat. While the mantel soon held family pictures, sea shells, paperweights, a bowl of fresh 
potpourri, and various clutter—change, keys, ring tray, and earrings deposited nightly—the space 
beneath begged filling, but fit nothing. They soon despised the fireplace for what it denied of them 
as renters. 

“I sure wish we could cover it,” he would moan, whenever the false opening struck him as an 
injustice in their rent.  

 

She, lenient and persevering, continued to try. Surprisingly, the floor fan would work, if it were 
summer. So would the ironing board, if draped with towels. Angling the rocking chair across the 
hearth looked more like a barricade than a decor; the elaborate and expansive, surrounding 
woodwork dwarfed whatever they shoved against the hole—sofa, butler's table, Sony stereo rack 
system with flanking pillar-like speakers—and announced the cover-up. Showcasing a basket or 
vase inside the opening, although versatile, proved corny, as trite and literal-minded as diner art. 
What they needed, he explained, was a compact item of certain aesthetic value, a porcelain statuette 
or exotic carving, that is, unless they preferred to appear trashy by leaning velour pillows around the 
hole.  

Tiffed, she gathered up the pillows and tossed them onto the sofa. “Well, what?” Her husband kept 
quiet. She answered herself by arranging stuffed animals—brought with her from childhood into the 
real world—so that her gang of farm animals huddled inside the chimney for what looked like a final 
family picture in a scorched barn.  

Mark, while walking from the room, announced his uncompromising skepticism of her using 
novelties to fill the space. 

“Hey, honey,” she called out, “what about those fake logs and fire?” Even though she knew he  
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would object, she pleased herself with the capricious suggestion.  

Involved in a minor accident, he had not heard her. While entering the bathroom, he had rammed the 
door into the kitty litter box, spilling cinders across the floor. Taffy, awakened by the excitement, 
darted toward the action, slinking through his legs, sniffing her box, the spilled cinders, alarmed and 
indignant with him for having uncovered her handiwork. 

“Forty dollars a month, cat. That’s how much you cost me.”  

Using his hands, he swept the debris into a pile. Taffy had already forgiven him and, traipsing 
through the pile, brushed across his leg, over and over, flipping her furry sides like a blade on a 
sharpening stone. 

“I got it!” he said suddenly, his face full of a sinister but satisfied look.  

Debbie quickly snatched up her kitten, in case he had decided to rid them finally of her darling 
Taffy.  

Crossing the room, he slid the kitty litter box into the fireplace, finding it a perfect fit. 

   

   

Over the last ten years, John Michael Cummings' short stories have appeared in more than 75 literary journals, 
including North American Review, Alaska Quarterly Review, and Sou’wester. His story “The Scratchboard Project,” 
which appeared last year in The Iowa Review, has recently been nominated for The Pushcart Prize. He has fiction 
forthcoming in The Chattahoochee Review and The Kenyon Review. In addition, his novella The House of My Father was 
a finalist in the 2006 Miami University Novella Contest. 
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Fiction 
 

 
        
by Teague Bohlen 

   
"Thrashing" won the Martindale Prize for Fiction and was previously anthologized in Please Stay on the Trail: A 
Collection of Colorado Fiction (Black Ocean Press). It appears as the first chapter in Bohlen's novel The Pull of the Earth 
(Ghost Road Press, 2006), and is reprinted with permission. 
 
1932 

It was fall, and fall meant thrashing. Traveling thrasher-crews had appeared again like spring corn as 
farmers found themselves without money to purchase their own equipment, or to repair what they 
already had. So the first thrashers, the tank-like monsters of old technology, were brought out again, 
repaired, greased, and put on the road and up for hire. They were huge, all gears and belts and teeth, 
manned by either boys or desperate men, both willing to work long hours for short pay. Reese Moss 
was the former, Tom Horseman the latter. On the thrasher together, they became friends that 
autumn, bound by common labor, and near the end of the fall, by common tragedy. 

Reese was sixteen years old, and his father still worked the Moss family fields. Reese loved the 
smell of the place, especially in the autumn, when everything finished its slow but certain arc toward 
use. Kernel to leaf to stalk to husk to plate—that was the way of things. He liked the idea that the 
beans he walked became someone's noon soup, or the corn he detassled became someone's supper, 
roasted and slathered in butter and salt. He understood enough about crops to know that these 
dinner-table visions were nothing but whimsy—the beans were processed into oil, and the corn was 
mostly fit for feeding livestock, but the idea of it was what mattered. He was doing something, and 
the thrasher was the last part, the golden part, with the chaff floating in the air and the yellow blur of 
field after field after field. It smelled like life. Reese mentioned this once to Tom, who laughed at 
him. “Life?” he said. “Everything around you is dying.” Tom cleared his throat and spit into the 
stalks.  

Reese paid him no mind. Tom was like that. They’d moved in the same circles those past few 
months, looking for work and often finding it together, walking beans out near Taylorville, working 
a hay baler near Bethany, and most recently, manning the thrasher. They’d come to know each other 
as men who labor together often do—the rhythm of a pitchfork swing, the smell of a sweat-soaked 



Terrain.org: A Journal of the Built & Natural Environments  :  www.terrain.org 
 
 

Issue No. 20  :  Summer/Fall 2007  :  Theme: Community Sustained 
 

121 

shirt, the grunt of a back heaving.  

 

They worked the thrasher all over Illinois, farm to farm, and the work had led them right back home 
to Moweaqua. They had both been born there, and knew the town well—the streets, the stores, the 
ways of people and the people themselves. Tom talked about their return as though it would be a sort 
of homecoming, a parade for Moweaqua's favorite sons home from the outlying fields, men who had 
dared to brave the plains, to survive outside the comforts of home. People would give them free 
coffee with sugar cubes, offer them jobs working their farms. Like men coming home from war.  

Reese let him talk as usual, but thought it would be enough just to sit in the shade of the elm near his 
house, or go down to Stroh's Pool Room on Main just to hear the ivory balls clicking together 
sharply over the low murmur of the men who gathered there. The Pool Room was the most indecent 
place in town—even before Prohibition—and every Moweaqua man loved it for that. Stroh’s was 
one of the few places in town that didn't cotton to the Volstead Act, having a supply of whiskey 
readily available upstairs where they set up the duck pins. It was almost always full. It was where 
Reese’s father had brought him on his twelfth birthday, bought him licorice whips and root beer 
from Ben Hudson's Drugs across the street, and brought him into Stroh’s. Reese sat in the line of 
chairs against the north wall, the ones raised up on a short step to better see the green felt of the 
tables and watch how the balls rolled over it like water on greased metal. Reese’s father winked at 
him while he worked the table, and right before they went back home, taught him how to hold a cue. 
Reese remembered every second of it, the smell of cherry tobacco, the smooth wood of the chair, the 
gunshot of a good break, the promise not to tell his mother. Reese saw himself doing the same for 
his own boy someday. He thought of it whenever he went into Stroh's Pool Room, whenever he 
racked the perfect ivory balls, whenever he tasted licorice.  

Tom had no family. The only son of immigrant parents, his mother had died in childbirth. His father 
supported them by working odd jobs around town until he finally landed permanent work in the 
Moweaqua Coal Mine. It was a deep mine with a coal house and tipple atop the shaft, and it 
employed nearly a hundred and fifty men. But Tom's father was killed there in 1926, crushed under 
falling slate, when Tom was sixteen. From then on, Tom lived alone in the shack his father had built, 
surviving by working odd jobs, stealing when he had to. He swore that he would never set foot in the 
mine. Not ever. 

“Bad place, Reese,” Tom told him one night while they were drunk on homemade whiskey. “Bad 
place.” 

“I don’t see why,” Reese said. “Doesn’t seem like such a bad job.” 
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“Let me tell you something about the mine,” Tom slurred. “My father once told me about this block 
of almost pure coal that they brought up outta there. Back in ’24. And when they hoisted it out of 
that hole, they saw something scratched into one side. Four numbers. Six. Six. Six. Six.”  

“Wow,” Reese said, because it seemed like the thing to say. “What did that mean?”  

“What it meant,” Tom pointed, “was that it was one more six than the number of the beast.” 

“Oh,” said Reese. And then, “But what does that mean?” 

“Bad place,” Tom shook his head and took another swig. “Bad place.” 

Reese was also alone, though his parents still lived. His father was a struggling farmer, working his 
land on the northeast side of Moweaqua, barely able to feed himself, Reese’s mother, and their 
livestock. Reese felt an obligation to find his own way, even if he had no idea what that way might 
be.  

 

Tom and Reese found work at the Stombaugh place to the southwest of town, out where Flatbranch 
Creek ran. Old Stombaugh's thrasher had quit on him, and hiring the team was cheaper than getting 
the old one fixed. It was a five-man team: Reese and Tom; a kid Reese's age named Wozniak who 
everyone called Woes because it seemed to fit his long, troubled face; a dull-headed boy of eighteen 
named Stupak, with thick arms and tree-trunk legs; and Fiddler, the group elder at thirty-five, whose 
real name was Fiedler, and didn’t know one end of a fiddle from the other. Tom, Reese, Stupak, and 
Woes were the muscle of the team, the feeders working the forks, and Fiddler was the spoutman. 
Two worked the ground, heaving the wheat by the forkfull onto a platform, and the two up top 
scraped the sheaves in a bunch at a time. Chaff filled the air, and the grain spilled out the other side 
like a shower of gold into a wagon minded by the spoutman. They worked from dawn till dusk, 
Sundays off. On their third day, Fiddler fell sick with the flu and couldn't work the wagon. So Old 
Jules called in another man to take his place. He was a stranger from St. Louis.  

Tom wasn't much for strangers. Neither was anyone else on the crew. A new man disrupted the 
cadence of the job, threw everyone off in his attempts to fit in. Either his swing with the fork was too 
slow, or his pace was too fast, or he talked too much, or tried to be too friendly. Anything new was a 
nuisance, possibly a danger. And so the men on the crew disliked strangers despite the fact that they 
had all themselves been one at one time or another. Almost by custom, they disliked this new man 
before they even met him, simply because he wasn't Fiddler. 
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It was sunup when they met, and the fields were quiet, aside from a cold wind coming up from the 
south. Tom and Reese stood closest to the road, while Woes and Stupak sat on the platform of the 
thrasher, talking quietly as the machine warmed up beneath them. The stranger walked up, slow and 
alone, wearing only a yellow rain-slick. The coat was shining, dew-touched. It looked new.  

Tom nodded to the stranger, but the man in the yellow coat said nothing, his face pointing toward the 
earth as though he were counting his every step. 

"Morning," Reese said loudly. The stranger was still a few good strides away. It struck Reese that 
the man's face looked like a bird’s: sharp, thin, perhaps weak. His nose was long and came to a 
crooked ball at its tip, and the man wore a few days worth of beard. His hair was sparse and dark, his 
manner the same. The man nodded. 

"You in charge here?" 

"No." Tom said, and crossed his arms over his chest. “I am.”  

"What's the job?" 

"Didn't Jules tell you?" 

"Mr. Jagerston?" 

"That's right." 

"Just that you needed a man to work for a day or two." 

"You him?" 

"Reckon I am." 

There was a quiet, then, a tension hanging in the air like an icicle waiting to fall. Reese put out his 
hand. "I'm Reese. Good to have you here while Fiddler is down with flu. It’s tough work with five, 
let alone four." 

"Flu, huh?" the stranger said, taking Reese's outstretched hand weakly and shaking almost  



Terrain.org: A Journal of the Built & Natural Environments  :  www.terrain.org 
 
 

Issue No. 20  :  Summer/Fall 2007  :  Theme: Community Sustained 
 

124 

imperceptibly before letting loose. "What do you need done?" 

"You ever worked a thrasher before?" Tom's arms were still across his broad chest. 

"Been years, but yeah." 

"How long?" 

"Round eight. But it was one just like that one over there, what those two is sitting on." 

"Done any farming in the meantime?" 

"No." 

"What you been doing since?" 

The stranger paused. He started to speak, but caught himself. When he finally did answer, he spoke 
softly, scratching his head. "Mr. Jagerston already asked me all this." 

"Mr. Jagerston ain’t here right now. Hell, he ain’t never here. We are. We work this thing. You don't 
know how to work a thrasher, then you got no business being here, I don't care what the hell Jules 
says.” Tom took a few steps toward the stranger. “So I’m going to ask you once more. What you 
been doing since?” 

The stranger paused again, and licked his front teeth. "I had some trouble with a man." 

Tom cocked his head to one side and squinted. 

"What kind of trouble?" Reese asked. 

The stranger shook his head. "It's over now." 

Reese looked at Tom. He was staring slit-eyed at the stranger. "What's your name, fella?" Tom asked 
one last time. 

"Jacobs."  

Tom nodded, as though that were all the information he needed, and turned to walk back to the 
thrasher without another word. Reese took one more look at Jacobs, and then followed. He could 
hear the stranger fall in step behind him.  
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The sun warmed the morning, and the crows combed the fields, diving, snatching, and flying away 
again. Each man took a fork and they tried to explain the routine, but Jacobs was impatient, and 
seemed to know his way around. Reese took position up by the feeder. It was the best view that the 
job offered. Down on the ground where Tom mostly worked, a man could see little but the wheat, a 
dizzying blur of yellow sheaf and black tine against the gunmetal backdrop of the thrasher. They 
were supposed to take turns, but Tom never wanted to switch, which meant that Reese could stay up 
top for most of the day. It was up there that Reese felt the most at home.  

Jacobs fell into the team’s rhythm, feeding the wheat into the ever-chewing maw of the thrasher with 
a steady pace. Since Fiddler was the one who usually talked while they worked, his presence was 
missed. Instead of the usual talk about Hoover's mistakes, how Roosevelt’s New Deal was going to 
save the country, the conversation lagged until Stupak got on a roll about game three of the World 
Series. It had been over a month since the Babe had broken the tie in the fifth by pointing to the 
flagpole on the right of the scoreboard in center field, and then hit the next pitch into the Wrigley 
stands. 

