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Guest Editorial 
by Renee Lertzman, Miller Postdoctoral Fellow in Humanities and Sustainability, 
Center for Sustainable Processes and Practices and Portland Center for Public 
Humanities, Portland State University 
 
Virtually Unconscious: Dreams of Escape 

I found myself thinking about Sigmund Freud as I exited the theatre, where like millions of others, I 
had donned the plastic glasses and spent a couple of hours in an immersive virtual world of Avatar. 
Yes, I was enchanted by the visual textures and breathtaking virtual vistas, and the remarkable 
technological achievements of this film. But mainly, I was preoccupied with the way the film had 
grabbed me affectively, thrown me into an entirely imagined world, and forced me to struggle, as 
Jake Sully does, with the reality of my own frail, fragile, precarious, and imperfect world when the 
lights came up. 

  
Up and Alice in Wonderland images courtesy The Disney Company. 

Avatar image courtesy 20th Century Fox. 

Films have always served as stepping stones into virtual worlds, so in this respect Avatar is not 
unique, nor is Up, Alice in Wonderland, or the myriad forthcoming 3D visual experiences on the 
horizon. Rather, what makes me think of Freud at this precise moment is how these new virtual 
worlds look and feel like collective or shared dream. And as Freud remarked famously about dreams 
as “the royal road to the unconscious,” I am left wondering what these virtual worlds are telling us 
about our own unconscious longings, desires, fantasies, aggressions, and losses. 

For now, then, let’s imagine the proliferation of virtual worlds, as a sort of “royal road.” What I 
believe Freud meant in this statement is the ways in which we express and manifest difficult, often 
contradictory, ambivalent and painful desires and impulses through the language of the dream; that 
the material erupting without our conscious control reflects a treasure trove of symbols, meanings, 
and messages for us to “excavate” (Freud was fond of the archaeological metaphors). We are thus 
presented with a rich arena to explore the aspects of our culture and shared social worlds that are 
being presented and expressed through these virtual worlds.  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sigmund_Freud
http://www.avatarmovie.com/
http://adisney.go.com/disneyvideos/animatedfilms/up/
http://adisney.go.com/disneypictures/aliceinwonderland/
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Avatar's Jake Sully in human and avatar form. 
Image courtesy 20th Century Fox. 

On the most mundane level, we may say the virtual is about escape; a fleeing of our earth-bound, 
fragile, and imperfect world, full of limitations, plastic, diseases, and extinctions, to an idealized 
world. We can leave our bodies in the seat or the console, and effectively be anywhere, at any time, 
and with any one. However, the expression of the virtual in its many forms offers more than a story 
simply of escape, and we can never truly leave behind our bodies, as Jake can.  

I am reminded of Freud for the central reason that perhaps no one else in human history has written 
as eloquently about the human struggle to be integrated with our world, desires, imaginations, and 
frustrations. While Freud’s work has since evolved profoundly through the work of relational and 
object-relations psychoanalytic thought in recent decades, what remains is the recognition of the 
human propensity for splitting off unwanted experiences. Usually, humans do this psychically and 
internally, with dramatic consequences: denial of reality (e.g., “climate denial”), projection of 
rejected qualities on to others (“tree huggers” or “red necks”), or even more dramatic expressions of 
delusion and psychosis. Now, more recently we see the capacity to animate our capacities for 
splitting off aspects of reality (internal and external) through the creation of virtual worlds, whether 
through 3D, virtual reality (e.g., Second Life) or just the simple act of creating websites or Internet 
surfing for hours at a time.  

The attitude I find most productive in contemplating these phenomena is what is called in 
psychoanalytic literature, the “analytic attitude.” This attitude is informed by a curiosity in the 
relations between what is conscious and unconscious, rather than focusing on the relations between 
the individual and society. That is, attending to what is being expressed and manifested 
unconsciously through the technological artifices that we create, and more crucially, what this tells 
us about our relationship with our ecological, biotic contexts.  

Jake’s struggle between worlds is a clear expression of our own dilemmas concerning the capacity 
for creating virtual worlds and our earth-bound status as mortal beings. Torn between two worlds, as 
many environmentalists can resonate with (as we dwell in societies we know full well we are 
destructive and ignorant of symbiotic systems), Jake finds himself affectively (psychically, 
emotionally, energetically) attaching to a place where the air is toxic, and yet is an expression of  
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what life can and should be. He has tasted vitality, community, ecological harmony and a form of 
communion with the non-human other that renders him unable to “go back” to the old way of life. 
He must move forward; however, to do so he must depart his human body. As participants in virtual 
worlds, we are not given this choice. We cannot leave our bodies or this planet, and yet we hold out 
for the promise of creating something purer, better, less broken, somewhere else. 

 
Sigmund Freud, 1922. 
Photo by Max Halberstadt. 

It is too easy to dismiss virtuality as a rejection of our earthly plane, and decry it as an ecologically 
dangerous path to tread. Our affective attachments should be cultivated here, and not on Pandora or 
any other virtual place. However, we have good reason to worry about what dwelling in virtual 
worlds means for our capacities for reparation—repair, restoration, concern, care—right here, and 
right now. Can we blame young people for wanting escape?  

I am wondering what Freud would say; my guess is that he would find Avatar a fascinating cultural 
dream, that one can literally step into and experience affectively for a few hours. He may notice the 
fantasy manifested in Jake’s ability to merge with his new life, in an Arcadian space, even on the 
threshold of certain destruction (the machines will come back; it’s the return of the repressed, after 
all). He would probably urge us to think, very carefully, about what is being expressed in our 
creation of virtual worlds, and whether they may help us in the achievements of human psychic 
maturity: the ability to be present, to not flee, and at the same time, respect the fact we will always 
want to return to the Garden, a place of innocence and where we imagined we had total control over 
the world and all its beings.  

 

   

 

Renee Lertzman is currently a Miller Postdoctoral Fellow in Humanities and Sustainability at the Center for 
Sustainable Processes and Practices and Portland Center for Public Humanities at Portland State University. She is 
currently working on a manuscript, The Myth of Apathy, based on her doctoral work. 

 

http://www.pdx.edu/sustainability/center-sustainable-processes-and-practices
http://www.pdx.edu/sustainability/center-sustainable-processes-and-practices
http://www.publichumanities.pdx.edu/
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Column: The Literal Landscape  
by Simmons B. Buntin, Editor/Publisher, Terrain.org 

Songbird 

 
Farm in the Vermont countryside. 
Photo by Simmons Buntin. 

Editor’s Note: This essay originally appeared in Hawk & Handsaw: The Journal of Creative Sustainability, 
and is reprinted with permission of the publisher. 

I hadn’t meant to kill the bird. He was a robin, as best I could tell at 50 miles per hour—the road 
loping through the Vermont countryside, green on green except for the occasional field of 
dandelions, a congregation of black-and-white cows beside the baptistery of a watering trough. The 
bird arced out of the roadside brush and into the passenger side of the windshield, thinking perhaps 
the glint was a sudden stream, dragonflies and water striders ready for the taking. On impact, the 
beak dropped and neck must have snapped before he bounced and landed light but lifeless on the 
pavement behind me. I could hear the initial impact even with the buds of the iPod planted in my 
ears, the chords of the Rolling Stones’ “Bitch” rolling with the small hills. I may have invoked the 
song’s refrain—“Love, it’s a bitch, alright”—as I watched the pear-sized life pass. It’s not so much 
that love is a bitch, I thought, as that sudden collisions are a bitch. I’d been warned to watch for 
moose, and have certainly pinged birds before, but something about this encounter resounded, as if 
the robin instead pierced the curved glass, a dart nested in the pane of my deeper self. 

I paused the iPod and removed the earplugs. The sound of the engine filled the cavity of the rental 
car. Still, as I slowed to 40 I could just make out the calls of other birds in the birches and maples, 
the whirr of a riding mower on a lawn, the whine of the car’s small tires. My wife Billie has had an 
iPod for months now, raving about it daily, telling me at every possibility how much I’d like one. 
I’m not interested, I’d insist. But with a trip from Tucson to New England coming up, I began to see 
the value. No more searching through radio stations as I drove the rental car. The chance to have our 
full music library digitized and at my fingertips. And an easy ability to watch films on the sleek 
black device, as well. I gave in and it was only a matter of days before my new iPod held more than 
1,900 songs and a handful of movies.  

 

http://www.apple.com/ipodclassic/
http://www.google.com/url?q=http://popup.lala.com/popup/432627066938999860&ei=DlqmS7-wF4P6lwfj3Ix0&sa=X&oi=music_play_track&resnum=1&ct=result&cd=2&ved=0CAcQ0wQoADAA&usg=AFQjCNHINVIzLSvm0tLbQ-N2ByM5AJZszw
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I accepted the digital music player with a mixture of anticipation and regret. As with my adoption of 
any new technology, I knew it would change my habits and relationship with the wider world. 
Though I design websites and work on computers all day, I’m always wary of new gadgets. It’s not 
that I’m old-fashioned; instead, there’s something about losing a connection to the visceral world, an 
unwillingness to substitute virtual for actual. 
  

 
The Flume at Franconia Notch State 
Park, New Hampshire. 
Photo by Simmons Buntin. 

I didn’t blame the bird’s death on the iPod. But over the few days I had the player on that June trip, I 
felt its ability to lure me away from the natural—and perhaps just as essential, the unnatural—sounds 
around me. I wasn’t shocked, then, to learn that the iPod is often called the isolation-Pod. For Billie, 
after a day of teaching second graders, isolation is a reward: her escape into synthesized rhythms and 
soothing vocals, if only for the brief periods before dinner or after our daughters are in bed. My 
escape is also from monotony—the drone of engines on the airliner, in the car. But back at home or 
moving around town I prefer the honeyed song of the lesser goldfinch, the raucous cry of a cactus 
wren, even the regular echo of a fighter jet arcing above the local air base. Sound is every bit as 
much a part of place as image. 

So passing through New Hampshire’s White Mountains on my way to Vermont, I was surprised to 
encounter a teenage boy with iPod earplugs nestled in his ears, volume up, music tinny but 
nonetheless audible. In a hooded red sweatshirt and baggy jeans, he walked along the trail that edges 
the Flume Brook at Franconia Notch State Park. The Flume is a thin gorge nearly three football  

 

http://www.visitwhitemountains.com/
http://www.nhstateparks.org/state-parks/alphabetical-order/franconia-notch-state-park/
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fields long, lined with dark walls of granite and basalt, overgrown in ferns, moss, and the dangling 
branches of alder. At the ravine’s head is Avalanche Falls, four stories high and 30 feet wide. The 
wild rush of the brook is as visceral in sound as in sight, yet without both the experience must have 
been diminished for the boy.  

Or perhaps that’s only my antiquated view, for isn’t it possible the teenager’s experience was 
actually heightened by his music? The melody didn’t sound like Wagner’s “The Ride of the 
Valkyries” or even The Rolling Stones’ “Gimme’ Shelter,” which would have been appropriate 
given the waterfall’s overspray, but his on-demand soundtrack played on, and he appeared as 
engaged as any of us. Yet at what point does synthetic sound replace natural sound and so authentic 
experience? At what point do we lose our intrinsic connection to the physical places around us 
because we’ve become absorbed in the virtual places that technology makes so easy to access? 
  

 
Marshy pasture outside Craftsbury, 
Vermont. 
Photo by Simmons Buntin. 

After arriving in Vermont the next day, friend and jazz clarinetist David Rothenberg, author of best-
selling books on bird and whale song, said, “Why not try walking through a wild forest listening to a 
recording made in Times Square?” My immediate reaction was to do the opposite: load up the iPod 
with forest recordings for trips to the city. The last place I had seen David was New York, and I well 
remember the symphony of sirens and subway trains, vehicles and voices.  

Without an accessible recording, however, my options were limited to the songs already on my  

 

http://www.last.fm/music/Richard+Wagner/_/Ride+of+the+Valkyries
http://www.last.fm/music/Richard+Wagner/_/Ride+of+the+Valkyries
http://www.google.com/url?q=http://popup.lala.com/popup/432627043552681914&ei=PlumS57aMML7lwe8w4CPAQ&sa=X&oi=music_play_track&resnum=1&ct=result&cd=2&ved=0CAoQ0wQoADAA&usg=AFQjCNF9wr-VeutHXzvbqLDqrVv0JzWGxg
http://davidrothenberg.wordpress.com/
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player: I skipped “Gimme’ Shelter” for another topical Stones song, “Street Fighting Man.” Placing 
the smooth buds into my ears, I reached the edge of a tattered trail near Craftsbury, Vermont, where 
I was staying. Guitar riffs announced the song, but right away I realized that I must slide up the 
volume to hide the swishing of my feet on the high grass and pine needles that covered the cross-
country ski lane. The trail dropped into a forest of hawthorn, birch, and pine. Ferns and intricate 
wildflowers of blue and white drifted into the path or edged the filtered shadows of the trees. I raised 
the volume once again to cover the cries of crows so that I could no longer hear even the internal 
cadence of my own breathing.  

Almost immediately—as Mick Jagger crooned and a sitar bent in the background—I felt 
disconnected from the trail and broader landscape. My eyes cropped the shapes of the verdant maple 
leaves against speckled limbs and the gray granite against darker trail. But I saw few birds. A humid 
breeze washed my face and hands, mosquitoes took residence on the back of my neck, and the scent 
of the pines was light yet persistent. But I saw no wildlife. And soon my head swayed back and forth 
in a kind of rhythmic, autistic scan far from normal. By the time the song ended and “Sympathy for 
the Devil” began, my walk felt more cinematic than anything else—not as much surreal as half-real, 
a vital sense not so much cut off as held captive. I could neither deny the experience was compelling 
nor endorse its isolation. 

The path reached a wide clearing and then a road, but I kept going, iPod blaring, northern Vermont’s 
pastures and soft forested hills on every horizon. The nature of the acoustic environment of the 
landscape—the soundscape—made little difference in my walk, except when I passed the swift but 
narrow Black River, where the trill of red-winged blackbirds forced me to wind the volume to its 
maximum, to the level the iPod needed to overpower the jet engines just outside my seat on the 
flight from Tucson. I hadn’t realized the sheer amplitude of the natural world, always assuming the 
mechanizations of humans were louder by default. I was tempted to pause the player to listen to the 
fen, but instead stepped off the road onto a faint trail beside the marsh’s edge and headed for a hill a 
half-mile distant. Along the way I saw dozens of birds—warblers and blackbirds, finches and 
mallards—plus the outline of a turtle just below the water’s murky surface. The breeze picked up 
and I found myself slapping the back of my neck less, the forest’s tiny fiends left behind. Knee-deep 
in wildflowers and grass, I trudged to the base of the hill, choosing my steps through the water-
logged pasture carefully, my shoes and pants already soaked. And I was delighted, for even though I 
wasn’t exposed to natural sounds, there was a certain rhythm to the digital songs that rolled into my 
ears, immersing me completely. Though I was still certain the boy at the Flume missed the full 
natural experience, I realized he hadn’t missed experience altogether. I conceded that his exposure 
was rich, even if not truly authentic. 

Or wasn’t it? At the base of the hill I stopped once I recognized there wasn’t a trail after all. I turned 
south and looked across the fen as the wind built behind me. Suddenly the grass undulated in vast 
uneven ripples—like the parabolic waves of sound itself—and I became unstable, disoriented. I 
knew this experience was an illusion both optical and aural, yet the entire sheet of green and yellow-
green grasses rolled row after row into to the dark braid of the Black River even as my feet dug hard 
into the hillside. The misty green horizon represented the forest I came through, but it didn’t move. 
Only the saturated meadow between us receded, shifting with the wind and dropping into the river  

http://www.google.com/url?q=http://popup.lala.com/popup/432627065027523744&ei=sFumS4rGG4T6lweLn4GcAg&sa=X&oi=music_play_track&resnum=1&ct=result&cd=2&ved=0CAcQ0wQoADAA&usg=AFQjCNGzAyoAc80x8n3-Y_MAfwLmXYqmmQ
http://www.townofcraftsbury.com/
http://www.google.com/url?q=http://popup.lala.com/popup/432627043552687264&ei=AlymS6rYCoK4swOtnLi9BA&sa=X&oi=music_play_track&resnum=1&ct=result&cd=2&ved=0CAcQ0wQoADAA&usg=AFQjCNHavlYBpEmV-5j61gD1CNoBhHMFFQ
http://www.google.com/url?q=http://popup.lala.com/popup/432627043552687264&ei=AlymS6rYCoK4swOtnLi9BA&sa=X&oi=music_play_track&resnum=1&ct=result&cd=2&ved=0CAcQ0wQoADAA&usg=AFQjCNHavlYBpEmV-5j61gD1CNoBhHMFFQ
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_River_%28Lake_Memphremagog%29
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like a wide, thatched conveyor belt. The Rolling Stones song “You Can’t Always Get What You 
Want” filled my head when I realized, too, that I could no longer deny that the boy’s experience was 
any less authentic than mine. 

 
The Black River near Craftsbury in northern 
Vermont. 
Photo by Simmons Buntin. 

“But if you try sometimes,” the song’s chorus continued as I re-centered myself, “you get what you 
need.” What I needed to ask, then, wasn’t whether synthetic sounds in nature lead to a less authentic 
personal experience, for I now knew that individual experience can be authentic regardless of 
acoustic source. Instead, I wondered if the loss of natural sounds leads to a disconnection from place 
altogether. That is, do we become numb to landscapes when they lose their natural sounds? 

The answer may lie in how human-caused noise is perceived. For example, National Park Service 
managers have concluded, based on scientific research and visitor surveys, that park quality is 
generally inseparable from “natural peace and the sounds of nature.” So an effort is underway to 
better manage their soundscapes, which are threatened by flyovers, automobile traffic, and 
snowmobiles. One of the first parks under study is Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Park in 
California, where researchers set up equipment to establish sonic benchmarks—what the Acoustic 
Ecology Institute calls a “voiceprint of habitat.” The researchers’ goal is to monitor the soundscape 
as an indicator of overall ecosystem health: the more natural the sounds, the healthier the park 
ecosystem and the more connected visitors feel. 

 
The ecosystem of my family back in Tucson is our stout bungalow plus the city and Sonoran desert 
beyond. Our soundscape is mostly a wonderful mix: not only local birds, but also neighbors on front 
porches, vehicles on streets, and the wind among acacia and mesquite. Lizards scamper beneath sage 
and prickly pear while bees nuzzle vibrant flowers. Inside, it’s not uncommon for the soundscape to 
be composed of music—my older daughter practicing viola, my younger daughter on piano, a song 
or composition on the stereo.  

 
   

 

http://www.google.com/url?q=http://popup.lala.com/popup/432627077912420282&ei=jFymS_XjDY7qsQOm5Pi8BA&sa=X&oi=music_play_track&resnum=1&ct=result&cd=2&ved=0CAcQ0wQoADAA&usg=AFQjCNG9jSQlJrRybYXWoxY-sJiC5wUEpA
http://www.google.com/url?q=http://popup.lala.com/popup/432627077912420282&ei=jFymS_XjDY7qsQOm5Pi8BA&sa=X&oi=music_play_track&resnum=1&ct=result&cd=2&ved=0CAcQ0wQoADAA&usg=AFQjCNG9jSQlJrRybYXWoxY-sJiC5wUEpA
http://www.nps.gov/
http://www.nps.gov/seki/
http://www.acousticecology.org/
http://www.acousticecology.org/
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Community church at Craftsbury 
Common, Vermont. 
Photo by Simmons Buntin. 

This year, however, technology silenced our house even as my wife and daughters heard more 
music. In January, my daughters’ school was selected from among more than three-thousand others 
as the greenest grade school in America. Civano Community School is known not only for its 
progressive expeditionary learning model, but also for a focus on community and environment. Solar 
photovoltaic panels provide power, a school garden maintained by students supplements lunches, 
and recycling is old hat. With the award, each child received a green iPod Shuffle and solar charger. 
It didn’t take long for my older daughter, in fifth grade, and her sister, in second, to load their 
matchbox-sized players with their favorite music.  

“Finally!” my older daughter said as she eased the iPod out of its case. She was one of the few 
remaining students in her class who didn’t already have one. Though we defined the amount of time 
they could listen to their iPods, the effect was immediate, and silencing. More often than not, I found 
the girls walking around the house, iPods on, oblivious to my call. They hadn’t become zombies, 
because they danced or skipped or hopped to the beat, but they certainly became isolated—and were 
happier for it. But were they healthier, and was our family? 

My wife was already a chronic headphone wearer, connected to a portable CD player, before I gave 
her an iPod for Mother’s Day. After school she often works late into the evening grading student 
work and creating lesson plans. For these repetitive tasks, and for exercising and housework, she 
listens to her own music. Upgrading to the iPod was a logical evolution, both in technology and 
practice: it is smaller, uses less power, and contains more music than the CD player. Yet once Billie 
programmed her iPod, listening increased and our home became quieter still. That’s not necessarily 

 

http://www.vail.k12.az.us/%7Ecivano/
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bad when I’m working, but can be downright eerie otherwise.  

There may be dangers, too. Beyond the real possibility of hearing loss—listen no more than five 
minutes at full volume or four-and-a-half hours at 70 percent volume per day, researchers have 
determined—the broader risk is disconnection from landscape and community altogether. Video 
game developers, computer manufacturers, and the corporations behind them may well want us to 
substitute virtual for actual reality (and with today’s threats to the global environment, who isn’t 
tempted every now and then?). After all, the less engaged we are the more complacent we become, 
and complacency breeds a willingness to purchase whatever product—necessary or not—is placed 
before us. But it seems to me that being a part of the community’s full landscape requires informed 
and active participation. And active participation is not possible with earplugs. Instead, face-to-face 
communication, sustained discourse, and keen listening must prevail. 
   

 
Leaving the forest, near Craftsbury Common, 
Vermont. 
Photo by Simmons Buntin. 

Back on the edge of the Vermont marsh, without a trail to guide me further in my research, I 
removed the ear buds. The wider world rushed back, and with it the fen’s own sporadic music. 
Between the blackbirds, finches, and surprising bass notes of hundreds of frogs I hadn’t heard or 
seen earlier, it was a symphony indeed. I trudged back to the road, footsteps squelching in the lovely 
muck, and sat on a stone beside the bridge. The Black River’s strong current carried leaves and twigs 
beneath me, but the river also had its own lyric, not quite lapping at the edges but still resonating off 
the brambly shore and among the reeds.  

I sat for a long time savoring the sounds—both natural and artificial, for trucks on a nearby highway 
held the frequency of waves on a beach—before walking up the road toward the trees. The wind 
shifted and a clique of birches gossiped, bright green leaves rattling, before I made my way into the 
forest where the higher pines had their own shushing talk. As the trail shifted from gravel to mud to 
hard-packed earth, the tempo of my footsteps changed accordingly. Here a thud, there a scrape. 
Behind me a bird called, almost laughing in its nasal song, and I turned just in time to glimpse a 
nuthatch. Walking uphill through the forest, I saw that with the iPod on, I lost not only my sense of  

 

http://www.physorg.com/news80304823.html
http://www.physorg.com/news80304823.html
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hearing, but also my sense of time and distance. Clearly, I wasn’t tuned into the landscape in many 
ways.  

My full appreciation for hearing the sounds around me, however, wasn’t set by the blackbirds or 
frogs or trees, nor the bubbling of small brooks on either side of the trail. Rather, it came all at once, 
as I approached the edge of the forest, when a single crow’s sudden and rapid cawing made me 
jump. I couldn’t say who was more startled as the black sentinel circled high before flying off. But it 
left me silent, ears fine-tuned before I took another step. 

A few minutes later I was deep in thought on sound and landscape when a distinct chipping rang 
from a pear tree in a pasture ahead. The call was from a robin with flashy auburn breast and charcoal 
back. His yellow beak moved rapidly with the song, but his bright black eye remained focused on 
me—the kind of gaze I use on my daughters when they’re up to no good. His scrutiny had the same 
effect: we were both leery. I approached slowly, aware of my reputation with robins in these parts. I 
was sorry for killing the other robin but argued, in my mind anyway, that there was little I could do 
to avoid the collision. At this he turned and began singing loudly. He called more and more rapidly 
until I discerned two songs, though I could not see the other robin. Their intensity rose so that the 
calls could have been mistaken for an electronic synthesizer, keys dancing wildly, frequency and 
amplitude high. I half expected the ground to begin undulating once again, but instead I turned and 
continued walking up the path, the robins’ song like a gleaming window, open and flawless. 

 

 
 

 
 
 

Simmons B. Buntin is the founding editor of Terrain.org: A Journal of the Built & Natural Environments. His first 
book of poetry, Riverfall, was published in 2005 by Ireland's Salmon Poetry; his next collection, Bloom, is due from 
Salmon in late 2010. Recent work has appeared in Mid-American Review, Isotope, Orion, Hawk & 
Handsaw, and Southwestern American Literature. Look for new work in High Desert Journal, ISLE, Freshwater, 
Spiral Orb, Salamander, and Versal. Catch up with him at www.SimmonsBuntin.com. 
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Terrain.org: A Journal of the Built & Natural Environments : www.terrain.org 
 
 

Issue No. 25 : Spring/Summer 2010 : Virtually There 
 

15

Column: Plein Air 
by Deborah Fries, Terrain.org Editorial Board Member 

Sharing the Edge of the Sixth Shore: Artists and Scientists Converge at 
Lake Clifton 

As an undergrad, I first majored in art, then English, and gravitated only toward the sciences that 
required the least math. That’s how I came to spend one hot Milwaukee summer illustrating a large 
and definitive collection of microfossils for my paleontology professor. Tucked away in the cool 
basement of the Thomas A. Greene Geological Museum, surrounded by Greene’s 19th century 
collection of Silurian specimens, I plugged away at my quiet task: look into the microscope, observe 
the relief and distinguishing features of each white, bean-shaped fossil, then translate what I saw into 
a stippled drawing with my Rapidograph. I was an ostracod illustrator. 

 
Illustration of the ostracod Cypridina  
mediterranea, 1909. 
Originally appeared in A Treatise of  
Zoology, by E. Ray Lankester (1909). 

It was a crude process by today’s imaging standards, crude then when photomicrographs could have 
been used to create the book plates. But ink work was what they wanted, and for a modest 
honorarium, I passed my days in that eye-straining and peaceful work, forced into an almost 
meditative level of observation. 

The ostracods at first seemed boring as orzo: miniscule crustaceans, equipped with a bivalve shell—
a kind of clammy shrimp—that could not compare with the shelved crinoids, trilobites, and 
cephalopods that Greene had collected well into his eighties and nineties, surreal and exotic proof 
that Wisconsin had once been the floor of a Paleozoic sea. Yet the tiny seed shrimp was 
commercially valued for biozonation of marine strata: drill down, find the right kind of fossilized 
ostracods, and you’ve probably hit oil shale. My implicit goal was to capture the visually faint and 
nuanced features that could be used to locate oil. 

 

http://www4.uwm.edu/letsci/geosciences/greene_museum/index.cfm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Silurian
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rapidograph
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ostracod
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Photomicrograph
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crinoid
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trilobites
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cephalopods
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paleozoic
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Back in English classes that fall, I found myself writing an ode to the ostracod. After so much 
careful observation, how is there not a poem in the messages sent from one life form to another 
through Paleolithic time? The microscope had offered its own brightly lit lyricism; the compelling 
narrative of the ostracod followed me long after I had stopped looking. 
  

Today, more than 15,000 miles away from that museum in Milwaukee, south of Mandurah and in 
Western Australia’s Yalgorup National Park, a group of artists and scientists are gathering around 
the shores of Lake Clifton, where the lyric narratives of deep geologic time call to them. Their 
residencies in the long-term Adaptation project, begun with observation of the threatened 
ecosystems in and around the lake, are producing collaborative works that will incorporate narratives 
of creation, evolution, and human impacts. 

 
Thrombolites at Lake Clifton, low water, February  
2010. 
Photo by Annamaria Weldon. 

Adaptation, launched in 2009 to coincide with the 150th anniversary of Charles Darwin’s On the 
Origin of Species, is an initiative of SymbioticA, the Center of Excellence in Biological Arts at The 
University of Western Australia. Although Adaptation’s residents are in early stages of project 
development, I’ve been able to correspond with two who are negotiating the tidal terrain where 
scientific research and art meet. 

For Dr. Perdita Phillips, that zone is a familiar studio. An artist/researcher whose process relies 
heavily upon walking and listening, Phillips is developing a soundscape project, The Sixth Shore, 
collecting in situ sounds from the natural environment and taking oral histories from the locals. She 
describes a process that will layer time and habitation, and result in an unexpected auditory 
experience that will break and recede over the listeners like waves as they stroll, wearing 
headphones. 

Central to her collected subjects are the silent stars of brackish Lake Clifton, the thrombolites. These 
protected living rocks, formed over a span of nearly 2,000 years, consist of a complex community of  

 

http://www.dec.wa.gov.au/component/option,com_hotproperty/task,view/id,22/Itemid,1584/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lake_Clifton,_Western_Australia
http://www.symbiotica-adaptation.com/
http://www.symbiotica.uwa.edu.au/research/projects3/adaptation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_Darwin
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1402756399?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=1402756399
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1402756399?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=1402756399
http://www.symbiotica.uwa.edu.au/
http://www.perditaphillips.com/
http://www.perditaphillips.com/projects_blog/?cat=163
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thrombolite
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microorganisms that precipitate mineral sediment. These microbialites create reefs far more slowly 
than coral, and rely upon the quiet work of photosynthetic cyanobacteria rather than the showy, 
invertebrate tactics of Anthozoa.  

As a member of the coastal Yalgorup Lakes System, Lake Clifton is listed and protected under the 
Ramsar Convention on Wetlands as a Wetland of International Importance, and is one of only two 
places in the world where thrombolites exist in water less salty than the ocean.  As a laboratory for 
Adaptation, the Lake Clifton area features not only a window into the earliest beginnings of life as 
offered by the thrombolites, but also a door into the messy present, where development pressures, 
inadequate vegetative buffers, nutrient loading, drought, impacted groundwater, rising salinity, and 
an invasive fish species have resulted in an increasing rate of detrimental change. 

There are plenty of story portals for the artists and scientists to enter. The creation tales of the 
indigenous Bindjareb Nyungars, historians’ accounts of marl mining and mullet canning, the sounds 
of the more than 80 species of water birds, endemic and migratory, that feed in the Yalgorup 
wetlands. 
  

Poet Annamaria Weldon has been visiting the wetlands monthly since her Adaptation residency 
began. Her research phase includes taking notes and photographing the seasonal rise and fall of lake 
levels, as well as immersing herself in the languages of geology, botany, zoology, and meteorology. 
She is building a network of relationships with longtime residents of the lake and working as a 
community poet in nearby Mandurah—human contact that informs her understanding of the 
Yalgorup ecosystems. Her project, Sharing the Edge, will be a landscape journal, prose, and poetry 
entries of varying length, possibly annotated by her collaborator, naturalist Laurie Smith. 

 
"The Autotroph" ironically explores the problems and 
possibilities of ‘solutions’ to climate change and ecosystem 
devastation. "The Autotroph" is a playful exploration using  
technology to engineer solutions for the immense complexity 
of dealing with ecological issues. Any action postulated  
raises possibilities of good and harm to different aspects of  
the ecology, and this is without even considering the  
unknown unknowns (to quote Rumsfeld). The challenge of  
this project is to tell the stories of these complexities, but  
not to solve them.’ 
Image by Oron Catts and Ryan Kim. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anthozoa
http://www.ramsar.org/cda/en/ramsar-home/main/ramsar/1%5E7715_4000_0__
http://www.pinjarramassacresite.com/content/story/
http://annamariaweldon.com.au/
http://symbiotica.wordpress.com/project-profiles/annamaria-weldon/
http://symbiotica.wordpress.com/project-profiles/annamaria-weldon/laurie-smith/


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

Issue No. 25 : Spring/Summer 2010 : Virtually There 
 

18 

Weldon visited the lake recently with authors Mark Tredinnick and Barry Lopez. As they stood 
together on the thrombolite boardwalk in the bright February sun of the Australian summer, Lopez 
repeated what he’d said in closing remarks at the Perth Writers Festival: “What we do to the 
environment depends critically on the language we apply to it. We are in need of stories that will 
help.” 

She believes that the written word can help mend our broken relationship to the land, but says, “If 
words can heal, it will not be in the language we are already tiring of, the blunt messages about 
global warming.” 

Like Weldon, Perdy Phillips recognizes the importance of going beyond the literal and purely 
representational messages that come out of scientific information, and notes that the artist has the 
ability to ask questions that do not have tidy answers. Often those questions can be asked by 
“making strange,” creating work that makes us look again.  
  

Consider its application in raising public awareness of climate change. Was it strange that stopped 
delegates to the 2009 Copenhagen Climate Conference to look again at Jens Galschiots’s Survival of 
the Fattest, his sculpture of a corpulent Justitia being carried by a frail African? Installed in the city’s 
harbor near the Little Mermaid, Galschiot’s piece was one of several on display during the 
conference as part of the Seven Meters consequence-based art initiative. 

Is Marcus Vergette’s Time and Tide Bell project, a proposed permanent installation of twelve bells 
along the British coast, calibrated to ring differently as sea levels rise, likely to make us look again? 
 The plan is to conduct outreach with communities that will host the bells, engender ownership of the 
symbolism and the issues they represent, including the connection that will be forged between the 
host sites. 

Will the London-based Cape Farewell initiative, which brings together artists, scientists, and 
educators specifically to address climate change through expeditions to the high Arctic make the 
folks in Bloomfield Hills, Michigan look again? There, on exhibit at the Cranbrook Academy of Arts 
Museum through June 13, Americans have their first opportunity to experience the Cape Farewell 
artists’ work. 

There is a need, I think, to better understand the role of artistic endeavor in protecting fragile 
ecosystems and landscapes, those at the water’s edge and inland. Just how does art make us look 
again at landscapes? How can we refine language to tell stories that will help rather than desensitize?  

What is the difference between the art and literature that emerges from collaborative research with 
scientists and that which emerges solely from the imagination? (There are a lot of polar bear poems 
out there being written by people whose only contact with the species will occur at a municipal zoo.)  

Should we forgo global topics and focus closely upon the regional, the loss of tuart trees in Western  

http://www.marktredinnick.com.au/
http://www.barrylopez.com/
http://www.perthfestival.com.au/Events/perth-writers-festival/
http://unfccc.int/2860.php
http://www.aidoh.dk/?categoryID=1
http://www.sevenmeters.net/
http://www.marcusvergette.co.uk/
http://www.marcusvergette.co.uk/bell.htm
http://www.capefarewell.com/
http://www.cranbrookart.edu/museum/#SA
http://www.cranbrookart.edu/museum/#SA
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Australia, the degradation of streams that run orange from mine drainage in West Virginia? Will 
long-term collaborative projects that involve the public—at Lake Clifton or along the British coast—
reach deeper into the psyche than a traveling exhibit? 
  

 
Lake Clifton's living rocks, thrombolites, in high  
water. 
Photo by Annamaria Weldon. 

SymbioticA’s director, Oron Catts, emphasizes that Adaptation is not agenda-based; rather, it is an 
opportunity to engage with complex and dynamic ecologies. Time is accelerating in the undeveloped 
world around Lake Clifton. While thrombolite time oozes on, development that was held in 
abeyance for decades is rushing forward, with improved highway access, sewerage, and plans to 
build between the east shore of the lake and the estuary. For a lake fed only by groundwater, every 
well punched into the Earth, every leaking on-lot sewage system, each release of contaminants into 
the porous soil has the power to alter the ecological status quo.  

Catts has become engaged by complex variables: an unwieldy set of competing stakeholders and 
natural circumstances that will affect which resilient species will adapt, a sense of urgency in those 
who want to save the critically-endangered thrombolites, and unknown outcomes of the open-ended 
research and dialogue about human responses and responsibilities that Adaptation supports. He and 
the other artists and collaborative scientists are working in a very large laboratory. 

After a visit to that lab, Annamaria Weldon writes, “The country clung to my skin long after I’d 
rinsed my hands.” 

I understand that residue, and where it can take you. Right now I am walking in the soft shoulder 
down Clifton Downs Road, east of the lake and south of Cape Bouvard Winery, and looking to the 
east, where development is slated. I see fences and unpaved sandy lanes, feathery trees that remind 
me of Arizona’s palo verdes. Not a single car.  It is hauntingly beautiful terrain, and both wonderful 
and sad that I can visit by dragging Google Street View guy to transport me to this place I’ll never 
really see.  

 

http://maps.google.com/help/maps/streetview/
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Because who wouldn’t want to look closer, use those little travel sets of watercolors, good cameras, 
digital recorders, moleskin journals, powerful binoculars, lingering until what you’ve seen and heard 
clings to your skin? 

Luckily, there are artists and scientists traveling those roads who will do more than a drive-by.  

 

 

 

Deborah Fries writes poems, essays, and short fiction that explore our temporal relationships with the world 
around us and each other. For the past ten years, she has worked in environmental public affairs. She is the author 
of Various Modes of Departure (Kore Press, Tucson). 
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Column: Bull Hill 
by David Rothenberg, Terra Nova Editor 

The BluRay Squirrel and the HighDef Squid 
 

 
Squirrelzilla, even more intimidating on Blu-ray HD. 
Image courtesy David Rothenberg. 

One of the highlights of the New York City holiday season is the opening of the temporary Wired 
Store, last year just around the corner from the permanent Apple Store in the trendy meatpacking 
district of lower Chelsea, downtown Manhattan. With more than a bit of cajoling, I managed to 
convince my wife to check it out with me, pulling her out of her more favored haunts right up the 
street, the toniest art galleries where she is often trying to flog her wares.   

“It’s designed by Moby!” I implored.   

“Who cares?” she responded. 

What most impressed her, and I guess me too, in this temple of boy-geek technology, were the latest 
giant LED TV screens broadcasting super high-resolution Blu-ray versions of David Attenborough’s 
Planet Earth. These screens were all over the store and they were surrounded by people’s eyes glued 
to them, all unable to turn away. 

“You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a squirrel that big before,” she said. It’s true, this was no 
ordinary squirrel. It was the size of a wolf or mountain lion, crunching on a nut with digital 
precision. The picture was sharp in an enhanced, fractal way, looking like a computer-animated 
avatar of a squirrel more than the real thing. It seemed to leap out of the screen into the room. I 
wonder if he could find anything to eat in here if he really did come to life. 

 

http://www.wired.com/promo/wiredstore/
http://www.wired.com/promo/wiredstore/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chelsea,_Manhattan
http://www.blu-raydisc.com/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000MRAAJM?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=B000MRAAJM
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Has technology gotten so good that it is more alive than real life? Everyone knows that you see a lot 
more detail of nature on TV than wandering in the woods, right? And I also know that when even the 
very first sound recording machines were invented, people found them startlingly realistic and 
delighted in recounting their amazement. We are always amazed when anything we invent has the 
slightest success in emulating the natural world. So how come a dog loses interest in a televised 
squirrel after just a few minutes? If our pets aren’t fooled, why are we?  
  
Sometimes it seems we enjoy the image more than the real thing. Or we appreciate the months in the 
field it takes for filmmakers to get the best possible shot of a squirrel in fabulous HD, which will 
doubtless seem as fuzzy to future holographic watchers as old black and white silent films seem to 
us. Technology is the one arena in life where there really is progress, while nature itself, well, nature 
is more likely to be on its last legs, forever on the run. 
  

 
A super-cute arctic fox: too white and fluffy to use 
in Audubon magazine? 
Image courtesy David Rothenberg. 

Technology is where the progress is, the only clear place where things always seem to be getting 
better, shinier, faster. Stick with obsessing about it if you always want to be happy about the next 
new thing. More megapixels, brighter colors, more dimensions, more sharpness, more emulation of 
the real with the unreal. Remember, though, the more technological the expression the more there 
will be room for improvement, the faster it will be out of date. Nature, timeless, developing its riffs 
over millions of years, will paradoxically never get old. 

Some praise how nature photography is getting so much better, so much so that every issue of 
National Geographic includes a few readers’ photos which are equal to or exceed the quality of the 
images from their crack photographers. Today everyone can afford to take thousands of pictures, the 
way the pros in the field have worked for years. We have faster lenses, longer zooms, more 
autocorrect features that improve the results of fast-moving critters. We can get at wilder subjects, so 
new codes of ethics emerge.   