"The beginning of the end for the Cubs," Stupak lamented. He was a baseball fan like no other, 
having once made a trip up to Chicago just to see a double-header, sleeping in a city park and 
hitching a ride back the next day. Spent all the money he had doing it, too, but he said it was worth 
it. Stupak had seen his team, and it was all he wanted. 

Everyone but Jacobs had heard the story before, and none of them wanted to hear it again. But 
Stupak was on a roll. "But there's always next year, right? I mean, the Cubs, they were good this 
year, real good. If they can keep that play up, maybe they can put old Ruth down next fall. Right, 
Jacobs? What do you say, old man?" Stupak, who by this time was taking his turn working up top 
next to Jacobs, slapped him on the arm as he said it, and Jacobs bridled like someone had just 
insulted his mother. He said nothing, but glared at Stupak for a long moment before returning to 
work. 

Stupak flipped up the bill of his ball cap. "Oh, that's right, you're from St. Louis, ain't you? Probably 
a Cardinals fan. Hey you guys," he called down, laughing, “you hear this? We got ourselves a 
Cardinal fan!” 

This time Jacobs fully ignored him, but Tom didn't. "Give it a rest, Stupak, and get back to work. 
We’re losing sun,” he shouted over the running grumble of the machine.  
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What happened next happened slowly, like time itself stretched out to allow it room. Or maybe it 
only seemed that way in retrospect, as they thought of it alone and spoke of it together, this small 
band of men, whispering over steaming cups of coffee. What happened next was this. Stupak, a 
strong boy but a boy nonetheless, began working with excessive force, with exaggerated movements. 
He was angry, and forked a load of wheat and threw it toward Jacobs' feet. Jacobs picked it up with 
his fork and fed it to the thrasher as Stupak turned to get more. The rhythm was off, the pattern 
disrupted. When Stupak came around with another forkfull of sheaves, Jacobs was just barely out of 
his way. Stupak was going too fast, or Jacobs too slow—there would be disagreement on this point 
later—but whatever the case, when Stupak came around to dump the wheat again, Jacobs' arm was 
still there.  

Stupak reacted too late, tried to shift the pitchfork so as to miss Jacobs, but still put the right tine 
fully through his forearm. Stupak jerked the fork back quickly, and Jacobs’ blood followed, running 
down from wrist to hand to wheat. Stupak muttered something, then, maybe an apology, but no one 
could hear it. It was the last thing the boy would ever utter. Without a word, Jacobs pulled his fork 
up, some red, wet wheat still clinging at the end, and thrust its tines directly into Stupak's throat. The 
boy dropped his pitchfork. His hands fell to his sides. He shuddered, his body jerking violently. The 
stranger let go of the fork, and Stupak crumpled off the side of the platform, falling like a shot duck, 
heavy and limp.  

Reese and Tom looked at each other, stunned, each hoping to find some retraction of what had just 
happened in the face of the other. They both jumped for the platform at the same time, but Reese 
was faster. When he got up top, Reese saw Jacobs just standing there in the wheat and the blood, 
gazing down at Stupak’s body. Jacobs looked up at Reese then, with dull eyes and slumped 
shoulders, like there was nothing left in him. His mouth was open slightly, his lips moving like he 
was trying to say some small thing, but no sound came. Reese lunged without knowing exactly what 
he was doing, throwing a clumsy punch. Jacobs brought his arm up to block the attack, and used his 
other to push Reese hard. Reese teetered dangerously close to the wide, grinding mouth of the 
thrasher, but fell to the right and hit the wheel hard on the way down. He heard Tom bellow 
something guttural from above; from below, something in his knee snapped as Reese’s leg struck the 
ground at an angle. The pain took the world away. 

When Reese looked up again, Tom was silhouetted, tall against the darkening sky like an angry god. 
Reese held his knee, trying to catch his breath. Woes was nearby, rocking and moaning over Stupak, 
whose eyes were wide open, looking for all the world like he was following a well-hit ball up in 
Wrigley. But his neck was all wrong, torn and bloodied, unrecognizable as something that once held 
voice. Tom paused, and looked at Reese in a way that gave him chills. It was a look of decision—or 
was it opportunity? Tom charged at the stranger, who made no effort to defend himself, still just 
standing there in his yellow rain-slick, spattered with blood. Tom picked him up as one would pick 
up a child, and heaved him directly into the mouth of the feeder. Jacobs fell as though he were dead 
already. No clamoring for foothold. No flailing for his hands to find purchase. No last grasp for life. 
He simply fell back into the teeth and the gears and the blades, the way of the wheat.  

Reese watched from where he lay in the blood and the broken dirt and the chaff. He looked over at 
Woes; his friend’s head was buried in his hands. Tom looked down at Reese, sweat dripping from 
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his hair like rainwater. He nodded, and then looked away. 

"Shut it off, shut it off!" Woes screamed. The spout choked with human debris: the pink of flesh, the 
ochre of innard, the white of crushed bone. Brackish blood seeped down into the grain wagon, 
clumping. Tom moved slowly, but did as Woes asked. The thrasher slowly thrummed to a wet halt. 

"It's all right now,” Tom said. “It’s over.” 

 

Reese sat in the shadows of the hulking machine, now awash in wet crimson and dusty gold. The sun 
was behind the thrasher, which was a dark thing now, nothing but shadow. He could hear the last 
sputters of the machine powering down, Woes crying, the sound of his own hard breath. He braced 
himself on the wet soil with one arm, and cradled his knee with the other. It throbbed, and Reese’s 
hand could do no good for it, but he kept it there anyway. Reese wanted to feel something else, 
anything else, but there was only the pain. The rest of him was numb and cold. Reese thought, 
instead, of licorice whips and the sound of ivory balls clicking together, how perfect that was, how 
wonderful, and how far from here it seemed. 

    

   

Teague Bohlen teaches fiction at the University of Colorado at Denver, where he co-edits the literary and arts 
magazine Copper Nickel. In addition, he reads for Quick Fiction magazine, and his short fiction has been published most 
recently in Pindeldyboz and Ghoti. The Pull of the Earth is his first novel. 
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Article 
 

 
 
by Thomas Harvey    
 
 
All photos by Thomas Harvey unless otherwise noted. 
 
The Quintessential Hill Town 

In “The Sustainable City Manifesto,” Ernest Yanarella and Richard Levine identify the “medieval 
hill town” as a model of the sustainable city. They name several defining features that can be 
identified as components of sustainability: high population densities, humanely scaled architecture, 
urban-rural balance, social heterogeneity, civic loyalty to place, and commitment to durability and 
repair. In other writings, they refer to the Italian hill towns of Todi and Perugia, both in Umbria, but 
it may be from Siena, in Tuscany, that we can best draw some lessons on community sustained.  

Judith Hook opens her 1979 book, Siena: A City and Its 
History, by saying “that there is something unique about 
Siena and that much of that uniqueness finds expression 
in its art, architecture, town-planning and urban life.” She 
emphasizes that it is “necessary to concentrate more upon 
a community than upon individuals.” She closes the book 
with, “This is the secret of Siena’s unique success as a 
twentieth-century city where, despite all the difficulties of 
urban living encountered by a modern community 
occupying a congested medieval town, something 
approaching an ideal urban community seems to have 
evolved.” The significance of Siena is reinforced in Peter 
Rowe’s Civic Realism, where Siena is at the core of his 
analysis of urban form and civic life. And Siena figures 
prominently in Spiro Kostof’s The City Shaped: Urban  

 
Siena's medieval architecture on panforte 
packaging.    
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Patterns and Meanings Through History, including the dramatic aerial view of the city that is the 
book’s cover illustration.  

The city and province of Siena hold lessons in sustainable community, sense of place, urban and 
rural connections, and landscape preservation that can inform efforts elsewhere. City-country ties are 
strong in Tuscany, from medieval and Renaissance traditions and regulations that linked rural and 
urban life, to land-use regulations that are analogous to contemporary urban growth management. 
Walled towns and cities, combined with strict regulation of rural land development, protect the 
Tuscan countryside from most development. Farm and forest landscapes undergo changes in 
reaction to agricultural market conditions and proximity to urban centers, yet efforts to preserve 
amenity landscapes remain strong. In Tuscany, the preservation of city and country landscapes that 
are attractive to tourists (who are primarily urban) is critical to local economies.  

Siena maintains a remarkably vibrant sense of place—as a city in its historic relationship to the 
agricultural hinterland, in its rivalry with Florence, and in its collection of well-defined 
neighborhoods or contradas. Today, Siena is at the forefront of European urban sustainability. It 
would be utopian to think that we can replicate medieval—or even contemporary—European 
settlement patterns, urban form, or social life. Yet, just as we take lessons from utopian thought, we 
can learn from places like Siena. 

City in the Country: A History 

James Vance notes that “[t]he fully developed medieval city emerged sometime in the thirteenth 
century, a time of fundamental reorientation of human activity. It had completely original qualities, 
both socially and morphologically. Our inheritance of those qualities is great indeed…. Urban 
evolution in western civilization has been essentially continuous since that birth of the medieval 
city.” In the 13th century, cities began to dominate economic activity in Europe. While all cities 
depend on their immediate hinterlands, the ties of city and country were particularly strong in 
Tuscany and the Veneto. The feudal order gave way to a system of independent city-states. Each city 
extended its power into the countryside or contado, in order to control local food supply, raw 
materials, and urban-rural trade. Power was wrested from feudal families, allegiance was reoriented 
to the city-state, and rural migrants made their way to cities. The countryside served not only as a 
resource hinterland; rather the contado became an extension of urban governance and land 
ownership. While wealth was extracted from the territory, cities in turn provided a measure of 
protection to rural and village residents, and concepts of citizenship extended beyond the walls of the 
city. In Siena, nobles with rural landholdings and villas in the contado were required to maintain 
houses in the city for at least part of the year, thus reinforcing city-country ties. 

By the 13th century, Siena controlled a vast territory that extended as far as Grosetto to the 
southwest on the Mediterranean. City-country connections existed with wealthy landowners and 
extended to the Ospedale de Santa Maria della Scala, a “hospital” —or “hospitality center” —whose 
original function was to provide food and shelter for travelers on the Via Francigena, the pilgrimage 
route that led from France to Rome. The first written mention of the Ospedale is in 1090. By the 
13th and 14th centuries, in order to feed pilgrims and hospital patients, provide bread to poor  
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families in Siena and the Sienese contado, and generate revenue, the Ospedale managed extensive 
agricultural landholdings and granaries throughout the territory. The city-country relationship of this 
major institution reinforced the ties between Siena and its surrounding territory and the ownership of 
rural land by Siena’s leading families. In 1338-39, when Ambrogio Lorenzetti painted his famous 
fresco in Siena’s Palazzo Pubblico, the essential link between city and country—their governance 
and their respective landscapes—was established and understood.  

One of the three cycles in the fresco "The Effects of Good 
Government in the City and in the Country" captures the 
landscapes of the Sienese city-state. Within the walls, 
workers are building the city, practicing their trades, and 
mingling socially. Outside the walls, peasants work carefully 
maintained fields and herd distinctively black-and-white 
striped cinta senese pigs to market. Wealthy landowners—
noblemen, merchants, and bankers—can be seen riding 
through their country properties. It is an orderly landscape 
that with few changes will develop as the bel paesaggio 
(beautiful landscape) of the Renaissance over the following 
two centuries. It is the idyllic Tuscan countryside that we see 
today. 

City-states pushed against their rivals for control over rural 
territory and outlying villages. Among Siena’s city-state 
rivals, Florence was and has remained the primary 
competitor. In Within Tuscany, Matthew Spender tells of a 
conversation explaining the territorial limit of the Sienese 
contado with its rival Florence. While the contemporary 
boundary between the provinces is expected to be much 

closer to Siena—given the population advantage and long-term dominance of Florence—it is telling 
that the Sienese have a tale about the border’s location that sheds favorable light on the quality of 
life in Siena. Rather than recognize Florence’s military dominance over a large portion of the 
Sienese countryside as an explanation, the story tells that the two cities would establish the border by 
sending a rooster out from each city and where they met would be the boundary. Florence mistreats 
its rooster, which then heads for Siena as early and as fast as it can. Siena pampers its rooster, as it 
would a Palio racehorse. He leaves late, takes it easy as he is in no hurry to get to Florence, and not 
far from Siena he meets the Florentine rooster.  

Despite, and perhaps because of, its ultimate economic and political subjugation to Florence in 1555, 
Siena has maintained a strong sense of civic identity over the past five centuries. One need not look 
far to see visual symbols that reinforce Siena’s founding myths and sense of place. Siena 
prominently displays a connection to Rome—rather than Florence—most notably in the numerous 
depictions of the she-wolf. Siena is said to have been founded by Senius and Ascius, sons of Remus 
who fled from Rome when their lives were threatened by their uncle Romulus. The she-wolf appears 
on monuments throughout the city, most prominently on columns in front of Palazzo Pubblico, in  

 
The Santa Maria della Scala symbol in 
the granary village of Serre di 
Rampolano.  

  

  



Terrain.org: A Journal of the Built & Natural Environments  :  www.terrain.org 
 
 

Issue No. 20  :  Summer/Fall 2007  :  Theme: Community Sustained 
 

131 

front of the cathedral, and at Piazza Tolomei. Another repeated symbol is the shield of the city, the 
black and white balzana. Various explanations connect the balzana to Siena’s Roman lineage: 
Senius and Ascius rode black and white horses, respectively; they were led to the site of the city by 
following a black cloud by day and a white cloud by night; and their sacrifices to the Roman gods 
produced black smoke until they reached the future Siena, then white smoke. Of the several gates 
into Siena, the most prominent is Porta Romana, on the south side of the city. These symbols, indeed 
the very rivalry with Florence, 
give Siena identity to this day. 

Urban Design 

Siena’s remarkably well-
preserved urban landscape is 
both a source of immense pride 
in the city and another reminder 
of distinction from Florence and 
the Renaissance. Town planning 
in Siena dates back to at least 
1218, with communal control of 
street design and maintenance, 
including regulations that limited 
building extensions over the 
public rights-of-way. In 1297—
with the start of construction of 
Palazzo Pubblico—official 
policies controlled the look of Siena’s Piazza del Campo, the main public plaza in the city. Building 
materials, setbacks and height, and the shape of windows were specified. These regulations predated 
Renaissance concepts of urban form. Influenced by the design of the Cistercian abbey of San 
Galgano, located in the Sienese contado, the city mandated Gothic design for buildings on the 
Campo. The now-abandoned abbey is one of the great Gothic structures in Tuscany. Cistercian 
monks supervised building construction in much of the city, most famously that of the cathedral.  

As Siena resisted the territorial ambitions of Florence, so it resisted the 15th and 16th century 
Renaissance designs of its larger rival. The planned organicism of Siena’s city streets, reinforced by 
public policy, maintained curves in line with Gothic design rather than rectilinear Renaissance 
designs. Siena became “the Gothic dream,” to use the subtitle of the best contemporary architectural 
guide to the city. Siena has its share of Renaissance palazzos, but it self-consciously retains the 
Gothic look from the period of its independence and greatest economic prosperity in the 13th and 
14th centuries. The palace facades of Siena may be compared to those of Montepulciano, made over 
by the Medici as a Renaissance town after it signed a pact of allegiance with Florence in 1512. Siena 
came to be dominated by the Medici, yet vigorously maintained—in what Spiro Kostof called “a 
backward-looking urban esthetic” —an identity that is reflected in its built form. 

 Piazza del Campo.  
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In Civic Realism, a study of urban public spaces 
and civic engagement, Peter Rowe states, “A 
good place to start examining both the social and 
physical aspects of viable civic places is with an 
incontestable example that has contemporary 
pertinence and has stood the test of time. 
Arguably, among all the likely candidates, Siena 
and the Piazza del Campo stand out as a place 
where civic life, civic aspirations, and civic 
responsibilities have been inscribed indelibly....” 
In a city carved into strongly identified 
neighborhoods, the Campo (along with the 
cathedral) is a shared community space—where 

the entire city comes together. The pattern of pavement reflects the structure of Siena’s governance, 
the Council of the Nine, which acquired the land for the piazza in 1293 and oversaw its completion 
in 1349. The slope and design draws one’s vision to Palazzo Pubblico and the Torre del Mangia, the 
seat of government. At the top of the piazza lies Fonte Gaia, the symbol of community success in 
bringing water to the center of the hilltop town. Montaigne, who visited in 1580, stated, “The square 
in Siena is the most beautiful that is to be seen in any city.” The authors of Siena: The Gothic Dream 
say, “The Campo… probably represents the most emblematic and complex space in the world, if the 
number of painstaking analyses carried out by architectural departments of every self-respecting 
university is anything to go by….” The Campo is the heart of Siena. It is the center of civil 
government, social interaction, and tourist activity. Most famously it is the site of the Palio, Siena’s 
twice-annual horse race. 

Neighborhood Identity 

The Palio pits neighborhood against neighborhood, or 
contrada against contrada. The intense rivalry is a relic 
of more serious ritualized confrontations that included 
group fistfights and rock-throwing battles. Urban 
landscape remnants of Siena’s territorial, family, and 
work-based clans can be seen in truncated defensive 
towers throughout the city. It is said that the Sienese 
band together when facing a common external enemy 
(usually that has been Florence) but that when they lack 
such a distraction, they turn on one another. While there 
were several dozen contradas at one time, the current 
number of seventeen was established in 1729. Not all 
aspects of culture of the contradas provide lessons for 
community sustainability that we might want to 
replicate—each contrada, for example, has a permanent 
enemy contrada—but there are elements of 
neighborhood identity that can inform local sense of place and empowerment.  

 
Gothic window and Santa Maria della Scala symbol 
across from the cathedral.    
  

 Territorial marker of the snail contrada.  
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The contradas serve some limited governmental functions within the city, but more importantly they 
provide neighborhood social identity. Each contrada has a clearly defined territory and an 
“entrance.” The boundaries are well-known, often marked and visible to all. Brass plates that cover 
some exterior electrical outlets are stamped with contrada animal images. Unofficial entrances to the 
neighborhoods, known to members of the contrada, are not notable architecturally—in contrast to 
the gateways to the city of Siena and our modern-day emphasis on marking entry points to cities and 
neighborhoods. Each contrada has its own church (used for blessing the Palio horse), a museum, a 
social club, and a fountain. Citizens become members of a contrada through birth in the territory, 
family heritage, or annual secular baptisms for newborns and those “adopted” into the community. 
Contradas have an identifying animal (usually also the name of the contrada), their own flag, and a 
drum-and-flag corps active in public celebrations. These symbols of place parallel the city-wide 
identifiers of she-wolf and balzana.  

Beyond the obvious and intense rivalry among 
contradas in Palio races, the highly ritualized parades 
that precede the races celebrate the history of Siena, 
serve as reminders of the historic connection between 
city and countryside, and reinforce individual 
neighborhood autonomy. One sees the hierarchy of 
place identity that has been nurtured for centuries. The 
parade is led by a group representing Siena and all of the 
towns of the former Republic (many of which remain, 
today, within the province of Siena). Representatives of 
Montalcino, the refuge of Siena in exile during the siege 
of 1554-55, take the lead. They are followed by trade 
guilds which were often associated with specific 
contradas, such as silkworkers and the Bruco 
(caterpillar) contrada; the ten contradas participating in 
the upcoming Palio; and the seven non-participating 
contradas. Toward the end of the parade, contadini, 
country residents, lead an ox-drawn cart. The geography 
of city, hinterland, and neighborhoods is an essential 

element of Siena’s major civic celebrations.  

Country in the City 

Siena is a model of urban design adapted to topography. The city—epitomized by Piazza del 
Campo—is a landscape of paved streets and stone and brick buildings. In the main areas of daily 
resident and tourist activity, Siena is not particularly “green.” Siena has been a “car free” city since 
1966, but accommodations for automobile use are extensive, and the overall impression is one of 
hard surfaces accommodating both pedestrians and motor vehicles in a car-restricted environment. 
Many smaller Italian hill towns have streets that are simply too narrow for cars. While they may 
have few parks, some of the smaller towns are truly car free, and one notices the number of street 
planters in contrast with Siena. 

 
Oca contrada baptism at Fontebranda.   
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Siena’s population grew during its economic take-off starting in the 13th century to over 50,000 by 
the mid-14th century. Perhaps another 50,000 people lived in the surrounding countryside. As 
population increased within the constrained land area of medieval cities, urban governments (and 
land markets) favored high density development—including the development of most open space—
until, eventually, expansion of a city’s walls would be undertaken. The most effective way to enclose 
the largest land area was with approximately circular walls, which should be expansive enough to 
accommodate future population growth and building. In Siena, expansion of defensive walls in the 
first half of the 14th century enclosed a considerable amount of agricultural land. UNESCO’s World 
Heritage Site description of Siena states that the walls were extended several times in the medieval 
period, “with the object of integrating open spaces…” and that crop production in the preserved open 
space helped ensure the survival of Siena during times of siege. It is more likely that expansion 
served dual purposes—modest crop production within the city and room for future urban growth. 
Expansion of the walls, along with major plans to expand the cathedral, reflected Siena’s economic 
prosperity in the 13th century.  

Then, in 1348, a major outbreak of the plague reduced 
the city’s population by over 60 percent along with 
devastating effects in the countryside. Space within the 
walls was not needed for growth. Regardless of the 
original intent and subsequent reasons for their survival, 
land-use regulations today protect these enclosed green 
spaces. Stepping away from the intense activity at the 
core of the city, one finds the treed grounds of La Lizza 
near the 16th century fort, the peaceful Orto Botanico 
(botanical garden) tucked away behind buildings, small 
pockets of olive groves hugging the walls, and the 
extensive green valley, Orto de Pecci, just south of the 
market behind Palazzo Pubblico. 

Siena—the city and its suburbs—today has about 55,000 
residents, around the population that it did at its peak in 
the medieval period, immediately before the plague of 
1348. Another 252,000 live in remainder of the 
province. Slow growth over the last six-and-a-half 
centuries did much to preserve the city’s character. But 
conscious land-use planning has played a role as well. 
National land-use laws have helped protect the city and 
province, both within the walls and in the surrounding 
countryside, towns, and villages. A Siena master plan, adopted just after World War II, directed 
high-density growth to a few limited areas outside the walls. The core of Siena, including the 
expanses of country in the city, was thus protected. Siena has accomplished a goal of modern urban 
growth management—a combination of urban green areas within a clearly demarcated boundary 
between city and country.  

 Greenery along a village street.  
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Learning from Siena 

Siena is a model of urban design and social sustainability. It is tempting to attribute this to its rich 
cultural history and period of urban prosperity, followed by over 500 years of limited development 
and modernization. But credit must be given to the urban planning principles established in the 
medieval period, the strength of the memory of the free city-state, and the significance and 
celebration of neighborhood identity. In our modern cities, we confront many of the issues that Siena 
has faced. How do we empower neighborhoods while caring for the city as a whole? How do we 
protect the countryside from urban encroachment while acknowledging essential city-countryside 
dependencies in a changing agricultural economy? 

We need to recognize that a city 
of strong neighborhoods builds a 
strong city. We should foster 
visual clues to neighborhood 
identity and local sense of place. 
Neighborhood planning should 
be a component of city 
governance. With strong 
neighborhood identity, we 
should expect a degree of 
factionalism, of rivalry, of 
competition. Perhaps we express 
this with school and community 
sports rivalries—our versions of 
the Palio—and hope we avoid 
the more extreme versions of turf 
battles. We can also create 
public places—versions of the 

piazza—as centers for social interaction at all different levels of the place hierarchy. And we need to 
recognize that urban design matters. We may not have the public culture of Siena, but we need to 
create and maintain a public realm that allows for interaction. 

We should also reanimate and reinforce the connections between urban and rural. The 
socioeconomic linkages of city and country in the medieval and Renaissance contado have given 
way to a strong sense of place in the province of Siena. Siena remains inextricably linked to its 
surrounding countryside. While contado, the historic term for territory, is no longer a commonly 
used word in Tuscany, the administrative unit of the province of Siena serves the same political and 
functional purpose.  

Long a part of the European Grand Tour, Siena and Tuscany are today even more dependent on 
tourism. The consciously crafted bel paessagio is no less important today than it was during its 
creation five centuries ago. Visitors are likely to stay in Siena or a smaller hill town and take trips to 
the surrounding countryside or to lodge at one of the many agriturismos in Tuscany and take trips to  

 
Countryside in the city, valley behind Palazzo Pubblico.    
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the villages and towns. Around many of our cities, we are seeing a transition in agricultural 
landscapes—the development of urban-oriented, high-amenity, working landscapes, alongside 
continuing commodity-oriented agriculture, as farms cater to urban visitors and shift to regionally 
identified products. More “place-designated” products are being produced, paralleling the prodotti 
tipici of Tuscany. Farmers markets and community-supported agriculture strengthen city-countryside 
connections. Locality matters. We need to continue to recognize and celebrate it.  

 
 
Spannocchia 
A Tuscan Sustainable Estate 
 
A Brief Introduction 

Many agricultural estates that date from the 
medieval and Renaissance periods in Tuscany’s 
history today function as agriturismos, providing 
farm-stay lodging and meals, an introduction to 
local products, and easy access to both agricultural 
landscapes and hill towns.  

One of the more distinctive of these agriturismos 
is Spannocchia, located in the province of Siena 
about 12 miles southwest of the city. The estate made the 2006 Condé Nast Traveler Green List, 
which noted, “The Tuscan countryside may be dotted with villas, but the farmhouses and castello 
apartments at this 12th-century complex come with several unusual extras: an organic farm 
specializing in heirloom produce and almost-extinct animal breeds, a wildlife preserve with hiking 
trails, and an educational center whose curriculum runs from archaeology and architecture to 
painting, literature, and cooking—the latter taught by a chef born on the property. In 2005, tourism 
contributed almost $162,500 to the farm and its sustainable forestry project, both of which serve to 
promote ancient and earth-friendly methods among locals.”  

Spannocchia has a highly successful internship program and hosts numerous educational gatherings. 
The description of the estate that follows (used and edited with permission) is drawn largely from 
Spannocchia’s website and correspondence with Randall and Francesca Stratton, who manage the 
property. 
 
Spannocchia has intriguing symbolic connections to Siena. There were several branches of the 
Spannocchi family, and several rural estates and Spannocchi palazzos in Siena. Spannocchia is the 
surviving country estate. Within Siena, the famous Palazzo Spannocchi, located along Banchi di 
Sopra on Piazza Salimbeni (and now part of Monte dei Paschi bank), was built by Ambrogio 
Spannocchi, the Sienese banker who served as treasurer to Pope Pius II in the mid-15th century. 
Across town, Nicchio contrada members are sometimes referred to by the nickname Spannocchia—
“ear of corn”—based on the symbol in the coat of arms of a prominent family.  
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Making direct links between Spannocchia and Siena 
is difficult, but as Randall Stratton points out, “The 
connection between the city and the countryside 
(città and contado) has been fundamental 
throughout Siena's history, and is today just as valid 
and vital concerning the endeavors of specialty 
agricultural products and tourism. Spannocchia 
provides a particularly striking example of this 
connection, considering both its geographical 
relationship to the city and the historical connection 
through the Spannocchi family. The famous Palazzo 

Spannocchi in the center of Siena and the medieval tower of the Castello di Spannocchia provide 
illustrative images of that iconic connection between the urban and the rural, and also represent two 
of the most typical activities pursued in the two different environments: banking and commerce in 
the city; agriculture and forestry in the country. 