Audubon resisted using a super-cute picture of a white fluffy arctic fox because a biologist said no  

 

http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/
http://www.audubonmagazine.org/incite/incite1003.html
http://www.audubonmagazine.org/incite/incite1003.html
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fox in the wild would ever look that well-fed, so the image was axed on purist grounds. 
Photoshopping is so easy that anyone can put the animals in the frame where she wants them, 
whether or not she was actually there. We clamor for truth in our virtual images of nature but we are 
tempted by the ease by with what we shot can be improved, work with, massaged. A sound 
recording of an ocelot can easily be slowed down to become a jaguar… Who’s gonna know?  Trust 
only what you can learn from nature, not from what someone claims is nature. Even the simple 
human gaze is already a technological act—we are categorizing, defining, setting the frame. 

No wonder we are impressed by the powers of our own inventions! Of course we can also make 
nature come to life in ways we never dreamed. Scientists place sensors on the back of sperm whales 
with suction cups, and these critters dive far deep into the dark sea, do who-knows-what for several 
days, then they come to the surface and the sensor pops off. When we retrieve the device it has 
recorded all kinds of data: how the whale moved, what sounds it makes. From this data we can 
recreate its movements using computer animation, creating a whole moving whale trajectory what 
would be impossible to witness firsthand. Thus the virtual whale becomes more real to us than the 
actual whale, whose far-ranging movements we cannot directly follow. 
  

 
Jaron Lanier and his manifesto, You Are Not a 
Gadget. 
Images courtesy Jaron Lanier. 

Still, we must be cautious in our praise for new totalizing technologies. In his recent book You Are 
Not a Gadget, my friend Jaron Lanier, one of the early pioneers of the idea of virtual reality (some 
credit him with inventing the phrase), warns against the fact that everyone online seems to appear  

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0307269647?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0307269647�
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0307269647?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0307269647
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0307269647?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0307269647
http://www.jaronlanier.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Virtual_reality
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the same, with a similar mediated voice, no closer or farther away than anyone else. The web is the 
great equalizer, as it allows us to take virtual hikes through wildernesses from England’s Lake 
District to New Zealand’s Milford Track.  Both are image-worlds you can equally conjure up with a 
few clicks. Nowhere is more local than anywhere else, all is captured with the same delineating 
device.  The computer is fine as it goes, as an enhanced conduit to reality.   

But the inventor of virtual reality cautions us against going much further than this: the virtual world 
should not be made to substitute for the real world. It is not a simulacrum, but something wholly 
unto itself, never the goal, but best as a means to the more important end: of connecting real people 
to one another, with uncommon ease. So we are much better, more real, and wholly unique in the 
flesh, the opposite of our Facebook profiles that make everyone equally cleanly formatted and 
texting in the same font. We cannot suffice to be telegram versions of our actual selves!  Take it for 
what it is, never more… 

Ah, you tell me, but look what happens. We enjoy announcing our exploits to everyone online rather 
than in person to our closest ones. The instant gratification of the blog beats out the careful writing 
and editing of the same story that might take several years to see the light of day. Today’s sudden 
media is faster, more diverse, overwhelming like the tangled bank of life itself.  Isn’t that another 
way it is more real than the real? 

The universe is information, life is information, everything seems to be like information if you spend 
all day sitting in front of a computer. Who wouldn’t want to spend every day like this? Everything is 
a computer these days, from cars to cameras to musical instrument. Even my cat has a chip 
implanted in her fur to make sure she can be ID’d by any veterinarian who happens to capture her. 
Try to take that collar off, kitty! 

Still, I think there is something important about the fact that the most popular item in the Wired 
Store were the huge super-crisp images of giant Blu-ray squirrels, looking more dramatic than any of 
the real ones climbing outside on the grasslands of the High Line Park. When technology does take 
us deeper into the natural world than our own direct experiences can, it exceeds our expectations.   

Look at Jaron Lanier’s favorite animal, the cuttlefish, a kind of squid. It is this underwater 
cephalopod, says Lanier, that actually invented virtual reality, since this is the first animal that can 
morph itself into new shapes, colors, and patterns, not automatically like a chameleon, but through 
its own will. A cuttlefish can choose to make itself invisible against a range of undersea 
backgrounds, instantly turning on camouflage. If instead it wants to create a pulsating light show all 
over its body to hypnotize its prey, it can choose to do that. If several males are competing for the 
attentions of a female, one male might suddenly change his appearance to that of a female cuttlefish, 
momentarily distract one of the males, then quickly change his shape back into his actual maleness, 
and swoop in for a mating opportunity.   

I know this sounds like science fiction, but it really is true. Cuttlefish can create color patterns all 
over their bodies, but they themselves are colorblind. When Lanier first saw all of this in videos 
made by squid scientist Roger Hanlon, he was overcome with… jealousy. For humans to do this  

http://www.virtualwalker.com/guides_uk_lakes.html
http://www.virtualwalker.com/guides_uk_lakes.html
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/tracks-and-walks/southland/te-anau-area/milford-track/
http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.thehighline.org/
http://www.mbl.edu/mrc/hanlon/
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kind of transformation we have to invent computers, software, avatars, that cost millions of dollars to 
develop and thousands of years to create. But these squid have simply evolved to do these amazing 
things! 

So what do we really have that cuttlefish don’t? Childhood. Parenting. Family. Individual 
cephalopods might learn a lot in their lifetimes, but they pass none of it down to the next generation. 
Each generation begins anew, with nothing but their genes and individual experience to generate 
their own ways of knowing and communicating. Every new cuttlefish starts from ground zero. 

So sure, we humans have cooler, faster machines than ever before. But more importantly, we have 
each other, and we had best use our tools to share experiences, rather than hide within them only for 
ourselves. Learn all you can from our machines, but then turn them off, bolt out the door, go outside. 
And take someone with you. It’s only real if it’s shared. 

    
 
 
 

David Rothenberg, the author of Why Birds Sing: A Journey through the Mystery of Bird Song and Thousand Mile 
Song: Whale Music in a Sea of Sound, is working on a book on why nature is beautiful, to be published by 
Bloomsbury in 2011. 
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Column: A Stone’s Throw 
by Lauret Savoy, Terrain.org Editorial Board Member 

Winter Leaves 
 

A withered leaf is not death alone nor emptiness nor an end. It is one point in a cycle of survival in 
which living and dying are two sides of a bright edge. Henry David Thoreau noted, in an essay 
published months after his own death, that fallen leaves teach us how to die. He wondered, too, if a 
time would come when we could “lie down as gracefully and as ripe.”  

My house sits in a field cleared more than two centuries ago, and is bordered by patchwork woods, 
weathered stone walls, and a rutted dirt road. Beyond the road sits Long Hill, a mound of schist that 
is the top of this small world. Often I climb through its hemlock and hardwood cover to watch days 
end from the rocky southern clearing. In the turn of August to September, fully leafed branches and 
trunks bent to storm winds. Leaves in motion with rain would then flash in waning sunlight. On 
quieter days leaf rustle hinted at spare breezes that revealed deeper layers of brilliance and shadow. 
And to the south weather-worn, creased ridges rolled together into curving distance. These hills wore 
early autumn’s multicolored mosaic in the first weeks of October. Now in winter’s ebb the landscape 
edges are pastel and fluid.  

These woodlands of western Massachusetts, a short journey from Thoreau’s Concord home, are a 
zone of transition between the spruce-fir-deciduous forests of northern New England and Canada 
and the temperate deciduous forests extending southward along the continent’s eastern edge. The 
mixed forest is home to sugar and red maple, northern red oak, American beech, white, yellow, and 
black birch, big tooth aspen, shagbark hickory, eastern hemlock, white pine, and other species. But 
the woods beyond my door are also a patchwork, part relic and part alteration, reminding me of a 
long history of human presence and changes in this land.  

When Thoreau died in 1862 most of Massachusetts had been cleared of its forests, repeatedly in 
some places. Although indigenous peoples had burned and cleared forests to create open, wooded 
parklands, meadows, and planting fields, the widespread deforestation was accomplished by 
European colonists and their descendants for settlement, fencing and agriculture, and timber. More 
recent shifts in land-use practices have allowed a “native” woods to return since the 19th century, 
albeit in altered form, and much of the region is now covered by stands of younger-growth forest. 

Unimagined aspects of these woods stand out when viewed from the air, from a vertical perspective 
unavailable to observers a century ago. What struck me most on a late summer cross-country flight 
was not the sweep of color but the opaqueness of the forest canopy covering North America’s 
eastern third. And when I returned to New England in late autumn, on a flight into dusk, the same 
deciduous patchwork, stripped of ornament, had become nearly transparent and muted against 
evergreen. I imagined I could truly see into the heart of the forest, and wondered what should be 
remembered of mechanism and meaning in its seasonal motion of color, life, and decay. 
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Dense summer woodlands in Massachusetts. 
Photo by Lauret Savoy. 

This wonder has become an urgent need to know in the three years since my mother’s death. Her 
winter passing left both parents gone and removed any illusory buffer between death and me. An 
only child, I entered a different relation to life that still unsettles: no longer any living person’s child, 
seemingly rootless with no chance to return to a familial home. Like Thoreau, I knew I had to 
become a student of leaves. 
  

When very young I thought the autumn sun painted leaves to remind us of its former brightness and 
to say “Don’t forget me!” as it took its southward journey toward winter. But all of the varied tints 
and hues are the display of unstable pigments, and the responses of trees to felt changes in 
temperature and sunlight as season yields to season. In life, leaves are arranged in sunlight by 
patterned branches. As one end point in the tree’s circulation system, the leaf machine works by 
photosynthesis to fuel the tree’s growth. Biochemical processes associated with photosynthesis 
produce the pigment chlorophyll in leaves, source of the growing season’s greens. Chlorophyll 
continually breaks down in summer’s heat and light, but it also is continually being replaced. With 
shortening days, and autumn’s cooling and drying, chlorophyll production eventually ceases. Other 
pigments like the carotenoids, which were present but masked by outer layers of chlorophyll in the 
growing season, then appear. Carotenoids are the source of deciduous leaves’ yellows, oranges, and 
browns, and they also give color to corn, squash, and carrots. Anthocyanins, pigments responsible 
for the striking reds, purples, and blues in fruit, flower, bud, stem, and leaf, are largely produced in 
leaves at the end of the growing season as veins connecting leaf tissue to branch and trunk close, 
trapping sugars. Anthocyanins are responsive to light and their production varies year to year, 
depending on autumn weather. With cold nights and warm, sun-bright days in New England, red 
leaves become flame and flash. There is fierceness in the glow. 

The spread of color begins almost secretly in broad leaves of hardwoods in September. Bronze, 
umber, and sienna in oak, beech, and hickory; gold and yellow in birch, aspen, ash, and hickory; 
orange and scarlet in maple and some oak. All of these colors initially share space with green in  
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freckled leaves, but spread purposefully and completely into October. The pigments, unstable to 
different degrees, eventually break down through decay. Then the color-brilliance in leaves, whether 
on the ground or still attached to trees, recedes and fades, leaving at last a rich brown world. 

The eventual fall of leaves is a seasonal design in the annual cycle of trees in temperate regions. 
When ground freezes, winter becomes a water-scarce season, and roots aren’t able to absorb much 
water. Since food production and growth associated with photosynthesis require huge amounts of 
water, these processes must now cease. Also, the tissues of thin deciduous leaves are easily damaged 
by freezing and, if not shed each year, they would expose much of a tree’s surface to desiccation in 
cold, dry months. In response to autumn’s shortening days, leaf fall begins with the formation of an 
abscission zone, a series of fragile cells at the base of the leaf’s petiole, and the slow closing of veins 
linking leaves in the tree’s circulatory network. Much of the sugars and nutrients are then rerouted 
from leaves to other parts of the tree. 

As autumn passes, enzymes weaken the abscission zone, and leaves become airborne with just the 
nudging suggestion of wind. A type of corky material forms protective scar tissue sealing the 
exposed tree surface and preventing excessive water loss and exposure to harmful microbes. 
Conifers, here hemlock and white pine, also discard many of their oldest needles in autumn, even 
though narrow needles, thick cuticles, and waxy coatings provide some protection from water loss 
and freezing. 

Unleafing is restlessness. Branches clad in brilliance let go in fall winds to motion in all possible 
directions. Leaves glide, rise, drift, flutter, fly—but always eventually yield, in successive showers, 
to the downward pull. On sun-filled late afternoons I’d lie on cushioning mats of newly-fallen leaves 
and imagine my eyes the eyes of Earth. I could see the woven fabric of a once green canopy slowly 
unravel. Each leaf seemed a song of color and sun, each leaf a solitary flyer—and these eyes 
embracing all.  

 
Winter woods by Long Hill, Massachusetts. 
Photo by Lauret Savoy. 

Leaf fall continues into November here in western Massachusetts, although beech and some oaks 
keep their dried and crinkled leaves attached through winter. Already present in tiny form in winter  
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buds, are next year’s leaves. And after the unleafing? Although one small leaf is light enough to fly 
with a small breath of wind, the collective weight of all leaves discarded in fall is great enough to 
fuel nutrient flow in forest soil. Decomposition of leaf litter—accomplished by the determined work 
of fungi, insects, worms, and various microorganisms—accumulates nutrients to the region’s acidic 
soil. The setting of one season in preparation for another is a fragile return.  

It is almost midnight in early March. I miss my mother. I miss the sun. Through my breath stars have 
become night-leaves, giving outlined shape to trunks and branches that trace infinite paths across the 
sky. I know the invisible boundary between living and dying is always near. In the brief span of life 
left to me I’d like to ripen into a patterned fabric of giving and return before I, too, lie down. 

 

 

   
Lauret Savoy writes and photographs across threads of cultural identity to explore their shaping by relationship 
with and dislocation from the land. A woman of African-American, Euro-American, and Native-American heritage, 
she is a professor of environmental studies and geology at Mount Holyoke College.  Her books include Bedrock: 
Writers on the Wonders of Geology, The Colors of Nature: Culture, Identity and the Natural World (second edition 
due out at the end of 2010), and Living with the Changing California Coast. 

 

http://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/misc/profile/lsavoy.shtml
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1595340238?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=1595340238
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1595340238?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=1595340238
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1571312676?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=1571312676
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0520244478?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0520244478
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Interview 
 

 

 
    

Interview by Patrick Burns 

About Padma Viswanathan 

 
Padma Viswanathan 
Photo by Joy von Tiedemann. 

Padma Viswanathan was born in Nelson, British Columbia, Canada, and grew up in Edmonton, 
Alberta, with no intention of becoming a writer. After completing a sociology degree, she worked in 
research, as a librarian, and in educational and social-action theatre. This continued until she joined a 
local playwrights’ circle and wrote the first scene of her first play, House of Sacred Cows. It was in 
writing this scene that she discovered—to her relief—a discipline to which she could commit. 

Shortly after this first epiphany came another: it finally occurred to her to ask her grandmother about 
their family history. The story her grandmother told, about her own grandmother, a Brahmin widow  

 

http://comp.uark.edu/%7Egbrock/padmav/plays.html
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left with two small children after her astrologer husband’s death, 
inspired her to write her first novel, The Toss of a Lemon, which 
was shortlisted for the 2009 Pen Center USA Fiction Award, 
Amazon.ca’s First Novel Award, and for the Commonwealth 
Writers’ Prize Best First Book Award (Canada and the Caribbean). 

Padma’s work has received many awards, including fellowships 
from the National Endowment for the Arts and the Canada Council 
for the Arts, as well as residencies at MacDowell, Sacatar, and the 
Banff Center for the Arts. She won the 2007 Boston Review Short 
Story Prize, and other of her stories and articles have been 
published in journals and magazines across Canada and the U.S. 

With the publication of her novel in Canada, she was named a 
New Face of Fiction for 2008 by Random House, her Canadian 
publisher. The Toss of a Lemon met with many positive reviews 
there and made several bestseller lists. Now published in the U.S. 
by Harcourt, the book has received starred advance reviews, has been named to the “Indie Next List” 
(formerly Book Sense Picks), and has been selected for several First Editions clubs. 

She also writes short stories and recently introduced and translated the young Brazilian writer 
Adelice Souza’s “The Blue Woman.” 

Padma’s husband, Geoffrey Brock, a poet and literary translator, lured her away from Montreal, 
where she was living when they met. She followed him to San Francisco; he followed her to Tucson; 
there was some tarrying in India, Brazil, and Italy, but they are now settled in the startling and 
verdant Arkansas Ozarks, where they care for two ever-amusing bairns, as well as a cat that came 
with the house, a snake that came with the garden, and several fish readily available retail. 
  

Interview 

Patrick Burns: At this point in your career, you’re most well-known for your novel, The Toss of a 
Lemon. Prior to this you wrote a handful of plays that were performed in Canada (House of Sacred 
Cows in 1997; By Air, By Water, By Wood in 1999; and Disco Does Not Suck). How did your 
experience writing plays affect your work as a novelist? How do we see place differently on stage 
versus on paper? What are the challenges developing characters for the stage versus in a novel? 

Padma Viswanathan: I tend, in my fiction, to offer entrée into at least one if not more characters’ 
psyches, so characterization can be pretty direct. Even if my characters talk a lot and do things, the 
reader gets to hear what they’re thinking and how this might be different from what they’re saying or 
from what others think they’re thinking. On stage, where you don’t get much but what the audience 
can witness: dialogue and action. I’m not much of a playwright, but at least I never resorted to 
soliloquy! (Although if I were better, I probably could have gotten away with it…) One director I  

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0547247877?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0547247877�
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0547247877?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0547247877
http://bostonreview.net/BR32.3/viswanathan.php
http://bostonreview.net/BR32.3/viswanathan.php
http://comp.uark.edu/%7Egbrock/padmav/stories.html
http://comp.uark.edu/%7Egbrock/padmav/articles.html
http://www.randomhouse.ca/newface/viswanathan.php
http://comp.uark.edu/%7Egbrock/padmav/novel.html
http://comp.uark.edu/%7Egbrock/padmav/novel.html
http://www.indiebound.org/indie-next-list
http://comp.uark.edu/%7Egbrock/padmav/stories.html
http://www.asu.edu/piper/publications/haydensferryreview/issue45/international/international_souza.html
http://www.redroom.com/blog/drrosenthal/interview-padma-viswanathan-author-the-toss-a-lemon
http://comp.uark.edu/%7Egbrock/padmav/plays.html
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worked with on early drafts of House of Sacred Cows said, once, “Padma, you’re trying to write 
your novel again!” It was a wordy play. The other two short plays were not so much so, but the 
message was clear: I have left writing for the stage to people who are of the stage, which I never 
really was.  

Burns: I heard the author Stephen Elliott say, “You’ve got to have a job 
while you’re writing your first book . . . and your second . . . and your 
third.” What were you doing while you wrote this first novel, and how did 
you sustain the energy of a single project over ten years? 

Viswanathan: I was, let’s see… working in community and educational 
theatre; teaching ESL; freelancing as a journalist; going to grad school; 
teaching writing courses; and occasionally receiving grants not to have to 
do much of the above for certain blessedly focused periods of time. The 
book—its characters and their dilemmas—simply continued to hold my 
interest through the years it took me to complete it. There was never 

really a time when I had to make myself work on it. I just had to find the time. 

Burns: In The Toss of a Lemon, you illustrate the extensive customs of the Tamil Brahman caste. 
These customs are highly specific and extremely rigid—the widow Sivakami, for example, is forced 
to shave her head and she is forbidden to touch anyone during the day—yet they seem to provide 
several characters with a sense of place and social order, in addition to what we would call 
oppression. Which of these Tamil Brahman customs survive today in modern India? Among Indians 
who have immigrated to places like the United States and Canada? What can we learn from these 
customs that can be applied to modern Western society? 

Viswanathan: An awareness of caste as well as vestigial practices of various sorts survive, here and 
in India, although the strict segregation I describe and customs such as the isolation of widows have 
largely broken down under the combined forces of anti-discrimination laws, urbanization, and 
general social progress. You’re right that the old order gave people such as my characters a sense of 
identity and a code, one they would call moral and ethical. This was true not only for Brahmins, 
even widows, but also for others, such as Sivakami’s servant, Muchami, who is from one of the 
agricultural classes but also takes great pride in his place as one of the underpillars of the social 
hierarchy.  

I’m not sure there’s anything specific to be learned from those customs: the essential values, such as 
respect for elders, loyalty to clan and place, the puzzling beauty of ritual and tradition, are ones that 
transcend this place and culture. I tend to think it’s the particularities that are fascinating, even while 
it’s those essential values that make it possible for us, in a very different time and place, to identify 
with these people who seem so different from us.  

Burns: You have lived in Nelson, British Columbia; Edmonton; Montreal; San Francisco; 
Baltimore; Tucson, Arizona; and Fayetteville, Arkansas, to name a few. Your central character, 
Sivakami, spends most of her life in the same Indian village of Cholapatti. How has your living in so  

 

http://www.stephenelliott.com/
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many locations helped inform your main character’s placement in a single location? On a broader 
scale, do you think your moving around drives an interest in focusing on a single location and 
culture?  

Viswanathan: Outside of North America, I’ve also spent months at a time in each of India, Brazil, 
the Philippines, the U.K. and Germany, and have always tried to fit in, wherever I was. (Hmm: I just 
realized that, by contrast, I’ve never felt any need to try to fit in here in my own continent!) It’s not 
that I would censor myself, exactly, but it has always seemed more interesting to me to try to figure 
out how others live, what their world-view is, how they see their landscape, than to try to impose my 
worldview on them.  

In India, I spent a lot of time in rural settings and in the homes of my elder relatives. Because of my 
personal stake, it would often be quite emotional for me to keep my feelings (on caste prejudice or 
the place of women, for example) under wraps, though this was also the one place I was least 
inclined to silence! But it also felt important to me to show my relatives the respect and love I 
genuinely felt for them, even while I made it clear I didn’t share their beliefs. I brought this whole 
mix to bear on the book: although my main characters effectively never leave the village where they 
spend their lives—and I do try to show, with compassion and empathy, how they lived and 
thought—the book is narrated from North America and from a time much later than the events of the 
story (although the story appears to be told in third person for the most part, the narrator eventually 
reveals herself).  

Outside of this book, though, my work moves around: I have written stories set in Brazil, various 
parts of Canada, and the U.S., as well as in places that don’t exist on a map. My new novel is set in 
western Canada.  

 
Padma Viswanathan's 
husband, poet and 
translator Geoffrey 
Brock. 
Photo courtesy University 
of Arkansas. 

Burns: You are married to the poet Geoffrey Brock. Do you find poetry informs your own views of  
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the world, your own writing? How do writers of fiction and poetry view place differently, or is there 
more at work in a literary sense than simply the genre of writing in determining how place and 
culture are viewed? 

Viswanathan: Probably all writers view place differently, regardless of the genre they work in. The 
title of my new novel, Losing Farther, Losing Faster, is a quote from a poem by Elizabeth Bishop, 
“One Art,” which I recite most mornings before I begin work. I don’t think I read enough poetry (but 
then I don’t feel I read enough of anything, and I read every chance I get). Still, I find I crave the 
way lyric poetry stops time, particularly as a counter-value to the thrumming narrative drive of 
fiction. It helps me a lot to read literature in which felicity of expression is the primary goal: more 
fiction should aim for that. My favorite novels achieve it. I recently read a novel in verse, Les 
Murray’s Fredy Neptune, that combined both genres’ gifts so marvelously I had to throw it aside and 
bury my face in my hands. 

Burns: You maintain a blog. How does maintaining such an accessible, real-time medium affect 
your writing, or does it? More importantly, do you find that “new media” such as blogs and social 
networking help or a hinder a writer?  

Viswanathan: It’s probably only appropriate to call it a blog because 
that’s in the URL! I called it a “monthly column” when I started it, and 
still only managed to write six essays for it over the course of last year. 
I’m really not interested in communicating with the world at large on a 
daily or semi-weekly basis: if I can talk to my husband that often, I’m 
happy! There are some remarkable writers who thrive on loads of that 
sort of contact; I’ve always thought of myself as fairly social, but I’m 
positively hermetic on the blogscale! I guess I’m glad that all the social 
networking stuff is there for people who find it energizing; I just tend to 
dabble and withdraw cyclically, which is confusing to everyone, 
including myself.  

Burns: Also, your column is titled Notes on Failure, inspired by the 
quote from Samuel Beckett that says, “Fail Again. Fail Better.” And, 
yet, your first novel was reviewed in the New York Times Sunday Book Review by a Michael Gorra, 
a writer who has written introductions for the classic works of Graham Greene, William Faulkner, 
and Joseph Conrad. Could you explain what you mean by “failure” as it pertains to you as a writer 
and artist? 

Viswanathan: Hmm: well, Michael Gorra did not love my book! And even if he had, what would 
that really have meant in the big picture? I found his criticism quite interesting, actually; it gave me 
more to chew on than some of the raves, even if I like an ego-stroke as much as the next person. (I 
am going to try to be better about not reading my reviews with the next book, but it’s very hard, 
particularly when all my friends and family wants to talk about them.) But I guess that’s your answer 
right there: artists have to be able to “fail” all the time, because there’s no such thing as a “perfect” 
work of art for all people or all time. I find deeply irritating any notion that there is.  

 

http://www.poets.org/viewmedia.php/prmMID/15212
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0374526761?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0374526761
http://open.salon.com/blog/padma_viswanathan
http://www.samuel-beckett.net/
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/12/28/books/review/Gorra-t.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Graham_Greene
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Faulkner
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseph_Conrad
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My blog wasn’t actually inspired by that Beckett quote: I was reminded of it, after starting the blog, 
by a revered mentor, D. D. Kugler. (He directed my first play, House of Sacred Cows.) He told me 
he is always trying to challenge his students’ notions of “perfection.” An artist needs to let go of 
ideas of perfection, as well as external measures of success or failure, in order to find the courage to 
say something that might turn out (at least for someone) to be true.  

Burns: You have an entry titled “Cleaning House,” in which you discuss the complexities of hiring 
someone to help you with house cleaning. In it you refer to Barbara Ehrenreich, an American 
journalist who writes often of the marginalized working class—especially women, and her 
experiences going “undercover” to clean people’s homes. In what ways is your work similar to 
Ehrenreich’s in discussing social issues, given that novels—good novels—are not polemic? Is it 
similar at all? 

Viswanathan: Wow, I’m flattered at her work and mine being discussed in the same paragraph, but 
I have to say I don’t think there is much similarity. I don’t think my writing would ever stimulate 
action on matters of social or economic justice, the way hers would, even though those were the 
matters that preoccupied me through my teens and twenties. I spent all my time, back then, working 
for global and inter-community equality but found myself frustrated—as happens—with slowness of 
progress, setbacks, and (sometimes) the people I worked with, until I realized how interested I was 
in the reasons for those frustrations.  

It was around that time that I wrote the first scene of my first play, and understood that I needed to 
write literature, that it was going to be the only way I had to make sense of the world as I saw it, that 
I was likely to have greater success trying to elucidate the reasons, in human psychology, in history, 
in accident, for injustice than I was in trying to remake the world.  

I hope that doesn’t sound cynical. I don’t think I’m cynical! I’m profoundly grateful for work such 
as Ehrenreich’s, but it’s also true that Nickel and Dimed, for all its complexity and verve, is not 
really written to be read by people like those it features, whereas my work is. For various reasons, 
though, as you say, good novels “fail” to be prescriptive.  

Burns: In an interview with Dave Rosenthal for Red Room—and as you mentioned previously—
you say that you are working on a second novel called Losing Farther, Losing Faster about an 
Indian man named Seth, who lives in contemporary western Canada. He is a devotee of a very 
popular Indian guru, and, when the novel opens, he learns that his guru has been accused of a highly 
ambiguous sexual misdeed. You mention that your character has to try to come to terms with his 
faith in light of the accusations. How does writing about a character’s meditations on faith affect 
your own sense of faith? More broadly, in what ways does writing a character like Seth affect you? 

Viswanathan: Seth is very different from me and, as with all my characters, I have a great affection 
for and curiosity about him, which is what makes me want to write a book about him. He is facing an 
enormous dilemma, one that I will never face. He’s not based directly on anyone I know, and yet the 
book draws, in so many ways, on the history and conflicts of my community and family. It’s been 
fascinating.  

http://www.canadiantheatre.com/dict.pl?term=Kugler%2C%20DD
http://open.salon.com/blog/padma_viswanathan/2010/01/10/cleaning_house
http://www.barbaraehrenreich.com/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0805088385?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0805088385
http://www.redroom.com/blog/drrosenthal/interview-padma-viswanathan-author-the-toss-a-lemon
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The Toss of a Lemon has 
been translated into 
several languages,  
including Italian. 

Burns: Beyond Losing Farther, Losing Faster, what’s next for you Padma Viswanathan?  

Viswanathan: I have a bunch of short stories I’ve been writing: not sure if they belong in a single 
book or a couple. I have another novel I’ve been waiting for over ten years to have a chance to write. 
I’ve just published my first translation (from Portuguese) and would love to do more. I have notes 
toward “Notes on Failure” piling up in the wings. A big long to-do list, and all this is on hold in 
favor of finishing Losing Farther, Losing Faster.  

Think I’ll go play with my kids.  

Patrick Burns is the fiction editor at Terrain.org and a frequent contributor to The Murky Fringe. He lives in the 
San Francisco Bay area. 

 

http://themurkyfringe.com/
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UnSprawl Case Study 

 

 

By Ken Pirie 
  

Dockside Green, located near downtown Victoria, British Columbia, presents a breathtaking model 
of urban regeneration through brownfield reuse, green design, and community building and does so 
in an economically sound and contemporary way. With the recent attention on the Vancouver 
Olympics revealing that city’s green ethos, more Americans are learning about British Columbia’s 
commitment to place-based sustainability. Designers, planners, and builders are noting the 
unprecedented innovation that Victoria’s Dockside Green represents and realizing its applicability to 
urban revitalization in their own communities. The development shows that LEED Platinum-level 
green building at a neighborhood scale can be contemporary and profitable while attracting more and 
more people to live in urban energy-efficiency. 

Site Development Process 

Victoria, the capital of British Columbia, sits at the southern end of Vancouver Island overlooking 
the Straits of Juan de Fuca and Olympic National Park to the south. The city, carved out of ancient 
cedar forest in only the past 150 years, has an agreeable maritime climate, benefiting from a rain 
shadow produced by the Olympic Mountains, which results in half the rainfall of Vancouver. Such a 
climate is clearly an advantage for green building, without the temperature extremes that require 
extensive mechanical heating and cooling.  

The city remains prosperous, thanks to the provincial government, Canada’s Pacific fleet homeport, 
and University of Victoria-related employment. It has a reputation, perhaps undeservedly, for being 
staid and conservative, due to its strong British roots and large population of retirees. But with an 
increasing reputation as a quieter, more livable and drier version of Vancouver, the city is attracting 
a wider range of younger professionals and families. While the greater metropolitan area of 330,000  

 

http://www.victoria.ca/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2010_Winter_Olympics
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2010_Winter_Olympics
http://docksidegreen.com/
http://www.usgbc.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID=222
http://www.gov.bc.ca/
http://www.hellobc.com/en-CA/RegionsCities/VancouverIsland.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Strait_of_Juan_de_Fuca
http://www.nps.gov/olym/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Olympic_Mountains
http://vancouver.ca/
http://www.navy.forces.gc.ca/marpac/1/1-w_eng.asp
http://www.uvic.ca/
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certainly sprawls over a series of inlets and rocky hills, the Capital Regional District has protected 
large expanses of wooded open space and beaches and established an impressive trail network. 

 
3D rendering of Dockside Green.  
Graphic courtesy Vancity / Dockside Green. 
Site Development Process 

With its location adjacent to the primary shipping lane to Seattle and Vancouver, it’s initially 
surprising that Victoria does not have a larger shipping industry. But being on an island, the lack of 
direct railroad links to the continent has prevented the construction of large container or bulk 
terminals. However, the sinuous Victoria Harbour winds its way deep into the capital and once 
provided a sheltered haven for the First Nations Songhees tribe until the federal government 
acquired the land.  

The protected Upper Harbour was once the home of Canada’s Pacific whaling and sealing fleet and 
associated shipbuilding activities. Intensive log exports from the island’s once majestic old-growth 
forests were processed in over 50 mills along the shores of Upper Harbour (also known as the Gorge 
Waterway). Later, warships were dismantled at a large facility and an oil refinery, shingle, and 
asphalt plant were constructed.  

All of this intensive industry left a severely-contaminated shoreline and a collection of old vacant 
warehouses. The island’s economic reliance on dwindling natural resources and Vancouver’s 
emergence as the dominant regional node for trade led local authorities to pin their hopes on tourism, 
marketing a genteel visitor experience centered on the adjacent Inner Harbour’s Parliament 
Buildings, Royal British Columbia Museum, Empress Hotel, and Beacon Hill Park. Disused docks 
were converted to marinas and waterfront walkways. Former industrial areas nearby were slated for 
mixed-use redevelopment. 

An underutilized, 15-acre area with four parcels on the west bank of the Upper Harbour, part of 
which was once a landfill, was contaminated with heavy metals and petrochemical residue from 
mills and a paint factory. The City of Victoria purchased the parcels, which it named “Dockside  

 

http://www.terrain.org/unsprawl/25/DocksideGreen_SitePlan.pdf�
http://www.crd.bc.ca/regionalplanning/index.htm
http://www.victoriaharbour.org/
http://www.songheesnation.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Victoria_Harbour_%28British_Columbia%29
http://www.gorge.ca/
http://www.gorge.ca/
http://www.leg.bc.ca/
http://www.leg.bc.ca/
http://www.royalbcmuseum.bc.ca/
http://www.fairmont.com/empress
http://www.beaconhillpark.ca/
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Lands,” from the province in 1989 for $1. The sloping parcels sat one block off the water’s edge, 
separated from the Harbour by the relics of Point Hope Shipyard. The Harbour Plan, completed in 
2001, had supported the continued industrial use of the working waterfront and the city intended to 
include some form of light high-tech industry. But efforts to market the property failed due to 
inadequate understanding of soil contamination. 

 
Dockside Green includes a new waterfront 
park with a small craft dock. 
Photo courtesy Busby Perkins+Will Architects Co. 

The city commissioned a detailed environmental assessment as part of the preparation of a business 
case for the property. It concluded in 2002 that development was possible, with some public 
financial support, favorable land pricing, and rezoning to allow greater density (the existing zoning 
was light industrial with a floor-to-area ratio of 1:1, and the project is currently at a 2:1 ratio). 
Utilities already existed on the site, with capacity for new development. A new 6-story office project 
called Upper Harbour Place was constructed adjacent to the site in 2002, proving the marketability 
of the land. 

The city then prepared a detailed Development Concept, which it completed in May 2004 following 
extensive public visioning and workshops. The resulting document included a market analysis and 
outlined vision and planning principles for a “new urbanism type of community,” with a mix of uses,  

 

http://www.pointhopemaritime.com/
http://www.victoria.ca/cityhall/pdfs/currentprojects_dockside_cncpt_rv.pdf
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“people-friendly streets,” and “high-quality public spaces… blended in overall harmony with the 
unique character of the location”. 

 
The central open space at Dockside Green includes a 
system of stormwater treatment ponds. 
Photo by Lotus Johnson.  

Even at that point in the process, however, current international standards of sustainability and green 
building had yet to be fully fleshed out. The Development Concept only required new buildings to be 
built to LEED Silver, which has become a relatively conservative standard in 2010. Perhaps more 
importantly, the concept directed future development teams to be selected according to strict “triple 
bottom line” standards, requiring that the successful teams consider social, economic, and 
environmental factors in all their actions. The concept also laid the groundwork for subsequent 
innovation by encouraging developers to offer lower bids for the land in exchange for promises of 
innovation in sustainability. 

The city subsequently issued a Request for Proposals in September 2004 to remediate and develop 
11.6 acres of the site. The RFP, sent to pre-qualified developers, required a detailed plan in response, 
including considerations of urban design, massing, circulation, and “public realm”—meaning parks 
and streets. The 40-day competition, which included a public presentation, was won by Windmill 
Developments, led by Joe Van Belleghem, who brought experience with other recent green 
development projects, including Canada’s first LEED Gold building. Van Belleghem was the driver 
behind the project’s green innovation. 

According to project architect Jim Huffman from Busby Perkins+Will (selected to design Dockside 
Green based on its experience on preceding LEED Platinum-rated projects in Calgary and Ottawa), 
it was Van Belleghem’s resolve on a “big vision” that inspired the project. If it had been merely 
marketing (a.k.a., greenwashing), many of the innovative features may not have survived early cost-
cutting measures. Most of the capital (75 percent) was provided by Canada’s largest credit union,  

 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/ngawangchodron/
http://www.victoria.ca/cityhall/pdfs/currentprojects_dockside_rfp100904.pdf
http://www.windmilldevelopments.com/
http://www.windmilldevelopments.com/
http://www.busby.ca/
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VanCity, which became a co-developer of the project in a partnership called Dockside Green 
Limited. VanCity has since bought Windmill’s 25 percent and Van Belleghem has moved onto other 
projects, expressing some frustration with the slow pace of development at Dockside. 

 
Inspiration is Dockside's first commercial 
structure, with a bakery on the ground floor 
partially powered by roof-mounted wind 
turbines. 
Photo courtesy Busby Perkins+Will Architects Co. 

Master planning proceeded over the next year. Busby Perkins+Will (BPW) prepared the master plan 
for the development team, with Terence Williams Architect, Inc. (subsequently merged with BPW). 
A wide range of consultant engineers and specialists in green design, including PWL Landscape 
Architects, was also part of the team. Jim Huffman of BPW noted that the project adopted an 
integrated design approach, including all consultants as well as development and finance staff for 
intensive meetings from the project’s outset, with everyone collaborating on how to creatively 
achieve the vision. 

Under the September 2005 Master Development Agreement with the City of Victoria, Dockside 
Green Limited agreed to purchase the property for $8.5 million and develop it according to an 
approved site master plan and design guidelines with an extensive list of amenities such as public  

 

https://www.vancity.com/
http://docksidegreen.com/bottom/the-team/the-team.html
http://docksidegreen.com/bottom/the-team/the-team.html
http://www.terrain.org/unsprawl/25/www.docksidegreen.com/bottom/the-team/consultants.html
http://www.pwlpartnership.com/
http://www.pwlpartnership.com/
http://www.victoria.ca/cityhall/pdfs/currentprojects_dockside_masterdev.pdf


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

Issue No. 25 : Spring/Summer 2010 : Virtually There 
 

42

spaces and public art, interpretive signage, shoreline enhancement, and trail improvements. 
Dockside Green Limited also agreed to contribute money towards a dedicated City of Victoria staff 
member to shepherd development review and contributed $400,000 toward a new Sustainability 
Centre at Dockside. A key early contributor to the project’s success was the city’s willingness to 
allow the developers to defer payment for the land, which freed up enough cash for quick 
construction of the project’s infrastructure without significant bridge financing. 

The city agreed to initiate zone changes and amend the Community Plan and land use designations. 
The city also created an interdisciplinary project team, bringing together city planners, engineers, 
and finance specialists and including representatives of the local Victoria West Community 
Association and local First Nations indigenous peoples. 
  

 
Synergy, the first residential phase at Dockside Green. 
Photo courtesy Vancity / Dockside Green. 
 
The Project 

Dockside Green is intended to be built over 12 phases in three neighborhoods, with a total of 1.3 
million gross square feet (73 percent of which is residential) in 26 buildings, housing 2,500 
residents. (There are currently over 450.) Dockside Wharf is the initial neighborhood, with two 
primarily residential projects and two commercial buildings. The first phase of the Wharf, a LEED 
Platinum condominium project named Synergy, sold 85 percent of its 96 units in 3 hours with the 
first residents moving in May 2008.  

These early buildings at Dockside Wharf express a warm, resolutely modernist language, 
comparable to new developments in Germany, Holland, or Scandinavia (such as Hammarby 
Sjöstad). Jim Huffman of BPW noted that the project was partially inspired by BedZed, a 99-unit 
residential development near London, which had aims to use only energy generated on site (although 
a planned biomass heat generator didn’t work out) and featured a striking contemporary design with 
bold color accents and striking roof vents. That project also included aggressive measures to reduce 
private automobile use. Huffman recalled that the developers were not as interested in a design that  

 

http://docksidegreen.com/bottom/your-community-connections/victoria-sustainability-centre.html
http://docksidegreen.com/bottom/your-community-connections/victoria-sustainability-centre.html
http://www.victoriawest.ca/
http://www.victoriawest.ca/
http://www.hammarbysjostad.se/
http://www.hammarbysjostad.se/
http://www.inhabitat.com/2008/01/17/bedzed-beddington-zero-energy-development-london/
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looked “odd,” as they wanted to prove that green design could compete with other conventional 
projects and perhaps eventually become normal, standard practice. 