History of Spannocchia 

Castello di Spannocchia is the operational center of the Tenuta di Spannocchia, an agricultural estate 
that dates back to the 12th century. Although written records of the estate are limited, it is known 
that members of the Spannocchi family were residents on the property by the early 1200s, and it is 
believed that the Spannocchi were part of one of the great feudal clans that, along with the church, 
controlled most of the countryside of Tuscany during the medieval period. Members of the family 
continued to be active in the life of the city of Siena into the 1800s, but during that century their 
fortunes declined until one of the last remaining members of the family sold the property to Delfino 
Cinelli in 1925. Cinelli, a Florentine aristocrat and writer, bought the property both as an investment 
and for its value to him as a tranquil place to pursue his writing. 

Following the end of the World War II, the mezzadria sharecropping farm system under which such 
estates had operated for centuries, began to decline as a result of the advent of modern industrialized 
agriculture and the general prosperity of Italy. As the population of tenant farmers at Spannocchia 
dwindled and agriculture declined drastically after the 1950s, the farm gradually took on a new role, 
first for programs of the non-profit Etruscan Foundation, created in 1958 by Delfino Cinelli’s son 
Ferdinando. Ferdinando’s daughter Francesca Cinelli and her husband Randall Stratton have 
managed the property since moving to Spannocchia from the United States in 1992. Upon the death 
of Count Cinelli in March of 2002, his heirs assisted in the creation of the new Spannocchia 
Foundation and Associazione Castello di Spannocchia to continue the educational and research 
activities at Spannocchia.  

Conservation 

Conservation is the central theme and direction of all activities on the estate of Spannocchia. It is a 
wildlife refuge, part of the Tuscan Riserva Naturale Alto Merse, a certified organic farm raising 
endangered breeds of domestic farm animals and producing wine and olive oil, and a registered  
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historic site. Great attention is paid not only to 
architectural preservation in the course of 
renovation projects, but also to landscape 
preservation through appropriate stewardship of 
agricultural land, and through forest conservation. 
Spannocchia strives to provide a good example for 
the sustainable use of a wide range of resources.  

Sustainable Agriculture 

Organic agriculture is practiced at Spannocchia in 
order to realize a series of interconnected goals. Its 
use of natural products and methods of cultivation 
without chemical fertilizers or pesticides provides 
an effective lesson in sustainable management of the land itself, part of the fundamental educational 
mission of the estate. The organic route allows the appropriate use of traditional methods of 
agricultural which were, until recently, substantially organic, and this also provides important 
lessons in the historical practice of agriculture in Tuscany. Spannocchia's “Noah's Ark” project 
raises traditional local breeds of farm animals that have become threatened with extinction in recent 
decades: Cinta Senese pigs, Pomarancina sheep, Calvana cows, Monterufolino ponies, and Monte 
Amiata donkeys.  

Forty acres of grains and legumes are cultivated for animal feed, along with wheat and farro for 
human consumption. Over 700 olive trees, extensive vegetable gardens, and five acres of vineyard 
also contribute to supplying the needs of feeding Spannocchia's guests and program participants, as 
most of the meat, eggs, whole grains, fresh vegetables, honey, olive oil, and wine used in the kitchen 
and dining room come from the estate. Spannocchia illustrates a nearly complete, self-sustaining, 
cyclical system of agriculture, whereby crops feed the animals, the animals produce the manure that 
is used to fertilize the fields to grow the next cycle of crops, the animals and crops feed the human 
residents and visitors, and the humans provide the labor necessary to make it all work. 

Sustainable Forestry 

Forest use in this area of Tuscany has long been integral to the practice of agriculture for the direct 
and indirect production of wood products complementary to the agricultural operations (timber, 
firewood, charcoal, implements) and wild and cultivated food crops. These food crops included 
berries and other wild fruits, mushrooms, game, nuts, and domestic animals pastured in woodland 
and nut tree groves. Spannocchia’s 900 acres of woodland comprises four different types of forest: 
70 acres of mature (high canopy) wood, 175 acres of mixed wood, 600 acres of coppice wood, and 
50 acres of chestnut groves, all scattered and mixed in multiple parcels of various sizes. Cutting of 
the coppice woods for firewood and charcoal was traditionally done in cycles of 15 to 20 years. 

Largely traditional methods are currently being followed and provide for the perpetual renewal of 
the forest. Cutting patterns and methods take into account wildlife habitat and the general health of  
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the forest as well as the perpetual renovation of the trees themselves. Spannocchia employs work 
horses in part of the process of hauling cut wood out of the forest in areas inaccessible to a tractor 
and in order to minimize damage to steeply sloped areas. 

Charcoal was one of the most important products from Spannocchia well into the 1950s, and 
represented the traditional fuel in Italy not only for cooking and heating, but for industrial processes, 
as well. Charcoal is no longer made on the property, but many local residents rely on Spannocchia 
for their supply of firewood, and wood-burning stoves and furnaces provide much of the heat and 
hot water for Spannocchia's own buildings. The estate cuts approximately 1,000 saplings a year from 
carefully managed coppice chestnut groves, for a variety of products used directly on the farm: fence 
posts, trellising poles for the vineyards, and joists and rafters for renovation projects. 

Architectural Preservation 

Architectural preservation is also 
central to Spannocchia's 
conservation philosophy, and 
traditional materials produced on the 
estate are used whenever possible. 
While systems and amenities in most 
of Spannocchia's buildings have 
been considerably upgraded in 
recent years, care is always taken to 
change the appearance of the 

property as little as possible, avoiding the all too typical "gentrification" that has swept through 
much of rural Tuscany. Although Spannocchia is no longer able to produce its own lime and 
terracotta (bricks and roof tiles) as in the past, it still uses traditional lime-based mortars and local 
brick and tile for renovation and repair, and is gradually returning rooms in the main Villa to 18th- 
and 19th-century styles of interior decoration utilizing pure lime and natural pigment-based paints, 
restoring or replicating recently uncovered designs. 

Internships at the Spannocchia Foundation 

Tenuta di Spannocchia’s 1,100-acre pastoral estate serves as an active model for responsible 
stewardship through collective effort. The estate’s internship programs are dedicated to enriching the 
lives of young people by providing them with a unique educational experience on a community-
oriented organic farm in Tuscany, Italy. The Spannocchia Foundation supports a unique pair of 
programs at the Castello di Spannocchia. The Farm Internship Program is a hands-on learning 
experience during which interns work alongside our Italian farm staff to help run the diversified 
organic farm. Each week consists of 30+ hours of manual labor complimented by bi-weekly Italian 
language instruction, educational presentations, and bi-monthly fieldtrips to surrounding areas of 
interest. The Guest Services Internship Program is a hands-on learning experience in Spannocchia’s 
agriturismo. Both internship programs offer an introduction to the various themes of Spannocchia, 
including agricultural tourism, farming, sustainability, community living, and Tuscan culture. 
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All photos in the above section courtesy Spannocchia Foundation. 
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Article 
 
 

 
 
by Joe Colistra 
  
Like many major American cities, Denver finds 
itself struggling to accommodate substantial 
growth while maintaining its sense of place. Its 
collection of wonderful historic neighborhoods, 
while one of the city's most defining 
characteristics, is threatened by a growth.  

 According to the Denver Regional Council of 
Governments, the population of the Denver 
metropolitan area was estimated at 1,859,000 
people in 1990. By 2000 it had ballooned to 
2,415,000 people with a forecast in 2025 of 
3,431,013 people. This population explosion has 
spurned both smart and not-so-smart growth. 

The U.S. Census Bureau ranked Douglas 
County, with an alarming 191 percent growth 
rate from 1990 to 2000, as the nation’s fastest 
growing county for the decade. Just south of 
Denver, Douglas County’s crowning jewel is a 
planned community called Highlands Ranch that 
plans to have almost 37,000 single-family 
homes blanket the region’s desert plateau 
landscape by 2010. 

Closer to Denver's downtown, more sensible growth is sprouting. The former Lowry Air Force Base 
has been converted into a vibrant mixed-use community that will include more than 4,000 housing 

 
Map of central Denver neighborhoods, including 
Curtis Park (above Uptown).  
Graphic by Reflective Motion, courtesy Denver Loft 
Homes.  
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units around a town center. 

A few miles away, the former Stapleton Airport has been redeveloped into a network of colorful 
New Urbanist neighborhoods, boasting goals to construct 12,000 homes in 15 years. This 
community, though, also includes a Wal-Mart Super Center, Sam’s Club, and Home Depot Super 
Center. 

Are these developments bad, or poorly planned? No. But when developing a self-sustained, 12,000-
unit community, how can one foster the increasingly elusive sense of place? Stapleton’s Master 
Developer, Forest City Enterprises, is a $5.9 billion powerhouse based in Cleveland. It is currently 
developing communities in more than 25 states. How do we maintain some semblance of 
authenticity? 

As popular author Richard Florida espouses in his book, The Rise of the Creative Class, “Places are 
also valued for authenticity and uniqueness. Authenticity comes from several aspects of a 
community—historic buildings, established neighborhoods, a unique music scene, or specific 
cultural attributes…. An authentic place also offers unique and original experiences. Thus a place 
full of chain stores, chain restaurants, and nightclubs is not authentic. You could have the same 
experience anywhere.” 

In 2002, the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation ranked historic 
neighborhoods as one of its top 
‘Endangered Sites’ in America. The 
neighbors of Denver’s Curtis Park, 
however, have created a unique model for 
fighting the political and cultural 
mechanisms that contribute to the 
destruction of the historic fabric and loss 
of authenticity. 

When residents learned of a plan to build 
an apartment complex on a small lot, they 
formed the Curtis Park Investors Group 
(CPIG) to purchase the land. Recognizing 
that only those people affected by an 
environment have any right to its 
determination, this group of more than 
twenty residents set out to design and 
construct an infill project they felt to be 

more congruent with the scale and character of their neighborhood. 

The grassroots effort put forth by a group of Curtis Park neighbors offers an alternative to the 
generica found in New Urbanist bedroom-communities, despite their best intentions. A five-minute  

 
The historic architecture of Curtis Park supports 
traditional as well as modern designs.  
Photo by Frank Ooms Photography, courtesy in situ DESIGN.  
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walk from Denver’s central business district, Curtis Park is a wonderfully eclectic neighborhood. Its 
tree-lined streets include Victorian mansions, Italianate rowhomes, and quaint Queen Anne 
bungalows that have survived the destructive tendencies of urban revitalization. 

As long-time neighbor and historian, Bill West states, “Curtis Park is Denver’s oldest neighborhood. 
It dates back to the great population boom of the late 19th century. The trains got to Denver in 1870 
and beginning only a few years later, Curtis Park developed. It was built out by the mid-1880s. 
Curtis Park underwent a population boom followed by a building boom. The reason it survived was 
that the grid or ‘axis’ of the city changed once the capitol building was built. Instead of coming out 
our way, development went the other way and Curtis Park just survived, astonishingly, right on the 
edge of downtown Denver.” 

What residents love about Curtis Park is 
its diversity. It truly is a place of mixed 
incomes and ethnic backgrounds. The 
neighborhood is about one-third African 
American, one-third Hispanic, and about 
one-third white. In addition to the 
diversity, it is the sense of community that 
attracts and retains the neighbors. As one 
neighbor told me, “I've never lived in a 
place where I have ten people I can call if 
I ever needed anything and I know they 
will drop anything at a moment's notice to 
help me. In fact, I've lived places where I 
haven't even known everyone on my 
block.” 

As writer James Howard Kunstler says, “The 20th century was about getting around. The 21st 
century will be about staying in a place worth staying in.” West, himself a 30-year resident of Curtis 
Park, confirms the dedication to the neighborhood, “We have what’s called the ‘Feet-First Club.’ 
We’re not leaving until we’re carried out feet-first.” 

An architect by trade, Cathy Bellem lived next to the empty lot when she learned of a plan to 
construct 16 apartments on the site. “We could have waited and tried to block the development, but 
the fact is that they have every right to build something with more mass and scale. We understand 
the need for more housing stock and we embrace density, but infill housing should enhance the 
existing fabric, not detract from it. And unfortunately we have a lot of that going on here,” Bellem 
said.  

Bellem and a neighbor went door to door with a letter asking residents to help beat the potential 
buyers to the closing table. The next morning she found $40,000 in checks stuffed under her door. In 
a few short weeks more than $150,000 was raised to close on the land.  

 Merchant's Row boldly holds the street corner.  
Photo by Frank Ooms Photography, courtesy in situ DESIGN.  
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“The neighborhood was able to raise this money 
because we're a very committed group,” she continues. 
“The people are very committed to this neighborhood in 
its physical sense but also to each other as a community. 
Curtis Park is not a wealthy neighborhood; in fact, it’s 
very diverse economically. We have a lot of low-income 
housing in our neighborhood. We were able to do this in 
part by forming an LLC and selling shares. We were 
able to keep the shares low to allow as many neighbors 
as possible to be involved.” A share could be purchased 
for $5,000 and each share equaled a vote. 

Members of the neighborhood group include an 
attorney, accountant, architect, city planner, historian, 
real estate broker, and several members of the building 
trades. In acquiring the land, securing financing, 
political organizing, selecting professional engineers 
and contractors, and ultimately constructing the project, 
the group appreciates participating in what is essentially 
community-building. 

This model of community empowerment, from making 
very difficult decisions regarding profit versus density to working within a political system, 
generates a sense of pride and accomplishment as they watch the structure taking shape. The sense 
of community is enhanced by a common focus on this enterprise that was shaped with their own 
hands and ideas. 

Working with David Carnicelli, an architect with in situ DESIGN and coincidentally president of 
Curtis Park Neighbors, the group worked through several design schemes before arriving at a project 
with which they felt comfortable. The result is a four-unit townhouse project that maximizes the 
allowable site build-out while sensitively blending into a block of turn-of-the-century Victorian and 
Italianate homes. Design features enhance the residential character: all front doors face the street; 
front porches provide a pedestrian scale; exposed steel columns accent the porches hinting at the 
modern interiors.  

The units have been carefully designed to cluster the service functions (powder, closet, laundry, stair 
runs) along interior demising walls. This provides sound insulation that is essential to multi-family 
dwelling while maximizing the perimeter walls for large double-hung windows that have been 
selected to match the proportions of historic windows found throughout the neighborhood. 