Synergy’s façades feature columns of dark brick punctuated with recessed windows and balconies 
shaded with bold blue awnings. A vertical band of uniform planter boxes extends the streetscape and 
stormwater plantings to the façades. Two towers of eight and five stories above 94 spaces of 
underground parking are separated by a wood-clad townhouse block with three-story units raised off 
the street with front gardens. Rooftop patios seem quite exposed to views from surrounding towers, 
but the decks are screened with wood slats. Upper floors on the towers step back to provide wrap-
around windows and decks for penthouses and give the fairly squat towers some presence on the 
skyline. Entries to the towers are recessed (almost as arcades) behind columns on broad corner 
plazas and faced with recycled wood paneling. Lumber for construction of this phase included old 
growth reclaimed from forests flooded for BC’s Lois Lake Reservoir in the 1940s. Wood detailing is 
somewhat rare on large buildings in Vancouver, but Victoria’s drier climate allows for more 
generous use of the material. 

 
Townhouses with decks overlooking Dockside 
Green's central greenspace. 
Photo by Ken Pirie.  

The eastern façades of Synergy feature much more glazing, with views east to downtown maximized 
thanks to a two-story grade difference. Directly east of the first residential tower, a small commercial 
building, “Inspiration,” features a mix of residential and commercial uses, including Fol Epi, an 
organic bakery, Caffè Fantastico, an organic fair trade coffee shop, and two floors of office space 
leased to the BC Oil and Gas Commission, the regulator of petrochemical extraction activities in the 
province. Three small roof-mounted propeller wind turbines partially power the bakery. Inspiration 
achieved the highest rating ever (53 of 61 points) for LEED for Core and Shell and has a distinctive 
design, with a wood-paneled southern façade and bands of operable windows shaded against 
summer sun. The western side of the building features more robust aluminum sheeting, perhaps 
paying homage to the basic industrial materials of the nearby shipyard sheds. The bakery’s circular 
brick oven has been constructed to protrude outside the building, providing an interesting detail to 
terminate views on the central greenway and allow for simpler venting and reuse of oven exhaust. 

 

http://www.tritonlogging.com/
http://closetchef.wordpress.com/2009/11/23/fol-epi-bakery-2/
http://www.caffefantastico.com/Caffe%20Fantastico/Caffe%20Fantastico.html
http://www.ogc.gov.bc.ca/
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Victoria has long dumped its raw sewage after preliminary screening directly into the Straits of Juan 
de Fuca, arguing that currents dilute it easily. Years of public pressure and environmental study have 
led to the ongoing construction of a new municipal treatment system. Wedged between Inspiration 
and Synergy sits the Dockside Green’s membrane bioreactor package wastewater treatment plant. 
The plant will recover heat from sewage, bathwater, and dishwater. Dockside Green residents will 
therefore be exempt from the hundreds of dollars of fees assessed to pay for the new citywide 
system. Treated water will be looped back into buildings to flush toilets and will also irrigate site 
landscaping (although this is minimal, thanks to the use of climate-adaptive plantings). An additional 
18,000 gallons of treated water will be sold to nearby industrial users. With water-efficient 
appliances, the project could save up to 70,000 gallons of public water annually, a reduction of 65 
percent over similar conventional projects. 

A series of terraced ponds, lush with wetland plants and interspersed with large granite boulders, are 
interconnected throughout Dockside's central greenway. These ponds are a visual amenity and a 
significant public open space for residents but they also assist with on-site stormwater storage and 
act as a strip of wildlife habitat, even including introduced crayfish and stickleback fish. (If green 
roofs are included, 50 percent of Synergy’s site is dedicated to open space.) The water levels in the 
pond are supplemented by treated wastewater from the nearby plant. Most paved surfaces at 
Dockside Green are permeable surfaces to infiltrate stormwater, and most flat roof surfaces are 
vegetated, to slow rain runoff and help insulate buildings. The stormwater system incorporates 
artistic features such as rusted metal grates and concrete runnels along staircases exposing the flow 
of water for passersby. Townhouse units open directly onto this pond with decks and docks and the 
path winds its way across wood bridges, connecting with side stairs to adjacent streets and buildings.  

 
Eastern façades of buildings feature generous 
balconies with views to downtown Victoria. 
Photo by Lotus Johnson.  

 

http://www.terrain.org/unsprawl/25/GEWater_DocksideGreen_Plant.pdf
http://www.flickr.com/photos/ngawangchodron/


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

Issue No. 25 : Spring/Summer 2010 : Virtually There 
 

45

The next phase, named Balance (these marketing names are somewhat forced for this project and 
start to seem like a set of corporate motivational posters), features 171 condos in two nine- and ten-
story towers built above 165 underground parking spaces. On the west (street) side of the project, 
between Synergy and Balance, a porous drop-off (most paved surfaces in the project allow 
stormwater infiltration) accesses a three-story townhouse building. This smaller building allows for 
more sunlight to reach flanking towers and softens the overall density, with wood façades 
emphasizing the residential character and offsetting the dominance of glass and concrete on 
neighboring towers. Balance features two straightforward tower blocks, squatter versions of the 
well-glazed towers bristling with balconies that crowd Vancouver’s waterfront. In keeping with the 
precedent, the towers sit atop a two-story podium of townhouses that activate the street with 
individual entries and semi-private terraces. Between the two towers, a pocket park features a green 
wall and artistic stormwater planters. 

Prosperity, the second commercial building, is a three-story office and retail structure along Harbour 
Road and the Galloping Goose Regional Trail. Surrounded by porous surface parking the building, 
with a distinctive ‘sawtooth’ roofline echoing early industrial buildings, faces Point Hope Shipyard 
with a retail streetscape, the first of a long row of several mixed-use structures that will line the 
eastern edge of the project. North across Harbour Road from the commercial buildings, a new 
shoreline park has been created at Point Ellice, including a kayak launching point. A commute via 
kayak certainly sounds appealing and unprecedented but surely comes with a temptation to just keep 
paddling.... 

Subsequent neighborhoods will extend Dockside Green’s development south towards downtown 
Victoria. An old restaurant, the Princess Mary, has been repurposed as a construction administration 
office. The Commons will have a similar scale to the Wharf. The final neighborhood, the Village, 
will feature more retail and office development, and a boutique hotel, all at a higher density 
reflecting its proximity to downtown. The promised sustainability center will face a large circular 
plaza and open-air amphitheater. 

 
Bold colors on condo awnings add an exuberant, 
unpredictable pattern to the façades. 
Photo courtesy Busby Perkins+Will Architects Co. 
Project Economics 

 

http://www.gallopinggoosetrail.com/
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Project Economics 

The project has not been immune to global trends in real estate, with a slowing in sales (about 10 
sales staff were recently laid off) but several large developments in the Victoria area have been 
cancelled over the past two years, while Dockside continues to sell units, at a range of $500-$900 
per square foot (1-bedrooms to penthouses), roughly the same price point as local comparables. Only 
about 10% of units have yet to sell. There is also clear evidence of the savings available from green 
building technology. The project features lower strata fees (a Canadian term roughly equivalent to 
homeowners’ association fees) thanks to energy savings in common spaces. Homeowners will save 
over $500 a year because they don’t need to contribute to regional assessments due to the project’s 
full treatment of sewage on-site.  

One of the most contentious challenges for the development was the provision of affordable housing. 
The project was initially envisioned to contain at least 10 percent in affordable rental units for people 
with incomes as low as $15,000 and 26 units have been set aside at Synergy and Balance, priced 
under market value with some subsidy from the city. A three-story “attainable” housing building (a 
new presumably less-stigmatized euphemism for “affordable”), with two levels of “micro-condos” 
(less than 400 square feet) over commercial/industrial space, designed by Number TEN 
Architectural Group, has recently been approved for construction next to the biomass plant. 
  

 
The Fol Epi bakery's oven protrudes 
from Inspiration. 
Photo by Ken Pirie. 
Green Infrastructure 

 

http://www.numberten.com/
http://www.numberten.com/
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Green Infrastructure 

With an upfront commitment to a high level of green design and greenhouse gas neutrality, Dockside 
Green needed to incorporate somewhat unproven methods and technologies. The developers also 
committed to paying a $1 million penalty if Synergy did not achieve LEED Platinum certification. 
The Federation of Canadian Municipalities made $350,000 available to support the development of 
innovative infrastructure at the outset of the project. These funds offset the costs for LEED 
documentation (often the one clear hurdle to certification) and helped with the costs associated with 
developing and obtaining approval for the unprecedented wastewater treatment system. As BPW’s 
Jim Huffman noted, during the design of Dockside’s first phase new technologies were released 
“almost monthly,” forcing the design team to constantly review and update its plans. When the 
project proceeds, there should be even further energy savings and innovation by the time the final 
building is constructed. 

The team’s ambition for innovation clearly succeeded, because in 2008 Synergy was awarded 
Platinum with 63 points, making it the highest-scoring LEED-certified project in the world. It 
includes standard steps for green building, such as fresh air ventilation, energy-efficient operable 
windows, low-energy appliances and lighting, greener (and healthier) building materials sourced as 
close to the site as possible as well as consideration of daylighting and solar orientation. A relatively 
new feature, called a living wall, has been installed as 30-foot-high panels on either side of a public 
plaza at Balance, helping to cool the buildings and reduce energy consumption. Dockside Green also 
received the first LEED for Neighborhood Development (ND) Platinum certification, due to its 
brownfield location, reduced dependence on private vehicles with car-sharing and access to trails 
and transit (including a harbor ferry), proximity to employment, walkable streets, and on-site 
renewable energy sources. 

Dockside Green features an integrated energy system, which may provide an opportunity for the 
project to become a net-energy provider, together with units that are built 50 percent more efficient 
than code. The system includes a Nexterra biomass plant, operated by a new micro-utility, Dockside 
Green Energy. The plant converts locally sourced wood waste into a clean burning “syngas” to 
produce heat and hot water for the district (and beyond), eliminating the use of fossil fuel for heating 
buildings. (Vancouver Island has much of BC’s private forest lands, which are still heavily and 
controversially logged. With consistent mill closures and continued raw log exports, this wood waste 
supply may not seem readily available at a large scale—but the gasification plant also uses 
municipal tree trimmings and construction wood waste.) Bio-solid disks remaining after on-site 
wastewater treatment are sent to the biomass plant to complement the waste wood. The estimated 
overall impact of the plant is a reduction in greenhouse gas emissions of up to 3,460 metric tons per 
year. 
   

http://www.fcm.ca/
http://www.usgbc.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID=148
http://docksidegreen.com/sustainability/eco-friendly/biomass-energy-cogeneration.html
http://docksidegreenenergy.com/
http://docksidegreenenergy.com/
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Native plantings in the central 
greenspace will soon create a lush 
urban wildlife habitat. 
Photo courtesy Busby Perkins+Will Architects  
Co.  
 
Conclusion 

Dockside Green represents a successful prototype for green building on a neighborhood scale. The 
developers of the project, driven by a strong vision for urban regeneration that doesn’t simply aim to 
maximize profit, are producing a model that is responsive to larger social and civic concerns. 
Beyond simply striving for the highest LEED point totals, the Dockside Green team has built the 
first stages of a community that feels rooted in its context and expresses a strong contemporary 
aesthetic, while clearly competing well with less-innovative neighbors in a tough market. If it’s clear 
that a more sustainable future will require denser urban living, with alternatives to automobile use 
along with innovative and efficient ways to produce energy and reduce waste, then it’s clear that 
Dockside Green shows us all a bold precedent with lessons that we can apply to subsequent projects 
in our own communities. By the time of its ultimate buildout, we can expect that Dockside Green 
will have been joined by numerous other projects across the continent, all contributing to the 
“UnSprawling” of North America. 
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Just the Facts 

Dockside Green 
Victoria, British Columbia 

• 15-acre redevelopment area, 11.6 acres developed as Dockside Green 
• Property Cost: $8.5 million 
• Three neighborhoods, intended to be built over 12 phases in 10 years. First neighborhood is 

Dockside Wharf 
• Subsequent neighborhoods, Dockside Commons, and Village will extend Dockside Green’s 

development south towards downtown Victoria 
• Dockside Village will feature the most urban density, directly across a bridge from 

downtown 
• Total of 1.3 million gross square feet (73 percent of which is residential) in 26 buildings 
• Two mixed-use (office and retail) buildings to date, attracting green businesses 
• Projected total of 2,500 residents (currently over 450) 
• 50 percent of first phase (Synergy) site is dedicated to open space 
• $1 million penalty to developers if the first phase of the project, Synergy did not achieve a 

LEED Platinum certification (it did) 
• Biomass energy plant achieves reduction in greenhouse gas emissions of up to 3,460 metric 

tons per year 
• Residential units built 50 percent more efficient than code 
• Synergy is highest-scoring LEED-Certified project in the world (63 points) 
• Project is aiming to provide at least 10 percent in affordable rental units for people with 

incomes as low as $15,000 
• With water-efficient appliances, the project could save up to 70,000 gallons of public water 

annually, a reduction of 65 percent over similar conventional projects 
• Dockside Green received the first LEED for Neighborhood Development (ND) Platinum-

certified plan 
• Membrane bioreactor package wastewater treatment plant 
• Treated water looped back into buildings to flush toilets and irrigate site landscape 

  
• Team: 

Developers: 
Windmill West Development and Three Point Properties with Vancity (Vancity now controls 
entire project); Joe Van Belleghem was the project’s visionary 
Master Planners: 
Busby Perkins + Will 
Architects: 
Busby Perkins + Will (Synergy and Balance) 
Landscape Architects: 
PWL Partnership 
General Contractors: 
Farmer Constructors 
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• Engineers:  
Read Jones Christoffersen (Structural) 
Stantec Engineering (MEP) 
Komex International, RCL Consulting (Civil) 
Aqua-Tex Scientific (Stormwater Management) 
BuildGreen Consulting (Environmental) 

Dockside Green Awards 

• BC Hydro Power Smart Excellence Award Winner, Innovation in Sustainable Building 
Design, 2007 

• Smart Growth of British Columbia Awards, Process/Proposal Award, 2006 
• RAIC National Urban Design Awards, Merit Award, Approved or Adopted Urban Design 

Plan, 2006 
• Canadian Architect, Award of Excellence, 2005 
• Canadian Urban Institute Brownie Award, Best Overall Project, 2005 
• Canadian Urban Institute Brownie Award, 2005 
• Planning Institute of BC Innovation in Site Planning and Design Award, 2005 

For more information, visit Dockside Green at www.DocksideGreen.com. 

 

Ken Pirie, an associate with Walker Macy Landscape Architects and Planners in Portland, Oregon, has been working 
on urban design, sustainable urbanism and campus planning projects for 15 years. He is an adjunct professor at 
Portland State University, teaching site planning to graduate students in urban design and planning. He grew up in 
Quebec but his parents moved west to Vancouver Island to enjoy the climate that helps make Dockside Green such 
a sustainable community. 

 

http://docksidegreen.com/
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ARTerrain Gallery 

Jan Rickman : Art Quilts : View gallery at 
www.terrain.org/arterrain/25  

Fabric artist, art quilter, designer, and creator of clothing 
and accessories, Midwesterner transplanted to the west, 
inspired by the landscape and open skies of Colorado, 
animal lover, horsewoman, gardener and contributing 
citizen of the Unaweep canyon—all these make up Jan 
Rickman’s character and influence her artwork. 

After studying art in college and building a creative 
foundation for years in drawing, graphic design, and 
working with fabric, she has concentrated in the past 15 
years on textile art. This has led her to exhibiting in 
juried and invitational shows throughout the United 
States and she has won numerous awards. Her work was 
featured on the cover of the Visions exhibit in San Diego 
and the following year her work was recognized in that 
exhibit with the President’s Choice Award. 

The newly released book, 500 Art Quilts: An Inspiring Collection of Contemporary Work, features 
one of her commissioned pieces. 

Her artwork was exhibited in a solo show sponsored by the Grand Junction Commission on Arts and 
Culture and Jan was chosen as the fiber art representative in the Western Colorado Center for the 
Arts Permanent Collection. 

Jan’s piece “After the Ride” was displayed in one of the Telluride, Colorado Fantasy Homes 
featured on the HGTV television network and her work has also been featured in Cowboys & 
Indians and Western Horseman magazines. 

She also collaborated with a local sculptor to create an installation for an office building in Grand 
Junction, Colorado. 

She holds workshops that cover many aspects of fiber artwork, including surface design, machine 
embroidery techniques, framing, and hand-dyeing fabric. She also gives presentations to quilting 
guilds on her techniques and welcomes invitations to do workshops and lectures. 

The intricate process Jan has developed in working with textiles is hands-on and depends on the 
tactile manipulation of fabric and the addition of intense detail. Her sense that art should be fun 
keeps her palette vivid and designs energetic—she loves life and wants her work to exhibit vitality  

 

http://www.terrain.org/arterrain/25/gallery.htm�
http://www.terrain.org/arterrain/25
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1600590586?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=1600590586
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by the creative fusion of media based on her unique vision and designs. 

Jan lives on a ranch in western Colorado with her husband of 35 years. They have two horses and 
three dogs and are learning organic gardening. 

For more information about Jan Rickman, visit www.JanRickman.com. 

   

Art Quilts of Textile and Mixed Media by Jan Rickman 
  

Enter the ARTerrain Gallery at www.terrain.org/arterrain/25  

 

 
    
   

http://www.janrickman.com/
http://www.terrain.org/arterrain/25
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Poetry by Sara Talpos 
    
Goodnight Moon 
 

After Alan Weisman 
 
Praise Darwin’s finches, doggedly reproducing 
                      until nothing is wasted.  
           Grub-eater, cactus-eater, insect-eater. 
                      The cashier asks, paper or plastic? 
I peer into my cart, envisioning oceans— 
                      gyres of hot air, whirling  
           water sucking up bottle caps, cups,  
                      sandwich wrap. 
Is this where it all winds up?  
                      Like the yellow balloon  
           my son grasps, promptly lets go  
                      in the parking lot, flying 
over a sea of trucks and cars, over our green 
                      city, where we  
           wheel plastics to the curb, our discards  
                      shipped on barges 
to China, tossed into soupy rivers  
                      that flow into town.   
           Balloon down, Jackson demands  
                      the next day, not knowing 
things can disappear. He wants them all back:   
                      his lost copy of Goodnight Moon, the melting  
           snow cone I chucked into trees after the fair.   
                      Now this balloon.     
How many tides until its resin  
                      washes up on the Beagle’s  
           Plymouth Harbor? Or gets trapped  
                      inside transparent bodies 
of Galapagos jellyfish, the colorful polymers,  
                      mistakes, fish eggs?   
           Balloon down, Jackson reminds me  
                      a week later, standing in our 
front yard, looking up at the clouds. 
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Ravenwood Street 
 
Consider how we’re made of carbon, those atoms, their incomplete  
            shells always pulling us toward something— 
our legs intertwined, your hands, mine. How love’s molecular  
            architecture builds upon itself, proteins, thousands of atoms apiece:  
This house, these pine trees. Dandelions spring and parsley needs  
            mincing. Compost oxidizes behind a swing, the ropes you looped 
over a branch. Our son pumps his legs, heaven-bound.  He’ll be  
            in his dreams when you come home. We are mostly empty 
space, each electron in its vast orbit. Never enough time in the day.   
            Socks hang on the line, water evaporates. I’m waiting 
for you, tired from another day’s scenery under microscopes  
            and centrifuges (the world I cannot see). The sky darkens, 
but look here: this leaf, I cup its small green veins in my hand. 
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Asparagus 
 
The basil erupts in flower, the afternoon  
passes uninterrupted  
while your brother runs swing  
to sandbox to fence. I feel your persistent  
kicking and wince.  
No longer a thought nestled inside me,  
you’re all heft and demanding.   
Now I want the names of these branching  
backyard trees.   
When your brother was conceived, 
all of me was infatuated  
with one growing thing.   
For eight months, you and I  
have shared space, yet when I think  
of you, it’s only 
to catch my breath or prepare  
something more to eat. Abundance?   
It scares me. Asparagus,  
they say, needs three years after planting  
before it can join the dinner table. 
      

 

Sara Talpos’s poems have appeared in Crab Orchard Review, Poet Lore, Shenandoah, The American Poetry 
Journal, and Rivendell, among others.  She teaches composition courses at the University of Michigan.  
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Poetry by Karen Schubert 
    
 
Sky for Ceiling 

 
After James Turrell 

 
See the walls change 
from white to thick yellow, 
the colors naming themselves over  
the slow and turning day. 
In gathering places, go  
and greet the light 
from which you came. 
 
Turn out streetlights— 
we should not be so afraid 
of each other that we wash 
the sky of its milky way,  
of its stories that created us. 
Listen to the Hopi— 
your life follows  
the arcing sun from birth 
to darkness. 
 
Let go of the horizon. 
Where you came from, 
the aperture of your eye 
is grounded by buildings. 
 
Cross the Painted Desert, rise up  
into the crater, one of the sites  
of your conception. See yourself. 
Open your arms.  
Bring down the sky. 

 

 

Karen Schubert lives with her daughter in Youngstown, Ohio, a former steeltown full of artists and healing 
land. Her poems have appeared or are forthcoming inFifth Wednesday, Zoland Poetry, Redations, 
Reconfigurations, and 42opus. She is this year's poetry editor for Whiskey Island Magazine. 

 

http://www.publichumanities.pdx.edu/
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Poetry by Patricia Clark 
    
 
Autumn on the Seine, Argenteuil 

 
Monet, 1873 
 

Two banks, one golden, one green, 
                                    and in the center, the town 
                        ahead, with a spire needling up, 
            a puncture into clouds, 
                                             and vague suggestions 
of industry—buildings, smoke, and noise.  
 
What I love along the bank are the skiffs 
                                    drawn up, five or more 
                        at the golden side, the first boat 
            a bright russet like a horizontal flame 
                                             on water, 
the next two mauve, one a sailboat, 
                                             one not. 
 
The ochre-gold spills down from the cottonwoods, 
                                    pouring under the hulls, 
                        entering the river with the same 
            intensity of burning 
                                    we see in life at its peak, 
or life with the flame 
                        threatening to go out. 
 
In a month the trees will be masts 
                                    bare as the boats, 
                        the man we know, ill with a fatal brain tumor, 
            will be gone—the Grand River 
                                             burnished with ochre and red 
                        as the Seine is, 
            cooling air hinting at winter’s knives. 
 
One bank green in the painting, 
                                    green going away, 
                        and the river placid, calm— 
                                    in the center of it— 
            the flowing never ceasing, rhythm of moon, 
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sun, the turning earth, pulling it outward, 
                                            eternal, restless, to the maw of the sea. 
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Tent Caterpillars 
 
Terrible to look at them closely 
through gauzy webbing, 
how they writhe and twist, 
a jumbled mass, squirming, 
faceless, mouthparts moving, chewing— 
are they eating the excretions 
from others in their nest? 
 
Sometimes men seize on a gem, 
an idea of burning them out 
with a gas-soaked rag held aloft 
like a torch on a long pole— 
the whoosh as the rag lights, an awful 
purse-shaped bag of flame 
blackening as the insects 
ignite, consumed. 
 
Kill the infestation but not 
to light the shed—its wood 
so crackling dry it wouldn’t take 
much, the sun’s rays concentrated 
on a nailhead heating up, spontaneously 
combusting the nearby slats, 
crumbling brown boards. 
 
And the woods themselves, not to 
stumble, toe caught on Virginia creeper, 
ankle turned on a leafpile or log, 
not to drop the pole, or let this 
caterpillar nest-fire drop straight down, 
liquid melt setting duff, mounded oak leaves, 
deadfalls, last year’s Christmas tree ablaze— 
 
and if you do—the quickness with which 
it catches, runs, blows up to the treetops— 
lighting them. How many nightmares 
of fiery extinction, this purge to destroy 
a spreading pest but rescue the cottonwood? 
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How many visions of a thing burned clean, 
the mass destroyed, what’s left made 
beautiful by riddance, by a scouring flame. 

 

 

Patricia Clark is the author of three books of poetry, most recently She Walks into the Sea (2009), as well as a 
chapbook, Given the Trees, part of a subscription series called Voices from the American Land. New work is 
forthcoming in The Atlantic, Controlled Burn, Upstreet, and Black Market Review (England). 

 

http://www.simmonsbuntin.com/
http://www.simmonsbuntin.com/
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Poetry by Erin Coughlin Hollowell 

 
Cusp 
 
Puzzle of bones, try to take time 
out of a watch, stop sundown. 
It’s all the same weave, all warm   
from the compost, erasing  
the written page to blankness. 
 
In the morning, the shadow  
of a hawk split the yard. 
Inside your ear, mother’s voice—  
stay away from that wall 
or you’ll fall, you’ll feel, you’ll see 
over. There’s another world inside. 
 
In your pocket, you carry twelve black 
stones, rosary of willing deceit,  
accounting of misspent deeds. 
If sand fills your mouth, spit. If salt 
burns like a flame inside you,  
ignite. Any shard can split  
open your precious whole. 
 
There is a crust, a crypt, a bomb 
crouched inside. You witnessed blue 
fragments of birds stabbed crimson 
by black beak. Maybe it is blood. 
Maybe it is only berries, too 
ripe. Everything tumbles. 
    
    

 



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

Issue No. 25 : Spring/Summer 2010 : Virtually There 
 

62

Receding 
 
If by wearing white she meant 
to invoke a balance—purity 
weighed against death—then 
she failed to reckon on rain. 
 
All day long water streamed 
from rooftop to carve the snow 
into brief and delicate spans 
which collapsed into cinders. 
 
 
It sounded like a thousand 
flutes at the moment the young 
girls take a breath, their lips 
still against metal. She paged 
 
through books looking for the distance 
between inheritance and wheel tracks. 
Paper beneath her fingers 
adding up to the shush of stone ridge 
 
revealed as the glacier retreats. 
Where can she unhouse her heart 
and allow it to be a ghost 
in the attic of this long story? 

 

 

 

Erin Coughlin Hollowell lives in Cordova, Alaska — a small town on Prince William Sound inaccessible by road. 
She received her MFA from the Rainier Writing Workshop at Pacific Lutheran University and her BA from Cornell 
University. Most recently she has been published in Blue Earth Review, Alaska Quarterly Review, and Weber 
Studies. She has work forthcoming in Crab Creek Review. She was commissioned by the University of Alaska to co-
write a play in verse entitled Bedsheets for the Alaska Humanities Forum. 
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Poetry by Abe Louise Young 
   
 

Instructions on Softening 
 
Dream an envelope of earth, and fill it with blue morning glory seeds. 
Seeds need tenderness and a message of truth before they wake up. 
Weed a short section of childhood memory, plant bulbs that bloom in winter. 
 
Practice burning faces into your brain like names on a leather purse. 
Feed a population of feral children. Identify and interview yourself. 
Terror informants want to know that rifleshot won’t follow their words. 
 
Speech is a natural pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables. 
Where is the nearest natural running water?  
Relax the angry reflexes that protect you from pain. 
 
Nurture beneficial insects. 
Dream an x-ray of world peace.  
Vow to return to live on Earth again, again, again.    
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Feminesto: Dialogue 
 
Are there any qualities standard to liberation? 
   
     Each book on the syllabus. 
 
How do I make rape bear fruit, little bear? 
         
     The brain that contains the problem also contains the solution. 
 
We are in need of a worldwide Sabbath, a moment of absolute rest. 
 
       Good night, little one. Dream me a forest path, a basket. 
 
My body—his body—missile silos—the sidewalk, the crop, the compost— 
Guantanamo Bay—the pesticide—faucet—wet mop—#10—the bees in the 
orchard—child’s hand—nobody’s suffering is singular— can I be my own harbor,  
yet hold refugees? 
 
        Create a moment without cacophony. 
Lungs, the light. A breath? 
 
        From any cliff, you can extend a blessing. 
 
 
 

Abe Louise Young was born in New Orleans, Louisiana. She holds an MFA from the University of Texas at Austin, 
where she was a James Michener Fellow in Creative Writing. Her award-winning poetry and essays are published 
widely, and she's the editor of Hip Deep: Opinion, Essays, and Vision from American Teenagers. 

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0520244478?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0520244478
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Poetry by Linda Umans 
 
 
Sic transit linhelen7 
 
This is no country for almost-old women so they imply when I call Tech Support 
and they use exclusionary and alarming terms like fatal error and corrupt cookie. 
Who would have thought at this stage of life I would find a mouse guide and all 
kinds of keys. When I e-mail my poet-friend and tell her I found something on here 
and she asks Where? which she inevitably does, I tell her There is a there there 
and she gets the reference but isn’t having any of it. Says My Mac is a utility, not 
a dream box, while I’ve gone through the techno-millennial looking glass where  
I intend to grow really old and as contented as possible. 

 

 

 

 

Linda Umans enjoyed a long career teaching in the NYC public schools. Recent publications include poems 
in Beauty/Truth : Journal of Ekphrastic Poetry, qarrtsiluni, Waterways, and a piece in Mr. Biller’s Neighborhood. She 
is an ardent traveler and a native of Manhattan where she lives, studies, works. 
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Poetry by Arianna Zwartjes 
 
 
Forlorn 
 
(upon its negation) 
  
Only the daringest take my name for its fullest meaning thin and threadbare 
I am not.  In my name a kind of consequence (everything is possible if God 
does not exist) they say and (as a result man is forlorn).   We are twinned 
not the same as anguish I (finding nothing to cling to you think) nor are we 
one person. In contrast I find (of anemonied fluting) intersections and 
departures of every imaginable self (as the refraction of light say or a 
spidering of cracks in plated glass), here to thrive.  So my self opens and 
opens up (from a single point I am, soft-petalled) and where you thought to 
find void, uncurved. 
  
  
 
 
 
 

Sphere 
 
(surface opens out) 
  
spinning      this body    plane where all lines meet   (or: whose 
circumference is       everywhere    center nowhere) here     scattering of 
seedpods to root     some god      one face    inscrutable I was always 
accused      a sort of  fame nineteen sixty-nine you first looked back at me    
a loosening green and blue and knit shawl     cloudy white     and you began 
to   love my shape   the lover is obsessed with edges Carson says     no 
edges I am a continuous self    (spheres make   contraries impossible    lack, 
impossible)      spin me you’ll find I never end        every day I destroy it      
still every day I come back     new 
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(Detailing Trauma) 
  
I. The ways in which bodies break are not pretty 
 
This may seem like a statement of the obvious. You think you know and then you find you knew 
nothing. 
  
II.  The ways in which bodies break are not pretty nor are they obvious 
 
There are for instance many ways in which smokers die. Pulmonary embolism, increased risk for 
cardiac disease, atherosclerosis, arteriosclerosis, walls and tunnels harden to brittle cardboard.  It is 
impossible not to think of you when these conditions are covered. You not being here is not an 
option.  You being gone. There are many ways in which poetry attempts to protect us from the 
possible. 
  
Poetry does not protect us from the possible. Nor do we want it to 
 
to the contrary there are those of us who come to language seeking to be broken open. This is 
another way of remaining alive. 
  
III.  The ways in which bodies break will change you 
 
It is when we are happiest we fear the most.  
 
Content, we wish desperately for nothing to change, while miserable, we long for everything to 
change. Either way we are tires spinning in red mud--  refusing to open our hands.  To accept that 
nothing is fixed.  
 
The bedrock you stand on is not rock.  The person you think you know is many people in one, a 
stranger, an enemy, an unfamiliar lover, someone unpredictable, someone unfixed.  The body you 
think you own & control is capable of unimaginable treachery. The body you think comprises you is 
slowly disintegrating.  The world you thought had rules 
 
in fact has none.  The perimeter of safety you built around your world is not brick but paper.  One 
morning the sun does not come up.  One day the bed is empty.  One day your mind says lift 
and your leg does nothing 
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Clotting Cascade 
  
To “recover:” 
       1.  vt to get back something previously lost 
       2.  vi to return to a previous state of health, prosperity, or equanimity 
       3.  vt to extract useful substances from waste or refuse 
       4.  vi to return to a suitable or correct state or position 
       5.  vt to make up for that which is lost 
       6.  vt to obtain something by the ruling of a court 
       7.  vr to bring the self back to a natural condition 
  
 * * * * * 
 
I think the narrative is starting to come back into things.  Starting to clot and thicken. We take these 
stories to make sense of things. We take them to give us meaning.           
  
Ours is a generation in conflict with ourselves. We want to believe in the narrative and at the same 
time we can’t.  Or, we spent so much time not-believing. And not without reason. As we get older I 
think we’re starting to want----and to be torn. We understand fracture too well. We understand the 
shiftiness of the narrative, how slippery it is, how fickle. We’ve seen the places where it loses its 
hold, its meaning.  The places where it’s hollow. The places where it avoids saying what needs to be 
said. Like making love to reweave the frayed lace intricacies of a lie. We were skeptics from the 
beginning. Still, there’s this certain ache coming into place for us. An ache for something to supplant 
the narrative we don’t believe in?  Something coherent instead of cynicism, instead of a certain 
social and relational atheism---atheism not in the religious sense but more in a postmodern, societal 
sense. 
  
We’ve seen the speed with which images bombard each other, overlap, replace. The speed with 
which social amnesia takes hold. We understand that a speaker can be no one, anyone, everyone all 
at once. We know that I  is a slippery thing. Nonetheless, I think we’re slowly finding we want it still 
to mean---as we drag this anchor across the bottom we want it to catch somewhere. 
  
 * * * * * 
 
The possibility that philosophical inquiry might confirm our worst fears (do we turn away).  This 
heritage of relinquished blooms.  
You can only relate what you saw a bold and almost incredible answer. 
  
If I say things thaw the tap of salt water am I trying to be optimistic. Though today a thaw is a 
frightening thing.  There is the question of how to (hold to) optimism within the present narrative. 
Stitched and torn, cut and spliced the surgeon’s hand is never empty. In the video you can see the 
huge floes of ice, like buildings come crashing down. 
 
 * * * * * 
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In the one hand I balance a brown egg: each generation has thought its world was going to end. Paul 
of Tarsus called his days ‘these late times.’ He lived in the first century. In the other, a speckled 
blue: scientifically it seems this time around we have reason to believe it actually might. 
 
Where do we put that in the narrative? If we are thinking say of children. If we’ve regathered that 
much faith. It all splits back open again. Sutures today are made of specialized thread that will 
eventually dissolve into nothing. Coda in hand and heart fettered we attempt to keep walking 
forward.  
 
 * * * * * 

 

 

 

Arianne Zwartjes is an EMT, wilderness educator, and poet living in Tucson, Arizona, and teaching in the English 
department at the University of Arizona. She is the author of (Stitched) A Surface Opens (2008) and The Surfacing 
of Excess(2010), and is currently completing a collection of medically-themed lyric essays, from which two of these 
pieces are drawn. 
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Poetry by Jamison Crabtree 
    
 
Digger Wasp 
 
Let the children  
feed themselves. House  
them 
 
in rot wood and burrowed earth,  
in excavation and cavity. Cradle them  
in broken bow. Give us sons; 
 
our daughters die too easily.  
The honey bee, origami and 
 
delicate, drug by the antenna 
 
into the nest, watches as the room  
folds closed then is wrapped 
in waiting. Silence  
and then a scratching. 
 
We enter the world this way, 
in hunger. All 
 
that we can give 
our children is that  
which we take from them. 
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Villanelle for the Drunken Forests 
 
           The forest leans a little more violently  
                       as the seasons cough past. The trees know 
that the root of a problem is difficult to see. 
 
                       The permafrost melts and freezes, chimney 
           black spruces jut and buck, upturning snow 
and soil; the forest leans. More violently, 
 
you see it happen around you, maybe 
                       your wife takes up drink, your friends all plateau— 
           the root of the problem? It’s hard to see 
 
           what might cause this sort of staggering.  
The truth is, we choose our own tragedies. Slouch slow  
                       into the leaning. We claw violently 
 
                                   at the ground as it eases away 
beneath us and refuse to acknowledge 
           that our roots might give. The problem is hard to see 
 
as the angle increases gradually, degree  
           by degree, and by the time you notice, through  
the forest, it could be the world (not me) that’s leaning.  
                                   The root of the problem is the most difficult thing to see. 
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Historical Documents 
 

a non-linear history of Belle Isle, Richmond, Virginia 
“…brought into the hideous enclosure of Belle Isle in the prime of life and health, to 
die by slow torture and a dog’s death.”  
     — W.S. Tolland, Ninth Regiment NYSM 

I. 
Year by year the clumsy reclamation of the island 
grows less and less  
subtle. Piles of roofs, 
 
the floors hidden by mortar silt, dirt, the weeds bursting. 
 
Masonry dust rising in gray imitation of the city (the city separated 
 
by one deceptively thin  
river). Constellations form 
 
from broken buildings: 
 
in the southern sky: the munitions sheds,  
the canon pits, the soldier (which are places, 
 
too). The trestles split mid river, their supports 
 
wade in the rapids (is a bridge that crosses nothing 
still a bridge?). This island 
 
is a serpent holder; a staging area 
 
where Union soldiers were once left to live  
out the winter eating their shoes 
(is a prison without walls still a prison?). 
 
II. 
(Yes.) 
 
III. 
Now. Buildings in ruin, the felled stone  
plots a map out of the cold and 
ushers the dead leaves through the windows. 
 
Without a door to fill it, an entrance  
is but a mouth repeating O! O!  
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O! as the wind lungs through. 
 
After sixteen days on the island, a prisoner captured 
in the battle of Philadelphia, Tennessee, 
 
          Zelotes Musgrave 
     12/13/1834 – 4/13/1888 
  
(who wrote only one line a day in his diary) 
 
wrote this: 
“Belle Island is a lousy place.” 
 
IV. 
Beautiful island; originally  
Broad Rock Island. The plaque  
outside the shell of the munitions  
shed reads: “Island of Suffering.” 
 
Once a fishery, once  
a village, once a nail and iron 
plant, a hydroelectric plant, 
 
a prison, a park: a place (like a person) 
 
is defined by how it is used. 
 
On the south bank the water level  
gets so low that the bed is bald, lousy with 
boulders; I’ve walked across and wondered 
 
how the water line stayed high enough  
to form a fence. 
 
When the tide line sinks,  
you can read the graffiti on the rocks. 
 
V. 
Here is the proof 
that a prison can be built of beauty; that we can starve 
under the cherry blossoms, 
 
that the open air can form a perimeter. 
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At its worst, 10,000 men  
on a half mile stretch of land 
  
sleeping in Sibley tents (“Shibley”,  
writes Musgrave). 
 
There is no white on a prison island. 
 
VI. 
At a minimum  
prison promises  
a degree of warmth, a shelter. But here, no, here 
 
where the current chisels past  
the Petersburg granite , here 
 
men have made beds 
out of ditches, hollows, they have 
 
warmed themselves with leaves. 
 
Beneath, the bedrock  
has receded into sleep. 
 
VII. 
(Why have I come here?)  
(I have come here to picnic!  
To eat with silver in the skeleton 
 
of the soldier’s barracks. Let me pour some wine 
into the sinkhole of your glass) 
 
And I have come only to visit— 
 
in all things  
there’s an urgency to leaving them.  
It’s fine and good, friend! 
 
I’ve brought something to keep you warm. 
 
VIII. 
Men are dying on the banks. 
 
Men have died there before. 
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IX. 
Dogs strain against their collars for their want and their thirst.  
Tonight the homeless are drunk in the heath,  
snoring down the snow. 
  
X. 
The guards would let the prisoners  
swim. 
 
XI. 
With a good enough arm 
 
and the right stone, it almost seems possible  
to make a bird of the rock, to arc 
 
the pebble of it 
across, to the opposite bank. 
 
But then again, the river is not the air; the wind  
has no rapids. They let them swim 
 
because they knew: 
there was no risk they’d make it  
to the other side. 
 
Standing in the summer water,  
up to my neck  
three feet from the bank I remember 
 
it didn’t seem like the distance to the shore 
was as impossible as it was. 
 
XII. 
As I dried by the fire, the same night  
I crouched in the river, an officer  
approached me to tell me I was trespassing 
 
but it didn’t matter, 
 
legally speaking. He told me the interior  
wasn’t safe. Since then, I have seen the proof: 
 
the transients sleep like the first prisoners. 
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Laughter and wailing sneak past the tree line; 
carry across the water 
until it drowns. 
 
(The Confederates  
didn’t always bury the dead; 
 
sometimes  
it was enough  
to throw a blanket over them.) 
 
XIII. 
From Oregon Hill, I watched  
helicopter lights hover  
over the river for a solid hour. 
 
A kayaker tipped; swam to shore,  
then swam back out 
 
to go back for his equipment 
and went under. 
  
XIV. 
Folklore says to dredge  
up the drowned you simply wait 
seven or eight days. Or hollow 
 
a loaf  of bread, bloat it with mercury,  
set it to float  and it will linger  
over the corpse. Another 
 
belief: rifle fire over the water will burst 
the gall bladder  
and send the body rising upwards. 
Science calls for the hooks  
to scrape the bottom or, 
 
best and easiest: 
 
to forget. 
  
XV. 
Would you like a blanket? 
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XVI. 
On the suspension bridge old men  
drop their lines and wait. 
 
Night-fishers, watching the water 
as if staring might bring something up.  
 
When they catch a fish,  
the hook in cheek, it has thirty feet  
to flap, to wing  
its body free, 
  
between the water and the men. 
 
Distance is easier to judge  
when the measurement doesn’t need to be 
tested. 
 
XVII. 
The suspension bridge hangs beneath the  
Lee bridge, a section of highway 
 
elevated 80 feet above the island. 
 
The sign  
at the entrance prohibits 
digging. With good reason, as discovered  
before the columns were erected: 
 
not all the graves were marked. 
 
XVIII. 
From the diary of Zelotes Musgrave: 
 
“I am getting  
very  
weak.”  
January 23, 1864 
 
“Small rations.” 
                        February 7-12, 14-16 1864 
                         
“One of the prisoners killed  
a small dog, belonging 
 



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

Issue No. 25 : Spring/Summer 2010 : Virtually There 
 

78 

to one of the Lieutenants  
belonging, or in command  
of the island prison. 
 
The Lieutenant compelled the prisoner  
to eat  
some of the raw  
dog.”  
                        March 6, 1864 
 
XIX. 
Across the river, even the cemetery  
looks down on the island from the hillside. 
 
In winter, in comparison to the movement  
and the roar and hush of the river,  
the quiet of the place makes it seem warm. 
 
On the tracks a locomotives idles  
in the frost (here the crews change;  
everyone searching for their way home). 
 
XX. 
The city has no memory. 
 
I have prayed in a church  
which once brokered men. 
 
XXI. 
This city has no memory; no—  
not memory, it has 
 
no conscience (it is only 
a city). Two great fires in this one. 
 
Plenty of alright ones. A few floods 
 
made a basin of the bottom. 
 
I walked one and saw the cars swimming 
 
out of the parking garages like drunken fish. 
A road, a channel; the prison island, the park. 
 
Everything comes down to context. 
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The most beautiful parts of this city 
are the parts that have been reclaimed 
too many times to count; 
 
history is edged and it hangs delicately. 
  
XXII. 
“SEEING A GOOD TIME. – The prisoners 
on Belle Isle are encamped 
 
on the lower ground 
 
of the island, within convenient distance of the water,  
and at all times in the full face of the breezes  
that almost 
 
continually sweep 
 
along the river. They pass away 
 
time in exercise, such as  
wrestling, jumping, and 
 
tumbling about generally, apparently 
 
caring for nothing and nobody, and quite as contented 
 
as they can be  
under the circumstances. 
 
They are supplied with excellent tents, and have plenty to eat.  
Their condition is certainly more enviable 
 
than that of several thousands  
of their comrades  
not in the city prisons.” 
 
Richmond Enquirer 7/15/1862    
 
XXIII. 
30,000 souls passed through this island; 
the city is even lousier with souls. 
 
What can be done with history 
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after we learn from it (and if 
we can’t)? 
 
XXIV. 
(We can go for a picnic.) 
 

 

 

 

Jamison Crabtree is a serious man, seriously. He spends most of his time re-reading the same seven books over 
and over again. 
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Poetry by Sandy Longhorn 
    
 
Because Once All Mapmakers Were Illusionists 
 
You will arrive at a point 
where the marked path fades, 
perhaps just beyond the ford 
of the third river, only to discover 
that this prairie map is shaded 
to conceal the western trail. 
To reveal the cartographer’s  
slight of hand, you may try  
sleeping unclothed beneath  
the oxblood stars. You may 
build bonfires in mounds 
of grass circled with fire breaks. 
You may adorn the wagon  
with sprays of wildflowers.  
Still, the grass does not grow 
in pretty rows, and the prairie  
refuses to open before you.   
Do not discount the thunder 
that shakes the sod. You may 
be forced to follow the sound  
of wild hooves over the horizon. 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



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

Issue No. 25 : Spring/Summer 2010 : Virtually There 
 

82

Assets & Heirs 
 
The map you left behind on your death 
contains no borders and no names— 
 
just topography that fades from dense 
forest green to desert beige, the course 
 
of rivers marked in thick, black lines 
bending around the outcrops, the creeks 
 
thin and faint. Loved ones gather 
to annotate this web of mysteries.  
 
Legendless and faced with unknown terrain, 
they fumble figuring north from south. 
 
Only the youngest knows where to draw 
the skeletal tree to mark your grave, 
 
where to dig for the singed remains 
of the hummingbird moth you plucked 
 
from the campfire flame, singing 
Now, now, you’ve blazed enough for us. 

 

 

 

 

Sandy Longhorn is the author of Blood Almanac (Anhinga Press, 2006). New poems have appeared recently 
in The American Poetry Journal, Copper Nickel, diode, Free Verse, Redactions, and elsewhere. Her blog, Myself the 
only Kangaroo among the Beauty, can be found at sandylonghorn.blogspot.com.
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Poetry by Matthew James Babcock 
 
 
Poem Written After Visiting the Cumberland Pencil Museum in 
Keswick, Cumbria (I Want to Love You) 
 
   I want to love you in a way that’s absurdly grand and impossible in its dimensions, the way I 
imagine some superhuman sonneteer might heft the world’s largest pencil off the wall  
   from under its official Guinness World Record plaque and hew cosmic-sized  
sentiments in the earth’s beaches and red deltas, his words gouging up bees in amber 
   and fossil thumbs of prehistoric lovers.  I want to love you the way the boy Ben Franklin 
discovered he could sail himself across a lake with a paper kite tethered to a string  
   between his knees.  I want to stipple a sky of yellow kites above you with a landscape  
painter’s ease.  I want to love you the way God paged Florence Nightingale  
   under a tree in Embley Park, a simple summons to a lifelong quest—or the way  
Saturday eases into Sunday, beginning with a touchdown pass in the Alabama-Arkansas 
   game and ending with a trio of house finches arranged on the feeder like laughter  
and its afterthoughts.  But because love is no longer stylish and because I have come  
   right out at the beginning and said I want to love you in so many amplified ways, perhaps  
a nervous impatience alone will stop people from reading the rest of this.  Because I have 
   used simple language and sought to be understood perhaps no one will call this poetry.   
It is precisely because I have not pretended to be writing from Tuscany or camouflaged  
   my feelings behind wry allusions to pop culture or obscure 19th century Polish philosophers, 
because I have not wrenched word meanings and syntax like a New Jersey 
   bouncer twisting his girlfriend’s arm into a chickenwing and shoving her into his  
Scirocco, that nobody will print this in a journal or read it in a magazine.  But even writing  
   against agenda-driven poetry obsessed solely with technique is still writing with an  
agenda and a technique, especially since I began with a fanfare devoted to how I want  
   to love you.  So perhaps all love poetry will always be a danger to itself, and the best thing would 
be not to write or say anything but simply to wait thirty years to lead you by 
   the hand from the gaggle of paparazzi and Indonesian businessmen and women doing  
a half-dressed group karaoke to Carpenters tunes at the bar in the Turquoise Flamenco  
   Internet Café out to a quiet table on the piazza and silently observe how the penny-colored light of 
dusk bathing your profile reminds me of the sweeping wonder in all things  
   as beautiful and epic as Ludwik Krzywicki’s empiricocritical phenomenalism, or mountains and 
birds, or the rapture captured between capital letter and period, or the endless  
   blue syllable of the Mediterranean sounding out all the ways I want to love you. 
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Uncle Steve Spontaneously Delivers a Miniature Lecture on the 
Nuances of Jungian Psychology on a Sunday Afternoon at 
Abbotsford 
 
And although he’s not my uncle but my mother-in-law’s only brother, I still call him   
   Uncle Steve outside the front entrance where, having driven in from Duns, he greets me.  We chat 
idly about the ten years that have passed since he attended my wedding  
   reception in Rochester and watch two peacocks goosestep like spangled generals across  
the clipped green lawns.  Just beyond, he tells me, would be the River Tweed, adding that  
   the Scott home is in dire financial straits.  And with a modest flourish he produces  
a business card from his wallet that shows his son is a Green Party MSP in Edinburgh.   
   And he says his daughter is securing a grant to construct hedge mazes in Central Park as  
a public service.  I fan out a brash panoply of snapshots: his niece, my wife of ten  
   years, and our three daughters.  At seventy-two, he remains unmarried to the woman  
he lives with.  Before ambling off down the gravel path like a gray figure from fiction  
   or history in his buff-colored cardigan and polyester slacks, he tells me that those women walk 
away from us with our anima in their hip pockets.  And from the trees two   
   peacock screams soar through the afternoon like love and death. 
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Moose Remembered 
 
This was when we were renting a house on the west side of town next to the Clean Spot    
   Laundromat and the red brick house owned by the mechanic with the ratty goatee  
and AC/DC T-shirt who used to raise hell on Saturday mornings and send his wife  
   and small blond son running out the front door like refugees to find a cop cruiser  
already parked at the curb.  This was when I was compensating full-time for the little  
   I could give you and our baby girl, so early one Saturday morning while you slept  
I trapped her in a blanket and carried her out on the driveway to watch a yearling  
   moose that had wandered into town from the Teton Basin.  Its hide was the tacky  
brown of an old leather sofa.  With a connoisseur’s fastidiousness, it nibbled leaves  
   from the lilac hedge barricades around La Jolla Apartments.  This was when the usual  
cop car arrived and, after a pause, started shooing the young moose down the road  
   with searchlight and siren.  I carried our girl in her white blanket cocoon around the corner of the 
house next door for a better look, and ice drenched my guts when we ran 
   into the moose coming back the other way across the mechanic’s dandelion-crazed lawn.   
I lurched for the sanctuary of the garage, thinking of how I’d killed our child with   
   good intentions, when a blast from the cop’s siren spooked the moose into the street  
so that it skidded on the pebbly asphalt and slammed to the ground with a sickening thud.   
   This was everything you missed.  Except for the way the moose loped off like a big awkward kid 
down the alley under the pink and aquamarine pulse of The Holiday  
   Theater’s neon arrow, pursued by the cruiser, and the way I stood in the driveway with 
our baby girl and watched the mechanic and his wife and son come out and stand  
   and watch, and how we looked at each other but didn’t say anything about how even though we’d 
just witnessed a monumental ruckus things were quieter than they’d been in our  
   neighborhood on a Saturday morning for a long time.   

 

 

 

Matthew James Babcock teaches writing, literature, and creative writing at BYU-Idaho in Rexburg. He received 
the Dorothy Sergeant Rosenberg Poetry Award in 2008. His book, Private Fire: The Ecopoetry and Prose of Robert 
Francis, is forthcoming from the University of Delaware Press. 
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Poetry by Robin Chapman 
    
 
Beginning Again in Banff 
 
Begin in the body 
taking in sun, snow, tracks, 
the lodegpole trunks 
 
body whose every cell 
speaks to its neighbors, 
the roaming bands 
 
of T-cells, lymphocytes, 
peptides, transmitters, 
fired off by sight of sky, 
 
each cell’s spool 
of protein machinery 
wound by local tides 
 
to offer a few words 
to be read each hour 
in the push and pull 
 
of memory—body-mind 
looking back through  
its slosh of history— 
 
begin in the body, 
eye and touch, 
nerve and gut, 
 
listening 
to itself lighting up 
in the clouds’ alpine glow. 
 

Robin Chapman is author of 6 books of poetry, including Images of a Complex World: The Art and Poetry of 
Chaos, and, most recently, Abundance, winner of the Cider Press Review Book Award. Her poems have appeared 
in Appalachia, The Hudson Review, OnEarth, and The Southern Poetry Review.
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Poetry by Tim Bellows    
 

To a Whitehanded Gibbon 
 

Surely a star will save your place in line. 
Surely you cannot go extinct in that high queue— 

and we’ll keep a shirt-pocket of affection 
always—even down in our thick mud of humanness— 

for your notable quiet in daylight, your 
plain, hollow howl in sunrise and late afternoon.  

If only we could pledge to keep you clear 
of searchlight sweeps and riflefire. Please 

remember the ways of gathered rebels, their 
huddled schemes to bomb the good Buddhist shrines. 
Watch for bits of flying brick and mud, furred friend. 

Walk tall—always—away from human lust and traders’ cravings, 
lured by glassy touchable objects, by desires 

for your wet and living wildlands. 

Take spirit’s own care, my most slender animal— 
small round head; body fur softly woolly. 

Use the dignity of long arms made for 
loops of swinging tree to tree, absentminded agility, 

traveling subequatorial zones. Clever hands 
like hooks. And so it is . . . we pack and travel 

to film your keener savvy with gravity, breath, flex of spine. 
We watch, we hope to save ourselves in your calm, 

in the tree-feats your arms allow—arms long 
as horse-antelope horns, arms raised 

in your princely, upright stroll. We’ve heard 

you take just the one mate in a lifetime, 
and so it must be that miracles abound. 

Can you forgive us our daily veils, dull homilies, 
blind designs? Surely, wide-eyes, 

you dismiss the question—rightly. 
You fly off in the branches. 
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Tim Bellows is a college writing teacher, poet, essayist, and photographer devoted to wilderness and the divine 
and quirky ways of words. He is the author of Sunlight from Another Day: Poems In & Out of the Body. 
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Poetry by C. J. Sage    
 
 

The Egret Floating 
 
I was suddenly back in bristles 
when I saw the egret floating, 
a stretched spline thrown down 
 
or just knocked off. The threat 
was to crack my code,  
that back and forth convention 
 
of the highway. From that throne  
of all-leaned-back, the chute 
was dropping.  
 
Now a huge, drowsy brood 
of snowies spangles the cove; 
now the self falls absent from the car. 
 
An unbroken seed-head. 
Shoots tossed outward. A solar 
system. To build planets here, 
 
one forms galactically internal legalese. 
The willows go mass-hysterical, 
dragging their bodies down. 
 
There is a teeter, and talk somewhere 
of legal easement, and then a flush 
of waves. Then it’s time 
 
to stirrup in and lean. 
I am racing along. I am in the current. 
I am knee-deep not stirring up the water. 
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The Sloth 
 
Her back is an ecosystem, 
algaeic and wrapped 
beneath a canopy’s sun. 
 
Arms forever up and out 
above her head—she is  
this tall. No height, 
 
no dangers below, 
will blanch the beast;  
she sees no fear. 
 
A fall will seldom kill her. 
Nun ordained to pliancy,  
she’s slowness made devotion.  
 
The monkeys run  
right by her, skitter-shows  
their onus; harpy hawks 
 
with sudden plucks 
plunge, their hunger flown.   
It is true she cannot walk 
 
—when basic need or poor luck 
grounds her, she’ll have to  
pull herself along the muck 
 
of forest floor. So she hangs,  
even after life, from branches,  
fool-like, face to sky, 
 
her backward-growing  
coat a woolish habit.   
Even at the tops 
 
of trees, she blends in.   
She is cool, and shy seeming; 
Her cry’s a sure  ai, ai. 
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San Simeon Hill Zebras 
 
Drifters, if they could be. 
Sometimes, when they think 
no one is watching, 
they near the barbed wire. 
 
Hooves and hooves and hooves. 
A silent choir, a mass 
of muscle-held cellmates. 
 
Their heads are full of high grass  
and long shadows. They dream  
of lowland lions grifting gazelle.  
 
Behold the moiré bolting 
of the chain-gang jumpsuits 
—dust and dust and dust— 
safe in their target-striped caps! 
 
 
 

C. J. Sage's poems appear in The Antioch Review, Black Warrior Review, Boston Review, Ploughshares, 
Shenandoah, The Threepenny Review, etc. The San Simeon Zebras was published by Salmon Poetry in 
March 2010. Sage edits The National Poetry Review and Press and works as a Realtor.
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Paul Hostovsky 

 
Tree Poem 
 
It wasn’t that he wanted to take his life.  
He wanted to take his death 
into his own hands. There was  
a difference, he knew, though he couldn’t  
articulate it. More contemplative than suicidal, 
more curious than depressed, 
more interested than not, 
he didn’t want to talk to a therapist.  
He wanted to talk to Walt Whitman. 
He wanted to talk to his best friend from 
kindergarten, who’d moved away  
on the cusp of first grade, and he never 
saw him again. He wanted to climb a tree 
and sit up there all alone in the top branches  
watching it absorb the carbon dioxide.  
He had a bit of the tree in him himself. 
He had similar aspirations 
and spent much of his time in the branching 
ramifications in his head. But because his children 
would never be able to live it down, he climbed 
down from the tree in the car in the garage 
every time, and walked back into his life with a few 
leaves and twigs still sticking to his head. 
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In Praise of the Quitter 
 
Praise the quitter for standing up for 
something more important than not giving up,  
something more worth fighting for than  
simply winning, or simply living, namely: 
seeing—that there is another way, 
a quiet, leaf-strewn way that leads  
off the battlefield and down through the trees 
to somewhere you can’t see from here, 
though he sees it, the way others see  
victory, and they stand up for the team,  
and they step up to the plate—he stands and steps 
lightly off the field and into the adjacent  
woods, walking softly down a path 
where the courtships of small animals go on 
in the leaves, and the birds are tunneling 
and darting up through the ramifications  
to the top branches, the best seats, where they look  
out over the fields of life. And what they see is 
not the games, not the people playing the games; 
what they see is what the quitter sees: a great sky  
and earth, and lots of little bugs swimming around  
for their dear short lives, which are shorter 
than an inning; half an inning; shorter than a swing. 
Praise the quitter flapping his tiny insect-wings—  
he is aerodynamically impossible, yet look at him  
go! swimming against the rules, swimming against 
the odds, up through the air and off into the sunset. 

 

 

 

 

Paul Hostovsky's poems have won a Pushcart Prize, the Muriel Craft Bailey Award from The Comstock 
Review, and chapbook contests from Grayson Books, Riverstone Press, Frank Cat Press, and Split Oak Press. He has 
two full-length collections, Bending the Notes (2008), and Dear Truth (2009). Visit his website 
atwww.paulhostovsky.com
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Poetry by Lyn Lifshin 
    
 
But Instead Has Gone into Woods 
 
A girl goes into the woods 
and for what reason 
disappears behind branches 
and is never heard from again. 
We don’t really know why, 
she could have gone shopping 
or had lunch with her mother 
but instead has gone into  
woods, alone, without the lover, 
and not for leaves or flowers. 
It was a clear bright day 
very much like today. 
It was today. Now you might 
imagine I’m that girl, 
it seems there are reasons. But 
first consider: I don’t live 
very near those trees and my 
head is already wild with branches 
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Fat 
 
Some of it I’ve 
given away, I guess that 
comes from thinking 
nobody could 
want it. 
Fat. Something you 
take in and just 
can’t use. 
It hangs around 
reminding you of what 
wasn’t totally 
digested, a layer of heavy 
water, grease 
 
having so 
much I’d dream the 
4:30 tall thin 
shadow thighs were 
me, pressing so hard it 
hurt, a 
punishment squeezing 
myself into 
me, into 
what I didn’t 
want. Afternoons 
with the shades drawn 
examining and hating what 
I saw, longing for one of those 
svelte bodies 
 
I put the 
scales back, would have 
beat myself with 
rubber chains 
 
when I was 12 I bought a 
rubber girdle, nobody 
knew I peeled it off with the 
door locked 
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Somebody once said 
you’ll never get 
cold this winter 
fat legs 
like that 
 
How could something like fat ever 
protect you from anything 
outside being only an 
extension of yourself, cells 
spreading, making you 
more vulnerable, 
fat people having more 
places to bruise 
or scar 
 
I sat in a room and 
watched the 
river when 
other girls 
were going across the 
state line, 
were necking in cars at 
Lake Bomoseen 
despising those 
layers I 
didn’t need 
belly that 
I hated and squeezed into 
clothes a size 
too small, hips, but 
worse, thighs, I 
hated them 
most, spreading out 
on benches 
for basket ball practice 
 
Once I lay on my 
back cycling air until 
the room spun 
 
white waves of the body, 
I was so ashamed I wouldn’t go 
to the beach 
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My mother always 
said Yes, you’re pretty 
eat and I curled  
into myself 
eating what made  
me worse 
 
tho I wanted to  
wear pleats 
and be delicate 
 
In one store a 
man asked her 
is it difficult 
having one daughter 
who’s so lovely? and I 
hated my sister for being 
blond, her body 
 
like a Keene 
waif,  I was jealous of 
her eggnogs and 
chocolate, 
how meat had to be 
coaxed to her 
bones 
 
 
You can’t camouflage, 
hold anything in 
that long. It explodes, 
a rubber girdle pops, 
elastic  
letting go. 
Then they know 
that there’s more  
than you can 
handle 
 
Look at me now and 
you say but those 
thin wrists 
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Listen, when I weigh 
over a hundred I 
break out in 
hives. We 
 
all think of the way 
we were 
 
especially when it 
comes to what we 
don’t love 
 
Once when I was 
walking home from 
school the elastic 
on my underpants died. 
The next day someone 
wrote kike on the 
blackboard. 
Both I knew were a result 
of fat 
 
I’ve never been good 
at getting rid of 
what I can’t use 
but that’s when I 
knew that I had to 
 
that round face with 
glasses, bulging 
thighs. You know 
when some man says  
love it’s still 
hard to believe 
 
If I wear my clothes too short, it’s to 
remind myself (I still  
avoid mirrors, 
glass) that my 
 
legs are not 
unlovable, I 
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want you to see I finally am 
someone you might 
want to dance with 
 
this me waiting under 
neath on the 
side lines 
 
years of  
getting down to 
 
But it really is 
sweetest close 
to the bone 

 

 

 

Lyn Lifshin’s recent books are The Licorice Daughter: My Year with Ruffian(Texas Review Press), Another Woman 
Who Looks Like Me (Black Sparrow at Godine), Cold Comfort: Selected Poems 1970-1996, Before It’s Light: New 
Poems,and 92 Rapple Drive. She has published over 120 books and edited 4 anthologies. Chiffon, All the Poets Who 
Have Touched Me, Living and Dead, and All True: Especially the Lies are forthcoming. Visit her website 
at www.lynlifshin.com. 
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Poetry by Deborah Fries 
    
 
Wyeth’s Eels 
 
The day the biologists came back from the Brandywine, 
set their coolers on the slate table in the lab, turned on 
 
the hooded fan, slipped on latex gloves, cleaned and set  
down the knives, I was there, asking questions. 
 
I tried to imagine the layers of tempura it would take 
to make that nori black eel black, that flat color, slightly 
 
clouded like eyes of a dead dog; or highlight each glistening,  
limp and snaky fish lifted from a Coleman, set on a glass palette, 
 
skinned and chunked like hor d’oeuvres into lab bits, so far  
from their swimming in Chadd’s Ford, from whipping their way 
 
past the painter’s studio, shocked out of the stream, thrown on ice,  
sushi-cut, soon to be shipped to Harrisburg, pulverized, processed— 
 
lipids squeezed out like paint from a tube, titanium white  
dabbed with ochre, their flesh tested in a tumbler for PCBs. 
 
That unlovely still life, perfect for the ache of February light.  
For the accumulation of sorrow in the midline fat of fish, 
 
for the bleakness of streams tainted even as they rise in the fast,  
clear thaw of spring. I wondered if he wore a pale duster 
 
streaked with umber, muddy boots, and squinted as he bent  
closer to see his eels, sea-hatched, pungent with river mud, 
 
then touched the fresh dorsal fin of the small one, tracing the S 
of its spine with fingers stained the color of a March field.  
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Wild Pigs in New Jersey 
 
The greens keepers don’t sleep so well these 
dark summer nights. They drift off, watching golf  
or reruns of North Jersey mobsters eating pork, 
but their dreams always remind them that the pigs  
will hit the country club while they’re in their beds—  
rushing out of pitch pine to the ninth hole, attacking  
 
the lush green like so many roter-tillers, rank 
as javelinas, but huge, wire-haired and gamey, 
wanting not grass but something under the grass—  
roots or grubs, they think, the men who kneel  
to replace puzzle pieces of sod in the morning.   
Feral pigs must be searching for something pig-sweet,  
they say, because they reject the idea that animals 
might simply want to ruin, trample, dance a cloven 
rhumba of boorish destruction, ignore the corn bait,   
raid the nursery, mow down rows of forsythia saplings 
just for fun, head back over the hoof-punched sandy  
trail before dawn, tusks covered with bits of blossoms. 
Sated, without sustenance. Musky, unrepentant raiders.   
   



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

Issue No. 25 : Spring/Summer 2010 : Virtually There 
 

102

The North Shore 
 
We are descending into Duluth in October fog, sorting  
greys to separate earth from harbor, girder from crane,  
grain silo from steeple through moving mist, unsure  
of where snowy taconite piles end and silver water  
begins. Not sure of which shadow will become bridge  
or office building. My daughter has driven us north 
to this ambiguous terrain, seen overlaid with the known  
world—Scranton by the sea; Milwaukee meets Altoona.  
A cold life defined by the flat aluminum lake, gypsum 
sky, the widest horizon a painter or sailor could imagine.  
She shows me the route where she ran a marathon  
with a lawyer; the lakefront hotel where they once stayed.  
Couples come to the North Shore, she tells me over lunch, 
to see if it’s going to work out. We are beyond the city 
at the Scenic Café, surrounded by couples. Inside 
there is pale paneling, oaky wine, pistachio-crusted 
walleye. Outside, sedum and fall mums, a blue bench 
and pair of red Adirondack chairs pop bright against  
a colorless screen: vague, indefinite clouds hang from  
a  huge white dome. Even this close to the lake, there’s nothing  
that divides water from sky, no visual cues to guide the earnest. 

 

 

 

Deborah Fries writes poems, essays, and short fiction that explore our temporal relationships with the world 
around us and each other. For the past ten years, she has worked in environmental public affairs. She is the author 
of Various Modes of Departure (Kore Press, Tucson).
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Poetry by Carolyn Kreiter-Foronda 
 
 
Two Voices: Wizard of Horticulture 

 
After Frida Kahlo’s Luther Burbank 

  
Into a chamber of clouds, 
                        Beside a brick pathway,          
 
I sprout like a bountiful tree,                                       
                        the roses curl toward dawn 
 
roots burrowed deep 
                        Do not cut them 
 
in a steep gorge 
                        Sniff the fragrant petals 
 
I do not mind the aroma 
                        The alluring scents 
 
of decay beneath soil’s crust 
                        swell into day      Like magic 
 
Death tames, sweetens loam 
                        the cross-breeder of corn, 
 
with brittle bones 
                        trains ears to thicken,  
 
Death loosens clay, 
                        grafts giant cherries 
 
fattens flowers, grains 
                        to mother trees                        
 
Some call me Sorcerer, but I am 
                        Golden russets 
 
nothing more than nature’s partner, 
                        he gives to farmers                  
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sharing secrets: half-man, 
                        He creates savory plumcots, 
 
half-tree cultivating 
                        tangy blackberries, 
 
the mottled land 
                        enchanted quince in jams 
 
The distant hills, fertile, fatten 
                        “Grow quickly, Walnut tree,” 
 
with plums, peaches, nectarines 
                        he says, weaving a spell over 
 
O Mighty Earth, with the wave of a hand       
                        the garden      Overnight 
 
I give to the multitudes my 
                        robust leaves branch out: 
 
fleshy vegetables and ripening fruits 
                        the hardwood towers into sky  
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Two Voices: Roots 
 
After Frida Kahlo’s The Pedregal 

  
On volcanic rock, I lie down, 
stems unfurling from my breast 
 
            Curling out of ourselves, we envelop 
            your body. A river of green vines onto  
 
desert terrain, cracked by 
lava’s flow. Here, I am whole. 
 
            stretched-out like a desert, 
            we wander the landscape, 
 
I hunger for earth’s fissures. 
My arteries give birth to stones 
 
            agaves and cacti missing 
            from this arid place, the wind  
 
exhaling legends and lore. I am one 
with the chasms and rifts. I am one with 
 
 
            embracing thirsty leaves while tendrils 
            dig for moisture. Unrelenting: 
 
the Holy Spirit, housed in my reclining 
form. I feel the steely past dissolve 
            these ravines, their secrets 
            locked up like death’s mysteries. 
 
like a wound, stitched tight. When I 
die, I will give life to bougainvillea, 
 
            Her need to feel close entraps us. 
            She sprawls out like creeping fig. 
 
bleeding heart, and jasmine, cradled 
beneath the rugged, harsh surface 
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            She licks dew from our lips, 
            tastes the nectar on our skin. 
 
until the plants spiral upward 
and fan impurities from this plain. 
 
            She imagines our bodies 
            swimming in rain. 

 

 

 

Carolyn Kreiter-Foronda is the author of five poetry books and co-editor of two anthologies. She has published 
numerous poems throughout the country and abroad in such publications as Nimrod, Prairie Schooner, Mid-
American Review, and Terrain.org. She recently served as Poet Laureate of Virginia. Catch up with her 
at www.CarolynForonda.com. 
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Poetry by Julie L. Moore 
    
 
Does soil hurt 
 
when the tulip pushes through?  
You think it a silly question, I know.  
You say the soil isn’t human with feelings  
or animal with instinct. Is more like a table  
that can’t answer when someone knocks  
for good luck, laugh when someone pulls 
its leg, or scream when someone’s knife  
digs in. Is oblivious. 
 
But I see a sharp tip as the bud pierces 
the sepia skin like a thick needle, then red  
like blood hitting the air. And it inhales  
like a babe who sucks in first breath, 
tight-fisted, rooting for the milk of mother 
earth, the throbbing womb it’s just split  
open. You know full well life can’t come forth 
without pain. 

  
Originally appeared in Flint Hills Review. 
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Inspiration 
 
Head resting on the window sill,  
my Lab sits, sniffing the cool autumn air 
            like new grass in spring,  
                       watching, perhaps, the mist  
as it gathers around the ankles  
            of trees, then floats across the lawn 
                       like words across a page, wrapping 
around itself as breezes move  
            its margins,  
                       breath of morning flowing  
like inspiration, drifting  
            through the open window... 

 

 

Julie L. Moore is the author of Slipping Out of Bloom, forthcoming from WordTech Editions, and the 
chapbook, Election Day (Finishing Line Press). A Pushcart Prize nominee and recipient of the Rosine Offen Memorial 
Award from the Free Lunch Arts Alliance, Moore has contributed poetry to Alaska Quarterly Review, Atlanta 
Review, Chautauqua Literary Journal, The Christian Science Monitor, Cimarron Review, Dogwood, Flint Hills Review, 
Free Lunch, The MacGuffin, Sou’Wester, and Valparaiso Poetry Review. Her website is www.julielmoore.com. 
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Poetry by Hugh Fox    
 
 
Cyberhill 
 
Our old buggywheel, horse-plow, 
pass the corn-cabbage-potato-beef 
and let’s talk about good and bad  
knees, winter blankets, resurrection,  
more or less kids, the next war  
a million miles away from our  
geese-deer-riverfishing universe, 
sliding into the bed-now, sleep- 
now, eyes, ears, nose and throat 
instead of iPodding out sound and 
cellphoning through the obliviousness 
of winter, spring, summer anything, 
hard to believe in the Amorites, Moses,  
Cromwell, Pius the Thousand and First, 
Harry Pottering reality into You Think 
It, You Create it, driving through a  
million acres of Sunday afternoon  
farmland/houses and there’s one guy  
cutting the grass, that’s it. 

 

 

 

 

Hugh Fox is just back from Brazil (50 poems written in Portuguese), mainly involved with online mags and 
publishers these days, finding the print world kind of like the Mafiosos fighting with the Irish Republican Army in 
1923. His latest book is The Collected Poetry of Hugh Fox, 1967-2007 (World Audience). 
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Poetry by Fran Markover 
 
 
A Little Light Music 
 
The radio ham of Planet X chances on W-EARTH, 
fine tunes reception as light from our ionosphere 
 
wafts to his, becomes sound, an August day encoded— 
high school bands, thunder in Iowa, the star Sinatra 
 
who emits Nice ‘n Easy through ectoplasmic waves.   
The Radio X-Man chomping on fireballs, chewing 
 
his possible fingernails like a boy at matinee hearing    
who’s-on-first predicaments—Will Joltin’ Joe 
 
and his Yankees cream the White Sox? Who wins 
War Number Two? What mushroom cloud swallows 
 
Nagasaki? The alien crystal-gazes past lunar dust,  
monitors hissing black holes that roil with force-fields 
 
of song, electro-magnetic tales. What Lone Ranger 
can unmask the chaos light years away? Find ultra- 
 
high-resolution? The creature deactivates his remote, 
tiptoes to his sleepy mate. He sparks her auricles, 
 
whispers, Honey, guess what I’ve just heard. 
It’s only a paper moon sailing over a cardboard sea. 
 

 

 

Fran Markover lives in Ithaca, New York, where she works as psychotherapist. Her poems have been in journals 
including RATTLE, Runes, Cider Press Review, Calyx, JAMA, Red Wheelbarrow, and Karamu. She has won a recent 
Anna Davidson Rosenberg Award and a Constance Saltonstall residency for poetry. 
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Essay 

 

by Aisha Sloan 
   
  

In the City of Angels, you can 
live in a hillside house where the 
courtyard juts into the sky and 
spills out over a precipice. There 
are walls made out of glass, 
creating the illusion that what 
lies outside—trees, a thousand 
city lights, or the yellow desert 
hills—is a part of your living 
room. Houses manage to 
encapsulate a sense of spareness 
and solitude in the midst of a city 
with almost ten million 
inhabitants.  

I grew up a few miles south of 
Los Angeles’s famous east/west artery, Sunset Boulevard, down the hill from the types of celebrity 
homes that best demonstrate a classic Los Angeles aesthetic. Brentwood, a wealthy enclave between 
UCLA and the Santa Monica beach, is home to some of the earliest examples of modern 
architecture. Our apartment is on the second floor of a brown, two-story building just on the 
borderline between Brentwood and West Los Angeles. It is not particularly chic, but there were jade 
plants, pollution-pink sunsets, and olive trees outside our windows. Before the cream-colored 
condominiums arrived, anyway.  

When I return home I spend time at a coffee shop that stands on an odd block: outdoor seating spills 
onto a concrete triangle that sticks out between San Vicente Boulevard and Gorham like a peninsula.  
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Some time before the café arrived, there was an Italian restaurant that faired poorly after one of its 
waiters was found murdered alongside Nicole Brown Simpson just a few blocks away. Today, 
espresso machines reflect light with the sophistication of a black-and-white photograph in the noisy 
coffee bar. The bright blue day makes a lovely backdrop for the coral trees that stand parallel to the 
café’s wall of north-facing windows. An elderly woman once told me that when she first moved 
west, this part of the city consisted of little more than a grove of orange trees. 

I. Architecture as Therapy  

According to LA’s Early Moderns, the architects who brought the spare glass-wall style of living to 
Los Angeles in the 1920s and 30s saw the promise of architecture as revolutionary. It held the key to 
physical and emotional health. California architect Irving Gill was not only concerned with bringing 
more of what nature had to offer into people’s daily lives, he also felt that there was a morality 
inherent to his chosen field—architecture had the potential to do social good. He chose materials that 
were cheap and widely available, and used them efficiently. He sought to make good housing 
accessible to the wealthy and the working class alike, building at one point a barracks for Mexican 
workers and their families, and at another housing for Native Americans in an Indian resettlement 
area. Some prefabricated homes could be purchased and assembled by unskilled workmen in less 
than a week’s time. 

 

In 1945, Arts and Architecture magazine sponsored a Case Study House Program, inviting architects  

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1890449164?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=1890449164
https://www.sandiegohistory.org/bio/gill/gill.htm
http://www.artsandarchitecture.com/
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to build six model homes intended to bring the most innovative ideals of architecture—as seen in the 
German Bauhaus movement and the work of American architect Philip Johnson—to everyday 
citizens. Many of these designs, created by Richard Neutra and the inventers Charles and Ray 
Eames, were phenomena of resourcefulness and odd beauty. But for the thousands of soldiers 
returning from World War II, and a majority of homebuilders who sought to house them, these 
modern visions (made with glass, steel, and plastic) seemed freakish—not to mention threatening. 
Boxy, uniform suburban tract homes sprouted up in the valley instead, bringing residents farther and 
farther away from the city’s riverside areas, like South Central Los Angeles. 

Around the same time that the modernists attempted to revolutionize the architectural landscape of 
Los Angeles, educators were trying to account for increasing diversity in city schools. In an article in 
the Annals of the Association of American Geographers, Laura Pulido writes that Latino, Chinese, 
African-American and Caucasian students spent their childhoods together in elementary school 
classrooms. Pulido notes that some teachers even created curricula that honored the backgrounds of 
a diverse student body—long before the Civil Rights era prompted the establishment of ethnic 
studies departments in universities. These diverse populations were composed of working class 
families who lived along the Los Angeles River, where one could find industrial work and affordable 
housing.  

 

But schools were not exactly havens of progressive ideals. Teachers pushed minority students to 
prepare for work as plumbers and construction workers like their fathers. Despite laws intended to  

 

http://www.bauhaus.de/index+M56fe86d7c89.html
http://philipjohnsonglasshouse.org/
http://www.neutra.org/
http://www.eamesoffice.com/
http://www.eamesoffice.com/
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/content%7Edb=all%7Econtent=a788968520?words=laura,pulido
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/content%7Edb=all%7Econtent=a788968520?words=laura,pulido
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keep kids in school, the Depression, World War II, and other factors forced children from less 
affluent families out of school and into the workforce. By the time children of this era reached 
adolescence, they were again surrounded by people who looked just like them. Because 
neighborhoods were usually composed of one ethnic group, white residents were able to modify 
policies that dictated the neighborhoods from which children were eligible to attend the best schools, 
making it less and less likely that Caucasian children would mix with minorities. Black students, like 
would-be mayor Tom Bradley, had to lie about their residence if they wanted to get a good 
education.  

Some blacks sought to move into neighborhoods with better facilities and higher home values, but 
housing restrictions prevented this. An article by John Sides in the Pacific Historical Review points 
out that if African-Americans—many of whom had moved recently from the South—were able to 
find a loophole and buy or rent in a mostly white neighborhood, they could expect to meet with 
hostility, expressed through burning crosses, vigilante groups, and what has become known as an 
infamous system of racist police brutality. Los Angeles began to be separated by hard-drawn 
geographical lines: a city color-coded. 

II. Painters and Housewives  

The artist David Hockney first came to Los Angeles in 1963. He loved to go downtown, where the 
streets were seedy and the gay bars flourished; though his art for the most part focused on the lives 
of the very rich. The people in his paintings tended to live in the same houses that the Modernists 
had created as symbols of democracy.  

It was in the early 1960s that Hockney began to paint one subject for which he’d eventually become 
renowned: the swimming pool. The challenge fascinated him: “It is a formal problem to represent 
water, to describe water, because it can be anything—it can be any color, it’s moveable, it has no set 
visual description.” The painter also depicted another transparent surface that has come, partly due to 
his influence, to define the houses of Los Angeles: glass. In an article in the Los Angeles Times, 
Christopher Hawthorne concludes, “Glass walls have become, for Los Angeles, a modern version of 
the classical column: an architectural building block that’s both timeless and intrinsically wedded to 
the culture of the city.”  

A working class Brit, Hockney was initially flabbergasted by the wealth of the people whose homes 
he turned into icons of his new city. In one portrait called “Beverly Hills Housewife,” a white 
woman with blonde hair stands near the center of the painting, wearing what looks to be a 
nightgown. She gazes toward the left, her back facing a glass window that stretches across the entire 
wall of her house. The flat rectangles of open space that can be seen behind her are typical features 
on these steel framed, prefab houses. A zebra-print lounge chair and modern sculpture decorate the 
otherwise spare interior, and a short palm tree stands with the lady outside. The 12-foot, two-paneled 
canvas was painted in a tiny studio in Santa Monica, where the artist had little room to step back 
from the picture while he painted it. The seam running vertically through the middle of the image, 
where the two canvases come together, resembles the seam of two windows meeting. 

 

http://www.tombradleylegacy.org/
http://ucpressjournals.com/journalSoc.asp?j=phr
http://www.hockneypictures.com/
http://www.latimes.com/classified/realestate/printedition/la-re-125hawthorne30apr30,0,3938125.story
http://www.christies.com/LotFinder/lot_details.aspx?intObjectID=5204545
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What, one wonders, has caught the attention of the pink-clad housewife? Or are we to take her pose 
as contemplative—even bored? The painting was completed in 1966, one year after the Watts riots. 
Perhaps she could hear something in the distance, the sound of shouting and fire truck sirens blaring 
across town.  