Large skylights centered above custom steel staircases cap double-height spaces. Fitted with cable-
rails and alder wood treads, these stairs are the focus of this central space. Roof decks afford views 
that just peek over the surrounding Victorian mansions to reveal the downtown skyline and the 
Colorado Rockies’ Front Range beyond. The rail surrounding the decks are slightly set back from a 
cornice and provides a modern interpretation of the Mansard roof form common in the  

 
Rear view of Merchant's Row—modern 
design mixes with urban materials.  
Photo by David Carnicelli, courtesy in situ 
DESIGN.  
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 neighborhood. 

Finishes include bamboo flooring, 
concrete countertops, European-style 
cabinets, stainless steel appliances, solid 
birch doors, and custom-routed alder 
wood trim throughout. Full basements 
provide an additional 800 square feet of 
potential expansion for each unit. 
Detached two-car garages are provided for 
all units.  

The investors are pleased with the result. 
“We have taken neighborhood activism to 
a new level with this project,” says 
Bellem. “We came together as a group 
with the belief that there is an alternative to the speculative developer housing that has become so 
common in Denver's neighborhoods in transition. Concerned that gentrification efforts initiated from 
outside a community can very often diminish a neighborhood's character, longtime neighbors, some 
more than thirty years, put their own homes up for collateral to guarantee the construction loan.” 

 From the beginning, the group set out to develop a project 
whose value would not be tied to a particular property but 
that would increase the value of the overall neighborhood. 
By rejecting the typical “get in and get out” approach, they 
rallied around the notion that quality design matters.  

Says Bellem, “The architects held several design 
workshops with the group to build consensus on the design 
approach. We understood this as a true urban infill project 
and they were quick to steer us away from suburban 
gestures so typical of new construction near downtown.” 

Carnicelli talks about the process: “Get a group of 25 
neighbors together and you've got a demanding client. They 
take great pride in the neighborhood's Victorian structures, 
but we understood that this should be a building of our 
time. We hope the contemporary design reflects the same 
spirit of optimism, quality, and attention to detail as any of 
the mansions that housed Curtis Park residents at the turn 
of the last century.” 

The group's commitment to quality paid off. All the units 
went under contract in just over a month following the  

 Merchant's Row skylight.  
Photo by Frank Ooms Photography, courtesy in situ DESIGN.  

  

 
Merchant's Row's interiors feature 
concrete countertops and bamboo 
floors.  
Photo by Frank Ooms Photograhy, courtesy 
in situ DESIGN.  
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completion of construction and it has been a win-win situation. Not only was the group able to 
increase nearby property values, many are rolling over profits from this first project to invest in a 
second. 
 
Bellem started a development company called Grassroots Neighborhood Development in order to 
manage this second, $2.5 million project. She says, “We closed on our second property with an 
investor group that has now grown to more than 40 neighbors.” The group named the project 
Merchant's Row in reference to the site's rich mercantile history. It was completed in summer 2006. 

Design workshops with the architect again resulted in a contemporary structure that fits sensitively 
with the historic fabric. Modeled after the New York brownstone prototype, gestures in the form, 
mass, and scale recall the historic row 
configuration common to the 
neighborhood.  

 These elements, however, have been 
reinterpreted. Each unit will include a 
street-fronting entry porch framed by a 
glass canopy. The buildings have a 
distinct base, middle, and top articulation 
and a projecting bay. The bay consists of a 
three-story, mullionless curtain wall 
patterned in both frosted and clear glass. 
The pattern matches the proportions of 
historic residential windows on the block. 
Stepped out from the facade, the side 
windows of the bay will frame views 
down the Champa Street corridor to the heart of downtown. At night, the translucent bay will glow, 
activating the street with vitality. 

The group once again struggles with issues of gentrification. While the land costs drive a certain 
product, it was important that the project be configured in such a way that it could resist the 
homogenizing mechanisms of gentrification. Walk-out basements are marketed as “flex-space,” 
perfect for a home office but easily configured into an affordable rental unit or the increasingly 
popular granny flat. 

In the tradition of Western urbanism, it was once believed that the rich fabric of Curtis Park would 
be bulldozed to allow the downtown to expand. Instead, its preservation has placed landowners in a 
quandary. They have seen the value of their property like most neighborhoods in transition. 
However, the risk of development far outweighs the return and thus property owners feel compelled 
to sit on their dilapidating property waiting for the big payday. 

The neighbors of Curtis Park have offered an alternative. They have taken a financial risk in order to 
preserve the character of place where they enjoy living while allowing it to grow and evolve to meet  

 in situ DESIGN's cut-away rendering of Merchant's Row.  
Graphic courtesy in situ DESIGN.  
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current demands. The growing interest in this type of development process is reinforced by the many 
calls Bellem fields each month from neighborhood organizations and communities wanting to know 
more about how the group was able to pull this off. 

CPIG and in situ DESIGN shared the 2004 Governor's Award for Best Design Project. Merchant's 
Row has since been awarded a 2006 Mayor's Design Award from the City and County of Denver. 
Carnicelli said, “This is more than just an example of residents determining the future of their 
neighborhood. These are stewards of a community.” 

   

Joe Colistra is a principal with in situ DESIGN in Denver, Colorado. He is also an instructor at the University of 
Colorado's College of Architecture and Planning. 
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Article 
 

 
 
by Janet Seibert  

   
Title photo—Austin skyline from shores of Town Lake—courtesy Assistance League of Austin. 
 

Smart cities recognize that creating a distinctive downtown can provide both quality of life 
opportunities for its citizens and a competitive position in the global, national, and regional 
marketplace. The arts and culture of a community are main ingredients in creating such a distinctive 
place, whether expressed through the numerous activities that create scenes of cultural vitality and 
creativity that draw residents, visitors, and businesses to that place, or whether expressed through the 
physical urban stage—the cultural facilities, public spaces, and architectural and streetscape 
details—that support and encourage these 
dynamic activities to happen.  

Second Street—and the southwest quadrant of 
downtown Austin, Texas, that surrounds this 
burgeoning retail district—possess all the urban 
ingredients and will continue to thrive as the 
projects discussed in this article are completed 
over the next several years.  

Cultural Facilities 

The first layer of the physical stage of the city is 
represented by its centers of cultural vitality. 
These are the cultural facilities—art museums, 
galleries, live music venues, theaters, dance 
education centers, children’s museums, and others—that are destinations for residents and visitors 

 Austin's Second Street District.  
Photo courtesy Mototek.  
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seeking aesthetic moments of contemplation, active learning, participation, or just plain fun.  

For years, Antone’s, La Zona Rosa, the Austin Music Hall, and other live music venues in Austin 
have been destinations for the aficionados of the “Live Music Capital of the World.” With the 
revitalization of Second Street, there are now galleries and lifestyle shops that have been added to 
the mix. The Austin City Hall lobby and its public spaces are becoming what architect Antoine 
Predock hoped they would—a “theater for the people”—with the multimedia documentary Faces of 
Austin highlighting local filmmakers’ and residents’ stories, and its annual exhibition The Peoples’ 
Gallery highlighting local visual artists.  

In the next few years, a number 
of other cultural facilities will 
come online, providing 
additional draws. Ballet Austin’s 
Butler Dance Education Center, 
for example, is now open for 
summer classes. It also houses 
their dance academy and 
administrative offices, seven 
rehearsal studios, and an in-
house performance space. One of 
the Ballet’s “street” highlights is 
its rehearsal studio, featuring a 

wall of windows inviting passersby to view ballet practices.  

On the block south of Republic Square, Austin Museum of Art—Austin’s community art museum—
will find a new home. Not a traditional art museum building, it is being developed jointly with a 
local developer as a mixed-used facility. The museum will occupy the first two floors, and 
residences will be located above. Block 21, directly north of City Hall, will house the new Austin 
Children’s Museum and the popular Austin City Limits Studios currently hosted at the University of 
Texas. And with the developer that is constructing a residential high-rise next door, even the Austin 
Music Hall has planned renovations to add a late-night restaurant and an additional 1,000 seats to its 
existing 1,800.  

Across the river from City Hall is Auditorium Shores, often used for music festivals, and the 
growing Long Center for the Performing Arts, due to open spring 2008. Downtown Austin is 
hopping with new cultural facilities, providing more opportunities for cultural experiences than ever 
for citizens and visitors alike. 

Public Urban Spaces 

The second layer of the physical stage of the city is the urban public spaces. These are the small 
parks and plazas, Town Lake with its trails and gathering places, and the streetscape “rooms” created 
between buildings. Combined, these support and encourage dynamic activities and interaction. 
Second Street possesses all these urban public spaces plus active outdoor public rooms for special  

 
Conceptual plan for Ballet Austin's Butler Dance Education Center.  
Graphic courtesy Ballet Austin.    
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 events that are created by cordoning off streets.  

Republic Square, one of Austin’s four original 
squares, was the 1838 site of the original Austin 
plat auctions. It was a dynamic meeting and 
celebration place for Austin’s Mexican-
American community in the late 1800s and early 
1900s. In the 1950s, however, it was converted 
to a parking lot. Today, the plaza is a park, and 
falls under the oversight of the Downtown 
Austin Alliance, Austin Parks Foundation, City 
of Austin, U.S. General Services 
Administration, and other partners. It is 
becoming a cultural destination once again, with 
Movies in the Park, Yoga in the Park, Austin’s 
primary Cinco de Mayo celebration, a Saturday 
morning farmer’s market, and other activities and events. With the decision to locate the new federal 
courthouse (scheduled to begin construction in 2008 contingent upon funding) on the block west of 
Republic Square, the City agreed to close the street between the two—creating a public room that 
will incorporate both spaces. With the existing Plaza Lofts to the east, the new Austin Museum of 
Art to the south, and a new residential high-rise planned for the north, this historic square is poised 
to become more vibrant than ever (view map of Republic Square and surrounding blocks).  

Along Second Street itself, cafés have 
been allowed to extend their seating 
areas onto the wider sidewalks—a 
conscious design decision to create 
more visible street activity that signals 
this is where the action is. And the 
Austin City Hall Public Plaza provides 
a complimentary activity on many 
noontimes with the “Live from the 
Plaza” music series.  

Events on a grander scale occur when 
the City creates the largest public 

rooms by cordoning off entire city streets. Since 1999, the Austin Fine Arts Festival—Austin’s 
premier fine arts and crafts gathering—has occurred annually on streets around and south of 
Republic Square, attracting national artists for local and regional buyers.  

On December 31, 2005, Austin held its inaugural First Night celebration, a family-friendly New 
Year’s Eve party that used downtown as a large theater stage, incorporating existing foyers, building 
walls, streets, bridges, and the riverside as visual arts and performance venues. One of the numerous 
highlights was the colorful Austintatious parade that traveled down Congress Avenue and then west 
on Second Street, culminating at the City Hall Public Plaza.  

 
Children playing the in Republic Square fountain 
during the 2006 Austin Fine Arts Festival. 
Photo courtesy City of Austin.  

  

 
Austin's City Hall and Public Plaza, viewed from Town Lake 
Park.  
Photo by Simmons Buntin.  
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And the summer and fall of 2006, Blue Lapis Light’s 
Requiem was performed on the partially-built, five-
floor Intel building frame on the block where the new 
federal courthouse will reside. With dramatic lighting 
and ethereal music, dancers tethered to the building 
with harnesses swooped from the building shell and 
rose from the ground to reach heights up to 80 feet, 
seemingly floating in space as rock climbers “walked” 
down the unfinished building’s side. It was a sensory 
and spiritual experience few will forget. 

Architecture, Streetscapes, and Urban Detail 

The third layer of the physical stage of the city is 
detail—the individual elements on the surfaces of the 
buildings, the ground, and the street furniture and 
lighting. Detail also includes discrete sculptures that 
provide signals of meaning. These combined elements, 
full of rich detail, are the backdrop where the everyday 
occurs—where people play out their lives, moving 
back and forth from work to home. Here is the canvas 
upon which they go out to eat, to the theater, to live 
music venues and to special events.  

The Public Plaza of City Hall hosts Seeding Time, a public “sculpture” by Nobuho Nagasawa. 
Focusing on a sapling grown from an acorn of the 500-year old Austin Treaty Oak, the artwork pays 
homage to five centuries past and five centuries future with five concentric rings in the pavement, 
each representing 100 years of growth of the Treaty Oak sapling’s leaf canopy. The spiral of nine 
indigenous boulders, a sun eclipsing a moon, and a circling mist of water and blue light create a 
seating area during the day and an ethereal landscape at night.  

In the case of Second Street, public art has 
been tied to the construction budget of the 
street’s redevelopment into a “Great Street” 
as defined by the Great Streets Master Plan. 
From the beginning, City leadership and the 
project team believed in the value of public 
art and provided two percent of the project’s 
construction funding for public art, with the 
goal of imparting a “distinct Austin sense of 
place and cultural identity.”  

At the same time, the Austin Art in Public 
Places (AIPP) Program successfully  

  
Streetscape and furniture along Second 
Street.  
Photo by Simmons Buntin.  

  

 
The "Austintatious" 2006 First Night Austin parade.  
Photo courtesy City of Austin.    
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facilitated ordinance revisions that incorporated the 
addition of streetscapes as eligible projects, raising the 
minimum arts funding requirement from 1 percent to 2 
percent, and abolishing the previous $200,000 arts 
funding cap.  

The AIPP Program then held a selection process for 
artists. A single artist would participate in the AIPP 
team, and would help identify public art themes, 
specific locations for art, and a public art plan for 
Second Street. The primary consultant, Copley Wolff 
Design Group, was selected through a separate RFQ 
process. Copley Wolff then chose artist Barbara 
Grygutis of Tucson, Arizona, to become a member of 
the design team. Together they identified “Rivers, 
Streams, & Springs” as the unifying Second Street art 
theme and developed a schematic design for the 
streetscape that reflects Austin’s unique relationship to 
it most precious natural resource—water.  