When Martin Luther King Jr., Bayard Rustin and Andrew Young walked through Watts after the six 
days of rioting in 1965, they were met by the proud shouts of young men: “We won! We won!” 
According to a 1971 study published in the American Journal of Sociology, when the incredulous 
civil rights leaders asked why, the young men responded, “We made them pay attention to us!” The 
study, titled “Black Invisibility, the Press, and the LA Riots,” notes that there had been a stark lack 
of information about the city’s black community. Much of what was printed about African-
Americans was related either to entertainment or crime. It is not surprising, then, that the Watts riots 
resonated differently for whites than it did for blacks. Racially exclusive housing covenants were 
pervasive in the 1940s and 50s, preventing people of color from living in certain areas. They were 
lifted by the Rumford Fair Housing Act in 1963, but not long after that, the city approved a 
proposition to reinstate them. Though the Watts riots had other causes (anger over poorly kept 
schools and facilities, and the daily threat of being pulled over, frisked, questioned, arrested, abused, 
and in rare cases killed by police) this change in policy could not have helped.  

 

http://www.thekingcenter.org/
http://rustin.org/
http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/nge/Article.jsp?id=h-1395
http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/loi/ajs
http://www.jstor.org/pss/2776435
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/California_Proposition_14_%281963%29
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Instead of receding back into its assigned territory in silence, the black community of South Los 
Angeles erupted in frustration. The study notes that more than half of the blacks surveyed after the 
Watts riots claimed that they hoped the incident would alert a sense of awareness, even sympathy 
toward these unfair conditions. However, the majority of whites surveyed—over 70 percent—
interpreted the violence as a warning, a threat to their own safety. The riots simply “increased the 
gap between races and hurt the Negro cause.” The study concludes: “Preoccupied with their own 
interests, even the most liberal of whites have been easily distracted from the faint signals emanating 
from the ghetto.” 

On a 2005 episode of the radio show This American Life, an advertising firm debates whether or not 
a soda commercial should include images of young African-Americans in a swimming pool. They 
wonder, Do black people swim? A test group of African-Americans respond in unanimous protest: 
black people do not swim. According even to their own imaginations, the image of the swimming 
pool does not reflect back a black population.  

Hockney notes, “The look of swimming pool water is controllable—and its dancing rhythms reflect 
not only the sky but because of its transparency, the depth of the water as well.” 

 

http://www.thisamericanlife.org/Radio_Episode.aspx?sched=1163
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III. An Aerial Perspective  

When I was growing up, there was a poster of a 1986 color-etching by Richard Diebenkorn called 
“Green” hanging in the kitchen. It is from his Ocean Park series, which comprises over 100 prints 
made while he worked in a studio in the West Los Angeles neighborhood of Venice Beach. The 
images are abstract, with blue, green, white, red, and yellow shapes intersecting or overlapping, and 
lightly sketched lines visible underneath. They are not unlike blueprints, a kind of cartography, the 
aerial view of a landscape that has been divided into sections. In an interview for the Smithsonian, 
Diebenkorn laments, “It’s one thing that’s always missing for me in abstract painting, that I don’t 
have this kind of dialogue between something that can be, elements that can be wildly different and 
can be at war… or in extreme conflict.” Though the Ocean Park series immediately resonates as a 
depiction of the city, the lines that seem to delineate sectors, districts, communities, and 
neighborhoods from each other are drained of sociopolitical significance: a civic vision with the 
serene soundtrack of ocean surf and sea gulls. The city becomes a series of benign shapes pretty 
enough to hang on a gallery wall. 

 

In a mid-1990s article on the Los Angeles Police Department, Steve Herbert notes, “While 
discussing the possibility of hostile action, the sergeant repeatedly mentions the ‘vermin’ that plague 
Los Angeles, the various people who ‘don’t have a life.’” The article goes on to say that, “immoral 
areas are referred to as ‘dirty’ and in need of police territorial action. In these areas, which are likely  

 

http://www.diebenkorn.org/
http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/collection/dieben85.htm
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=11512
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to be heavily populated by minorities, officers believe that violence is an inherent part of life and 
thus that it must be met with violence. Space is thereby purified of its moral pollution and a sense of 
order is restored.” 

The writer Mike Davis published the seminal book City of Quartz just two years before the Rodney 
King Riots of 1992. In it, he points out that police in Los Angeles had been encouraged to run 
rampant in poor minority areas, committing acts of violence in the name of the law. Black men in 
police custody were in danger of dying from “accidental” choke-hold killings, which were at one 
point blamed on the anatomy of the victim. In 1988, 88 police officers raided the 3900 block near 
Exposition Park, in search of gangs and weapons. Before taking 32 people into captivity, the officers 
“spray painted walls with slogans, such as ‘LAPD rules,’” and “punched and kicked” at residents. 
They were seen throwing “washing machines into bathtubs, pouring bleach over clothes, smashing 
walls and furniture with sledge hammers and axes, and ripping an outside stairwell away from one 
building.” Most bizarrely, the residents held in captivity were forced to whistle the theme song to 
The Andy Griffith Show while being beaten with fists and flashlights. While a small quantity of drugs 
was recovered, no gangs or weapons were found. 

Davis notes that green spaces like Elysian Park were not just patrolled, but “occupied” by police. In 
a number of incidents, black and Latino children and young men attempting to enjoy open spaces, 
entertainment centers, and ballparks were frisked, “forced to kiss concrete,” arrested, and taunted 
with statements about how the area they’d trespassed upon was only “for rich white people.” 

 

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1844675688?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=1844675688
http://www.time.com/time/specials/2007/article/0,28804,1614117_1614084_1614831,00.html
http://www.time.com/time/specials/2007/article/0,28804,1614117_1614084_1614831,00.html
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0053479/
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These incidents were a response to a shocking increase in gang activity that was beginning to spread 
through the city. But they may also be an explanation as to why, to the horror of Charlton Heston, 
the rapper Ice T wrote the following lines: 

I got my black shirt on 
I got my black gloves on 
I got my ski mask on 
This shit’s been too long 
I got my twelve gauge sawed off 
I got my headlights turned off 
I’m bout to bust some shots off 
I’m bout to dust some cops off. 

This song, “Cop Killa,” became an anthem for some blacks, who clearly felt that they were under 
siege, whether they were in their own homes or dared venture beyond them. 

IV. Simulated Cityscapes  

 

After the riots of 1992, architects set out to build City Walk, one in a series of contained 
entertainment centers that would pop up around the city’s more affluent areas. Chris Welsch of The  

 

http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/charltonhestonculturalwar.htm
http://www.icet.com/
http://www.citywalkhollywood.com/
http://www.startribune.com/
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Star Tribune writes, “MCA, Inc. built a two-block-long outdoor city, a place where tourists and Los 
Angelenos would feel safe, where they would not have to deal with panhandlers, drive-by shootings, 
knife fights, or any other urban hassles.” In his City of Quartz, Davis is eager to point out that 
violence, especially gang-related, very rarely occurred across ethnic, socioeconomic, and community 
lines. But the fantasy of gang warfare was now part of the Los Angeles image. This image was 
propagated by the likes of Dennis Hopper’s 1988 film Colors, and by the lyrics of rap artists who 
either romanticized or participated in the rampant gang warfare that began to bring southern Los 
Angeles to its knees. People who had never set foot in the famed Compton began to discuss that 
neighborhood’s warring gangs, the Bloods and Crips, as though they were a common feature of any 
Southern California neighborhood.  

 

Welsch continues, “As diners enjoy sushi or gourmet pizza, the rumble of explosions and distant 
gunfire can be heard. Not real danger, though. It’s manufactured for tourists in Universal Studios 
theme park nearby.” True danger, in the form of “gangsters and rowdy teens,” is deterred by a $6 
parking fee and City Walk’s tight security.  

The creators of City Walk tried especially hard to make sure that visitors were able to enjoy all the 
pleasures of Los Angeles in this simulacrum of a city. One store went so far as to install an artificial 
ocean, where a constant crowd of watchers can peer into the enclosed tank in order to observe as 
“small waves splash against the wall.” Sections of the city began to fossilize their boundaries,  

 

http://www.startribune.com/
http://www.startribune.com/
http://www.startribune.com/
http://www.startribune.com/
http://www.startribune.com/
http://www.startribune.com/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0094894/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0094894/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0094894/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0094894/
http://www.streetgangs.com/bloods/
http://www.streetgangs.com/crips/
http://www.streetgangs.com/crips/
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preferring to be trapped inside glass-encased environments, like snakes at a zoo. 

City Walk emerges out of a cultural psychology that Thomas Pynchon seems to lampoon in the 
California novel, Vineland. One character wishes to start an amusement park with “automatic-
weapon firing ranges, paramilitary fantasy adventures, gift shops and food courts and videogames 
for kids.” A game called Scum of the City would give all visitors the chance “to wipe from the world 
images of assorted urban undesirables, including pimps, perverts, drug dealers, and muggers, all 
carefully multiracial so as to offend everybody, in an environment of dark alleys, lurid neon, and 
piped-in saxophone music.” 

V. Frank Gehry and the Post-Modern Approach to Social Strife  

When I was a teenager, my parents warned me to be cautious on an afternoon outing with my friend 
to Venice Beach. My father explained that I might unwittingly anger a female gang member who 
would be all set to fight me, having pre-greased her face with Vaseline and hidden razor blades in 
her hair or under her tongue. Without seeming to stir the wrath of anyone, we enjoyed a stroll along 
the beach while eating French fries and ice cream, watching street performers against an ocean 
backdrop. My parents are not the only ones who envision Venice Beach—designed by Abbot 
Kinney to resemble Venice, Italy—as somewhat bloodied. 

 

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0141180633?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0141180633
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abbot_Kinney
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abbot_Kinney
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Venice Beach is one of the only wealthy areas of Los Angeles that openly embraces the glamorous 
image of violence that the city as a whole has inherited. Ann Bergren notes that the area’s Gold’s 
Gym, which was established across the street from a lushly painted restaurant and gourmet ice 
creamery, looks like it inhabits a building that was originally created for a light-industrial factory, 
when in reality the gym is its first occupant. The critic goes on to say that “the development of 
Venice, California depends not on erasing the ghetto, but on maintaining it as a marketable material 
and style.”  

In the panoramic Venice, CA: Art + Architecture in a Maverick Community, Michael Webbwrites, 
“Residents chat with friends and neighbors as they walk or bike around, coexisting with a hood in 
which gangs face off and bullets fly.” Some of the multimillion dollar homes in which these 
residents live were built by the most prominent architect of the Los Angeles metropolitan area: 
Frank Gehry.  

While Gehry’s designs embrace the motif of glass walls so treasured by his modern predecessors, 
other materials and other intentions play a roll as well. In Design Quarterly, he playfully mocks the 
conservative ideals of his wealthy clientele: “I became interested in chain link fencing not because I 
like it but because I don’t. The culture seems to produce it and absorb it in a mindless way, and when 
I proposed to use it in a way that was decorative or sculptural, people became very upset. There was 
a discrepancy: people may have had it around their tennis courts, around their swimming pools, or 
around their backyards, where it was only chain link. But if I proposed to use it as a screen in front 
of their house, they were annoyed and confused.” 

Gehry’s friends love to point out his social conscience, his ability to draw attention to the rough 
edges of an urban environment rather than escape it. And he has even taken this aesthetic to his own 
Santa Monica home, which is covered with chained link fencing and corrugated aluminum siding. 
Not visible to the passerby is the window “made by taking a hammer and banging a hole and then 
gluing a piece of glass on it.” The notion of breaking barriers has obviously entered into Gehry’s 
mind. But his manner of cleaning up the mess that causes such fracture seems more like an inside 
joke than a preventative measure. 

One client who embraces the architect’s aesthetic and sense of humor is Colors director Dennis 
Hopper. From the outside, Hopper’s home is a squat quadrilateral structure of corrugated aluminum, 
surrounded by a tongue-in-check white picket fence. But, as shown in Michael Webb’s coffee table 
book, inside are loft-sized spaces, feeding into a courtyard with a pool where prominent art pieces 
are displayed with a frequency that borders on chaotic. Alongside the photographs, the director brags 
in a clean, tasteful font, “The gangs know where I live but so far they haven’t bothered me—though 
they’ve taken the back gate off its hinges to let me know they are there… I heard one guy going by 
and telling his friends: ‘He’s a crazy man, an OG [old gangster]. You want to live in a prison like 
that?’” It is not just a corrugated wall that protects people like Hopper from his gangster friends. The 
Los Angeles Police Department patrols Venice Beach with tenacity. We are supposed to laugh at the 
notion of this multimillionaire being referred to as a prisoner in his own home. Webb adds, “Behind 
the wall, the OG is at peace, savoring his cigar beside the pool.” But I don’t find any of this 
particularly funny. 

http://www.humnet.ucla.edu/people/annbergren/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0810993066?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0810993066
http://www.foga.com/
http://design.walkerart.org/detail.wac?id=2116&title=Publications
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dennis_Hopper
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dennis_Hopper
http://www.lapdonline.org/
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Hopper’s backdrop combines luxury and a mythology of violence, and is all the more attractive for 
this fusion of opposites. But if he tires of these so-called gangsters taking his gate off its hinges, 
Hopper has the resources to create a home somewhere else. 

One of Gehry’s earlier designs is the 1984 Frances Howard Goldwyn Regional Branch Library in 
Hollywood, which utilizes the motif of a fortress—and the building is, in fact, under high security. In 
City of Quartz, Mike Davis describes the library as having “15-foot security walls of stucco-covered 
concrete block… anti-graffiti barricades covered in ceramic tile… sunken entrance protected by ten-
foot steel stacks… stylized sentry boxes perched precariously on each side.” In one photograph, a 
man who looks to be homeless sits outside of the building, dwarfed by the jail-like wall behind him, 
which protects him from the books inside. Or vice versa. 

In an article for The Journal of Architectural Education, Gerard Gutenschwager warns that post-
modern architectural designs such as these may be “represented as playful—but they are engaged in 
a dangerous game… resting as they do on the edge of the abiding existential dilemma, they’re 
always in danger of (unknowingly) leading or accompanying society into fascism on the one side or 
chaos on the other.” In other words, when people pass by Gehry’s designs and see these structures, 
which suggest an environment of incessant violence, is he really helping us to eradicate the cause of 
violence and poverty, or is he encouraging a sense of separation and fear that prevents people from 
noticing a real city with real problems and actual pain? Gutenschwager continues, “Discovering  

 

http://www.lapl.org/branches/Branch.php?bID=11
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ambiguity does not excuse one from acting, however tenuously, in relation to those actual problems 
of repression.”  

Essayist Joan Didion once wrote, “The public life of liberal Hollywood comprises a kind of 
dictatorship of good intentions, a social contract in which actual and irreconcilable disagreement is 
as taboo as failure or bad teeth.” 

VI. Glass Mountains  

David Hockney was once asked to illustrate some stories from Grimm’s fairy tails. One in particular 
captured the artist’s imagination. In it, a king builds a glass mountain and announces that he will 
give his daughter away to the man who can climb it without falling. Hockney says, “I loved the idea 
of finding how you draw a glass mountain.” 

 

In a recent article, Mike Boehm of the Los Angeles Times describes the walk to Frank Gehry’s long 
awaited Disney Concert Hall in downtown Los Angeles as grueling. Before public transit was 
established, those who couldn’t afford to drive or pay for parking at the hall had to “essay a steep, 
sweat-inducing grade that calls to mind the myth of Sisyphus.” 

 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/d/joan_didion/index.html?scp=1-spot&sq=Joan%20didion&st=cse
http://pqasb.pqarchiver.com/latimes/access/1601874781.html?FMT=ABS&FMTS=ABS:FT&type=current&date=Nov+26%2C+2008&author=Mike+Boehm&pub=Los+Angeles+Times&edition=&startpage=E.2&desc=DASH+to+arts+lovers%27+rescue%3B+The+downtown+buses%2C+which+pass+the+Music+Center%2C+will+offer+free+service+on+certain+nights+till+year%27s+end
http://www.laphil.com/
http://dbanach.com/sisyphus.htm


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

Issue No. 25 : Spring/Summer 2010 : Virtually There 
 

125

 

Contrary to popular belief, Los Angeles is not a fairytale. 

VII. Glass Walls are Still Walls  

Once lined with historic jazz venues and African-American families, South Los Angeles’ Central 
Avenue is now home to a predominately Latino population. The area still battles with poverty, 
homelessness, and poorly kept facilities. But after the riots of 1992, the city allowed for a 14-acre 
patch of land in South Central to be utilized as a community plot for planting everything from 
banana trees to papaya trees, corn to cabbage. It became the largest urban community garden in the 
world.  

In a documentary titled The Garden, director Scott Hamilton Kennedy follows this group of 347 
farmers and their families as they fight eviction. While the likes of Daryl Hannah, Danny Glover, 
Antonio Villaraigosa, and the Annenburg Foundation have all pledged support, and the farmers have 
raised more than an unfathomable $16 million to buy the land, ultimately, the white property owner 
says he will not sell it. The farmers have conducted themselves through the course of their legal 
battle in a manner that the property owner swears is not in keeping with American ideals. He 
specifies: they never said “thank you” for letting them exist there so long in the first place. And so 
the bulldozers arrive. 

 

 

http://www.thegardenmovie.com/
http://www.annenbergfoundation.org/
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Throughout the film, there are allusions on the part of some African-Americans to resentment over a 
mostly Latino group of gardeners claiming that they represent the “community.” There is talk of 
tension between the black and the brown. 
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This City of Angels teems with diversity. Looking at it, walking through it, one wouldn’t consider 
that its infrastructure has long been rooted in division. Subtle cues reinforce the inclination to remain 
distant.  Some people see racism only as screamed epithets and burning objects or hanging bodies. 
But more often it is quiet as glass. It is the hushed separateness, the one masquerading as a peaceful 
silence, of which we must be weary. It takes action to break it.  

In a recent New York Times article, Nicolai Ouroussoff writes that Frederick Law Olmstead, who 
designed New York’s Central Park, once “proposed digging up parts of the Los Angeles River’s 
concrete bed and transforming its banks into a necklace of parks that would provide green space for 
some of the city’s poorest neighborhoods. Almost 70 years later, the Los Angeles City Council, 
prodded by a mix of local advocates and architects, revived that vision.” Perhaps instead of 
conveying the illusion of openness through see-through surfaces, Los Angeles will some day open 
itself, unblocking areas that have been walled off by glass and freeways, fences, cement, and 
stereotypes. 

 

 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/03/29/arts/design/29ouro.html
http://topics.nytimes.com/topics/reference/timestopics/people/o/frederick_law_olmsted/index.html
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As a writer and a teacher, Aisha Sloan is interested in the places where diametrically opposed ideas meet, or blur 
together. Whether studying literature, anthropology, photography, printmaking, oral history, radio, or film, her 
interest is most peaked when a genre or discipline confronts its limitations, and decides to become something new. 
She is currently working on a nonfiction book that charts the narratives of biracial individuals around the world.  
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Essay 
 

 

by Joe Wilkins 
   

I. Prologue 

I was born in drought.  

For a quick moment my father held my red, wet body. Then he set me in my mother’s arms and drove 
through the star-cut spring dark the 90 miles back to our sheep and hay ranch out on the Big Dry of 
eastern Montana. There, my father pulled on his hip-boots, grabbed a shovel, and trudged north to 
open the irrigation headgate, to bring what water he could to our thirsty fields.  

Weeks later, after a long-prayed-for May storm, I was baptized in a barrel of runoff rain water. The 
priest took me from my mother and plunged me down and down.  

Water pouring like sudden rivers from each thick sleeve of his vestments, he lifted me from rain to 
sky. 
  

II. Only the Sufferer Knows His Grief 

The sky is wide and white and I walk the dusty mile down Queens Point Road to what’s left of the 
river.  

At the bridge I slip between fence wires and climb down the dirt bank. I kick off my shoes and wade 
out into one of the few stagnant pools of water that still spot the stone belly of the Musselshell River. 
For most of the year the Musselshell is the only running water that cuts the hundreds of prairie miles 
between the Missouri and the Yellowstone. But it’s August now. And the Musselshell too has dried. 
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I gather a pile of smooth, palm-sized rocks. I weigh them in my hands, spit on them, rub dust from 
their faces. In one of the pools, a few carp still dart about, their fins and tails breaking the shallow 
water here and there. I take aim.  

With a barrage of six or eight well-thrown stones, I drive a fat one onto the gravel. I come closer. 
The fish flaps and twists and sucks at the air, its bright scales paling with dust. 
  

III. A Hymn in Praise of Wisdom 

I wake in the dark, watch for a moment the rise and fall of my younger brother’s chest as he sleeps 
beside me. He is only nine, I think, as I ease out of bed and pull on jeans and a snap shirt, and that 
means he doesn’t have to work like I do.  

I walk quietly down the hallway, tiptoeing by my mother’s closed door. She is alone in there. My 
father is a year dead. And so even though I am just ten, I must wake in the dark to go irrigate our 
fields. 

I start at the ditch and walk along the raised dike until I come to the lip of the water, maybe 40 feet 
from the back fence. I sit on the dry ground and chew an alfalfa stem and wait. The water burbles 
and seeps into the cracks of the ground, spreading slowly around the rocks, wetting the dusty roots 
of alfalfa. This land is so dry. The Big Dry, I say out loud, to no one and close my eyes then, say it 
again. In the darkness behind my lids I see the sun rise and the fields steam only an hour and water 
snakes twist beneath the shade of rocks and everything go down to dust. I open my eyes, spit the 
alfalfa’s green pith on the ground. I stand and shake thoughts of sun and dust and snakes from my 
head. The water has reached the fence. I walk back down the dike, the mud of the field sucking at 
my hip boots.  

At the ditch bank, before wading into the water to pull the canvas dam, I pause. The brimming ditch 
is a runnel of reflected sky, the fish mouths of stars. Carefully, I step into the moon. 
  

IV. Faith at Its Height in Total Desertion 

I hoist a 50-pound bag of dry cement on my knee and pour it from the lip of the wide hole that will 
soon be the Melstone Public Swimming Pool.  

Though the noon sun is nearly unbearable, everyone is smiling and joking. We are building a pool. 
Melstone, the little outpost town my family calls home, sits at the north bend of the Musselshell 
River, the Big Dry opening up to the east. Maybe fifty people live in the city limits. Another hundred 
or so farm and ranch in the scrubland about. So when the cement is solid and the diving boards 
bolted down, Melstone, Montana, will be the smallest incorporated town in the United State with a 
public swimming pool.  
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Now, Melstone isn’t the kind of place where taxes and public projects are looked on kindly, but 
we’re so dry out here no one cares—farm wives have brought heaping plates of cookies and jugs of 
lemonade, the volunteer fire department has driven a truck over to hose us down every hour or so, 
and we all wear neon t-shirts featuring a cartoon cowboy trying to cool off in a horse trough. Boy, 
the cramped cowboy laments, we sure could use a pool in Melstone! 

I don’t really like the t-shirts. Bright green, a grinning horse standing on his hind hooves—they seem 
to me undignified, childish, like we are somehow delighted by our forsaken circumstances: less than 
twelve inches of rain a year, creeks that slick to mud come May, wells pumping water so alkaline 
you can’t water houseplants with it, shouldn’t even slop it into your dog’s dish.  

T-shirts or not, though, we’ll have this one wet place, I think, as I smooth the cement with a long-
handled shovel, as the sun bears down. The wind blowing dust over all our faces. 
  

V. His Former Happiness 

I step and splash through the dark, swampy water and am still dry in my good rubber hip-boots.  

I think that there is nothing like this: the weight and heft of water against your dry skin. It pleases 
me, as does this unexpected flood in the valley, the first I’ve ever seen—every slough and bend 
running like a river, the fields new lakes, catfish gathering in the deep channels of the ditches.  

I know these few days of flood will probably do as much damage as the last three summers of 
drought—the alfalfa will rot and drown, and the hay, when it comes, will be thin and full of weeds—
but right now I don’t care. We’re always in the middle of a drought and this flood is some kind of 
miracle. I have never seen such water. 

I come to a rise of land and step up onto it. I feel reckless, full of the wingbeats of birds. I look at my 
boots and wiggle my dry, invisible toes. I smile. My toes are thirsty birds, I think, as I sit in the dirt 
and pull off my boots, run barefooted back into the flood. 
  

VI. His Present Misery 

I follow the polished, dirt tracks of the road out onto a treeless plain and idle on the four-wheeler for 
a moment. It is July, the sun a white hole in the cloudless sky. I breathe, and the very air is a breath 
of fire.  

I drive the fence line, stopping now and then to pull a rotten post or untangle fence wires. Since we 
leased our place last year, I no longer irrigate, no longer get to slop and muck through the water. 
Now, I wake at 5:30 every morning and drive south an hour down Queens Point Road into the 
sandrocks and jackpines of the Bull Mountains, where I work another man’s ranch. There are no 
rivers or creeks that run in the Bulls, only a few artesian springs here and there, so I spend my days 
fixing fence or driving grain truck or trailing cattle in the dry air, in the interminable sun. 
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Today I wait until it is nearly unbearable—the burnt skin of my arms and face, sweat and dust and 
bits of dry grass in my mouth, my throat—then turn the four-wheeler away from the fence line and 
bump over the prairie. I pull up in the shade of a pine and get down on my knees at the muddy 
burble of Fulton’s Spring. I splash water on my neck, put my lips to the puddle, to the rotting mass 
of leaves and black mud, and drink. 
  

VII. Wisdom Is Beyond Human Reach 

In the 1920s, over 60,000 thirsty farmers left Montana with dusty boots and broken hearts. At least 
that’s what Mr. Lloyd tells me and the other half-dozen farmers’ kids in his Montana history class. 
We laugh, call the quitters candy-asses. Someone boasts that it takes a meaner breed than most to 
make it out on the Big Dry, that it doesn’t matter if rain don’t follow the plow when you’re smart as 
a coyote and tough as a jackrabbit. Mr. Lloyd shakes his head, his long hair swaying about his 
bearded face. 

Mr. Lloyd is a Democrat, like my mother, but he doesn’t know how to lay low or stay out of trouble. 
He eats his sprout sandwiches in front of everyone in the teacher’s lounge, wears sandals so you can 
see his toes. And in class he keeps messing with our myths. He tells us that Burton K. Wheeler, a 
labor activist and politician who was long known as Bolshevik Burt, was the greatest Montanan that 
ever lived. He calls Montana a colony for outside interests and shows us pictures of the mountain 
they turned inside out over in Butte. Half the town fell in that hole, he says. And now the water at the 
bottom is so toxic it’ll kill any bird that lands on it. He points at us and with a flourish finishes, 
saying Federal giveaways and BLM land are the only thing keeping your farms afloat. You aren’t so 
tough. You’re just dying slower than most.  

He’s fired, of course, midway through the school year. And he goes home that last day and rolls and 
smokes a joint and leaves it burning in an ashtray near the curtains. Hours after he is gone for good, 
the sky midnight black and cold, the house he rents near the swimming pool goes up in flame. 
  

VIII. Transcendence 

The day is hot already and too bright—the cool, moonless twilight of an hour ago obliterated. I stand 
at the edge of the lot, waiting for my friends, waiting to climb back in the van and drive into the true 
heat of the day. We are traveling cross-country. We are all 20 or 22, all wearing patchy beards and 
dirty sandals, all unwashed and hungover most every morning—and all entirely beside ourselves 
with joy for this trip.  

We are in northeast Arizona now, a true desert, and it reminds me mightily of home. I shift on my 
feet, breathe, sip at my 25-cent coffee. It’s terrible, and I love it. My friends step out of the grocery, 
packing cake donuts and coffee cups and half gallons of generic orange juice. As if on cue now they 
all stretch up their arms in the long, glaring light. We look out at the still rising sun, at the sweeping 
scablands and red hills. We talk a bit about today’s roads, blow on our coffee. 
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There is a man standing near us. He is small, skinny, as bent and knotted as cholla. His long hair 
greasy, the skin of his face studded with dark pits. A mashed, unlit cigarette rides his trembling lips. 
He is walking our way. Embarrassed, thinking he must have seen me staring, I step toward the van, 
hoping my friends will follow.  

I know you, the man calls, pointing at me, from Vietnam. Yeah, man, I know you. Christ. Ain’t you 
glad to be out of that rain? Back in the desert? 

I don’t know what to say. I don’t say anything.  

The man stares at me a moment longer. Fuck yeah, man. I know you. 
  

IX. Facts Give the Lie 

I heave a shovelful of dirt at the flames dancing up the pine.  

There is an explosion. Despite my shoveling, the tree has topped out, the whole great, branchy crown 
of it flowering with fire. The wind and heat drive me back. I think I am falling. I taste earth and ash. 
I scramble up and spit and stumble down the trail.  

Someone yells something about needing more shovels on the ridge. I don’t know who it is that’s 
yelling. I don’t know who anyone is anymore. I am a few weeks back from college, working again 
this summer on that dryland Bull Mountain ranch. This morning my boss and I were the only men 
out on the fire, but it’s spread fast. Whenever I turn around now there is some new body—sweat-
streaked and ash-smudged, back bent, working a shovel. 

I hear the voice again. Again about the ridge. Through the smoke I see it some ways in front of me. I 
am trying to get there. I am trying. I trip on root or rock, fall to my knees. I am in the dirt.  

Now there is a voice very near me. There is a sure hand on my shoulder, the metal rim of a canteen 
at my lips: Here, lean your head back.  

I do. I close my eyes and drink. The water is cool and tastes of earth and iron, is somehow just 
sweet, like wild plums or chokecherries. I think I have never had something so good. I breathe. I’m 
sitting on my ass in the dirt in the middle of a fire. Alone. 

I rise and walk toward the flame-bright ridge. 
  

X. Epilogue 

Later, I will walk the dirt path to the river and pull off my shirt and boots and pants, pile them 
beneath a tangle of willows. I will slip then out of my boxer-shorts and set them too in the buzzing  
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shade.  

With the river at my thighs and my back to the current, I will sit down. The chill like a blow to the 
chest. I will lean back and back anyway, until water rushes just below my chin.  

I will place the heels of my hands against the rocky bottom, dig my feet into the gravel. And close my 
eyes, lay my whole self down: river over my face and chest, roaring in my ears, that cold taste of 
stone on my lips.  

I will open my eyes: the pines, the mountains, the rippling sky: all the world: water. 
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Essay 
 

 

Essay by Kurt Caswell 
Illustration by Susan Leigh Tomlinson 
   

Rain fell softly across the windshield of my truck as I crossed the cattle guard at the school entrance 
and drove out the empty dirt road northwest to Crownpoint. The sky was light over there, dark over 
here. Sun pulsed in and out of the truck windows. The rain lasted only a moment, but the air was wet 
and electric. A thunderstorm was brewing. 

I just wanted to use the telephone. I would have used the pay phone inside the school, but the doors 
were already locked tight for the night and I hadn’t been entrusted with a key. I was restless, lonely, 
tired of being alone. I wanted to hear the voice of someone I knew. Sakura’s voice from across the 
sea in Hokkaido. Mary’s voice. My parents’ or one of my sisters’. Anyone’s. 

A mile from campus I came to the Borrego Pass Trading Post. I pulled up in front of the squat brick 
building. It was tucked in close to the big sandstone mesa, and other buildings grew out from the 
sides and behind it, including a little barn and corral right up against the rock where it came down 
along the road. Deena, the receptionist at school, had told me that I should introduce myself to the 
managers, Merle and Rosie Moore. They were good people, she said, very friendly and helpful. They 
lived in a house behind the Trading Post and were almost always there. They sold gasoline from the 
pump out front and a little bit of hay from the barn. Inside the store, the Moores stocked canned 
goods and dry goods, basic hardware, ice cream, soda pop, and candy. They also sold and traded 
silver jewelry and other traditional arts, like kachina dolls, mostly made by local Navajo artists. 

A kachina is a wooden doll carved and adorned to represent one of hundreds of Navajo and puebloan 
spirits (primarily Hopi and Zuni in these parts). These spirits are not gods; they are intermediaries 
between the people and the gods. They often live in the mountains, and they come to dance and 
restore harmony between all living things. The men who perform these ceremonial dances wear 
elaborately decorated masks and are said to become the kachina spirits they represent. The dances  
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are especially important for fertility and for bringing rain. 

I spotted a pay phone outside the front doors of the Trading Post. Maybe I wouldn’t have to go all 
the way to Crownpoint after all. I got out and walked up onto the front porch. The sign in the 
window read “Closed.” I peered in through the glass. A pale darkness covered the interior and the 
front counter of the little store. I could just make out the great collection of kachinas arranged on 
shelves along the back wall. They seemed to be looking at me. And in the glass case in front of 
them, rows of beautiful silver things—rings and bracelets, pendants, and concho belts—gleaming a 
little in the low light. 

When I got the job offer at Borrego, I had called Sakura to tell her the good news. I was employed 
again, and off on a new adventure. We had parted in Hokkaido on good terms, making our vows to 
each other, our promises to see each other soon, and perhaps never again to part. 

“Do you think,” she had said, when I told her the good news, “I could stay with you there in New 
Mexico? They have one of silver artists there,” she said. “I want to learn more about making 
silvers.” 

She was an artist without specialization 
who loved to work in all kinds of 
mediums. She loved to paint, she loved 
textiles, and mostly she loved to explore. 

“You want to come and live with me?” I 
asked. “Really?” 

“I don’t have much here,” she said. “Just 
my little job and my families. I miss the 
States, and I could learn how to make 
those jewelries. I have some little money 
saved.” 

“Yes, you could apprentice with some 
Navajo silversmith, maybe. Or learn 
weaving. Or paint every day.” 

“And I could help you make a home there,” she said. “We could loving each other all the time.” 

“Sounds like a dream,” I said. 

I felt something cool across my back. The wind had picked up, and it had begun to rain again, lightly 
but steadily. Large round drops dotted the dusty ground around my truck. I remembered the pay 
phone. I put the receiver to my ear. Nothing. The line was dead. I hit the cancel lever several times. 
Still nothing. 
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I drove on. The road crested and started down the northwest side of the pass. I wound my way 
through the stands of layered rock and earth, along a long deep canyon where the road fell away. 
From the driver’s seat I could not see the bottom of it. Bob King had told me that this narrow section 
of road along the chasm was not so narrow a few years back. During a thunderstorm, a big pickup 
truck carrying four Navajos up front in the cab, and a couple of children in the back under a tarp in 
the rain, came through this place as the sky cracked and blew. Water came down from the mesa and 
flowed over the road, washing under the truck and floating it up, carving a path beneath it. Perhaps 
the truck remained suspended there for a moment or two, the water unsure of how to handle such a 
big thing, and then just as someone might have realized the danger they were all in and made 
motions for the door—“Get out!”—the water surged and dragged half the road, the truck, and all 
those people over the edge. No one survived. The truck is down there still. Later on one of my long 
walks through the desert, I went down in search of it, and found it, at least I thought I did, mostly 
buried now, frozen in the mud by years of storms, the doors cracked and lifted like the shell casings 
of a desiccated beetle. 

I drove alongside the canyon there and down through the sharpened pass, through a narrow opening 
in the mountain’s face and out onto the long, bumpy flats. I passed a few scattered hogans, 
dilapidated things, some with a mongrel dog or two tied off at a post or a makeshift shelter. House-
sized stacks of firewood, not cut and split and stacked neatly, but whole trees leaned up against each 
other, standing like a pyramid. I noted the shiny new pickup trucks next to these sad dwellings, 
domestic mostly: Ford, Chevy, an occasional Dodge. A cluster of well-kept trailers rose up out of the 
desert, the rooflines dotted with tires to keep them from rattling in the wind. And as a companion to 
the empty land, a satellite dish, like a great ear, listening. 

  

Like a good horse in the old days, my new pickup truck—a 1994 Dodge Dakota extra-cab, four-
wheel drive, silver with black trim and 7,000 miles on the odometer—was both an essential tool on 
the reservation and a personal trademark. A truck defined the man who drove it, and many Navajos 
put their resources in their vehicles to the detriment of everything else. Electricity, running water, 
sometimes even groceries were optional, while a good truck was fundamental to Navajo life, a 
constant like the speed of light. It was the truck, not the telephone or the television or the radio, that 
was the real source of communication in Navajoland. If you wanted to know what was going on in 
the world or even next door, you had to travel, move, roam around until you found out. This was a 
world measured spatially, rather than temporally—here you might as well measure your age in miles 
as in years. To revise an old aphorism: a man without a truck ain’t a man at all. 

Navajos travel great distances in their trucks, back and forth across the reservation, visiting family, 
shopping for supplies in town, attending powwows and ceremonies and rodeos, or just out seeing the 
country, going from place to place, covering ground. Several people might sit abreast in the front 
seat of a Navajo’s truck, with a few children huddled in the back, or a few hitchhikers catching a ride 
to the laundry or to the hospital or to drinking, in all kinds of weather. A good truck is like a Navajo 
family’s blood, and the roads are arteries connecting them to every corner and to the heart of 
Navajoland. 
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All this wandering about originated in the myth-time when the “air-spirit people,” who become the 
Navajo, made a series of migrations from the First World to this world, the Fifth, where they finally 
claimed a home. These migratory journeys were not completely voluntary, as the people were 
content enough in the First World until they began to quarrel with each other and commit adultery. 
The chiefs of the four directions complained, and eventually told them to go away, to leave the First 
World and never return. Away they went, up, up into the Second World, where yet another set of 
problems plagued them, and they moved on again, and then again, and so on. The Navajo story of 
creation is a story of migration from that primal First World deep inside the Earth to the Earth’s 
surface, where the “air-spirit people” evolved and changed into “earth surface people,” the Navajo. 
The story’s meaning and the great achievement of the Navajo is that through migration, through 
movement, the people seek for hózhó, a state of harmony, balance, and beauty between male and 
female, between self and community, between the community and the universe. 

This mythical migration is paralleled by the anthropological story of the Navajo, who, along with the 
Apache, are relative newcomers to the Southwest. Both are Athabascan peoples who migrated 
southward from western Canada along the Rocky Mountains as early as AD 1100. By the time they 
reached the Southwest, they had splintered into several smaller groups, one of which became the 
present-day Navajo. Going deeper into the past, the ancestors of these Athabascan peoples migrated 
to North America over the Bering Land Bridge from Asia somewhere between 12,000 and 14,000 
years ago. There is mounting scientific evidence for other scenarios as well, including multiple 
migrations of different peoples at different times, an earlier entry into North America, and other 
scenarios that are not yet understood. But the basic premise is still intact: the ancestors of the Navajo 
came to the Southwest from Asia by a series of migrations, and the Navajo are a traveling people. 

Though widely accepted among anthropologists, these ideas have been rejected by many Navajo 
anthropologists and cultural experts. They believe the Navajo people have always been here, in 
residence between the four sacred mountains. But this belief does not negate the overwhelming 
energy and passion for movement in Navajo life. 

The Navajo language, too, is grounded in movement. The core verb in Navajo is “to go,” whereas 
the core verb in English is “to be.” One scholar worked out 356,200 variations of “to go” in the 
Navajo language. This linguistic footnote parallels a Navajo cosmology of dynamic change, a vision 
of the universe based on events in process. Nothing is static, especially not the self, which is 
continually changing, shifting, moving. 

I felt like I too was continually changing, shifting, moving. I had never lived anywhere for very long, 
and each new place I lived or traveled in felt like the unveiling of a part of me I did not know. My 
father’s army days and tour of Vietnam and then his career in the U.S. Forest Service kept us moving 
every few years, from one beautiful land to another, mostly in Oregon. I came to depend on moving 
on, even at a very young age. Perhaps it was acculturated into me, or maybe I was born that way, but 
my dad’s announcement that he had taken a new job and we were packing up so roused my spirit 
that I came to live for those fresh, unborn moments when we flew off into another where and another 
when. I didn’t give our life of movement any thought—it wasn’t tragic or romantic or sorrowful to 
leave my friends and familiar country. We moved on, as we always had. I did not know anything  
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else. Only later, only now, did I begin to see that those early days had come to define my life. My 
thirst for new places, new experiences, new people was both a blessing and a liability. I learned a 
great deal in each new place we lived, but it always came to feel stagnant after a time, and I yearned 
to move on. And when we finally took flight, and all my relationships with people, and places, and 
things fell away, then, only then, did I feel hopeful and free. 

  
    
The sky grew increasingly ominous, black clouds and the deep belly-rumbling of thunder in the 
distance. I dropped out onto Highway 371 and pavement again. I was at the edge of Crownpoint, 
New Mexico, and the Eastern Agency of the Navajo Nation. I drove the soft mile into town, my tires 
rolling soundless over the civilized world. 

Crownpoint is a village of some 2,000 Navajo people that grew around the establishment of the 
Pueblo Bonito Indian School in 1909. The Navajo name for this place is T’ííst’óóz Ndeeshgizh, 
which means “Narrow-leafed Cottonwood Gap,” after the collection of tall cottonwood trees that 
cool the streets in summer. A coal mine once operated here, as well as a radio station and a U.S. 
Weather Bureau station. From the highway, Crownpoint looked to be in decline, a sleepy little burg 
huddled close to Hosta Butte with the wind blowing through it. Trash and tumbleweeds collected 
against fence lines, and what trees I could see looked sad and thirsty for love. I drove by what 
appeared to be government offices, likely those of the Eastern Agency, and maybe somewhere in 
there was the tribal hospital. A small complex of government houses lined the highway, each painted 
a different bright color, blue and red and yellow, a couple of gas stations, a Bashas’ grocery store 
with a laundry next door, and a household supplies store where I would later buy four cheap forks 
and spoons that cut the corners of my mouth when I used them. 

Hosta Butte, a couple of miles to the south, is visible from great distances and was likely a landmark 
along the ancient south road leading in and out of Chaco Canyon, that ceremonial center of the 
Anasazi people. Also sacred to the Navajos, Hosta Butte is the home of two deities, Mirage Stone 
Boy and Mirage Stone Girl. It is said to be fastened to the sky with Mirage Stone and covered over 
by dark clouds and thunderstorms. 

I turned into the wide parking lot at Bashas’ and found a pay phone outside. Who was I going to 
call? I didn’t know. 

I wanted to call Sakura in Hokkaido. I wanted to hear her voice and tell her I loved her, tell her I 
should never have left Japan, tell her I should have stayed to make a life with her there. But I wasn’t 
sure. Maybe this surge of passion for her was more about my little hardships here, and the growing 
loneliness inside me that I did not know how to handle. I was so frazzled by my first week, I wasn’t 
certain I could trust these feelings. I wasn’t certain I should be making overtures of love when I felt 
so weak and vulnerable, so out-of-sorts and lost. It was too risky. Not just for me, but for her too. I 
had to be careful. Why put her through the trials of my indecision? Before I call her, I thought, I 
need to settle in a little at Borrego, settle out, settle down. 
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I called Mary instead. We made plans to see each other over the weekend. She would drive out 
Friday afternoon. Maybe we’d make a long hike out into the mesa country around Borrego. We said 
goodbye, and the phone went silent except for a low buzzing sound I heard first in the receiver, and 
then somewhere behind me and above me. It was the charged desert air. The storm was building. 

I went inside Bashas’. The store was outfitted for the local lifestyle. Camping equipment and 
household items lined the shelves: lamp oil, shovels, canning supplies, white gas for cookstoves, 
monstrous cans of green chilies and pinto beans, and great sacks of sugar and flour, Blue Bird flour 
from Cortez, Colorado. I selected a few things I thought I might need over the next several days and 
made my way to the checkout counter. 

“You the new teacher up there?” the woman at the register asked me. She was tall and heavy, with a 
wide, friendly face, a smile beneath her sharpened, hooked nose. She wore her bangs cut just above 
her eyebrows so that they seemed to tickle her, annoy her. 

“Yes,” I told her. “I started just a couple weeks ago.” 

“I gotta daughter goes up there,” she said. “She’s in the sixth grade. You might know her.” 

“What’s her name?” I asked. 

“Marcella,” the woman said. “That’s her.” 

I did know Marcella. She was hard to miss. She took a lot of grief from the other kids at Borrego, 
especially the sixth-grade boys. She weighed at least twice what they did, and she had wide, 
powerful shoulders. I had seen the skinny little boys taunting her at recess, staying just out of her 
reach, fast and quick on their feet, as she swung at them and grunted and steamed in her anger. They 
would call her “grandma,” perhaps because she wore little pink glasses that forever slipped down her 
nose, and to mock her they would stoop over as if with age and hobble around as if leaning on a 
cane. This dynamic had probably been in play as long as Marcella could remember. Even so, she still 
responded just the way those boys wanted her to, and they likely never tired of this terrible game. 
Meeting her mother, I felt a little closer to her troubles, to understanding how she must feel about 
being taunted as the school fat girl. 

“You her teacher?” the woman said. 

“Yeah. Her language arts teacher,” I said, and I gave her my name. 

“I’m Betty Brown,” she said. “Why don’t you take care of her up there, okay?” 

“Yes,” I said. “I’ll look out for her. Especially for her studies.” 

“Thank you,” she said. “She’s real smart, you know. Maybe you know that?” 

“Yeah. I can see it.” 
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Betty finished ringing up my order and packed my things away in a paper sack. 

“It’s gonna rain,” she said. “You better hurry back up that road. It can get real nasty out.” 

“How nasty?” I asked. 

“Well, really nasty,” she said. “You don’t wanna get caught out on that road under a sky like this.” 
She looked up into the ceiling of the big store. 

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll get going. Nice meeting you.” 

She nodded at me as I left the store. 

Outside, the sky rumbled deep earth sounds. The tone of it, the rhythm was somehow comforting, 
familiar, old. I imagined that the people in this dry country had always lived inside a daily hope for 
rain. This impending storm was a blessing, but I was rather hoping to get back to Borrego before it 
broke and showered the forsaken desert. After I was safely indoors with supper cooking and an 
afternoon cup of tea, then it could rain all it wanted. 

“Yá’át’ééh!” I heard behind me. “Hello.” 

“Yá’át’ééh!” I returned. 

“Oh!” he said. “You speak Navajo?” 

“No. But I know that word.” 

He smiled and laughed. “You should learn it,” he said. “Like me. You can talk like me.” 

This fellow who had walked up behind me stood near the open passenger-side door where I loaded 
in my groceries. He seemed to be moving toward me like he was going to get in, but he caught 
himself, and staggered back the other way, taking a step to keep himself right. His cropped hair went 
in all directions. His clothes were clean, but tattered and unkempt. He was visibly drunk. He leaned 
in, and I could smell it on him. 

“I’m Charlie Hunter. Charlie’s father,” he said. “Charlie Hunter? You know him up at school?” 

“Yes. Nice to meet you.” 

We shook hands. 

“So you’re both Charlie Hunter?” 

He grinned, showed me his perfect, white teeth. “Charlie told me about you,” he said. “I figured you 
were you.” 
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“I am,” I said. 

He looked into my truck at my sacks of groceries. “You wouldn’t be able to spare a few dollars?” he 
asked. “I mean so I can get something to eat?” 

I didn’t want to give him anything, but I had a few dollars in my pocket, change from my purchases. 
“All right,” I said. “For something to eat, right?” 

“Right. For food. I’m not gonna go out an’ buy beer or nothin’.” 

“Of course not,” I said. I gave him all of it, three ones and a few coins. 

“You’re a good neighbor,” he said. He reached to pat me on the shoulder, but the distance was 
farther than he expected. He patted the air a few times and then pretended he was waving. 
“Goodbye, then. So long. Laters,” he said, walking away. Then he turned back. “That’s English,” he 
said. “Laters.” 

I waved to him. “Laters.” 

“Teach them boys good up there,” he called back to me. 

“All right, I will.” 

I wondered where he would spend the night. 

I scanned the sky. It was immense and dark and still, an ominous nothing readying to break open and 
wash everything away. I considered that I might be wiser to wait the storm out here in the parking 
lot. Of course, I risked getting stuck in Crownpoint for the night. I didn’t know if the roads would be 
passable after such a storm, and how long it might be before they dried up. The sky hung there close 
over my head as if waiting for me to decide. Nothing happened. I climbed into my truck and headed 
up the long dirt road toward Borrego. 
    
All roads leading in and out of Borrego were dirt, and so there was no avoiding the hazards of desert 
driving. In August and September in the Southwest, the great monsoon clouds roll in to crack and 
blow at the earth, turn the washes to raging rivers and steam and charge and carry away trees, old car 
bodies, sometimes horses, cattle, and unfortunate people. To the Navajo, these violent thunderstorms 
are known as male rains, and they live in the East and the West. In winter, I was plagued by stories 
of stray, drunk Navajos who broke down and froze to death in the desert night. Such stories didn’t 
seem to worry the people who knew this land because they motored on through the greatest of 
storms. Or maybe worry wasn’t it at all, but rather, a proper life was trusting yourself to the desert. 
When Navajos put a car, a truck, a school bus even, into the muddy ditch, they just got out and 
walked home, or maybe caught a ride from someone who was faring better that day. They would 
return to get their vehicle the next morning, or in a few days when the mud dried up. 

The sun was another problem with the opposite effect. On a dry day with the quiet sky stretching on  
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forever, you can drive for hours, even days, lost in the maze of dirt roads that run helter-skelter 
across Navajoland and nowhere find water. Or your truck might be tested by a rogue sand trap piled 
in the roadbed by the wind. Still another hazard was the debris that rose to the surface of the road 
after the grader came through. The big blade churned up nails and broken glass and shards of sharp 
steel, artifacts of the modern world. The grader smoothed out the track and improved the ditches for 
drainage, but it also ensured that a certain number of tires would go flat. 

For my part, in anticipation of the unanticipated, I took to carrying two gallons of water in my truck 
at all times: one for the radiator (it was a new truck, but I took no chances) and one for me. I kept a 
pair of boots in the extra cab, a fleece jacket, and my sleeping bag. I never knew when or where I 
might have to spend the night. 

  
    
I drove on past the hogans, the chickens scratching freely in the roadside ditch, the sad dogs lying 
out in the dirt chained to posts. A few derelict cars parked forever at the end of a trailer. No one 
stirred anywhere. I was the only vehicle on the road. Was that a bad sign? Ahead I could see the 
steeper, narrow slot that was Borrego Pass, and ahead of that was the sky, a blue wafer at the front of 
the storm. Behind me, black thunderclouds closed in, so black and close it was hard to know where 
the sky ended and the earth began. I turned on my headlights. It was that dark. 

The rain came softly, just a few drops at first against the windshield like the intermittent wreckage of 
summer insects. I rolled down the window and breathed in the fresh metallic smell of the desert in 
the rain. I hung my head outside in the open air, catching raindrops in my hair. I heard the wind 
rushing past, and the desert seemed to say: Who are you? Who are you? 

I didn’t answer. 

The rain momentarily stopped (a drawing in of breath), and then it came all at once. The black cloud 
consumed my truck as the rain broke over the dry land. In an instant, the road was awash in flowing 
water. 

The dirt road transformed into a wide swath of clay and mud. It stuck to my tires and built around 
them as they turned. The mud grabbed at the wheel wells, caught and released, caught and released 
and spun off, kicking up waves of heavy mud that arced and splattered the side windows. For a 
moment it was fun. I was four-wheelin’! The truck was doing me right. I bore down on the 
accelerator, picking up speed, then slid sideways in the road, slowed, leaned, and turned into the 
slide to keep the truck straight. The fun passed as I realized I wasn’t sure anymore if I was on the 
road or in the ditch. What would I do if the truck stuck fast in the ditch? Curl up and go to sleep until 
the sun returned to dry up the world? Or would someone in one of these hogans open their door to 
me for the duration of the storm? I didn’t want my truck in the ditch, that most of all. Not because I 
was afraid for my safety—I wouldn’t mind a little adventure. Rather, the truck was my lifeline in 
and out of Borrego, my connection to the outside world, my safety net, my stability. The truck was 
all I had. 
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I motored on, the mud catching and giving way, building and letting go. I crossed the flats and 
started up the steeper grade. The storm was ahead of me now. I could no longer see that thin blue 
line of sky. It was all black clouds and rain woven with lightning. I drove straight into the belly of 
the storm. 

Up along the deep canyon now, the road bent around the arm of the mesa and narrowed into one 
lane. There was no room here to pass another vehicle, and on a corner like this, I couldn’t see ahead 
of me. If I met someone here, someone else foolish enough to leave home in this storm, I’d have to 
back down the steep incline and risk sliding over the edge. 

I rounded the corner as carefully as I could, but pushing hard enough so as not to lose momentum, 
and there, pouring off the cliffs on my right, was a river of rain speeding over the road. I stopped, the 
engine humming under the sound of the pounding rain. This didn’t look good. It didn’t look good at 
all. The water flowed fast, carving a path for itself in the roadbed as I watched it, a great gap 
widening and deepening before my very eyes. I thought of Bob King’s story. This is it, I thought, 
this is how it happened before. I watched as great boulders came down, stumps, clumps of 
vegetation torn from their moorings, rusty man-made things dropping off the road cut, and all of it 
washing over the edge into that monstrous hole. 

Rain slammed the windshield in waves, the wipers cranking at a furious pace. I had two options: 
back down the precipitous road to the flats and wait for the water to subside. Or go for it. I couldn’t 
sit here any longer. The whole mountain seemed to be coming undone. Another boulder, a chunk of 
something, came over the cliffs through the air, hit the roadbed in front of me, and was swept away 
over the edge. 

I jammed the truck into four-wheel drive, engaged the clutch, and, lurching forward, gained as much 
power and speed as I could. The truck hit the rushing column of water, and mud splashed up on both 
sides, mud and water and noise. The engine whined. My hands clutched at the wheel. I felt the force 
of the water pushing the truck sideways in the road toward the canyon edge as it seemed to reach up 
to swallow me. I cranked the steering wheel over toward the wall, turned the truck against the force, 
and pushed, pushed, pushed forward through the flowing mess until I felt the water against me 
soften, then release, and I slipped out safe on the other side. 

I drove the rest of the way in and parked in front of my little cinder block duplex. It was still raining 
hard. I stepped from the truck into the pooling water on the asphalt. My legs were weak, adventure-
woozy. Was I standing on dry ground? Water flowed down the roadway in front of my place and 
dumped into the ditch at the cattle guard. I took up my bags of groceries and hurried inside. 

Leaving the bags in the kitchen, I returned to the front windows to watch the storm. My big blue 
canoe, a college graduation gift from my father, lay upside down in the hallway. The irony of 
hauling my boat into this desert was not lost on me, yet somehow I felt comforted by it. I had grown 
up in a country of water and green trees, and just because I lived in a waterless place right now 
didn’t mean I had to give up hope. Good thing, too, because for the moment, there was water here. 
There was water everywhere. 
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I stared out the windows at the flowing water, water flowing out the drive, deeper and deeper 
moment by moment, faster now, and more powerful. I watched as it gathered around the rear wheels 
of my truck, pillowed up against them, pushed at them as the truck vibrated and rocked with the 
water’s force. A river! A real river with waves that curled back and frothed into white caps, right in 
front of me, flowing down the road. A big pickup truck appeared in front of my windows, the water 
up to the running boards. I could see the driver at the wheel, Dean West, the maintenance supervisor. 
He drove out to the cattle guard, and then turned the truck around and motored back up against the 
current. The berm behind the school must have given way, and now the rain collected by the big 
mesa behind us flowed through campus instead of around it. 

I watched as the water rose higher and higher, almost to the top of the rear tires on my truck. For a 
moment I wondered if the whole truck wouldn’t be dragged out and swept away. I saw pieces of 
plywood borne off down the road, a Styrofoam cooler and its lid, a broken lawn chair tumbling in 
the current. I panicked, opened the front door, and looked on helplessly. What could I do against 
water like that? Hours passed. Minutes went by. A raven flew overhead. The water slowed. The 
waves settled out. And soon that river flowing down the road smoothed into a broad plain of 
trickling water, washing the desert clean. 

 

 

Editor’s Note: This excerpt is from In the Sun’s House: My Year Teaching on 
the Navajo Reservation, by Kurt Caswell, © 2009. Reprinted by permission 
of Trinity University Press. 

In the year he spent teaching at Borrego Pass, a remote Navajo community in 
northwest New Mexico, Kurt Caswell found himself shunned as persona non 
grata. His cultural missteps, status as an interloper, and white skin earned him 
no respect in the classroom or the community — those on the reservation 
assumed he would come and go like so many teachers had before. But as 
Caswell attempts to bridge the gap between himself and those who surround 
him, he finds his calling as a teacher and develops a love for the rich landscape 
of New Mexico, and manages a hard-won truce between his failings and 
successes. 

Kurt Caswell is an assistant professor of creative writing and literature in the Honors College at Texas Tech 
University. He is the author or two books: An Inside Passage(University of Nebraska Press), for which he won the 
2008 River Teeth Literary Nonfiction Book Prize; and In the Sun’s House: My Year Teaching on the Navajo 
Reservation (Trinity University Press). He is the lead editor of an anthology of nature writing, To Everything on 
Earth: New Writing on Fate, Community, and Nature (Texas Tech University Press), and his essays and stories have 
appeared in many publications. 

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1595340564?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=1595340564
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1595340564?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=1595340564
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Essay 
 

 
by Lex Runciman 
   
  

At my home in Oregon, whenever I go down the stairs I am confronted by a photograph of 
Stonehenge that I took one January morning in 2006. My wife Debbie and I had arrived with our 
coach driver Roger Thomas and 15 college students after a pleasant drive east from the city of Bath. 
We’d been in the UK only a couple of days, and jet lag was still an influence. We’d risen early to the 
largesse of a British breakfast (including salted fish and stewed tomatoes for those so inclined); we’d 
eaten our fill. The weather was gray but not raining, the countryside rolling, the coach pleasantly 
warm—several students fell asleep on the way. Only the shock of motion stopping woke them. 
Before we left the coach, I reminded them they needed to do some writing in their journals here, on 
site, before we left. They could do this as they walked or once they returned to the coach, but I 
wanted them to get some initial observations and responses on paper. Where such notes might lead 
we’d discuss later. 

Once we’d descended the coach steps, the cool air smelled of damp grass and distance. The car park 
was almost deserted, and the group of us quickly became a scraggly line as I retrieved the 
prearranged voucher that would give the group access. Stonehenge itself looked tiny in the distance. 
Through the turnstile, the main entrance funneled us directly into the English Heritage shop full of 
Stonehenge souvenirs—mouse pads, plastic replicas, postcards, key chains, tea towels, mugs, 
calendars, as well as several more expensive mementos. Some students immediately began to 
browse the merchandise. But I herded them towards the back door. Along the way, we were offered 
audio-tour players that would discuss what we would be seeing; some students took them, others did 
not. We walked down a narrow, paved, half-tunneled path, through the tunnel under the road, and 
then zigzagged up again to ground level. As we surfaced on the other side of the A 334, there at last 
was the stone monument we’d come to see. 

 

http://www.stonehenge.co.uk/
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To anyone who has seen it and genuinely tried to take it in, Stonehenge remains a challenge and a 
puzzle. On a January morning, the site can easily absorb the few people likely to have arisen early 
enough and determined enough to brave weather that can feature gale force winds and unpredictable 
rain. Rainy or not, some such mornings will find sheep cropping the grass in nearby pastures. The 
area around Stonehenge is treeless for a good distance. The standing stones impose on the place 
what can only be termed a kind of majesty. They make a center to the Salisbury Plain. The outer 
stones look more than twice human height, with the width of a good size bookcase and at least twice 
the depth. They are gray, dense, and heavy. Some of them stand and some have fallen, a fact that 
enlists the imagination: you start constructing for yourself “what it must have looked like” in some 
dim past when the arrangement was yet intact, when no roads carried rumbling traffic, when no 
fighter jets roared low in the distance (there’s a British air base nearby). You look at the stones and 
start to estimate arm strength. You look at angles and start thinking about hand tools, ropes, 
leverage. You think about motivation and belief, and what, if anything, you might ever work so hard 
for. If you think of archaeology, it seems at once pressingly relevant and almost beside the point.  

Debbie and I separate, and the group of students quickly devolves. Several clearly wish to be alone 
with the place. A few take pictures of each other. I too have my camera, and I spend part of my slow 
circuit around the stones taking photos, some zoomed, some not. Part of what I’m doing is figuring 
photo composition; I’m no professional photographer, but my camera has many pixels and easily 
handles enlargements to 16 x 20 inches. In fact, some photos really only look their best when they’re 
enlarged—that much I’ve already learned. I also know that the zoom feature gets me closer than the 
polite English Heritage path allows.  

As I walk the circle of Stonehenge, I lose track of time. I realize I do not know if I have spent 20 
minutes or (alarmingly) 2 hours. I have entirely forgotten about taking pictures. What have I been 
doing? I ask myself. The answer is clear enough: I’ve been looking and thinking. But what have I 
been seeing? What have I been thinking? Obviously I’ve been seeing Stonehenge. I’ve been seeing 
the many distant burial mounds that seem to make an irregular ring, several of them looking like 
small volcanic cones. They remind me, when I think of it then, of Silbury Hill near Avebury. I think 
that, and then I realize I’ve walked another 30 yards, more time has passed, and again I cannot 
account for it. I’ve been seeing ordinary grass and a gray sky with a ragged gap of blue. And at the 
same time, I’ve not been seeing any of it. Besides Silbury Hill, what have I been thinking? In that 
moment, I cannot say. 

By this time, only one or two students remain in sight; I motion to them that I’m heading back. And I 
start walking briskly towards the path that will again take me under the road and back to the shop. 
Invariably though, I stop and turn. I know it’s foolish to want to fix what I see in memory, to give 
myself one last and now distant chance to see the place with my own eyes. But that’s what I do. 
When I turn away knowing I may never physically be in that place again, that knowledge works like 
grief, like a physical pain.  

A moment or two later, I’m inside the shop, which initially feels oppressively warm. Half the student 
group is there, buying whatever they wish to buy; the rest have already drifted back to the coach. I 
look at postcards and buy a keychain. And I see that we’re more than half an hour later than we’d  

http://www.sacred-destinations.com/england/silbury-hill.htm
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planned for our departure. Once in the coach, I make a few notes of my own, even as I register their 
inadequacy. 
  
  

For years, I kept an Ansel Adams calendar print of his photograph, “Moonrise, Hernandez, New 
Mexico,” over my desk. Looking at it gave the wall a sense of depth. I’d wonder about how the 
photograph was made: Did Adams rig small lights to shine on the tombstones in front of the church? 
I didn’t think so, not really. But they shone in a way that made me try to work out how. Did he 
manipulate the exposures in the darkroom so that the clouds’ contrasts and the moon’s white would 
register as the photograph shows? I supposed, accurately enough as it turns out, that I could research 
the making of this photograph, but I didn’t want to do that; I preferred to speculate and gaze into that 
distance. 

As I have looked at “Moonrise,” to what extent have I ever felt there? I have never been to 
Hernandez, New Mexico; the closest I have come is Tucson, Arizona. Looking at the photograph, 
does it induce me to in some imaginative way go inside its boundaries, so that in imagination I walk 
the landscape it shows? In truth, no. Looking at this photograph, I almost cannot imagine climbing 
inside it. The representation is too pristine for that. I have also seen this photo printed at the size 
Adams himself printed it—much larger than any calendar representation. Seeing the larger version 
has heightened my earlier responses but not altered them. “Moonrise” remains for me a picture of 
surpassing beauty. But that beauty also keeps me firmly in the role of observer, outside the place, 
outside its reality. Looking at it, I have the sense that this is the closest I will ever get to that place 
and time; it will be for me forever as it is—seen in the distance in an irrevocable perfection. 
  
  

At home (as I’ve said), whenever I go downstairs, I see one of my photos of Stonehenge. It is a 
zoomed view. Most of the time, going up or down the stairs means doing so for a reason entirely 
unrelated to seeing a Stonehenge photo. But occasionally, sometimes, I do stop on the stairs and 
look. Sometimes, perhaps on a weekend, I’ll sit down and really look.  

At that point, the experience is akin to climbing inside that landscape and place and being there 
anew, as though I’d never left. In some significantly actual (if not physical) way, I’m not sitting on 
the stairs, I’m at Stonehenge. I’m standing in a particular spot and I’m consciously not thinking 
about how I got here or what I’m going to be doing in an hour. Instead, I’m at Stonehenge and I’m 
looking hard. I’ve chosen not to move, chosen to stand right here and look. I see particular stones. 
Some have moss; some have moss and lichen. I look at that particular stone, maybe five feet in front 
of me, and I wonder how much of it extends under the level of the ground? Am I seeing half of it? 
Three quarters?  

Then, because I’m inside the photograph and drawing on the direct experience my brain has either 
stored or is now conjuring, I’m turning to look at other stones. I’m looking past them, shifting my 
position slightly so that I can see more of the horizon in the distance. I think I’m looking for where  

http://www.anseladams.com/content/ansel_info/ansel_ancedotes.html
http://www.anseladams.com/content/ansel_info/ansel_ancedotes.html
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the stones came from—a futile looking, I know, but it’s hard not to do it. When I look up at one of 
the stones bridging two others, its right angles tell me that it must have been shaped by tools. 
Though it is slenderer than the vertical stones, it is still massive, and I still cannot easily imagine 
how it was lifted. Yet it was lifted, somehow, by someone. There are several such lintel stones, and 
they are still precisely where they were set. I look at one, then another. I think to myself that the 
Roman Empire had not been founded when that particular stone was shaped to be as I see it now and 
then set in exactly this place, exactly then as now. I feel deeply confused about time, about how any 
aspect of the past can so persist that people who knew Shakespeare, who could have attended, say, a 
premiere of one of his plays, might also in their lifetime have—it’s conceivable—stood pretty much 
exactly here and seen precisely this stone just as I now see it. I wonder how many additional eyes 
have seen what I am seeing, and I feel an odd human kinship with their wonder. I am amazed at 
persistence. 

Then, for whatever reason, I’m back sitting on the stairs and feeling vaguely foolish. What were you 
doing? Ah, I guess I was sitting on the stairs? 
  
  

So, why does one photograph, Adams’ “Moonrise,” firmly keep me at a respectful distance, while 
one of Stonehenge, a photograph I took, invite me inside? Perhaps the question includes its answer: I 
took the Stonehenge photograph.  

I am familiar with the commonplace observation that can be made about those who seem to do 
nothing but take photographs, as though the photograph as image is the aim. Why, they’re just here 
to take pictures, we think or maybe even remark. They’re missing the experience. And when I’ve 
visited Stonehenge, or (as we did a day later), the Roman Baths in Bath, I’ve seen individuals who 
seem intent on doing little else than taking pictures. Part of me agrees that if you’re too intent on 
taking pictures, you’re apt to miss something. 

Perhaps the real question is this: When and on what basis can we say that we’re truly in some 
particular place? This is a question about experience, or about qualities of experience—and any 
answer must surely include our sense data and also whatever we think and feel. To ask when and on 
what basis we’re truly in a place is to inquire into the kind and depth of interaction and response a 
place allows and provokes; any answers depend on the place, on what we bring to it, and, perhaps, 
on how long we stay. My experience of Ansel Adams’ photograph is just that: an experience of a 
photograph. It is not an experience of a place at all, only of a picture of a place. When I look at it, I 
go into my own head in what I would have to call some kind of amateur aesthetic experience. I 
register a beautiful photograph. I have not been to Hernandez. 

But my photo-induced Stonehenge experience feels to me in some ways deeper and less bounded 
than my literal walking around Stonehenge has ever been. The actual experience and the experience 
the photo provokes overlap. But the photo-experience (if it can be called that) actually seems more 
nuanced and is certainly less hurried than any literal time I’ve had in the presence of Stonehenge 
itself.  

http://www.romanbaths.co.uk/
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Whenever I’ve been actually and really at Stonehenge (a total of four times over a decade), I’ve been 
there with a sense of limited time and limited privacy. During such a visit, time feels limited because 
to get to Stonehenge has not been easy or inexpensive. And who has the luxury (much as one might 
wish it) of devoting, say, an entire month to simply visiting Stonehenge, daily, at varying hours, in 
varying light, with more or fewer other people, with the freedom and time to walk hours in any 
direction away and then back, approaching it slowly on foot? One would need a job with English 
Heritage to come close to these conditions. Inevitably then, a visit to Stonehenge feels rushed. The 
rush can itself be a source of irritation: even as you arrive, you know you’re not going to have time 
to do the place justice. One voice in your head tells you this and concludes with, Why bother? But 
that’s not a voice you want to hear, so you argue with yourself. And such an argument is a 
distraction.  

My point is this: some of my most satisfying experiences with Stonehenge have occurred not while 
I’ve actually walked in the presence of those stones on Salisbury plain but rather while I have 
imaginatively done so. I’ve been more there when I let the influence of a photograph I took set me 
down there: I’ve done a fair amount of roaming and cogitating while sitting on the stairs.  

Still, a place is not a photograph, and I long to go back to Stonehenge. I long to go back partly 
because earlier visits have not proved sufficient; somehow I haven’t paid enough—or the right 
sort—of attention. But I’m also suspicious of what I think of as shallow experience of any place, 
particularly if I go there with some idea that I might learn something genuine about it. I can use 
Google Images to find pictures of almost anywhere in the world, but what experience do they make? 
While Stonehenge is a special case, I suspect that to even begin to know a place, you’d need to live a 
full cycle of the seasons there. Even then, even as your experience deepened, isn’t it true that all 
you’d gather would be a year of first impressions? 

And what of those students—did they write about Stonehenge in any poem, memoir, or story? A few 
did. Most admitted that while seeing Stonehenge was one of the highlights of the course, it proved 
somewhat daunting as an experience: they literally weren’t sure what to make of it. But all of them 
that day had taken pictures. 

 

View Lex Runciman’s gallery of Stonehenge photos at 
www.terrain.org/essays/25/runciman.htm. 

 

 

 
Lex Runciman’s Starting from Anywhere was published by Salmon Poetry in 2009. The upcoming special issue 
of Hubbub devoted to the work of Vern Rutsala will include his essay on Rutsala’s The Journey Begins. Runciman 
teaches writing and literature at Linfield College. 

 

 

http://www.google.com/imghp
http://www.terrain.org/essays/25/runciman.htm
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Essay 

 

by Charles Goodrich 
   

1. The Behavior of Flies 

I’ve always thought they were good-for-nothing free-loaders, trash mongers, corpse defilers. Even 
the adults were just winged maggots, to my mind.  

But this one on the porch rail appears to be doing exercises—push-ups, neck stretches, and wing-
flexing isometrics. Which makes sense when you think about it, for what is the fate of an out-of-
shape fly?   

Its wings are like isinglass. It has bulbous eyes the color of chestnuts, and whenever I lean close, it 
crouches and holds still, ready to flee if I move to strike. And I am tempted to take a swat—it’s a 
kind of itch in my chest muscles, an urge to lash out. 
  

2. The Master 
   
Early morning in the herb garden, I’m watching a bumblebee bang around in a poppy. Buzzing over 
to the penstemon, he shoves his way down a blossom, then backs out with pollen stains on his face. 
Now he shambles across the rosemary like a drunkard and stumbles headlong onto an aster, a 
clumsy, fat ballerina in a black tutu. 

It’s hard to take a bumblebee seriously—the stubby wings, pudgy thorax, chandelier eyes. When he 
lifts his ponderous body in flight, he seems to be fudging the laws of physics. Weird, how evolution 
can flirt with absurdity. 

Still, I study his every move. My mother used to tell me, “Don’t be half a fool.” That’s why I bow to 
the master, who has just gotten stuck in a foxglove. Humming and shoving, he shimmies back out, 
combs his antennae with his forelegs and zooms away, my mentor, my implacable guru. 
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3. An Ant in the Gorge 

Sitting by my campfire in the Columbia River Gorge, with the hiss and pop of burning cedar 
punctuating the drone of traffic on I-84, I think about the catastrophic floods that roared through here 
10,000 years ago when the ice dams that held back ancestral Lake Missoula fractured and burst, 
carving those stair-stepped striations in the walls of the gorge and gouging coulees out of solid basalt 
in the Channeled Scablands north of here—cataclysms of an unimaginable scale. 

“Geology makes me feel insignificant,” I tell the ant climbing my shin. It’s a big carpenter ant, its 
feelers tapping my leg hairs, tarsal hooks pricking my skin. I intercept it with a finger and it 
scrambles onto my palm and keeps on trucking. I block its path, making it clamber from hand to 
hand, again and again, forgetting for a minute how small and lonely I am. 

Then the ant plunges off my knuckle and disappears into the duff. And I’m left alone, staring into the 
fire, thinking about floods, earthquakes, and tsunamis yet to come. 
  

4. River Midges 

That’s what I’d do if I were one of them—glide up and down like that in a tight column with a 
hundred of my kin, cruising intently beside the river like there was no tomorrow, all of us small and 
drab, no preachers among us, no bosses or peons, just an unremarkable middle-class family of 
insects out for a late-summer evening’s swarm.  

From time to time one of the midges leaves the dance, and veers away to course over the water. I’ve 
done that, flown away and come back, sadder, maybe wiser. And now two midges grope in mid-
flight, a quick insemination, and I shiver in sympathy.   

Yes, nothing better of a summer’s evening than being a midge. If anyone questions your worth, tell 
them, hey, I wasn’t born yesterday. Indeed, I was born this very morning. Look around—every 
moment is an eternity. Give no thought for the morrow, for there shall be none.  

 

 

Charles Goodrich is the author of a volume of poems, Insects of South Corvallis, a collection of essays about 
nature, parenting, and building his own house, The Practice of Home: Biography of a House, and the 
forthcoming Going to Seed: Dispatches from the Garden. Following a long career as a professional gardener, he 
presently serves as Program Director for the Spring Creek Project for Ideas, Nature, and the Written Word at 
Oregon State University. For more information, visit www.charlesgoodrich.com. 
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Fiction 
 

 

by Rachel Furey 
  

Magnolia branches don’t cut easily, but Riley has a machete. She realizes there are times when a 
bow saw or shovel or loppers would be better suited for clearing trail, but she uses the machete for 
almost everything. She especially loves days like today when she can hold the machete after it has 
been sitting under the hot Mississippi sun. When she squeezes it into her hand, it seems as if the 
handle might meld right to her skin and the machete would become permanently affixed to her palm. 
She strikes the branch of a magnolia, hitting it once, and then again, the bark peeling away to reveal 
yellowish sapwood inside, before the limb finally obeys her and drops to the muddy ground. Each 
cut branch means a break for Riley and she stops to wipe sweat from her glasses and to breathe in 
the humid air that fills her lungs like a liquid.  

Beside her, Billy Stewart is bent over, working his ax into the base of a magnolia marked off by 
orange flags that hang from its branches. Chips of wood sputter from the base of the tree, and with 
each swing Billy grunts the way a tennis player does. Riley should look at his thin biceps that finally 
bulge a little in mid-swing, at the intense stare in that one eye of his that is real, at the way the 
sunlight really shines off his glass eye (she swears he could start a fire with that thing), and at the 
way he grits his teeth, as if clenching his jaw will add to the blow. But she can’t not look at his ass, 
at the way this humid weather has caused him to sweat all the way through his Carhartts, leaving 
behind messy dark ovals that by the end of the afternoon will all meet; some of them are even 
meeting up now, getting closer with each swing of the ax. It’s almost like tracking rain down the side 
of a windowpane. 

Riley strikes away at the flagged bushes, admiring the sharpness of the blade and the way the sun 
glints off it. She spent two hours sharpening the machete this morning and her project leader, Mrs. 
Mullins, didn’t say a word because she remembered the trouble Riley caused out on the trail, the 
subterranean beehive Riley uncovered when digging with the shovel, the way the bees tore out and 
stung her seven times before she could get her feet to move. Billy Stewart was her hero then. While  
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Mrs. Mullins worried about things like EpiPens and ice, Billy handed her a stick of Fruit Stripe gum 
and because it had been in his back pocket all day, the tattoo on the inside of the wrapper was 
already a blur of colors adhered to the gum. She chewed the gum until her jaw went sore; it was 
almost like chewing on a part of Billy. 

“I love the way you swing,” Riley tells him now, his strikes so strong the hardhat atop his head 
wobbles with each blow. 

But he doesn’t hear her. The tree cracks and begins to groan and he lets out a shout, holding the ax 
up in the air, where it catches the sun and glows. “Coming down,” he says.  

From the parking lot of the library they work beside, Mrs. Mullins shouts something out. She is five 
months pregnant and because of this she knows not to get too close to any of them—teenagers 
willing to spend two weeks of their summer volunteering in Mississippi just to hold tools in their 
hands. Mrs. Mullins gathered this high school group together with the intent they would help to 
rebuild after Hurricane Katrina. But the day they arrived at Camp Coastal Outpost in Kiln, 
Mississippi, the place they called “The Kill,” the director gave them a look over and knew they 
weren’t the sort of people who could be depended on to build buildings that would withstand further 
storms. “I got a fitness trail for you to build,” the director told them. He said it’d be the first fitness 
trail the town ever had. Riley bit her tongue to keep from laughing. Folks in Mississippi, folks who 
loved their fried catfish and thick macaroni and cheese, didn’t seem like the sort of people who 
would use a fitness trail. Riley hadn’t planned on making this trip at all, but the afternoon Mrs. 
Mullins handed out the fliers was also the afternoon Riley’s father brought home a brochure for 
librarian camp, assuming she would follow in his footsteps. Putting states between them seemed like 
the best way to stick it to him. He thought carpentry skills were a good thing to have. But if he knew 
Riley was breaking trail with a machete, he would have come for her by now.  

Mrs. Mullins’ shout is inaudible in the fall of the grand magnolia, its leaves waving as it drops, its 
limbs crunching into the mud. An anole scatters from its leaves and darts into the mud and Billy 
grabs it by the tail, holding it up in front of his face, smiling while he watches it wiggle, its small 
limbs scrambling in the air. 

“I wonder what it would taste like,” he says to Riley. 

Riley wonders about the sharpness of the blade of her machete, wonders if she got it just right if she 
could thrust its very tip into Billy’s glass eye and pull his eye out, gripping her fingers around its still 
warm surface and then putting the eye in her mouth the way she might a grape. She could cradle it in 
her tongue and threaten to swallow it until Billy let go of the lizard.  

“It’d just be leathery,” she tells him. “You’d have to keep chewing for a while.” 

“It’d probably be like eating clams,” he says. “I’d have to eat a whole shitload until I got full.” 

Billy drops the anole. Mrs. Mullins is coming and she has her hands on her hips, a tight-lipped 
grimace on her face. “You’re not supposed to fell the trees,” she says.  
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Riley and Billy both know this. An adult crew comes in after their own motley crew of high 
schoolers is done for the day. The adult crew has a chainsaw and scabbards and cuts trees the 
professional way.  

“I guess I forgot,” Billy says. He takes the trunk of the tree in his gloved hands and tugs it toward the 
parking lot, dragging the tree over crayfish mounds and pitcher plants, leaving behind deep boot 
prints in the thick mud.  

“I think I need to sharpen my machete again,” Riley says. She wants to go to the parking lot, wants 
to watch Billy drag the tree over to the pile of other cut magnolias, their leaves going brown and 
drifting to the blacktop of the parking lot. She wants to watch the sweat ovals on his pants grow 
closer to meeting until his Carhartts consist of only one color.  

 

That afternoon, Mrs. Mullins gathers the crew at the back of the library. The air conditioning makes 
goose bumps rise across Riley’s limbs and her sweaty clothes sit cold and heavy against her skin. 
Mrs. Mullins places one hand on her stomach and then another, as if to protect the baby from them, 
as if to cover its eyes so that it cannot see the high school misfits who have made this journey. Sarah 
has been to juvie once for reasons everyone rumors about (carjacker, murderer, meth lab owner) but 
no one can say for sure. Samson got suspended for trapping rabbits on school grounds. Henry 
brought along a cigar he stole from his father, a cigar Mrs. Mullins doesn’t know about. He has a 
ruler and each night he marks off a centimeter and smokes to the line and then quits. Riley knows 
because one night when she slipped out of her bunkhouse and over to the outhouse, she caught the 
cigar smoke in the wind and her lungs cramped and she kept herself huddled in the outhouse, her 
hands atop her head, breathing in the smell of sewer until her wheezing slowed.  

“I’ve got someone here to talk to you today,” Mrs. Mullins says, still rubbing at her stomach. She 
looks toward the front of the library and then waves to a woman in cut-off jeans and an old t-shirt 
bleached by sun and time. Her hair falls down her back in one single braid. She is a thin and tanned 
woman and when she sits in the chair Mrs. Mullins motions toward, it seems like she should fill 
more of it than she does.  

“This is Mrs. Jolians,” Mrs. Mullins says. 

“Just call me Stacy,” the woman says. 

“Stacy has some story.” 

Stacy folds her hands in her lap and looks at her fingernails like she’s deciding which one to chew.  