Four local artists—Jill Bedgood, Ryah Christensen, 
Sun McColgin and Mark Schatz—were then selected 
to create corner streetscape treatments at the curbside 
intersections of Second Street and streets named for 
Texas rivers. The intersection artwork will interpret 
the social history and ecology of each river’s 
watershed (see sidebar).  

The designs for these four streetscape corner 
treatments have been completed. They will be installed 
in coordination with the construction of the Great 
Streets sidewalks along Second Street.  

Two other projects were conceived to be combination 
sculptures / water fountains. Aquifer, by Dallas artists 
Susan Magilow and Philip Lamb, will be a row of 
vertical tempered glass panels with a photographic 
image of the limestone-fault structure of an aquifer. As a person bends down to drink, the water 
images on the glass panels align. Drinking Grove by local artist Lars Stanley is a vertical grove of 
abstract, forged stainless-steel cypress trees with drinking fountain basins in the lower “canopy” 
reaches. Groupings of limestone rocks anchor the trees and form natural stone ledges.  

Rivers, Streams, & Springs 

In Jill Bedgood’s Currency, 
bronze coins with images of 
aquatic wildlife and fish are 
scattered in the sidewalk 
corner. Her river is the San 
Jacinto and her concept 
“addresses the sociopolitical 
issues surrounding 
humanity’s necessity for 
water to maintain survival 
and growth of a community.... The waters of the 
San Jacinto River became polluted as a result of 
petrochemical companies and shipping industries.”  
 
Ryah Christensen’s 
Reflections on the Brazos 
portrays, in mosaic glass and 
stone, the story of the Brazos 
in “quilt patterns, dovetail 
mitre joints, seeds and 
spores, arrowheads, cattle, 
buffalo, deer, antelope, 
butterflies, and flocks of birds 
disappearing into the 
horizon.”  
 
Urban Canyons/Colorado by Sun McColgin is a 
mosaic eagle honoring the eagles that nest along 
the Colorado River and 
riverside towns during 
the winter.  
 
Trinity River by Mark 
Schatz utilizes a curving 
line of blue LED lights to 
symbolize the river as it 

slices through the 
concrete pavement. Text 
will be stamped directly 
into the wet surface of 
the concrete inscribing 
the artist’s experience 
“with the ecological 

condition of the Trinity and the disregard for its 
health that can be discovered at virtually any point 
along its length.” 
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Artist Deborah Mersky is incorporating Town Lake’s historic floods into artwork that will be part of 
the railing along the planned pedestrian walkway situated above Town Lake Trail, on the south side 
of Cesar Chavez. Another series of artworks will be integrated into the Lance Armstrong Bikeway, a 
six-mile route through the downtown area along Fourth Street. The artist team of Leah Davis, Robert 
Gay, and Jack Sanders (known collectively as NextProject) was selected to create integrated artwork 
along the route, providing a cohesive identity. 

 The Role of Arts and Culture in Austin’s 
Economic, Social, and Cultural Life 

Public art results in economic benefits to 
businesses, restaurants, and retailers, and also 
the City of Austin general fund through sales 
tax. Sales of tickets to plays, performances, 
museums, live music venues, and festivals 
produce direct funds for the various arts 
producers. One of the most far-reaching 
economic benefits is the contribution that the 
arts and culture has on Austin’s identity as a 

creative, distinctive, and exciting place. Austin has become a destination for cultural tourism and a 
place attractive to skilled workers.  

Current research has linked arts amenities and cultural vitality with a high concentration of talented 
human capital—powerful for positioning a city to attract businesses. Social benefits abound, as well. 
Arts activities bring people together as spectators or active participants. Such activities create social 
capital—“relationship networks that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit”—
which nurtures and sustains diverse cultures and a community’s development.  

Protecting and nurturing cultural aspects that enrich the lives of citizens is important to developing 
the diversity, tolerance, creativity, and access at the heart of any good community. Austin’s artists, 
arts organizations, and creative businesses contribute to the vibrancy, help define the identity, and 
sustain and grow Austin’s diverse cultures. The Second Street District and surrounding southwest 
quadrant of downtown Austin are dynamic, in short, because of the arts.  

   

Janet Seibert is the civic arts coordinator for the City of Austin. A former practicing public artist, she has participated 
on numerous City of Austin boards and commissions and task forces. She is one of the original authors of the Austin 
AIPP Program and the Austin Design Guidelines. First with a group of citizens and then as a City of Austin employee, 
she helped ensure the Austin-Bergstrom International Airport (opened in 1999) reflected the nature and character of 
Austin. Since 2001 she has worked in the Economic Growth and Redevelopment Services Office implementing economic 
development strategies targeting the nonprofit arts and for-profit creative industries. She is currently managing 
CreateAustin, a community cultural planning project that will identify strategies for the further development of Austin’s 
“culture of creativity” to 2017 in order to sustain Austin as a magnet for arts, culture, and creativity. 

    

 
Conceptual plan for Aquifer, by Dallas artists Susan 
Magilow and Philip Lamb.  
Graphic courtesy City of Austin.  
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Article 
 

 
 
by Jan Moran and Paul Rollins  

   
For the next 18 years, one American will turn 60 years old every seven seconds. 

Profound change is coming. Members of the Baby Boom generation have transformed every stage of 
life they have passed through, impacting everything from disposable diapers to health awareness. 
This will be true as well for how Boomers choose to live in their later years—the second half of life. 
The current options available to seniors, from aging-in-place, to age-restricted communities, to 
continuing care retirement communities (CCRC), may be acceptable to many Boomers. But these 
traditional options will not satisfy the desires held by many others for independence, control of their 
environment, and authentic community. New models will be created. 

Aging in Place? 

Most Americans say they would prefer to 
“age in place;” to continue to live in their 
own home utilizing professional support 
services when necessary. Often, however, 
finances, advanced medical problems, or 
the difficulty of maintaining a single 
family home make this option untenable. 
All too often, seniors wait too long to 
make appropriate living choices and 
become prisoners of their declining 
circumstances in a home they can no 
longer manage. They are forced to move 
to an institutional environment, living 
among strangers while their lives are 

controlled by well-meaning professionals. They have waited too long to make a move and at this 
point it is difficult to create new relationships. They have no real community.  

 
Architect Don Tucker explains site plan to Corazón core 
group. 
Photo by Paul Rollins.  
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Many 50-somethings have seen just this scenario take place with their own parents, and have 
resolved to find a better way to age. They want real community and they don’t resonate with the 
traditional, gated, 55+ communities surrounding a golf course. This segment of the population, 
referred to as "cultural creatives" by researcher and author Paul Ray in The Cultural Creatives: How 
50 Million People are Changing the World, envisions living in an affordable, pedestrian-friendly 
neighborhood with like-minded people. Now their visions are starting to become reality as seniors 
begin to explore alternatives for living in the 
second half of life. 

Communes for Seniors 

As the “Age Wave” approaches, new 
alternatives for independent living are 
providing seniors with more and more options. 
Intentional communities for philosophical, 
religious, and lifestyle groups; SOTEL 
(service-oriented technically enhanced 
living—like an upscale Embassy Suites); 
ecovillages; senior cohousing; and the new 
lifestyle communities being developed by 
Canyon Ranch are adding great variety to the 
choices available. 

One of these alternatives, senior cohousing, 
was recently described in Newsweek: “Seniors 
are signing up for semi-communal enclaves, 
with separate homes but a supportive 
community…. The idea is to bring back a time 
when neighbors were an integral part of one 
another’s lives, sharing meals, recreation and 
providing a helping hand.” 

In this innovative model, separate one-, two-, and three-bedroom living units surround a common 
house that includes kitchen, dining room, gathering space, and room for activities. Guest rooms that 
double as future caregiver suites can be included in the common house. Homes feature universal 
design options including single-story homes, wheelchair-accessible counters, and many more options 
geared to the needs of elders. The typical size of a cohousing community is 25 to 35 individual 
homes.  

In preconstruction meetings, prospective residents in senior cohousing communities make practical, 
co-caring agreements as to how much they can assist one another as they age in community. As time 
passes and some residents need to move to assisted living or a Green House—a new concept in 
nursing care created by Dr. Bill Thomas—because their needs are greater than the community can 
handle, other residents commit to regular visits and other assistance, thus keeping these community 
members connected to the larger community. 

Aging with Friends, 
not Strangers  

Growing up in Winston-
Salem, North Carolina, 
it was really like a 
Happy Days 
environment — screen 
doors slamming, 
mothers calling their 
kids. My parents were 

very close to five other couples. They even had a name 
for themselves: the Big Six. They were always having 
picnics and birthdays together, and there was a 
wonderful kind of joyousness in that community. 

But our parents didn’t anticipate growing old, and 
almost overnight their friends moved away, or died. 
When my parents became infirm, they were on their 
own. They hadn’t planned for it. Their friends were 
gone and, except for immediate family, they were 
being cared for by strangers. When they died among 
strangers in a nursing home, I made a life-changing 
decision. I wanted to age with friends, not strangers. I 
wanted to find a special community. 
 
— Paul Rollins 
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Studies have shown that “people thrive in 
a community that interacts and cares [and 
where] there are… 30 to 50 people nearby 
if a person becomes ill,” says Chuck 
Durrett in Senior Cohousing. “These 
people are the 30 or so residents of the 
cohousing community plus the family, 
friends, medical organizations, nursing 
establishment, and so on. In other 
words… a small town of people—who 
live right next door.”  

Cohousing itself, which began in 
Denmark in the 1970s, was introduced to 
this country by architects Chuck Durrett 
and Kathryn McCamant. Since their book 

Cohousing: A Contemporary Approach to Housing Ourselves was self-published in 1988, over 
ninety multi-generational communities have been built throughout the country. Senior cohousing is a 
recent adaptation of previous cohousing communities with only two communities completed at this 
point: ElderSpirit in Abingdon, Virginia, and Glacier Circle in Davis, California. Several others are 
in various stages of development.  

Key elements of cohousing include:  

• Participatory decision-making process  
• Neighborhood design  
• Private homes with shared common facilities  
• Resident management  
• Non-hierarchical structure  
• Separate incomes  

Group-Driven vs. Developer-Driven Projects 

The development of cohousing communities has 
typically been driven by a dedicated group of 
individuals, the resident or core group, who 
share a desire to create a resident-controlled 
community. The majority of the cohousing 
communities completed to date fall into some 
variation of this group-driven model. Books are 
available to guide the core group through the 
process of choosing a site, finding an architect, 
buying land, designing homes and facilities, 
legal issues, construction, and marketing. While  

 
New members tour Corazón site with developer Jim Ott. 
Photo by Paul Rollins.    
  

 
Residents at Virginia's ElderSpirit senior 
cohousing project.  
Photo courtesy Kentucky.com. 
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the group-driven model has been sped up in recent years, it is not unusual for this process to take 
five years and more.  

In the developer-driven model, the developer provides the land as well as the architectural and 
construction expertise; thus, the whole process is greatly accelerated. It can be completed as fast as 
two to three years. The developer basically controls the design process and timing for the home 
construction, with considerable input from the cohousing group. 

The core group gives control to the developer but is free to concentrate more on its mission, values, 
and other vital operating agreements. This is a worthwhile tradeoff given the complex and often 
divisive process of buying land and hiring capable professionals. The group gives up some control 
but gets a faster process with less risk and more sanity. 

Incorporating Senior Cohousing into 
Urban Communities 

Just beginning to emerge is the idea of 
building a senior cohousing community 
within a larger, urban or new urbanist 
community. When combined with the 
developer-driven model, this becomes the 
best of both worlds. 

This model provides seniors access to 
amenities and services that come with the 
larger community (walking paths, pools, 
tennis, and fitness centers plus coffee 
shops and convenience stores). For the 
developer, it offers the low risk of a built-

in market backed by the knowledge that, if necessary, the planned units can be sold through 
traditional real estate markets. 

In Asheville, North Carolina, we are developing just such a community: Corazón of Altura. Altura is 
a 200-acre resort community located six minutes north of downtown Asheville. Already under 
construction, Altura will include luxury homes, condos, hotel and spa, fitness center, town center 
with restaurants and shops, a 40-acre nature preserve, and ambitious green building standards. 
Located between the town center and the nature preserve will be a 47-unit senior cohousing 
community called Corazón, meaning the heart. Corazón will be senior-focused but not age-
restricted. 

These 47 units will be divided between a three-story condo building and individual patio homes, the 
majority with stunning views of the Blue Ridge Mountains. The common house will be located in 
the condo building, taking advantage of the views from the third floor. All the amenities of Altura 
will be available to the Corazón community, including the serenity of the nature preserve and easy 
access to downtown Asheville.  

 
Glacier Circle—California's only senior cohousing 
development.  
Photo courtesy JMH Architecture.  
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From the first meeting with the 
developer to the completion of 
construction, the entire 
cohousing development process 
should take only two to three 
years. A solid core group has 
been meeting regularly since the 
beginning. 

The Corazón model can be 
repeated in master-planned and 
urban developments if 
developers recognize the 
potential. Alternatively, groups 
interested in creating such a 
community can take three 
actions to initiate the project: 

1. Identify a potential urban or new urbanist development.  
2. Approach the developer before site plan has been finalized.  
3. Persuade the developer of the advantages of including senior cohousing in the project.  

Even if the developer does not want to commit to a conventional cohousing model with input from a 
core group, a senior community designed along the lines of cohousing can still be included in the 
larger community. While the resulting community from this “build it and they will come” model 
may not be as cohesive as traditional cohousing, it will be better than no senior community at all. 

The idea of aging in community honors the elder stage of life as one with gifts and challenges. It 
encourages creation of caring neighborhoods and networks that provide for affordable, quality 
housing to support future needs and new opportunities for seniors to realize their full potential. In the 
words of Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, it provides the opportunity to go from “age-ing to sage-
ing”.  

   

Jan Moran was most recently marketing director for the Community of Civano, the award-winning, sustainable 
community in Tucson, Arizona. She has been closely involved with the marketing and development of three 
communities over the last 20 years.  

Paul Rollins is a former Pan Am pilot and for 15 years was the owner of a promotion agency in New Haven, 
Connecticut. A lifelong entrepreneur, Paul initiated marketing and community development projects at Civano over the 
past 10 years. Currently, he is the coordinator for Corazon of Altura, a senior cohousing community, and functions as 
liaison between the developer and the resident group.  

Paul and Jan now live in Asheville, North Carolina. 
  

 Corazón core group at first workshop. 
Photo by Marianne Kilkenny. 
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Article 
 

 
 
by J.D. Stein 

   
Title photo—Malia Maselino, a South Pacific Business Development chief in Vaiusu, Samoa, and an entrepreneur seeking 
funding—courtesy Kiva.org. 
 

A girl kneeled at the base of an escalator at the Paris Place Charles De Gaulle subway station. Her 
scarf-covered head was bowed, eyes closed and hands pressed together in prayer. The bright silk of 
her dress spread out on the cement like a paper fan. An empty cup sat in front of her.  

My nine year-old daughter, Breanna, stopped and asked after we had passed. “Is she poor for real?”  

“I think so,” I said, handing Bre some change. She retraced her steps and let the coins clink in the 
cup. The beggar girl raised her head, lifted her hands, and appeared to whisper a blessing to my 
daughter. The gratitude revealed in her piercing brown eyes left no doubt. She was poor for real.  

This simple act of disbursing coins provided only temporary relief. I am certain the beggar girl still 
kneels at the base of the escalator. She should be in school. She probably wants to be in school, yet 
her financial plight keeps her away. 

Global poverty’s reach can seem overwhelming. Four billion people live on less than $3,000 per 
year, according to a recent study by the International Finance Corporation. This is not by choice. 
Millions leave their families and communities each year in search of better economic horizons. The 
challenge of our time is to find ways to incorporate the impoverished into the global marketplace 
while building sustainable communities and protecting the environment. Certainly government and 
non-governmental policies, initiatives, and programs will play a role in this fight against poverty. 
Yet sometimes the greatest successes come from the simplest acts—as simple as a few coins 
clinking in a cup. 

Erika Dinora Roque Luna, a young woman living in Queretaro, Mexico, faced a situation that is  
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common for the world’s poor. She had a job, but her salary wasn’t high enough to cover her own 
living expenses and provide for her elderly parents. So she quit. Erika began going door-to-door 
selling products from a catalogue. Her enthusiasm made her a natural salesperson. She gradually 
built up a clientele, but she was hindered by a lack of reliable transportation. Depending exclusively 
on the bus made it difficult to deliver products to her clients. Erika had a car, but it was broken and 
the $475 repair cost seemed insurmountable as local lenders wanted upwards of 76 percent interest 
to provide the funds. 

For the poor, sometimes the difference between just getting by and actually moving ahead is only a 
few hundred dollars. In Erika’s case she was finally able to get a loan at a reasonable interest rate. I 
know because I was one of nine people who provided funds to fix the car. I found Erika through 
Kiva, an innovative not-for-profit that uses the Internet to match individual lenders with needy 
entrepreneurs in the developing world. 

Kiva partners with local microfinance organizations that screen applicants, process the loans, and 
work with entrepreneurs on their businesses. For as little as $25, individuals can help a beekeeper in 
Ghana improve hive production, provide the means for a farmer in Cambodia to buy a tractor to 
increase crop yields, or help a cosmetics shop owner in Afghanistan expand inventory.  

The loans are small—averaging 
only $666—and the terms are 
short, typically 10 to 12 months, 
but the impact is huge. Since 
October 2005, more than 60,000 
individuals have lent over $6.7 
million to small businesses 
through Kiva.  

Sustainable communities need 
broad-based local 
entrepreneurship. Unfortunately, in the developing world, economic opportunity often 
disproportionably favors a narrow segment of the population due to public policy, business 
monopolies, and corruption. While a select few may benefit, the community as a whole suffers when 
entrepreneurs have little access to capital. Fewer entrepreneurs means fewer innovative ideas, fewer 
jobs, and greater poverty.  

Kiva fills the capital void. I choose which entrepreneur to help, my small contribution is combined 
with others, the micro-loan is made, and a small business somewhere in the world is given some 
needed help. Certainly not all the businesses will succeed, and few will grow larger than one- or 
two-person operations, but small investments widely distributed like seeds tossed in the wind can 
reduce poverty. A beggar girl can put away her cup and go to school, because her parents have work. 
No longer will she be “poor for real.” 
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How Kiva and Internet-Based Micro-Lending Work 
   
Kiva lets individuals loan to the working poor. 
Kiva lets you connect with and loan money to unique small businesses 
in the developing world. By choosing a business on Kiva.org, you can 
"sponsor a business" and help the world's working poor make great 
strides towards economic independence. Throughout the course of the loan (usually 6-12 
months), you can receive email journal updates from the business you've sponsored. As loans 
are repaid, you get your loan money back.  
 
Kiva partners with organizations all over the world. 
Kiva partners with existing microfinance institutions. In doing so, it gains access to outstanding 
entrepreneurs from impoverished communities worldwide. Kiva's partners are experts in 
choosing qualified borrowers. That said, they are usually short on funds. Through Kiva.org, 
partners upload their borrower profiles directly to the site so you can lend to them.  
 
Kiva shows individuals where their money goes. 
Kiva provides a data-rich, transparent lending platform for the poor. It is constantly working to 
make the system more transparent to show how money flows throughout the entire cycle. The 
diagram below briefly shows how money gets from you to a third-world borrower, and back! 
 
Kiva facilitates connections. 
Kiva is using the power of the internet to facilitate one-to-one connections that were previously 
prohibitively expensive. Child sponsorship has always been a high overhead business. Kiva 
creates a similar interpersonal connection at much lower costs due to the instant, inexpensive 
nature of internet delivery. The individuals featured on our website are real people who need a 
loan and are waiting for socially-minded individuals like you to lend them money.  
 
Source: Kiva.org 
 

 

J.D. Stein resides in Idaho where he works as an investment advisor managing portfolios for endowments and 
foundations. His personal blog is Global Wandering at www.jdstein.com/blog.  
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Review: A New Perspective on the Past, and the Future 

Stephanie Eve Boone reviews Follies of Science: 20th Century Visions of Our Fantastic 
Future, by Eric Dregni and Jonathan Dregni 
    

“The Future” is—in literature, film, and popular 
imagination—the ultimate blank slate, a place where our 
wildest dreams or worst nightmares can become reality. 
History can, and does, shape the future, but one of course 
cannot write a history of the future. So, in Follies of 
Science: 20th Century Visions of Our Fantastic Future the 
authors Eric and Jonathan Dregni have set out to 
accomplish the next best thing—compiling a brief history 
of humanity’s various, mostly incorrect, predictions about 
what the next ten, 50, or 100 years might bring. 

As a history major in college, I learned that history is just 
as often incredibly interesting as dreadfully dull. For 
every story of a captivating battle or strategic mistake that 

cost millions of lives, there are pages of less titillating material to be read and understood. What 
were the causes of this or that action? Which cause was the most critical, if any? How did popular 
sentiment at the time enable some events and make others impossible?  

In order to appreciate, for example, the implications of the revolutions of the late 18th century, one 
needed to know more than just facts, names, and dates. One needed to understand the state of the 
economy, the predominance of education, the balance of power between rich and poor, men and 
women, ethnic majorities and minorities. And of course, as in any science, each claim must be 
verified, and if it cannot be verified, the speculation must be explained.  

A good history book, unlike a good novel, cannot skip ten or twenty years of the narrative. In 
history, nothing is irrelevant, and the challenge for good popular historians is to create a mix of the 
mundane and amazing that informs the reader without losing his or her interest. 

Follies of Science is such an attempt. Arranged in almost coffee-table book style, the text is 
supplemented by images on every page, with some pages dedicated entirely to compilations of these 
illustrations and the blurbs explaining them: reproductions of comic-book covers, sketches of 
prototypes, images from futuristic novels, advertisements for high-tech devices from a century ago.  

Instead of tracing the story from the beginning (which would be a difficult point in time to pin down, 
certainly), the book deals with some of the most popular types of predictions about the future, one at 
a time. The first is transportation, a logical starting place, since flying cars and jet packs are two of 
the things people think of most when picturing life in the next generation. Then come computers and 
robots, dreams of “inventing away war” (most of which involve computers and robots), plans for 
utopian cities, scientific miracles, and life in outer space.  
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Among the more disturbing ideas explored are the repeated attempts to apply atomic power to every 
kind of machine from airplanes to cars, disregarding the problem of radioactivity. Even more shiver-
inducing is the section entitled “Human Guinea Pigs: Kill Them to Save Them,” which provides a 
brief overview of some of the worst tragedies 
inflicted on humans by other humans—
Heinrich Himmler’s medical experiments in 
WWII, the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, the birth 
defects resulting from prescription of 
Thalidomide in expectant mothers—in pursuit 
of a pain-free future. In contrast to the more 
dismal pages, we are treated to stories of 19th-
century sexual devices and 20th-century 
statesmen who tout the virtues of drinking one’s 
own urine.  

In a way, Follies of Science is two separate 
books. The first, consisting of the main text, 
presents a mostly methodical, historically 
contextualized exploration of our predictions, and the reasons for them. In the chapter “Tomorrow’s 
Transportation,” for example, the authors write, “Visions of futuristic public transportation raged 
during the economic downturns of the 1870s, 1920s, 1970s, and the gas-rationed war years.” In the 
chapter “Cities of the Future,” we learn that the Eiffel Tower was built entirely, and the Empire State 
Building partially, to serve as an airport for dirigibles, in the years when travel by Zeppelin still 
seemed the most promising means of human flight.  

Though more a list of facts than a self-contained narrative, the main text of Follies of Science is 
more historically mature than the splashy-fun, multi-colored, coffee-table book which supplements 
but also distracts from it.  

The layout of the illustrations and their accompanying explanatory blurbs is often overwhelming, 
with so many pictures on each page, and so many blurbs, that it becomes difficult to tell which 
explanation accompanies which picture. More significantly, however, almost none of these 
illustrations contain dates; with the exception of the illustrations which are specifically alluded to in 
the text, the reader is left wondering what year a certain comic book was published, or prototype for 
an atomic house drawn and printed, or where. Sometimes there is no indication that an advertisement 
was published outside of the United States, other than a price listed in British currency in diminutive 
script. This is the “fun” part of the book, a good diversion, but frustrating to those readers who desire 
a sense of timeline in their history reading. 

The authors have also included on many pages, for comic relief, non-prescient quotations about the 
future, such as, “There is no reason anyone would want a computer in their home,” by Ken Olsen; 
Olsen is listed as the President of Digital Equipment Corporation. Unfortunately, we are not given 
dates for many of these excerpts. So while the above-mentioned line, for example, is good for a 
chuckle, the reader finds herself wondering whether Olsen said that in the years when computers still  
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took up so much room that most families would not want to make space for the contraptions. The 
authors’ intention in using many of these quotations is unclear. 

More problematic than missing dates or un-contextualized quotations, however, is the occurrence 
within the otherwise seemingly well-done text of questionable claims, if used mostly in analogy or 
introductory summation. Near the end of the book, in a section on rockets, the authors seem to claim 
that the fastest speeds humans are capable of, while sprinting, is twelve miles per hour; as a follower 
of track and field, I know that Olympic sprinters have achieved twice that speed. While what the 
authors seem to suggest is that the average person can achieve twelve miles an hour in a panic, this is 
not made clear. And good historians should know better than to present such claims without clarity.  

In another passage, the authors state, “Gigantism is what happens when things are well. When bugs 
ruled Earth they measured ten to twelve feet long and weighed hundreds of pounds; now much of the 
world dines on their tiny relatives.” While the latter might be true, you only need have paid attention 
in 11th-grade biology to learn that 11-foot-long insects never existed, and are in fact physically 
impossible; the rigid chitin that makes up their exoskeletons would crush them if they were much 
larger than they already are. The careful reader cannot help but wonder: If this mistake went 
uncorrected, what else is exaggerated, or perhaps fabricated?  

Although it claims to be a history book, Follies of Science is not historically sound. The inaccuracies 
and missing information mean that anyone who chose to cite it would have to do their own double-
checking in other, more credible sources.  

It is, however, an entertaining read, one that—if taken with a grain of salt—will prove quite 
informative to the reader, providing a new perspective on the past, and the future.  

 

Stephanie Eve Boone grew up in Ona, West Virginia, and earned her MFA in creative writing from the University of 
Arizona in 2007. She served as nonfiction editor for Sonora Review, and has published essays in such places as Edifice 
Wrecked: A Literary Journal and the forthcoming anthology Hiram, USA. 
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Review: Can Designers Solve the Problem of Urban Wasteland? 
 
Bonnie Richardson reviews Drosscape: Wasting Land in Urban America, by Alan 
Berger 
    

 
my point of view: from an automobile in Phoenix, Az 

Driving the smooth black asphalt from west to east along 
McDowell Road, I look forward to the expansive view of the east 
valley at the top of the rise, next to the modest amphitheater carved 
in the red rocks of the Papago Buttes. A short descent and a quick 
right turn take me right through the desert—real desert—open 
space where the mesquite flavors the air after it rains. Nearby the 
zoo and the botanical garden coexist with the coyotes and the 
rabbits.  

I recall my surprise as I studied the photo in Alan Berger’s 
Drosscape: Wasting Land in Urban America, the broad aerial view 
highlighting the massive amount of acreage devoted to the Arizona 
National Guard military training grounds adjacent to the Buttes and 
urban desert. So much land in the middle of the Phoenix metropolis 
devoted to a use better suited to the city’s periphery. The site has 

been swallowed up by miles and miles of houses, strip malls, office buildings, and golf courses. 
Indeed, it is land waste so quietly contained we hardly notice. 

the story of dross unfolds 

Berger’s intriguing photographs tell many stories, and readers will have a visceral reaction to the 
beauty and the waste and the massive collections of things that have lost their value. The reasoned 
response follows, recognizing the failure of planning and zoning and the lack of knowledge or 
concern about contaminating the environment. Berger documents landscape, urbanization, and waste 
in ten metropolitan areas (Atlanta, Boston, Charlotte, Chicago, Cleveland, Dallas, Denver, Houston, 
Los Angeles, and Phoenix) and follows with an assessment of land waste by type (dwellings, 
transition, infrastructure, obsolescence, exchange, and contamination). The array of images makes 
clear that dross is undeniable across the country, as settlements grow into cities that expand and 
contract with changing markets and evolving technology. 