“It’s really a great story,” Mrs. Mullins says, sitting down beside Stacy and giving her a tap on the  
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shoulder. “You saw the book—the pictures,” she says looking out at Riley and the others. “Stacy 
lived through the hurricane.” 

Mrs. Mullins is fascinated by Hurricane Katrina, by the marks it left behind, by the before and after 
pictures. Her favorite book in the library is the one that contains the 911 calls that came in after the 
water was rising and it was too late to evacuate and emergency personnel could only take addresses 
to go looking after the storm. Her favorite caller is the one who said: I know there’s nothing you can 
do, but I’m going to die and I had to tell someone. Sometimes when Riley and the rest of the crew 
aren’t working fast enough or hard enough, Mrs. Mullins gathers them in a circle and repeats the 
caller’s words. It’s almost like she’s waiting for a hurricane. Sometimes Riley is. Sometimes she 
wonders if it could just lift her up to another land the way Dorothy was once taken away. 

“I was here when the hurricane hit,” Stacy says. She fingers the frayed edges of her cut-off jeans. 
“My husband and I were looking through our front window, watching the water come up in waves. It 
pounded the front door and eventually broke in and I could hear dishes cracking, cupboard doors 
banging while we headed for the attic. I thought about leaving then, but it was too late. My 
grandfather knew about these things, had been here for 80 years and said he could tell about these 
things and how bad they’re going to get and he said this one wouldn’t get bad. He said Hurricane 
Camille didn’t touch us and none of us thought it’d get any worse than Camille.” 

“That’s in one of the books,” Mrs. Mullins says. She gives Stacy a pat on the back. “Sorry, dear. 
Keep going. Tell them everything. They need to know.” 

Stacy stares at the floor while she talks and Riley does too, as if together they could find answers 
there. 

“I got up into my attic and pretty soon the water was up there too and it was rising, twisting itself 
around my ankles, coming up my shins. And I thought we were both goners and my husband goes 
down under the water, feeling for something and he comes up again with a baseball bat in his hand 
and he looks at me, his face all wet and red and says, ‘We ain’t dying. Not now. Not like this.’ And 
he just went to swinging away at the attic roof. It was like each swing gave him more power because 
he just kept swinging and swinging, the insulation and drywall falling to the floor in pieces. I never 
told him how much the wind was already helping him, that it had already started to tear that roof up 
for us. ‘Cause he had this look on his face when he finally broke through, this look like he knew we 
were saved. He picked me up and pulled me out through that roof and up onto it. It was still raining 
and he hugged me because he has this body four times the size of mine and when he’s hugging it’s 
like he’s almost covering all of me. I would have flown right away if it weren’t for him squeezing 
me so hard. The water just kept coming and when it looked like it was going to take over the roof 
altogether, my husband eyed the red maple growing beside our house and said we better climb it and 
hang on. There were animals on the roof with us—muskrats and snakes and squirrels—and at that 
point they were coming closer to us with the water rising and all and the roof becoming smaller. 
There was this awful smell like we were already starting to die.”  

Stacy runs an old sneaker across the carpeted floor. 
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“So you climbed the tree?” Sarah asks. She has her knees pulled up to her chest, squeezing them like 
she could milk the life right out of them.  

“We climbed the tree.” 

“Go on,” Mrs. Mullins says. “Tell ‘em the part you told me.” 

Stacy pushes her hands into her pockets. “We got to holding on to the tree. We sat in the crook of it 
for a while, until the waters came higher and we had to go about climbing again. One way or 
another, we ended up squeezing a branch beside each other and Jim was pretty tired by then from 
busting through the roof and all. He looks over at me and starts whispering in my ear and I remind 
him it’s raining and there’s wind and he better talk with the voice God gave him. And he says, ‘I 
think I gotta let go. I don’t think I can hang on any longer.’ I gave him a bump with my hips and 
said, ‘If you ain’t hanging on, I ain’t either. You drop into the water and I drop too.’ And he gives 
me this look like I’m crazy. But we both held on. Held on long enough for a boat to come by and 
pick us up.” 

Stacy stares at the floor and Mrs. Mullins claps, slapping her hands together so that the claps echo 
across the library. Riley and the others clap a little too because they understand that this is what is 
expected of them.  

“Questions?” Mrs. Mullins says. 

Stacy shifts in the chair, tugs at her braid. 

Riley knows she has told her story, pieced together the pieces she wants to tell, and hasn’t planned 
on an open question session. Samson asks if there are any rabbits around. Sarah wants to know what 
the worst thing Stacy ever did was. Billy asks Stacy if she wants to see his glass eye. When she 
agrees, he asks for a dollar. Mrs. Mullins makes him show Stacy for free and Stacy doesn’t even 
squirm when he just reaches up into his eye and pulls it out. Billy puts it back in and takes it out 
again, this time more quickly, pulling it at such a speed that the pop of the eyeball coming out can 
really be heard. Still, Stacy only nods. Riley wonders if everyone in town is that unshakeable. The 
question she wants to ask is the one no one asks: Why didn’t you just let go? Why didn’t you go 
while you had the chance and no one could blame you for giving up? Sometimes, when Riley gets 
bored, she thinks of the ways she could kill herself if the world got bad enough and she needed an 
out. She likes to think of especially creative ways, like swallowing magnets.  

 

At night, Riley doesn’t sleep. She lies on the bottom bunk with her arms crossed over her chest. At 
the beginning of this trip, Mrs. Mullins granted her a bottom bunk space because Riley feared rolling 
off the top. The bottom bunk was a prize, so much cooler than the top bunk. She now has a fear of  
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the top bunk falling to squish her in between the boards. She imagines her father having to come and 
peel her body from that thin surplus mattress donated to the camp by the local prison. Across from 
her, Mrs. Mullins snores and Riley imagines the child inside her whispering lullabies that keep her 
sleeping, imagines the child lying flat, holding Mrs. Mullins in bed. Mrs. Mullins sleeps through 
everything. Through Henry’s cigar smokes, through Sarah slipping in and out each night to do God 
knows what. 

And she sleeps through this light knock on the girl’s bunk now, through Billy sticking his head in, 
shining a flashlight Riley’s way and saying, “Hey, come on, it’s Saturday night. No one sleeps on 
that night. Not even God. He’s too busy getting ready for Sunday.” 

Riley slips out of bed and into the night air, which is refreshingly cool and filled with the chorus of 
crickets and tree frogs.  

Outside the boy’s bunkhouse, Henry puffs away at his cigar. “It’s Saturday night, you think I can 
smoke two centimeters worth?” 

“Sure,” Billy says. “Hell, we’re heading home in a couple days. You better finish her up.” 

“Come on,” Billy says to Riley and he tugs her toward the outer stretches of camp. “You ever had a 
beer? Scotch? Whiskey?” 

Riley shakes her head. She could tell him the average alcohol content of each. Her father has quizzed 
her on it. She could also tell him what percentage of vehicle-related deaths has alcohol involved: 40 
percent.  

“This is the place to try it. I’ve been getting some at the gas station. No one asks questions there.” 
Billy leads her across the street and points to a picnic table behind the gas station. “Just sit there. 
Can’t have you going in with me. Some people know how to act older and some people just don’t. 
I’ll give you a little lesson on it tonight. I’ll give you a little initiation.” He smiles and his teeth glow 
in the red light falling from a Red Bull sign hanging in the window.  

Riley sits at the picnic table, running her fingers over the splintering wood and wondering if this 
picnic table has been through the hurricane. She finds herself wondering that a lot. What survived 
the hurricane? What’s old and what had to be brought in new? Billy comes back with a bottle of 
whiskey, pops its top and then tips it and swallows until his face goes red. When he pulls the bottle 
down, he squeezes his eyes shut and rolls his head from side to side like he’s trying to settle the 
liquor in his belly. The smell of the whiskey burns in Riley’s nose and she scoots a few inches away 
from him.  

“Your turn,” Billy says. 

Riley shakes her head. 

“This ain’t a silly game,” he says. “It’s grown-up stuff and there’s only so many places you can do 
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grown-up stuff. This is one of them.” 

Riley pushes her hands into her pockets and shakes her head again. “Nah,” she says. “I’m fine.” 

“Shit. Really?” Billy stares at Riley for a moment, his hands around that bottle. He dips his head to 
read the back label. “No one’s ever said no before. I could have brought Sarah. But she woulda 
drank more than her fair share.” Billy sets the bottle in front of Riley. “You gotta drink. Everyone 
drinks.” 

Riley looks away from him and up at the sky, but she can’t find any stars tonight. She wonders if it 
has something to do with the thick humidity in Mississippi, if the whole state is made of air so thick 
you can’t ever see up into the sky. She starts looking for the moon, but she’s barely turned her head 
when Billy has a hand on the back of her head. It’s large and hot and pushing hard. With the other 
hand, he brings the bottle to her lips and presses it up against them so tightly she swears there will 
still be grooves there in the morning.  

“You better fucking open up,” he says. “You better drink or I’ll just hold you here all night.” 

The smell of the whiskey is stronger now and it burns in her nose the same way the bottle burns 
against her lips. Billy has one hell of a hold on her. She couldn’t move her lips to scream even if she 
wanted to. She dares to look at his eyes and the real one is bright and wide, like this is the moment 
he’s been waiting for the entire trip. Riley wonders if he drank anything before he knocked on her 
door, if this is the real version of Billy or just the drunken version of Billy. He squeezes both hands 
harder and Riley’s lips flatten against her teeth. The ring on Billy’s back hand presses into her scalp. 
Tears burn at the corners of her eyes. 

“Don’t fucking cry,” Billy says. 

Riley makes a move to stand up, but he slaps a leg over her lap and holds her there. She should have 
known that a man who could fell trees could probably fell her too. 

“Just drink,” he says. “It’s that damn easy.” 

Riley parts her lips and Billy pushes the neck of the bottle inside her mouth, the bottom of it 
colliding with her tongue. Whiskey pours into her mouth like lava and it burns all the way down. She 
goes into gagging reflex, but Billy still has his hand on the back of her head and the bottle still 
pressed inside her mouth. Most of what she coughs only makes its way toward the tip of her tongue 
before rolling back to her throat again. She coughs harder and gets some of the whiskey to roll down 
her chin and neck.  

“Stop doing that,” Billy says. “Stop it or I’ll make you drink the whole bottle.” 

Riley relaxes and tries not to swallow until that swallowing reflex sets in the way it does at the 
dentist when her mouth is open and plaque is being scraped from her teeth. She looks at the dark sky 
and decides remaining as still as possible gives her the best chance of Billy stopping soon. He likes  
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fighting and the struggling just encourages him. When he finally pulls the bottle away, Riley turns 
and spits the whiskey still in her mouth onto the ground. She keeps spitting, like maybe she could get 
all of it out of her again.  

“You’re acting like some lame baseball player,” Billy says. He pulls the bottle to his lips and drinks 
slow and long before setting the bottle back on the picnic table again. “My dad once said whiskey 
taught him more than any teacher. You gotta learn how to drink the stuff that burns.”  

 

On the way back to camp, Billy takes Riley by a bar. “You gotta chase whiskey with a beer,” he says 
before slipping inside.  

Riley stands in the parking lot and crosses her arms over her chest. She wishes she could remember 
the way back to camp, wishes she hadn’t trusted Billy so completely that she didn’t even bother to 
remember which street they turned on and which way they turned. If she took off now, who knows 
where she would end up. The bar glows with neon lights and laughter roars from inside.  

Riley stares at the blacktop until the bar door opens, allowing a rush of shouts and laughter to pour 
out. A thin woman stumbles her way out of the bar in a short skirt and black high heels. One thick 
braid runs down the back of her white blouse.  

“Stacy,” Riley says, loud enough that she hopes Stacy might hear her. But Stacy takes off down the 
sidewalk in a crooked gait, her heels clacking against the concrete. She clutches her purse at her side 
and Riley jogs after her, wanting to ask her if she knows the way back to camp, wanting to ask her if 
she might walk Riley there, wanting to ask her what made her hold onto the tree and if she ever 
regretted it. Riley approaches Stacy and gives her a tap on the shoulder. Stacy’s blouse is thin and 
damp, and she turns around, her mouth agape. “Leave me alone,” Stacy says, the smell of wine 
pouring out from between her red lips. 

“It’s me,” Riley says. “I heard your story at the library.” 

Stacy begins to head back down the sidewalk, but Riley slips her hand into Stacy’s and squeezes. It’s 
smooth and damp—doesn’t feel like a tree holding hand. Stacy slides her hand out of Riley’s grasp 
and tugs at the top of her partially unbuttoned blouse. She licks her lips before speaking. “Here’s the 
part your teacher wouldn’t let me tell you. Here’s the part of the story no one wants to hear. My 
husband left. He’s gone. Like he just gone and jumped into the water or something. He said he 
couldn’t see another hurricane. He moved away to California, even though they got earthquakes 
there. So you know what I tell him now? I say, fuck him. Fuck him. He shoulda let go of that branch. 
That woulda been a better ending. Fuck him.” She squeezes her purse and takes off down the 
sidewalk before Riley even gets a chance to tell her how much she loves her, to ask if Stacy would 
become her surrogate mother.  

 



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

Issue No. 25 : Spring/Summer 2010 : Virtually There 
 

161

 

In the morning, Mrs. Mullins frets over Riley’s swollen lip. She knows the bugs that live in these 
parts are large and merciless and she has seen the purple splotches and lumps that line Riley’s limbs. 
“Maybe a spider this time,” she says while holding Riley’s cheeks in her hands to get a good look at 
the swollen lip. Mrs. Mullins’ rounded stomach rubs against Riley’s. “You didn’t feel it? It didn’t 
wake you up?” 

“No,” Riley says, squeezing out the word between Mrs. Mullins’ hands.  

“We’ll get you some ice.” 

“I’m fine.” It reminds her of the envelope her father sent her, the postage-paid postcard inside that 
asked How are you doing? and then followed with four options: a) I’m fine. b) I’m not fine, but I will 
be. c) I’m not fine, but I’m going to lie and say I’m fine. d) Come get me now. Riley wrote out option 
e: None of your damn business. Then she decided not to send it all and instead leave her father in a 
complete state of limbo as to her wellbeing.  

“Maybe we should get that one checked out,” Mrs. Mullins says. 

“It’ll be alright,” Riley says. Today is their last day out on the trail. Riley wants to hold the machete 
in her hand again. The trail is still lined with bushes that she wants to make fall away.  

 

Out on the trail, Riley has her machete halfway through the base of an alder bush, its upper body 
beginning to crack and tip, when leaves rustle above her and she gazes up to find a tree falling her 
way. It’s a sweetbay magnolia and its rubbery leaves gleam in the sun. Its branches wave to her as it 
falls toward her. Riley can’t move quickly enough and the trunk plunges into her calves, pinning her 
to the ground. She squeezes her machete as if she could sink all of her pain into it. While the trunk 
pushes her legs into the warm mud and her lungs begin to cramp and wheeze, she thinks of Mrs. 
Mullins’ favorite 911 caller and how fortunate that woman was to have the privilege of knowing her 
end was upon her before it came, to have the chance to tell someone she was going to die. The mud 
is strangely kind to Riley’s body. It’s warm and has a special give to it, like it’s trying to claim her as 
its own. Her lungs sputter for air, but the rest of her calmly sinks into the mud. 

“Stop looking so pathetic,” Billy tells Riley while he lifts the trunk from her legs. “It’s not even that 
large of a tree. It didn’t even hurt you.” His pants are one color, have been that way since noon, and 
he pulls a stick of Fruit Stripe gum from his pocket and hands it to her, but Riley doesn’t have  
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enough air to properly chew. 

She ends up under the library overhang sitting beside Mrs. Mullins, the mud dried against her limbs 
like an extra layer of skin, and the Albuterol from her inhaler racing through her lungs, its metallic 
taste still lingering on her tongue. Something about the drug makes her brave and for the first time 
she mentions one of the library books that Mrs. Mullins never talks about, one of the books outside 
of the Hurricane section. “You know this place is all going to go under water some day,” Riley says. 
“It’s only fifteen feet above sea level. And we’re not helping any. We’re breaking trail on a 
wetland—the place where the extra water goes.” 

“Shhh, honey. That’s just the shock talking.” Mrs. Mullins begins to run a hand over Riley’s 
forehead and then pulls it away when she touches the sticky sweat. Instead, she places her hands 
over her stomach. Riley places a hand there too and when the child kicks, Mrs. Mullins says it’s the 
baby’s way of rooting them all on.  

 

The night before they leave, it rains. Hard. Riley tugs her sleeping bag around her while listening to 
the rain pelt their bunkhouse roof. After dinner they had to go about bringing everything inside, all 
the lawn chairs and plastic tables they ate from, so that if the wind picked up they wouldn’t become 
projectiles. Then they had to bolt down those plywood bunkhouses with metal poles they drove deep 
into the ground. Still, Riley isn’t so sure a hurricane won’t come and sweep them away. She 
remembers the dead fish Mrs. Mullins said the residents had to pull from their trees after they 
returned. She said it like it was so awful for the people, but Riley kept thinking about the fish, about 
the excitement they must have felt when the surf was coming in and their territory was expanding, 
like finally the whole world might be theirs, only for it to be taken back again. She wonders if some 
day the fish might swim their trail. 

Mrs. Mullins is sleeping now. Snoring actually. Sarah snuck out about an hour ago and Riley won’t 
be surprised if she doesn’t come back until morning. She likes to hang out at the bunkhouse of older 
guys, guys from a school in California somewhere.  

Billy knocks again and he’s dripping wet, his jeans making puddles on the plywood floor. This time 
he doesn’t bother to try to speak softly. He has to talk over the rain. “It’s the last night here. You 
gonna make it worth it?” 

“You’re a jerk,” Riley tells him. 

“You can’t blame me. You can’t say that coming down here with the rest of us you didn’t want to 
really learn something.” 

“I wanted to learn about Mississippi.” She pulls her sleeping bag up to her chin, the rain still pelting 
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the roof.  

“Bullshit. You wanted to learn something about being bad. Let’s go out.” 

“Where?” 

“I’ll show you something cool with my eye.” 

“What?” 

“Just come on.” He opens the door all the way so that the wind starts blowing the rain in. It sprays 
against the plywood floor.  

“You’ll wake her up,” Riley says, nodding toward Mrs. Mullins. 

Billy just stands with the door open. 

Riley climbs out of bed, grabs her raincoat out from her under her bunk and pulls it on.  

At the door, Billy gives her a small one-armed hug. It’s a weak hug, like he’s not even trying. “I 
knew there was more to you,” he says. He squeezes her hand and leads her outside into an open 
expanse of grass. Tree frogs hop through the wet blades of grass, their chirps rivaling the pound of 
the rain. The wind is strong enough that the raincoat doesn’t do a whole lot. The cold drops splatter 
across Riley’s face, across her glasses, and seep down into her coat.  

“Watch this,” Billy says. He tips back his head like he’s looking up at the stars. “When I was little, I 
used to like to see what the weather could do with my eye. If it was windy enough, the wind would 
move my eye. If it rained hard enough, I could feel it behind my eye. In rain as hard as this, 
sometimes I can get the sucker to pop right out. That happens in the pool sometimes. If I forget to 
keep my eyes closed and get swimming too fast, it can just pop out.” He opens his eyes wide. 

“You might lose it,” Riley tells him. She imagines it popping out, rolling down his back and being 
lost in the grass and frogs and rain and mud. She isn’t sure she wants to travel all the way home 
tomorrow with him sitting beside her missing an eye. 

Billy opens his mouth and drinks the rain. Water pours down his cheeks and drips off the back of his 
head. The wind picks up, pelting rain against Riley, and she moves her feet further apart to remain 
standing. Billy laughs. “You know,” he says. “That story Stacy told. Well, you never would have 
been able to hold on. I mean look at you, so tiny, so thin. The hurricane woulda ate you right up. 
You’re barely hanging on right now.” 

“At least I have both my eyes,” Riley says. It occurs to her that she’s standing on the wrong side of 
Billy: the side of his good eye. She fights through the wind to stand on the other side of him. 

“You just want a better look when it comes out,” he says. 



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

Issue No. 25 : Spring/Summer 2010 : Virtually There 
 

164 

“Yeah,” Riley says.  

He kicks his head back a notch further. Water rushes over the eye and within a few seconds it pops 
its way out, rolling down his cheek. Billy kicks his head up again and reaches out for the eye. Riley 
goes for it too, wanting to catch it in a way she’s never wanted to catch anything in her entire life. 
She bends her knees, stretches out her hand, and rain spills into it. The eye hits the tips of her middle 
fingers and then rolls down into her palm. She squeezes her fingers around the eye so she won’t lose 
it in the rush of rain. The front of the eye is smooth and there’s some sort of stiff rod in the back.  

“Good catch,” Billy says. He reaches out his palm and waits for the eye. 

Riley stares at the hole where his eye should be but can’t really see much through the rain and 
darkness. Her glasses are spotted with rain and beginning to fog. She grips the eye and takes off 
running toward the outhouse. Her legs stretch out in front of her and her heart drums along in her 
chest. She swears she runs faster than she ever did in physical education class, faster than those fire 
escape time trials her father used to make her run as a child. She practically floats through the rain, 
the wind deciding her direction, pushing against her back to keep her going. It crawls up into the 
back of her raincoat and causes it to billow with air.  

Billy breaks that bubble of air with a hard tackle that drives Riley to the muddy ground, her knees 
first and then her shoulders and chin, because he has hold of her wrists and she can’t put her hands 
out to help break her fall. The smell of earth, of wet grass and worms, races in Riley’s nostrils. Billy 
pulls his eye from the grip of her fingers and he keeps a knee on her spine, pushing her stomach into 
the ground. Rain pours over Riley’s head and sinks into the collar of her raincoat. He keeps hold of 
her wrists even after he has the eye back. His hands are large and rough—tree felling hands. 

“You see that tackle,” Billy says. “I just took you right out. And I’m not even a hurricane. I didn’t 
take you for a girl who would steal my eye. I don’t know what you were going for, but it’s not funny 
or cute.” He squeezes her wrists together so that he can hold both of them with one hand. With the 
other hand, he reaches down to Riley’s face and pulls off her glasses. Her already blurred world 
becomes even hazier. Billy chucks the glasses into the night. “Now that wasn’t the sort of thing I’d 
be cruel enough to do on my own,” he says. “But you earned it.” He gives her one last push into the 
mud, pressing her shoulders with his knees and pressing her head with the back of his hand the way 
he did that night outside the gas station. Mud slips under Riley’s swollen lip and into her mouth. Her 
nostrils begin to fill with it. Tears burn at the back of her throat, but she doesn’t cry. A couple years 
back, she learned how to swallow and bite her tongue to keep from crying, and a couple years from 
now, she will wish she had the ability to cry freely again.  

“I thought you had more fight in you that that,” Billy says. And then he lets her go, disappearing into 
the darkness and rain.  

Riley reaches out her hands and crawls over the ground, finding blades of slick wet grass, a candy 
wrapper, a snail, and even a rusty nail, but not her glasses. Her clothes are soaked and goose bumps 
rise across her skin. She stands and looks for the light that marks her bunkhouse. A soft glow hovers 
in the distance and she walks toward it, the rain still driving against her coat, finding the openings  



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

Issue No. 25 : Spring/Summer 2010 : Virtually There 
 

165

where it can tease itself inside. She sloshes her way through growing puddles that sometimes crest 
her ankles.  

At the stairs of her bunkhouse, she tips her head back and lets the rain clean the mud from her face. 
Inside, she remembers their tools stored in the box at the back of their bunkhouse and finds the 
machete. While she curls her fingers around its handle, her heart begins to slow and her limbs relax. 
Sarah is still gone and Riley places the machete on Sarah’s top bunk and then peels off her wet 
clothes and pulls on a T-shirt and a pair of shorts. She climbs into Sarah’s bed and stashes the 
machete under the mattress, the handle within easy reach, so that should the waters begin to rise, 
Riley would have a weapon to tear away at the ceiling with. She practices grabbing the machete out 
from under the mattress, crouching and striking away into the air. She practices until she is tired and 
sweating and her arms begin to ache. She stows the machete under the mattress once more and 
sleeps with her fingers around the tip of the handle. When Sarah returns in the early morning, she 
gives Riley a sharp elbow in the ribs that makes her slip out of Sarah’s bed and back to her own. 

 

“Sarah Jean Miller!” Mrs. Mullins’ words stir Riley out of sleep. Mrs. Mullins and her rounded 
stomach are just a blur to Riley, though she can make out her hands on her hips. “What is that 
machete doing here?” 

“I don’t know,” Sarah says. “I really don’t know.” She wipes sleep out of her eyes and stares at the 
machete Mrs. Mullins now has in her hands.  

Mrs. Mullins lets out a long sigh that is filled with so much life it probably comes partially from her 
child too. It is the sort of sigh that says more than words ever could, the sort of sigh that means Sarah 
Jean Miller hasn’t heard the end of it yet. Mrs. Mullins heads outside with the machete and closes 
the door hard behind her. Sarah doesn’t say a word to Riley while she begins to pack and Riley has 
enough trouble locating all of her belongings in the blur her world has become that she doesn’t find 
any words either. It’s only after Sarah has zipped shut her suitcase that she begins to cry, real soft, 
but the sort of thing Riley can still hear because it’s the way she has learned to cry too. 

“What?” Riley says. “What is it?”  

“Nothing,” Sarah says. “I’ve just got a lot of strikes against me. And I can’t remember last night. I 
just don’t know. I don’t know what’s going to happen. My parents—“ 

“But nothing happened. You didn’t do anything with the machete. It’ll be okay.” 

Mrs. Mullins comes back through the door and tells them it’s time to head out. She looks Riley over. 
“Where are your glasses?” 
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“I don’t know,” Riley says. 

Mrs. Mullins puts a hand on Riley’s chin and tries to give her face a look over, but Riley pulls away, 
dragging her suitcase out to the van. 

 

Inside the van, Mrs. Mullins hands Riley an envelope containing the pieces of her glasses. “Someone 
turned these in,” she says. Something is written across the top of the envelope and Riley has to pull it 
up close to her face in order to read it. She finds her full name written in careful cursive: Riley Eliza 
Burns. The inclusion of her middle name is unexpected and makes her feel special in a way she 
wouldn’t have guessed. The hairs on the back of her neck prickle up and she wonders if this 
handwriting is Mrs. Mullins’ or Billy’s, wonders if he actually thought enough of her to retrieve 
what was left of her glasses. Mrs. Mullins must know, but Riley doesn’t ask.  

While Mrs. Mullins drives, Riley squeezes her thumb against that envelope and her name, the world 
passing by in a blur. She can’t even make out the sign perched on the state line that begs them to 
come back, though Mrs. Mullins tells her this much, narrating the surroundings to her as if she is a 
child on a school bus route for the first time. Mrs. Mullins tells Riley about the magnolias they pass, 
about the broken buildings that haven’t yet been fixed, and about the brand new houses other 
volunteers have helped to erect. Giggles come from the back of the van, but Mrs. Mullins keeps 
going on. “Someday I’m going to be able to tell my child she was here with me when we helped to 
make this town a better place,” she says, giving her stomach another rub.  

When it begins to rain and the drops grow large enough that even Riley can see them pounding the 
windshield in between the swipes of the wipers, she thinks about Stacy again, about what the waves 
must have looked like the day they beat in her front door—about the way death reached its hand out 
to her and she refused its grip—still not able to figure out why in the world Stacy didn’t let go while 
she had the chance.  
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Fiction 

 

by Braden Hepner 
  

Ned Wiley stood on the scaffolding in a blue nylon jacket, a decal of running horses peeling on the 
back. He set his trowel down and hunched over and his small frame curled like his cupped hand as 
he lit a cigarette. He wore a tall cap, its brim pulled low over his eyes, and for a moment as he 
smoked he looked across the road where a river-bottom swamp sprawled out and the red late-
summer sky blazed up the lily-pad ponds and set the expanse afire. From out of his ragged beard he 
blew smoke, and then he turned to go back to work. Its broken wreaths hung by him and rose around 
him as he bent and moved. Ned was laying brick on a church house. It was long-bodied with a tall 
steeple rising over a forty-foot gable at one end and smaller gables above the entries on each side. 
Red brick covered the finished portions with pale brown complements interlaid. It sat at the edge of 
a hay field, other fields spreading away from it until they struck the low mountains in the distance.  

He picked up a triangular cut of brick and held it up to the wall near the eves of the small gable he 
worked on, eyeing it through smoke from his cigarette. His voice fell down to me like a musical 
grunt. 

“Have you got any more like this one, only a bit longer?”      

I came back carrying several scrapped cuts. He stepped to the end of the plank and bent himself to 
catch them, and long triangular shapes of brick floated from my hands up into his. I had learned that 
morning how to throw them 25 feet up without more than a couple revolutions. I had learned, 
because the first one I threw had spun like a propeller, and when Ned caught it with a surprised grunt 
he barked down at me, “You spin one more of them billydamn brick and I’ll throw the son of a bitch 
back down at you.” 

That was the second thing he said to me. The first was, “Hello. Can you get me some mud.” Ned 
spoke his questions like statements. 

The second time I threw a cut up to him it had spun only a little, but it stopped short and caused him 
to reach out and nearly fall off the plank. “Son of a bitch!” he yelled. I had apologized and climbed 
the piece up for a hand delivery. Ned was not the boss. The boss was his younger brother, and he had 
sent me out here to work with Ned alone. I’d asked why the boss had chosen me, since I was new,  
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and he said he hadn’t. He said the rotten bugger had picked me himself. I asked him why the crusty 
old man was willing to work with me when he wouldn’t work with anyone else on the crew and he 
had no answer but the shrug of his shoulders.  

Besides the two of us, the only people around were the few electricians and the general contractor 
who sat in his old trailer and drank whiskey and flipped through raunchy magazines while watching 
the slow progress out the window. The men on the larger crew I had come from spoke poorly of 
Ned, but no one could argue with his skill. The man laid block and brick like he was born with a 
trowel in his hand. We had all been here to build the structural walls of this church a few months 
earlier, built them out of cinderblock, and I’d watched Ned use one hand when other men used two, 
despite his smallness of stature, holding the block by the middle grip and scraping mortar down both 
sides of one end. He would then lift it over the tall vertical rebar and set it down into place, and the 
block rarely needed tapping for his accuracy. Sheering the extra mortar off with his trowel edge, he 
moved on to the next, the process taking only a few seconds to complete. That was the way Ned 
built walls. 

 

Any attempt of mine at conversation fell to the ground with the refuse mortar. A few days into it, 
around quitting time, he poked his head over the scaffolding and said, “Gary? Will you go to my 
truck and bring me a Mountain Dew?” 

I told him I would and he called my name again. I stopped.  

“Hustle a bit,” he said. 

I kept the same pace to the outskirts of the jobsite to his old blue GMC pickup and opened the door. 
Inside it smelled of buttcrack and cigarettes. I grabbed a can from the open green box on the seat. On 
the other side, a half-empty bottle of whiskey lay over the exposed yellow foam of a tear in the seat. 
Hardener, he called it.  

It was said that in his younger days he’d been involved in uncountable fights. He’d done some 
masonry work on a crew up near Coeur d’Alene in a string of mining towns. The masons kept their 
bags with them always, their tools slippery for the myriad thieves, drifters, and vagrants. Once when 
prodded by the crew he wielded his trowel before him and explained that it was very much like a 
knife and often sharper. He pulled his shirt open to reveal a jagged scar on his chest. He parted his 
beard to show another on his cheek. “Trowels,” he said. “Sharp as hell.”  

I came back and tossed the can up 25 feet with the accuracy of a cut brick. Ned caught it, cracked it, 
and took a swallow. It was warm, but that’s how he preferred it. He pulled back and looked at the 
can in his hand. Then he took another swallow and sighed. He said, “Is that all the mud?” 
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“Yep.” 

“It’s about damn time. Mixer clean?” 

“Yep.” 

“Mud covered?” 

“Yep.” 

“Cover the saw.” 

“Think it’ll rain?” 

“Never know. Cover it.” 

“Anything else?” 

“No,” he said, and turned back to the wall.  

I heard his trowel hitting the board and scraping up the last of the mortar. I walked to the saw and 
threw a rough piece of plastic over it, and then picked up larger, discarded cuts of brick and placed 
them around it to hold the plastic down. I watched Ned climb down the scaffolding slowly in his 
shiny blue jacket and his levis as the chilly pre-autumn evening fell about the church. 

Just before he reached the ground I noticed he had left his toolbag at the top of the scaffolding and 
said, “You want me to get your tools?” 

“If I wanted my tools,” he said through heavy breathing, “I would have brought them down myself.” 

He stuck his pointy cowboy boots in the bottom rungs, stepped onto dirt, then straightened himself 
and pulled his jacket down around his waist. He looked at me with bloodshot eyes, his face ugly. 
Because of his hat above and his hoary beard below, it was hard to ever see his face well. But the 
full view of it, haggard and gnarled, seemed like a small wonder. He lit a cigarette with a match and 
gazed across the swamp. His whole face looked like it had been stomped by a horse, and in fact it 
had, as he told it, or rather it was kicked by one while he was loading it into the back of a trailer. 

“I’m not coming tomorrow,” he said. “So you can go to the other job, or you can go to hell. 
Whichever you want.”  

“Where are you going?” I said. 

“Never mind where it is the hell I’m going.” 

“Do you need anything else from me?” 
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“No.” 

I started to walk toward the slender blue john, but as he passed the scaffolding I had begun to set up 
on the 40-foot gable, he called to me. He bent over and tugged at a thin piece of wood I’d set under a 
scaffolding leg to keep it from sinking in the dirt. I watched him work at the board. He couldn’t get 
it. When he looked at me his face was flushed, and there was a rush of anger in his eyes. 

“Now look, Gary,” he said. “When you set up scaffold, don’t put this wafer-board shit under the 
legs. They’ll punch right through it. And you don’t want me coming down in a rain of scaffold and 
brick on top of you, cause I fall with my trowel pointed down.” 

“I’ll change them when we come on Monday,” I said. 

“No,” he said. “You’ll change them now.” 

I nodded. “I’ll do it after I visit the john.” 

But he was already stepping off to his truck. I walked toward the back of the building where the 
outhouse was, and when I turned before closing the toilet door behind me I saw him sitting in his 
truck, a new cigarette filing smoke out the window as he wrote down his hours. 

I sat down on the cold plastic and looked at the renderings of nude women and genitalia scrawled on 
the wall. I’d read the poems enough times to have memorized them. Also written with bulky 
construction pencils were strings of nonsense words: “Piggle biddy diddy kins,” and “Iggle biddy 
pop.” I wondered what Ned thought of them when he sat there, which was often. Having once visited 
directly after him, I guessed it was the alcohol wreaking havoc on his bowels. That or his alleged 
lunch and dinner custom of home-grown pork and canned beans, chased with warm Mountain Dew. 
It was rumored that he fed his pigs from his front porch, that he’d hammered their pen onto his house 
next to the steps so he could dump breakfast scraps and sour milk into it from his front door. When 
they fattened up, he butchered them and stocked his freezer with meat. I saw the back of his dwelling 
once when I went to the boss’s house to pick up a paycheck. Ned lived behind the boss in a hunched 
down cinderblock shack no bigger than a camp trailer. It sat huddled between tall trees next to a 
small creek. Ned had built it himself with left-over material, and many of the cinderblocks were 
glazed orange and blue, the kind not used in twenty years, and they looked like a mistake scattered 
through the regular gray. I’d then gone over to admire the fine racing horses Ned and his father kept 
across the street, inside good fences and a weather-proof barn.  

 

Monday morning I slouched in my old Tempo and watched the silent church. The air carried hints of 
frost, and a low coat of fog hung over the swamp. Ned was 30 minutes late. I had made mortar in the  
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mixer and had hauled a bucketful up to the gable where Ned had ended the last time we had worked 
and it sat up there now in heaps on his boards drying. I put the radio on scan. I looked at the gable 
and then down the side of the building and watched light seep over the earth. He’d never been late 
before that I’d seen. He always showed up on time or not at all. The church faced west, and as the 
sun appeared over the mountains its long rays began to spill from the tip of the steeple, over the roof, 
and down to the ground. He was now an hour late.  

I took a piece of tier paper and wrote a note on it and climbed the scaffolding to put it near Ned’s 
tools. Then I drove seven miles of country road to a gas station. On the phone the boss said he knew 
of ten or 12 places Ned could be. He said to come to the other jobsite, but to get rid of the mortar I’d 
made and clean the mixer first. When I pulled back up to the church, Ned stood atop the scaffolding, 
heavily turning the mud on the board with his trowel. I walked over and stood at the bottom, looking 
up. “I need water up here,” he grunted. 

“Joe thinks I’m going over there.” 

Ned began to lay his tools out on the plank. 

 I waited and said, “What about Joe?” 

“Never mind him. You’re going to tend me here. Now bring me some damn water.” 

I hauled half a bucket of water up to the top and tempered the mortar.  

“Leave it here,” he said. 

I stood back and watched him work. A few minutes passed and he turned around and said, “What the 
hell are you doing? Get down there and clean up. The ground’s a mess.” 

I hurried down and started picking up scraps of paper and discarded material and Ned yelled for 
more brick. His stock plank was empty. I went over to a cube of brick and began carrying them over 
to the scaffolding. By the time I got a few tongs to the top Ned stood there, having laid the last brick, 
one hand on his hip and the other grasping the handle of his trowel propped on his mudboard like it 
was a gear shifter.  

“Gary,” he said softly, unkindly. “If you don’t get what I need up here in time, I’ll get someone else 
to tend me, and you’ll be out of a job.” 

He waited while my face filled with blood.  

“Now pay attention,” he said. “And get what I need before I need it.” 

I stacked the brick on the plank at his waist while he worked. I figured he would need several 
hundred more brick to finish the gable, so I climbed down and started carrying them over with the  
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brick tongs, eleven brick in each and my shoulders crying with the effort. In the middle of my trying 
to get them up to the top he needed things: his mud tempered, his foot-plank raised, a few cuts, a 
warm Mountain Dew. I tried hard to keep up with him, but he worked like the devil. After I had the 
brick up, I climbed onto his stock plank to load and straighten the stock. He turned from the wall, 
reached in his pocket, and pulled out a pack of Kools. He lit one and his head fell sideways. I studied 
his face. He looked like he’d been dead for a week. 

At lunch I sat in my Tempo listening to the radio. Ned got out of his truck and walk toward the john 
and the break was up. He stepped out and passed me with his head down and his hands in the 
pockets of his jacket. The wind and weather had finally grown cold enough to use that blue jacket he 
wore every day. After the john I walked over and started climbing up the scaffolding and was hit in 
the head with something that exploded and sprayed grit all over me. I looked up and another chunk 
of drying mortar pelted me in the forehead. My skin went numb after a flare of pain. My left eye 
burned from a small chunk that had lodged in its corner. The stuff had lime in it. I missed the next 
handhold and fell backward. The air left my lungs when I hit the ground, and while I rolled around 
grunting and making strange noises and trying to grab a breath another chunk hit my side and stung 
like a bitch. Another exploded next to me on the dirt. In the middle of all this I marveled that the old 
prick could aim so well.  

I got up and staggered toward the saw and turned and looked up. Ned was calmly scooping up hard 
pieces of mortar and flinging them down with his trowel with bullet-like speed. They came straight 
at me, accurate and fast enough to make them hard to dodge.  

“What!” I yelled. “What the hell!”  

I hid behind the tall saw and peered around the sides. He threw the mortar down, chunks of it 
zinging into the dirt and bursting on the saw, until he had emptied his board. He said nothing. He lit 
a cigarette, turned to the wall, and began tooling the mortar joints. 

I understood. He had needed water for the drying mortar, and now he needed fresh mortar. I guessed 
it was only a matter of time before he started hurling bricks and sharp tools at me. What I should 
have done was beat him to the wall. That was my job, to anticipate, to cause him no delay. Despite 
this reasoning, I considered dashing to my car and speeding off for good. I tried to make the decision 
quickly before he turned around and saw me still standing there. But in the end I only swore 
violently to shrug off the pain and anger and took it out in making mortar—throwing the 
wheelbarrow underneath the mixer, shoveling sand madly into its churning guts, and slamming 
down an 80 lb. bag of cement mix on the grate. I swore then to stay ahead of the old bastard. To read 
his rotting mind if need be. I would outwork him, outthink him. 

We finished that week and I learned his peculiarities and characteristic demands as they pertained to 
laying brick. I learned to make the mortar on his board last exactly until noon, and to have fresh stuff 
in a bucket nearby for right after lunch. This cut my lunch break short ten minutes, 30 percent of it 
sacrificed. I learned to predict his moves and to get things for him before he asked. The weather 
came colder by the day, cold enough for a coat by morning and a sweatshirt by day, and still Ned  
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only wore his blue jacket with its peeling decal. I mused whether it was his gauge, that when the 
cold began to bite through its nylon and padding, to steal into his creaking joints, it was time for him 
to drive to southern California where he spent winters laying a little brick for another brother, but 
this in mild weather and sunshine.   