According to Berger, drosscape is “a term created to describe a design pedagogy that emphasizes the 
productive integration and reuse of waste landscapes throughout the urban world.” He argues that 
the anti-sprawl and pro-sprawl rhetoric is too politically charged and is not productive in advancing 
knowledge on urbanization. The term “urban sprawl” is obsolete, irrelevant. This premise and the 
resulting proposal of a new vocabulary are “meant to initiate a conversation about landscape and 
urbanization, from which anyone may make more informed real-world decisions to affect design.” 
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the manifesto 

An eight-point Drosscape Manifesto sets forth the principles of urban waste and the actions to be 
taken by the design community. It asks designers to consider working “in the margins rather than at 
the center and to shift the paradigm of what is considered urban design and what landscape means to 
urbanism and urbanization processes.” The author goes on to suggest that professionals move 
“toward the advocacy designer who engenders inventiveness, entrepreneurialism, and visioning.”  

Acquiring the role of conductor or agent, the designer “does not rely on the client-consultant 
relationship or the contractual agreement to begin work. In many cases a client may not even exist 
but will need to be searched out and custom-fit in order to match the designer’s research discoveries. 
In this way the designer is the consummate spokesperson for the productive integration of waste 
landscape in the urban world.” 

my point of view: as an architect, city planner, and educator in Phoenix, Az 

Developing a new vocabulary to avoid the politically charged debate about sprawl and land waste 
and reuse only serves to complicate the important issues at hand, denying the critical time frame in 
which solutions must be formulated. The dialogue is interesting and challenging, but the academic 
nature of the discourse fails to acknowledge the need for immediate action. 

I refer again to one of the photos: Arizona Mills Mall and the adjacent eight-lane freeway connecting 
Tucson and the lineal development along the I-10 corridor to Phoenix. The Arizona Department of 
Transportation is in the process of expanding this freeway. The project is cleverly named the 
“express/local lanes concept” in order to avoid drawing attention to the 24 lanes that will impact the 
existing homes and businesses. The Lincoln Institute of Land Policy calls this the Sun Corridor, 
suggesting Phoenix and Tucson will merge to become a megatropolis in the next decade, with a 
combined population of 10 million within 30 years.  

Decisions made over the next few years will have a significant impact on pollution, infrastructure, 
congestion, and quality of life. Resource preservation and the availability of water may ultimately 
define the limits of growth in many parts of the nation. Berger suggests dross, whether good or bad, 
is a placeholder or land bank within the city. Yet delaying opportunities for quality infill encourages 
expansion at the perimeter.  

Beyond the need for a frank discussion of the real impacts of land waste within the city and sprawl at 
its borders is a realistic understanding of the role of planners, architects, and consultants. A 
manifesto that calls for a designer to abandon a client-consultant relationship and contractual 
agreement, and to work on projects for waste landscape with the hope of finding a client that is a 
“custom-fit,” requires a financial freedom that design firms seldom experience. 

It is not a designer’s lack of education or understanding of the important issues that precludes a 
solution to waste landscapes, but the structure of local, state, and federal policy and the market 
forces and inadequate public awareness that create the greatest challenges. Perhaps a rehabilitation  



Terrain.org: A Journal of the Built & Natural Environments  :  www.terrain.org 
 
 

Issue No. 20  :  Summer/Fall 2007  :  Theme: Community Sustained 
 

167 

of the current vocabulary, facing sprawl head-on, will be the most productive and timely response to 
the Drosscape Manifesto. 

 

 

Bonnie Richardson began her career in the private sector, managing her own architectural practice in Tempe, 
Arizona. She was a visiting professor at Arizona State University's College of Architecture and Environmental Design. 
She is currently working for the City of Tempe as a transportation and land planner, introducing sustainable design with 
the development of the Tempe Transportation Center. She is a LEED-accredited professional and serves on the Board of 
Directors for the U.S. Green Building Council, Arizona. 
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Review: A Certain Truth 

Simmons B. Buntin reviews On the Altar of Greece, poems by Donna J. Gelagotis Lee 
    

The poems in Donna J. Gelagotis Lee’s inaugural collection, On 
the Altar of Greece, appeared in print as early as seven years 
prior to the book’s 2006 publication. The earliest poems were 
first published in such notable journals as The Bitter Oleander in 
1999. The most recent poems appeared as late as 2005. Yet like 
the namesake setting of the book, the poems are both timeless 
and—because they are infused with modern language and no 
hint of cliché—fresh. This is a collection that spurns the easy 
fallback of ancient Greek history and literature by reflecting a 
modern people and place still tied to that history. It is successful 
because of Lee’s keen and often deliciously subtle perspective. 

In a way, On the Altar of Greece is like a good travel guide: it 
transforms reader into visitor and nearly into resident. It takes 
the visitor to the authentic places that few tourists find, places 

delightful yet still surprising, safe yet unexpected.  

If comparing the collection to a travel guide seems to trivialize the book and its poems, that’s not the 
intent. Rather, they provide real insight to the people and places of Greece because they are likewise 
authentic. Lee is a longtime resident of Greece, but not native. The narrators of her largely 
autobiographical poems don’t pretend to be Greek, yet neither do they deny their Greek heritage. In 
a word, they know. 

In “First Night in Athens”—which we don’t discover until midway through the book—Lee begins: 

Beneath the trellis, we eat 
fried fish and potatoes. 
Every bite is salty. The salt 
sticks to my tongue. The salt 
purifies my mind. My tongue is sticking 
out in gesture, in plea. 

As the narrator melds into place, so do we. The end result? 

I feel my tongue, 
I taste the red mullet 
and the octopus. I taste the sea 
and the earth. I eat 
the words. 
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Lee’s visceral and often sensual language creates a series of images that builds, throughout the 
collection, into a kind of movie that we can’t help but feel a part of and strongly connected to, even 
well after reading the final poem. The book is a well-crafted screenplay, then—introducing 
characters to enrich the story yet always further enriching the narrator. 

In “Mariánna Crocheting,” for example, Lee begins: 

Thread through looped 
thread, the long needle 
slowly intrusive. Women, 
their eyes half-mast 
moons, drop 
village gossip, draw out 
sweet aroma 
from the hardest place, like 
the lentils you simmered 
all morning, until you 
slide the embarrassing 
secret from your mouth. 

But the poems of On the Altar of Greece are not only about character and scene; they also 
incorporate metaphor and symbol in ways as deep (and often dark) as history. In “Readying for the 
Olive Harvest,” the most difficult job is one of balance, literally and figuratively: 

To stand on the thickest branches 
and knock the olives 

out of the hold of summer 
is to coax love 

from a woman who has never known 
how to be loved 

without condition. 

And condition, it seems to me, may be the book’s central theme, for each poem rests delicately and 
purposefully in the gray area between cause and effect, between having and not having, between 
passion and frustration. Sometimes the poem gets us to that realization early on, as in “French Fries 
and Tzazíki,” in which the narrator finds “perfect balance” in “French fries and tzazíki / at the 
upstairs tavérna over the platía / by the sea.” And though the ending is playful, using “salivation” 
when “salvation” is what the mind’s eye first reads, ending becomes something else entirely in 
“Confession:” 
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Your husband, from Athens, 
gets up to join mine 
in the kitchen. You 
lower your head 
in the cross 
of light and whisper 
that he has hit 
you, because 
it is his duty 
and because 
a man needs to 
hit his wife 
once in a while. 

If there is a weakness in On the Altar of Greece, it is in the “acts,” to continue the movie metaphor, 
or the lack thereof. Though there is always momentum and a connectedness because of the similar 
settings and tones of most poems, with a 69-poem collection I’d prefer sections that help, if even the 
slightest bit, to provide some direction or transition-point as I read through the book.  

Perhaps that is a fault on my part, that I’ve come to expect sections for longer (and these days, 
shorter) collections. Maybe that’s a result of collections with poems so dissimilar to each other that 
they require discernable sections. Certainly Lee’s book is one of the tighter sets of poems I’ve read, 
to agree with the latter possibility. And yet, I still think sections would help the book as a full entity. 
Sometimes the seams, the spaces between, are what hold us, momentarily, allowing us to catch our 
breath and consider a subset of poems as a whole before driving forward again. 

That speaks to the book as an entity, which is important, but doesn’t discount the quality and 
effectiveness of the poems themselves. To that end, the poems are right on, finding certain truth 
whether in Athens or a rural setting, among a circle of gossiping women or inside the mind of the 
narrator. Indeed, Donna J. Gelagotis Lee is an outstanding poet whose cross-cultural perspective 
lends to that truth, and On the Altar of Greece shines because of it. 

   

Simmons B. Buntin is the founding editor of Terrain.org: A Journal of the Built & Natural Environments. With a 
master's degree in urban and regional planning, he is—logically—a web program manager for the University of Arizona. 
His first book of poetry, Riverfall, was published in May 2005 by Ireland's Salmon Poetry. He has work forthcoming in 
Isotope, Pilgrimage, South Dakota Review, and Orion, and is a recipient of a Colorado Artist's Fellowship for Poetry. 
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Review:  At the Top of the (Bird Song) Charts 

Terrain.org reviews Bird Songs: 250 North American Birds in Song, by Les Beletsky 

 
Les Beletsky, in his brief introduction to the lovely Bird 
Songs: 250 North American Birds in Song, writes, “The 
sounds of birds—often beautiful and melodic, sometimes 
harsh and noisy—have fascinated and attracted people for 
thousands of years. But it is only in the past few decades 
that nature enthusiasts, bird lovers, and scientists have 
been able to record and play back these sounds.” 

Even before Beletsky’s Introduction, Bird Songs begins 
with Jon L. Dunn’s concise Foreword, in which he writes, 
“Birds vocalize with the syrinx, a sound-producing organ 
located at the junction of the two bronchi at the base of the 
trachea. These two bronchial sides can actually be 
stimulated independently so they can each produce 
different sounds at the same time, as happens in the clear, 

flutelike song of the Wood Thrush.” 

With the small exception of the Foreword, however, Bird Songs is not about the history and science 
of bird song—for that, read David Rothenberg’s excellent Why Birds Sing: A Journey into the 
Mystery of Bird Song. What Bird Songs is, though, is just as delightful, and in fact makes an 
interesting (if not geographically limited) resource for Rothenberg’s book, or any book about North 
American birds and their calls. 

Beletsky’s Bird Songs brings together—in four chapters based on the habitat types of (1) Seabirds, 
Shorebirds, and Waterbirds (2) Forest Birds, (3) Woodland Birds, and (4) Open-Country Birds—a 
visually and aurally stunning collection. It is unique not in its assemblage of birds, but in the actual 
bird songs, playable from an easy-to-use electronic device attached to the back of the coffee table-
sized book. 

Want to learn more about the American wigeon, for example? Turn to page 45, where a beautiful 
illustration and a couple paragraphs of text tell us that the bird commonly referred to as the 
“baldplate” breeds widely across much of the northern half of North America. Want to hear the 
American wigeon? Forward the player to track 026, and you’ll hear the “male’s whistled, three-note 
call, whew-whew-whew.” 

It’s an ingenious approach to a book that is an excellent resource for the field birder or armchair 
birder alike because the calls, which were provided in clear recordings by the Macaulay Library at 
the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, provide a context that a visual guide simply cannot.  



Terrain.org: A Journal of the Built & Natural Environments  :  www.terrain.org 
 
 

Issue No. 20  :  Summer/Fall 2007  :  Theme: Community Sustained 
 

172 

Of course, with such a presentation comes a lack of mobility. But Bird Songs was never intended to 
be a field guide; rather, it is a pre-field guide, an educational tool for familiarizing birders with calls 
before trekking out or for identifying calls—from their own recording devices or from memory, 
perhaps—upon their return. 

The audience of this wonderful collection is much broader than devoted birders, however. The 
biggest fan in our household is my ten-year-old daughter, who already has a keen interest in a range 
of birds—the black-capped chickadee (audio file # 147), bald eagle (#039), and red-tailed hawk 
(#177) foremost among them. She delights, as do I and her younger sister, in listening to these calls 
again and again, and then discovering new songs to add to her playlist.  

Because the book is divided by habitat, the Index at the back is a must for quickly locating a 
particular bird. The slight challenge here is that birds are listed in alphabetical order by full name, 
from Cactus Wren to California Gnatcatcher to California Quail, for example. But if the reader only 
knows a general type of bird—wren, say—but not the particular species—cactus or canyon or 
Carolina, perhaps—a full and laborious scan of the Index may be required. 

Still, much of the delight is moving through the book by habitat or at random, listening to the calls, 
comparing the songs of similar species or birds of the same habitat. From a practical perspective, my 
daughters and I have used it not so much to identify the species at our bird feeders—we are already 
familiar with the songs of the lesser goldfinches, hummingbirds, curve-billed thrashers, white-
winged doves, and other visiting friends—but to more familiarize ourselves with the calls of birds 
we hope to see, or at least hear—red-tailed hawk, phainopepla, Western tanager. 

Bird Songs: 250 North American Birds in Song is a beautiful and fun collection that our entire 
family heartily recommends for anyone even remotely interested in birds. There is no requisite to be 
a skilled birder, no requisite to have a keen ear for the birds outside. All that’s required, really, is 
simple curiosity—that and a willingness to explore the pages of the book. But watch out, because it 
won’t be long before exploring the pages of Bird Songs will get you excited about exploring the 
broader pages of the environment outside your door, one bird—and one bird song—at a time. 

(And look for Beletsky to “go global” with the September 2007 release of Bird Songs from Around 
the World, with the same admirable approach, design, and audio player.)  

 