 

I sat in my car on a cold gray day at lunchtime with the engine running and my hands in front of the 
heater vents. When 20 minutes were up I got out and walked stiffly to the scaffolding. I climbed up 
and dumped a bucket of mortar onto Ned’s board. I’d begun making it extra wet before lunch so that 
it could sit and harden to the right consistency by the time I came back. We had made it onto the last 
wall of the church, the last and tallest gable. I rearranged the brick and pushed them forward to the 
front of the plank so that he could reach them easier. When I was through he was still in his truck. 
The engine was off, and I couldn’t see through the windshield for the glare of the steel sky. He had 
always been 30 minutes on the dot, but then again, he did about whatever he wanted.  

I climbed down and carried more brick, my shoulders burning in a way I had come to relish, and he 
still hadn’t left his truck. When I walked over the windows were rolled up, and as I got closer I could 
see that his head rested against the window of his door and that his hat had been pushed crooked by 
the glass. Before I knocked I looked at him. His hair, most of which his hat usually hid, looked like it 
had been shampooed with bacon grease two weeks before. His scrunched up, creased face looked 
like a knuckle, even when he was out cold as he was. There was no peace of slumber in that face. I 
expected him to wake any second and turn his vulgar eyes on me.  

I tapped on the window, but he didn’t move. I tapped harder. Nothing. I thought about opening the 
door, but the way his head leaned against the glass, he might be in my lap if I did. I walked around 
the truck and opened the passenger door. A collection of empty bottles lay on the floor. A burned-
out cigarette, its long gray ash still connected to the filter, stuck out from between the rough fingers 
of Ned’s right hand, which rested on his thigh. The son of a bitch was dead. I was sure of it.  

“Ned,” I said.  

I said it louder. 

I climbed into the seat and shook him. His head bumped against the glass once and he turned his face 
around and looked at me. 

“What, what,” he said.  

“You were asleep. I was going to ask what you wanted me to do.” 
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“Mud,” he said. “You got mud up there?” 

“Yeah,” I said. “And brick.” 

He shook his head as he climbed out of the truck and reeled against its side a little. The air was sharp 
and cold as we walked toward the church. 

 

A few days later, as he worked up the front gable one sunny afternoon, I stood on the stockplank and 
watched him work. I had everything clean on the ground and everything he would need up on the 
scaffolding. From that tall height I looked around and saw that the trees had lost most of their leaves. 
I hadn’t noticed how quickly fall was going. Gray empty cottonwoods stood in bunches through the 
swamp, their bare and knotted fingers reaching against the sky. Barren fields rolled into the distance. 
I hunched inside my coat and watched the man lay brick. I found it pleasing, the way he put brick 
after brick in the wall, the progress as he laid a course, raised the line, laid another. It was soothing 
work.  

“You need to get a trowel,” he said without turning around.  

“A trowel?” 

“One of these things,” he said. 

“What for?” 

“To lay brick with.” 

“I don’t know how to lay brick.” 

“Do you believe it’s possible to learn?” 

“Joe says I need to tend for a while.” 

“The hell with what he says. You’re working for me. Might as well learn now as well as later, ain’t 
you?” 

“Yes,” I said. 

“Make it a W. Rose,” he said. His W came out, double-yuh. “I don’t want you showing up here ready 
to play in the sandbox with a toy. W. Rose carries a good line of tools.” 
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“W. Rose,” I said. 

“And don’t get one too big for you, neither. Start small, like your pecker.” 

He laid a few brick and then said, “It’s getting colder, ain’t it.” 

“It is.” 

“Need to get this gable finished. And I need to get the hell out of here.” 

“You going to California?” 

“Sure.” 

“You going to stop at the Mustang Ranch?” 

“The hell do you know about the Ranch?” 

“Nothing. What’s it like?” 

“It’s sufficient for my needs.” 

“What do you do there?” 

“The hell do you mean, what do I do there? They don’t sell garden supplies.”  

“What’s it like?” 

He grinned and I saw for the first time that he was missing his top row of teeth. “It’s like getting 
your strength back. It’s a strength against the coming season.” 

“When will you be back?” 

“Spring.”  

He turned to the wall to mark a cut. His tools lay on the plank. His palm had worn the leather-
wrapped handle of his trowel smooth, the individual straps worked together with use. He didn’t use 
gloves. I imagined his fingerprints were gone, as happened to the old masons who didn’t wear 
gloves. His wooden level leaned against the wall, well-used but taken care of. The oiled wood was 
dark and looked clean. His tool bag wasn’t cluttered with unnecessary tools like some I’d seen. 
Some masons judged their skill by how many tools they could pull out of their bags. Ned had only 
what he needed. His skill was in his hands.  

“Here you go,” he said. “Cut me several of these.” 
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He handed the brick to me and reached for his cigarettes. Before I got to the ground he called to me.  

“Come back up here with that,” he said. “I think I can break those with my trowel.” 

When I got back to the top, he took the brick in his left hand and the trowel in his right. He hit the 
trowel on the mud board a few quick times to rid it of mortar. Then he lined it up with the mark he 
had made and eyed it through cigarette smoke. Quicker than I could blink, he chopped the brick. It 
broke just where he had marked it and nearly as clean as the saw would have cut it.  

I gave a low whistle. Ned grunted.  

“That’s nothing,” he said. He held up the blade of his trowel, eyeing it between us. “Used to be able 
to slice a hornet in half out of midair.” 

As he turned to the wall again, I took a deep breath through my nose. I took in the decay of fall, the 
approach of winter, all of it laced with the rich and now familiar odor of Ned Wiley—old sweat and 
smoke, B.O., stale breakfast, the peculiar scent of an aging man, and faintly, pigs. I breathed it in 
with the chilled air, and it seemed as much a natural part of the smells of a dying season as the 
moldering leaves and cold soil.  

 

The next week we rose with the height of the big gable to where the roof began and each course of 
brick laid shortened the distance between sides. Ned had started a feature where he spaced brick 
ends in such a way to create the shape of a diamond and raised them out about half an inch. He’d 
begun a series of them once he reached the roof, and the pattern was handsome. He’d built leads in 
both corners and ran a line between them. I hauled brick up and stacked them on the plank. I lugged 
up an extra bucket of mortar, and when I had everything caught up, and the ground clean, I watched 
him work.  

After a few minutes he turned, put his trowel point down on the mud board, and said, “Well, did you 
get a trowel?” 

I nodded. 

“Bring it up here and put it to use.” 

The new handle of the W. Rose felt good in my hand, the metal course, the blade cold and thin as I 
ran my finger down it. It seemed a sacrilege to dirty it. I figured in no time I would be running the 
line with Ned, pushing him into a higher pace to keep up with me. It felt strange to climb onto the 
foot plank. It was forbidden to tenders. As I took a stab at the mortar pile and scooped some up with  
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the trowel the tool became awkward in my hand. I smeared mortar all over the first brick trying to 
swipe joints on it and put it in the wall. I had none of the dexterity with which Ned worked so 
quickly. The brick sat completely crooked, and once I had it half straight I noticed it had sunk far 
below the line and had to pull it off and lay more mortar down. I worked very slowly. Most of my 
brick were tilted wrong, hacked forward or backward, and I had only put two or three in by the time 
Ned reached my end. He said I might as well go find myself a sand box and dig up some cat turds. 
Then he smiled, his cracked lips wrapped over his upper gum, a sound like a faint choke issuing out. 
A few taps with the butt of his trowel and the brick I had put in the wall were straightened as if by a 
spell.  

“Now that you’ve learned the hard way,” he grunted, “come down here.”  

He walked to the other end of the wall. He threw down a consistent row of mortar on top of the 
course he had just laid, and then furrowed it straight down the middle with the tip of his trowel.  

“The first thing is to make sure your bed joint is smooth and reg’lar. If it’s reg’lar and even on both 
sides, your brick will sit straight naturally.”  

He took a brick in his left hand, put a joint on it with two deft swipes of his wrist, and pushed it 
straight down to the line. Mortar oozed out beneath it. He sheered the excess mortar with the edge of 
his trowel and used it to joint and lay the next brick.  

He turned and faced me, and I went back down to the other end to practice. As we worked on the 
wall together the cold wind brought the first snowflakes of the season. It was the moment of winter’s 
arrival, sudden and sure, as the snow floated down from the purple sky. Snowflakes landed on the 
brick and quickly dissolved, leaving a whisper of a wet spot. They clung on Ned’s blue jacket until 
they melted. 

“You ever been married, Ned?”  

“No.” 

I waited. 

“Ever come close?” 

“No.” 

I pulled a brick off and re-laid it. 

“I was going to wonder what your wife thought of you going to the whores at Mustang Ranch.” 

“When there ain’t no wife, there ain’t nobody to think anything of it,” he said.  

“I always wondered what the women in those places were like.”  
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Facing my work, I could hear him working toward me from behind. He worked forward and I 
worked backward.  

“Are they beautiful?” 

He grunted.  

“Well are they?” 

“Good enough for me,” he said.  

He had me on the wall when I had time that week and the next, and I began to get it down. I became 
faster as I went along, but he often came over and stressed quality before quantity. I got to where I 
could lay brick plumb and level and to the line if I went slow and concentrated. By the end of the 
week we had built nearly to the top of the gable. Once at the top, we would be finished with the 
church.  

He worked furiously that last Saturday, trying to reach the top. He spoke little and I worked hard to 
keep him stocked and in cuts. The sun turned red and lit up the swamp. I dumped the last of the 
mortar on his board and he stopped. He took off his hat and scratched his head, looked up to the peak 
just above him and said, “Damn. We almost made it. But we’re short. Damn.”  

His hair was wet with sweat. 

“Clean up,” he said. “We’re done today. This mortar will freeze if we go much longer.”  

I was crouched down, hammering at the beaters inside the mortar mixer, when I smelled him behind 
me. 

“Gary,” he said. “Do you want a Mountain Dew?” 

He had a couple green cans in his hands and held one out to me. We cracked them open and I took a 
swallow. It was cool from sitting in his truck. 

“Would you care to work tomorrow?” he said.  

“How long?” 

“Not long. I’ve made plans to leave here Monday morning, for the winter, and they’re firm plans, 
can’t be broken. We were supposed to finish today, but we fell short.” 

“Yeah, I can work.” 

“You’ll be here alone.” 
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“What do you mean?” 

“Are you up to it?” 

“Probably.” 

“Yes or no?” 

“Yes.” 

“Good. I need a take a horse to a vet before I leave or he’s going to die. I’ve built the leads up near 
the top, but you’ll need to do a little level work. I’ll put my level by your car and you can use it to 
finish. Leave it inside the north door so I can pick it up.” 

He started to walk away but turned and said, “Gary.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Don’t forget to continue the detail in that gable.” 

I showed up the next morning and mixed mortar. I hauled it in buckets up on the scaffolding and 
stocked brick. I went down to the Tempo and grabbed my trowel. I also carried a new jointer tool 
and a brush, which I’d purchased the night before. I laid brick all morning. I put them down straight 
and with some speed. After lunch a bitter wind came on and I hunched down in my coat and my 
movements became stiffer. By the time I leveled out the corners Ned had built, only a small triangle 
of wood needed covering. His level felt iced as I grabbed it and finished.  

The weather had worsened further by the time I laid the last brick. There was something about laying 
the last brick on the building. It was something I remembered. I climbed down and cleaned up, and 
by the time I was through my fingers had grown rigid and cold in my gloves. I looked back to the top 
of the gable a hundred times and listened to the wind howl around the building, but not once did I 
notice that I had forgotten to continue the detail.   

I have a good idea of how it must have gone. Ned would have rolled onto the jobsite around the time 
that I sat down at my kitchen table to eat, driving his old blue truck, pulling an empty horse trailer. 
His horse died at the vet’s, so he paid to leave it there and drove back early. At the church he would 
have left his truck and walked through the wind to the wall to see what I had done. He saw that I had 
filled in between his leads and then finished the wall, but that I hadn’t continued the diamond-shaped 
detail. I picture him considering the situation for a minute, then letting out a deciding grunt and 
swearing at me with each step toward the mixer.  

No one would have seen the old man throwing shovels of sand into the mixer in the cold wind. Nor 
would they have seen him pushing the wheelbarrow full of mortar, body bent, over the ground as a 
cold rain began to fall. The weather was bad and would have lashed and whipped at him like it  
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lashed and whipped at my windows as he struggled to get the mortar up the scaffolding in buckets. 
The rain came sideways in gusts, and at this angle his blue jacket would have been soaked. He must 
have worked hard at loosening the brick, cleaning them, re-laying them. Certainly he cursed often as 
he worked through the short afternoon and into the dark, for even the comfort of his cigarettes was 
beyond his reach. The wind blew too hard to light one, and if he had finally gotten one lit the rain 
would have put it out before he could smoke it. While I soaked in a hot bathtub, Ned worked until 
the last brick touched the pinnacle and the clouds had fled and the cold moon rose in the sky and 
shone pale light on the brick church. He threw plastic over his work to guard it against the frost, and 
by the time he reached his truck with his toolbag in hand and his long wooden level tucked under his 
arm, he might have felt the tightening in his chest, the beginning of the pneumonia he did in fact 
catch, that would keep him holed up in his shack of a residence and waylay him from the Mustang 
Ranch.  

 

When I returned to work I learned what had happened and I burned with shame and embarrassment. 
I worked with the other crew for a couple weeks, and one day the boss told me to go back to the 
church and take down the scaffolding.  

I removed the plastic Ned had draped over the wall and examined the brick he had lain. I ran my 
fingers lightly over the brick face, tracing the diamond shapes and the uniform joints. The general 
contractor walked to the bottom of the gable and looked up to its pinnacle where I stood. “That’s 
really beautiful work,” he called. It was. 

When I had taken all the scaffolding down and stacked it neatly at the base of the wall, I noticed 
something on the ground catching the sun. It was Ned’s jointer tool. I picked it up from the piles of 
refuse mortar and broken brick and ran my fingers over the brickworn, shiny surface where it had 
struck so much mortar. I would need to take this to him. I carried it to my car and laid it in the trunk 
beside my own tools. As I looked back at the church one last time his skill became flawless to me, 
his walls perfect, his hands sound, his methods inscrutable. I’d heard he was on the mend. I knew he 
would be leaving for California soon. Instead of going home, I drove toward the farther reaches of 
the valley, where Ned lived. I would give him back his jointer tool, and if he could bear me lingering 
around his sub-modest home, I might work up the courage to ask him if I could go to California with 
him.  

No smoke rose from his chimney as I parked. Indeed there was a pen attached to his cinderblock 
dwelling, but it was empty. I climbed a leaning set of weather-worn steps and knocked on the door. 
No one came. I knocked again. My heart beat faster as I considered the doorknob. Fearing the old 
man could be dead inside I twisted it and found it unlocked. I had to use my shoulder to open the 
door. I entered what passed as a kitchen, with a sink, a cupboard, and a small yellow stove. Two 
refrigerators stood in the corner. There were empty shelves on the walls. The place smelled of ill- 
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wrangled meals long since eaten. It smelled of Ned. Dim light fell through small windows, opaque 
from age or dust I couldn’t tell. To my left a table and one chair stood beneath the front window. 
Farther back was a narrow bed, its sheets pulled taut across it, no pillow. The floor was concrete, the 
walls cinderblock. I wanted to move around, but I didn’t. I could see it all from where I stood. Like 
the last toll of a bell Ned Wiley’s home rang of an emptiness that was just settling in. This emptiness 
would not be filled until spring, and it seemed I had desecrated it somehow by entering. I had 
disrupted the order of things as Ned had left it, for he was already gone.  

Braden Hepner holds an MFA in fiction and teaches English. He lives in Teton, Idaho, with his wife, Liz. 
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Fiction 
 

 

by Bette Lynch Husted 
  

Annie had followed him halfway across the yard before she turned toward the pasture and grove of 
pines beyond it, her thin soles already wearing a light rim of spring mud. He took the stairs one at a 
time, reaching out on the landing to touch the wall. In their bedroom he loosened the striped tie and 
looped it around the neck of the hanger, worked the slick trousers onto the wooden bar with the 
crease hanging straight. Then he laid the hanger on the bed and shrugged out of the jacket, working 
his shoulders. He took a step toward the closet, turned back, and sat down on the edge of the bed, 
still holding the jacket. His jeans were draped across the back of the chair. 

Outside again, Brian walked straight toward the woodshed. The row of shingles reached almost to 
the overhang of the lean-to roof, raw-bright shingles stacked in alternating layers, east-west north-
south, the bottom layers already darkening, almost gray. More rounds of cut tamarack spilled from 
the open south side of the shed. One was already sectioned into bolts, and he bent over to pick up the 
froe, but the short wooden handle slid through his hand and he stood looking at the bare earth by his 
boot, still soft from the March rains. Then he turned, hands loose and reaching slightly ahead of him 
as he groped for the drawknife leaning against the shaving horse.  

When the last light of dusk was gone, the damp line on his shirt had climbed the stem of his spine. 
He tossed a smooth-tapered shingle toward the pile and groped for yet another thick-split shake but 
touched only empty air, and finally felt the pressure of the Border Collie’s nose, digging, pushing 
him. He drew his foot back from the wooden pedal and heard the wooden clamp loosen. Then he 
stood, lifting his leg across the shaving horse. From the house, upstairs, one light flared against the 
white ceiling of Ben’s room. And something else, a shape. Annie. Of course. Annie. She was still 
wearing the black dress, or maybe the blackness was only a silhouette. He blinked in the growing 
darkness.  
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Annie watched him from the kitchen window. When he had pulled the shaving horse out of the shed 
early this morning he had angled it away from the bright Solstice sunrise, so now she couldn’t see 
his face. Just his back and that pair of misshapen moth wings widening along his spine as he 
straddled the wooden horse, his leg pushing the pedal. He leaned toward the block that held the 
shingle in place, his shoulders rising, then falling as he pulled the drawknife toward his chest. Once, 
twice. Then he reached forward, smoothing his hand along the cedar grain. Another slow caress. 
Then the toss toward the rising pile of finished shingles, left hand tossing, right hand reaching as he 
leaned to pick up another.  

Day after day. For—what? Three months? Three moons coming and going away again. So strange, 
now, to think of time.  

Work comforted him, though there could be no comfort. It was the steadiness, of course—the way 
movements repeated themselves, numbing the ache of his shoulders and hands until he could move 
without consciousness, or at least until the pictures in his mind blurred as they pushed against the 
edges of his skull.  

Her own work was not the kind that numbed. The dishwater cooled, gray slick. Annie looked at the 
bowl she had been holding; this morning’s oatmeal congealed along one edge. She set it back into 
the water and picked out a cup. Then a second bowl, one that had soaked clean. She ran her hand 
along the outer curve where a blue line streaked the clear glass. Then she set the bowl upright in her 
palm and circled its rim with the fingers of her right hand. Her fist fit perfectly. When she let go it 
shattered with a sound almost like Brian’s hammer against the froe. A sound like splitting shingles. 
Beauty scrambled awake, her stiff front legs pushing against the kitchen floor, paws clawing for 
purchase. Brian’s head was tipped, listening. He wouldn’t come running in, jamming his knuckles 
against the doorjamb in his panic; by now they had agreed on that much, though they had agreed 
without words, as far as she could remember. Finally he leaned forward again, gripping the handles 
of the drawknife. Annie seined the cool, greasy water. One bowl, one cup, two spoons.  

Draining water gulped through the trap as she knelt beside the sink to pick up the shards. Then she 
sat on the floor, her hands flat at her sides, rubbing circles on the surface of the cool tiles. She lifted 
her hands and turned them over.  No blood. Nothing. Well, not nothing. Remnants. And a boot 
without a foot. It was unbelievable, really, though she had made herself believe it. She had been firm 
with herself.  Still, how could it be possible? But, yes, even this. Even this. Bodies had disappeared 
completely, vaporized, they said, in those collapsing towers—         

Brian was stacking shingles when she stood to look again. He leaned to pick up three or four at a 
time, straightening their edges against his glove before he added them to the pile.    
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The kitchen door didn’t quite latch behind her but Annie did not turn around. When she reached the 
bench she sat sideways, then lifted her right leg across to straddle it, pushing the wooden pedal 
forward and watching the clamp block tighten against the slope where a shingle should be. She 
reached forward, pulling the drawknife toward her chest.  

“Annie?”  

She felt his hands close over hers and the smooth wooden handles twisting free. He pulled her off 
the bench and then they were both on their knees, her face pressed against his sweat-dampened shirt, 
but what force had put her there she didn’t know. Maybe just gravity, the two of them falling 
together. 

 

Day after day. Chopping, splitting, stacking. The sound was not nearly fast enough to be a heartbeat 
or even any kind of metronome Annie had ever heard, but just as regular, as steady. When it stopped 
she lifted the big wooden spoon out of the steaming pot and stepped over to the window. Brian stood 
beside the woodpile, holding something. He had taken off his leather glove and held whatever it was 
cupped in his hand, and something about his profile, a slight movement at the back of his neck, made 
her think he was talking. He walked over and knelt at the end of the pile of scattered new-split 
stovewood and turned his hand over; whatever it was fell out. A caterpillar, maybe. Or a baby 
mouse, or one of those tiny frogs. She squinted, but he was already back at the chopping block, the 
splitting maul sliding through his gloved hand on its way down.  The two halves of the round 
toppled on the edge of the block and then fell. He bent, one motion, to pick up the first one by its 
raw edge, swinging the maul from the ground up, his right hand sliding from the top of the maul 
handle to its tip, wrists meeting. Crack. Lean, swing. Crack. The jam was rising now, a tide of pink 
froth climbing up the handle of the wooden spoon. What would they do with all this firewood—or 
that endless row of shingles, straight as any wall? The steam was burning her wrist. She lifted the 
spoon and turned off the stove, strawberry seeds still clinging to the handle and a few drops of 
foamy syrup dripping onto the counter as she stood watching him through the gap in the gathered 
yellow curtain. Lean, swing, his shoulders making circles, his hands clinging like fists. Crack. The 
pile was chest high when he set the maul against the chopping block and filled his left arm with the 
first load. He would weave each stick into the corded stacks tightly as a stitch. She turned back to the 
stove. Well, but how were they ever going to eat this jam? It amounted to the same thing, didn’t it?  

She sat down hard then at the kitchen table, wiping her hands before she pulled the green-shaded 
lamp closer to the box of photographs, though the one she picked up first was already lit by the 
window—and besides, even with the magnifying glass, what else was there to see? Ben’s hair had 
been cut short that summer for the first time. Their own clippers, of course. And she hadn’t quite 
learned how to use them—those bangs angling over his left eye . . . . He was frowning, or maybe not  

 



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

Issue No. 25 : Spring/Summer 2010 : Virtually There 
 

185

frowning but concentrating, focused on the pale stone he held up for the camera. Of course the fossil 
itself didn’t show: it was just a snapshot. Hold it still a minute, Ben.   

A fossil. That gray shoebox, nearly full. Where had she put it? Why could she remember where he 
had found this one—he had reached out and picked it from the crumbling sandbank at the turnoff to 
the dump—but couldn’t remember where she had put the box she’d kept so many years? A man’s 
shoebox, Redwing boots. She had been so amazed by the way Ben could find fossils as easily other 
children found snail shells or dandelions, the earth a history book that opened to him. Even at Ice 
Lake that time, 4,000 feet above the valley, 8,000 above the ocean itself, he had trailed his fingers 
through the glacial-melt creek to comb out the black shell of a life that had pulsed before theirs, a 
small, hard child of a time before these mountains had pushed up out of the sea. Where was the 
picture of that trip? There must be one, she could almost see it, the stunted alpine trees, dead 
branches silver against the darker lake, and the small strip of emerald where grasses grew beside the 
creek, and Ben’s head bent, his hair streaked gold and white that late in summer. Beauty lying beside 
him, nose on her paws. Maybe it was a transparency, a slide. Or here—but no, this one was from 
another trip, coming back down from Echo Meadows, Ben wearing that blue pack she had looked 
and looked for, one just his size, and the sweatshirt that made his eyes look gray. His arms were 
reaching for something already there, a monarch that had left the yarrow to rest on the edge of his 
hand.  

And here, here was one with his rock hammer, standing in front of the hole they let him dig behind 
the house the summer he was nine. The archeology hole, they called it, though what he found were 
not arrow points or old bottles but fossils. The other picture, after Ben and his friend Jason had 
covered most of the hole with rotting boards and Jason had run home to get his plastic army helmet, 
the shot that showed only their heads peering out, eyes hidden behind binoculars, that one was only 
in her mind.   

 

It wasn’t the war, Brian knew that. Not some misguided patriotism, another stupid kid with a 
recruiter’s promise stuffed deep in his pocket. And it wasn’t rebellion. Kicking his old man in the 
teeth just to see him spit some blood. Being for whatever his mother was against. It wasn’t any of 
that. 

It was just Ben, just a kid trying to be a man. Make up his own mind, then tell his folks. A stint in the 
army and money for school.  

Annie and Brian and Ben, oh my! The way they had swung him between them.  

He should have stopped it. He should have driven straight to that recruiter’s office and ripped up the  
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papers. Torn the computer out of the wall. Should have fallen on his knees and begged. Should have 
hit that bastard so hard that his face would be the one they had to peel from the power pole. My God. 
Imagine. No, not Ben’s face. But he’d read about it, it had happened, somebody else’s boy—   

He put his head in his hands.  

He was sitting on the edge of Ben’s bed, the way he had sat so many times. Reading, talking. 
Laughing. Nothing to see in Ben’s room that he hadn’t already known was there. Books and pocket 
knives, the easel, his microscope. A dog bed for the Border Collie Ben had named himself—“Look, 
Dad! See how the light comes through her fur here where it’s brown and white and black?”—though 
for ten years Beauty had slept in the twin bed too, curled against Ben’s chest. At the back of the 
small closet, under the daypack and the box of fossils, an ancient centerfold. Ben had not yet had a 
serious girl. And he had been too young to leave anything behind that would make him live on in a 
way. Of course there were thousands of stories, moments, sayings and motions he and Annie would 
remember forever, and Ben’s friends would too, for a while, things he and Annie didn’t know about. 
But Ben was still mostly potential.  

The phone calls had all but stopped—their neighbors’ voices choked, awkward, reaching for words. 
Most of them got around to the war, if he stayed on the line long enough. And sacrifice. It was an 
idea people could hang onto, a framework, whether they clung to it out of fear or anger. Sacrifice. 
Good God. Once a reporter called, wanting a story. “You have to leave us alone now,” Annie had 
told him, her voice kind and calm, exactly the way she had sounded that afternoon when she talked 
Ben and Jason down from the barn roof, one movement at a time. Then she put down the phone and 
walked out the door, past the woodshed and down into the pines, and that was when he had heard 
that sound, the one his arms weren’t strong enough to stop. The cry for which there was no comfort. 

They had had a son. A boy growing into his beingness, each photograph different from the one taken 
the day before. Ben was a sapling, a ripening plum. And now he wasn’t.  

He couldn’t wrap his mind around it. Ben had seen people die: a child, his child knew more about 
death than he did. If Ben were here he could help. 

 

Annie was driving, Brian’s head turned away, his hand resting on the door handle of the battered 
blue truck. They were almost there—something he needed at Ace Hardware—just passing the city 
park. “What the hell,” he said, but by that time she was already out of the truck, gearshift jammed 
into neutral but the tires still rolling and the driver’s side door hanging open in the path of oncoming 
cars; she was already running across the park, under the flaming maples and up a curve of lawn that 
flared out beneath the stone steps of the statue like a soft green skirt, running as fast as she could  
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toward the family and their soldier son in uniform. A family posing for pictures, as if this boy were 
simply getting married, or maybe going off to college.  

“Annie, we’ve got to hang on!” Brian had screamed at her afterward, his voice startling the people in 
the hardware store parking lot in the same way she had unnerved the family standing like a church 
choir on the stone steps at the park. What he meant, of course, was that she had to hang on. She had 
to. 

 

But they had lost those first murmurs of morning, the sleepy peace of breakfast, questions shouted 
across the pasture, daylong conversations in the rows of raspberries. How could they ever again lean 
over the kitchen table with the first seed catalogs or his penciled diagrams of nesting boxes and 
gravity-fed drip irrigation plans? The thumb-worn magazines that claimed people could live simple 
lives?  

He was putting the garden to bed, spading things under. Getting ready for winter. He would pull up 
the tomato plants, burn the wood he had split—five years’ worth at least, she’d accused him one 
afternoon—keep spreading her thick sweet jam across each morning’s toast. His shovel stabbed the 
earth, slicing through blackened vines. They would carry every last acorn-shaped squash up from the 
root cellar. And cook it, he whispered, his shovel a bayonet now. Chew it. And swallow it. His boot 
caught in a blackened squash vine and he kicked free, his heart pounding.  

There was Annie, sitting on the porch steps, watching him.  

He laid the shovel against the compost bin. How long had it been since he’d even tried? Not 
counting yesterday in the parking lot—   

Loose gravel shifted as they walked, the dust of this bone-dry fall lifting like small footsteps on the 
county road behind them. Beauty had stopped to sniff a thimbleberry bush but now she trotted ahead. 
Walking point. “We’re not alone, though,” he said as if they had been deep in conversation from the 
time he had reached out and pulled her up from the steps. “I know it feels like that, like we’re the 
first —” 

“Oh Brian, I know that.”  For an immeasurably quick moment—he and Annie still riding the same 
wave, picking up the threads of each other’s thoughts in mid-sentence the way they always had—he 
thought nothing’s wrong, nothing’s happened and then he knew it again, the way he remembered 
every morning in those first few seconds of wakefulness, a blow just behind his breastbone. “That’s 
the one thing I do know,” Annie was saying. “I know how it feels, and I know other people are 
feeling it.” She kicked at the gravel. “And it’s not just the war. It can happen in so many ways. That  
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little girl in the paper last week—and Kay’s boy Jeremy, she doesn’t think he’s alive, either, out 
there on the street so long—it’s all of them. All of us. I just don’t know how to do it.” 

“Annie.” 

“We have to, we have to. I know that. I just don’t know how.”  

If she had cried then. Or yelled, cracked the way he had. If she hadn’t sounded like this. 

“Yesterday, Brian, at the park—the only thing that has felt right since Ben—that moment when I 
thought I could stop it, just stop it for one boy, one family. Or not stop it, really, but at least face it, 
call it by its name. Stop the pretending.” 

“Pretending?” 

“Yes, pretending. Pretending that things work. Public things. Social things. Women don’t run 
screaming across the park and interrupt a family photograph, do they? When the boy’s about to be 
deployed? Not done. Not done.”  

“Annie, I don’t—” 

“Nothing works, Brian. Nothing. What should we be doing? Tearing down the flag, like that guy in 
New Jersey? Would that work? Or raffling off Ben’s car, like that woman in Oregon, to build a 
monument for all these dead kids? Covering our mailbox with yellow ribbons? Should we start 
another Scout den? Plant more potatoes, make more jam? None of it means anything if—I keep 
hearing that poem about the noiseless patient spider flinging out her strand, Till the bridge you need 
be formed, till the ductile anchor hold; till the gossamer thread you fling, catch somewhere, O my 
soul . . . if we sent out our thread and he didn’t catch, what do we walk on? How do we keep going? 
I don’t know. I just don’t know.” A mourning dove flew up from the chokecherry brush, tail fanning 
in a flurry of panic. “And it feels, I don’t know, wrong. To keep going.”  
  
“Annie—” 

He felt the pressure of her hand wanting to lift, shrug out of his, but he didn’t let go. Why not say it? 
He had a poem in his head, too. “And they, since they were not the one dead, turned to their affairs.” 

She looked at him then, finally, and he saw it wash across her face, that wave of something that was 
both relief and pain. “Yes. Yes. I don’t know how to do that. I don’t know that I can do that. It’s as 
if, if we do that, none of it ever meant anything. Ben’s life. Our lives, the three of us. You and I, 
making him. Loving him.” 

They had passed the old Pomeroy place. Her voice was tighter now. “But of course I can’t not do 
that, either.” 

He could see the bridge, and beyond it a quick flash—sunlight on chrome, a car out on the main 
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road, just a quick glimpse through the corridor of cottonwoods.  

“Annie, don’t leave me.”  

The words had torn from his lungs, sliced like blades between his ribs. Had he really said them? Or 
had some force reached inside him and pulled part of him loose, left it hanging silent and bloodless 
just above the dust? Annie was looking up at him. No—past him, her eyes focusing on something in 
the sky. Redtails. He could hear them now—and when he turned he saw them too, a pair and this 
year’s fledgling, calling each other upward, riding the evening air. 

 

Winter. One of the coldest on record, but at least the holidays were over, week after week of 
SEASON’S GREETINGS stretched in gold tinsel across Main Street, inflatable Santas and giant 
plastic candles climbing the stems of the parking meters. Annie had felt heavy with the weight of 
silence. But they stood together by the window feeder, where the finches’ red breasts looked like 
living ornaments, and on the evening of the Solstice Brian opened their bedroom curtain to the sharp 
December stars—some lights, they knew, from fires already gone.   

But the holidays were behind them now. Nearly a yearful of days behind them, in fact.  

Better not go there, Mom. That teasing grin. 

Behind her the teakettle began its morning shimmy on top of the woodstove. They’d had another 
late-February storm, but the wind stopped sometime after midnight: waist-high drifts rose against the 
shed and along that little rise, the pasture otherwise smooth, not yet marred by tracks. Her breath 
condensed against the cold kitchen window. What she saw through the blur might have been 
anything, just a motion out there in the dim winter dawn. A coyote’s shadow, or an early morning 
deer. Then she recognized the shape rising out of the snow as he crested the hill above the creek, at 
first his head and shoulders and only then his arms and the burden he was carrying. He was looking 
down now to bury his face in it, whatever it was. He used to carry Ben like that, used to tip his face 
into the bundled smell and feel of Ben’s tiny body exactly like that. She felt something inside her 
split its husk, sharp as obsidian. Beauty. It was Beauty.  

Then she was running toward him, her robe opening like wings, the place just below her heart where 
she had carried their son a sharp ember. When he saw her coming he laid the dog’s body gently into 
the drift. Her hands were reaching for him and then touching him, cradling his face. He had been 
crying, or he was crying now, the late-winter sunrise cresting just behind his head making it hard to 
see. They were holding each other, balancing each other in the deep new snow, the morning already 
coming bright with cold.  
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Fiction 

 

by Chavawn Kelley 
  

If an employee is exposed to some gruesome scene, then the Wyoming Department of 
Transportation sends you for counseling. If a man dies out there and you’re the one that finds him, I 
figure that somehow makes you related. I’m not sorry it was me on call that night.    
    — Troy Trabing, 2001  

I 

Beads of condensation stream down the windows of the Buckhorn Bar, where bodies are close-
packed and talk is loud. January in Laramie. Steam and breath collect against the night-chilled panes. 
Good night, José! Hope you don’t live far!, his companions from the wood mill call. The heavy door 
closes on half-sentences and sweet, stale smoke and beer. His will be a natural death in that nature is 
involved. In the warm tongue of streetlight, he doesn’t feel the frost that pierces the thigh. When a 
man drinks, the town is warmed. Square-top Western storefronts melt into round tenderness, relieved 
of their corners and their ache. The street dead-ends him into a chain-link fence that protects the 
native-born from the tracks of the Union Pacific railroad, but he climbs it easily. He jumps and 
regains earth. ¿Mire, See? Two Coors do not deprive a man of his self-governance. The snow that 
remains from days ago collects along the rails, is swept up in puffs, and settles again. He steps 
between the tracks.  

In the train yard the prairie is barren, fuel-sodden and silent. The rail welding plant (jobs for five) is 
closed for the night. NO TRESPASSING. The smell of churros, pastry sold by street vendors in 
Tepic, registers in his sinuses. Batter piped through a star-shaped pastry tip and crisped in super-
heated oil, a gift to Atzlan from Portuguese sailing ships. This aroma floating from across the Clark 
Street viaduct is tomorrow’s doughnuts frying. José has never been to Daylight Doughnuts. He  
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crosses the seventh set of tracks and the eighth. No train to Omaha, no train to California. Ningun 
persona es ilegal.  He stops and tugs at the sleeve of his denim jacket and lunges to remain upright 
against his tugging. He bought the jacket at K-Mart on Third Street after his first paycheck. Also 
these white athletic shoes and Wrangler jeans. In the language of hypothermia, this struggle to 
remove his jacket is called “paradoxical undressing.” The metallic buttons resist. Where are his 
fingers? Patas. His hands are paws. Free of the jacket, he feels warmer, though the shivering does 
not subside. There are those who will conclude the victim was drunk, which is not exactly true. A 
Rabbit! “¡Hey, Consejo! What rabbit is ever hit by a train?” The creature pauses its bounding. The 
answer, of course, is none. The chain holding the fence gate is long, and José is small. He slips 
through easily. A rabbit would have to lie upon the track and wait for the train to come.  

This progression from Buckhorn Bar across thirteen UP railroad tracks to the ragged skirt of town is 
smooth, not a long prayer at all. At Cedar Street, where he should turn north, he forgets and 
continues on. Cold will do this. He knows there are Sanchez’s and Gonzales’s here because of the 
plaques they wire to their fences and suspend above porch steps. Dogs on Hodgeman and Spruce are 
called in at night as Copper and Chili. Yet inside, they are greeted as Cobré and Chinchilada. Such is 
the West Side neighborhood. Idling train engines make the back doors ring. The front doors shudder 
against the Interstate’s thrum. In June, about the time the window screens go up, the cottonwood 
leaves bloom to muffle I-80’s seething. Tonight the windows are closed against winter. Pine cut and 
hauled down from the national forest is burning in wood stoves next to ocean-blue TVs. Smoke 
scents the air. Tatewari, Grandfather fire. A black dog comes trotting along in the street. “¿Do you 
travel far?” She cocks her head as if listening. It is wise not to let on how much you know.  

II 

We’re out on Highway 130 on the edge of the Big Hollow. It’s like being perched on the rim of a 
bowl. We can see across to the mountains in Colorado. Did you know the Big Hollow was blown out 
by wind? Hard to picture, isn’t it? We used to look out onto Sheep Mountain to the west. I guess we 
still do, but a couple years ago, this doctor from Chicago builds a house down the road, a big log 
house with stained glass and a string of garage doors. Used to make me feel strong, somehow, 
looking out onto Sheep Mountain. Now all I see are garage doors starin’ at me. Guy comes out for 
the summer fly fishing, he’s not that old, comes by himself, spends the rest of the year deep-sea 
fishing. Kavanaugh’s his name. God, I wouldn’t trade Meg and the girls for all the fishing in the 
world. I’ve lived in Wyoming all my life. I like fishing, but who does that help? I mean, if you don’t 
even eat em? If you’re a doctor, shouldn’t you be healing folks? Well, I guess you are a doctor, 
aren’t you? And this isn’t what I’m supposed to be talking about, is it? I’m sorry to get worked up 
over it. Got no right, I know. Just feels like he stole something from me, that’s all.  

I started out at the Buckhorn. I wasn’t drinking. I was just hanging out with some buddies. The guys 
from Mountain Cement were all worked up about this lawsuit. The environmentalists trying to close 
everything down. Don’t make sense. Anybody can see we got clean air. Wind blows hard enough, it 
don’t matter what you stick up there, not like Denver. What I don’t get is what those people think 
we’re supposed to do for jobs. We can’t all be university professors and lawyers, can we? How they 
think we’re supposed to feed our families?  
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Guess I’m pretty lucky to have this job with the state. I like it well enough. 

III 

At Snowy Range Forest Products, other men do the same job as José, feed boards through a shaver 
to produce astragals, moldings of elegant symmetry. Astragals, from the Latin for vertebra, 
astragalus. José knows nothing of Latin. In Wyoming, he is Mexican, not Latino. In Mexico, he is 
Indian, not Mexican. But while other men produce solid lineal moldings, no others are so fine as 
José’s. Grace pours through the curves in his hands. The machinery is the same, but for him, the 
wood is alive, and the astragales are pleased to be released to him. Life resides in the bones.  

Where José was born, the men make masks. These are carved from wood to which they apply a film 
of pine pitch and beeswax. Into this they press a firmament of tiny beads in red and green, blue and 
black, yellow, pink and turquoise to create the face. In the designs, maize grows straight along the 
nose. On the cheeks, the moon swallows the sun. Across the forehead, the eight-segmented cactus 
buds swirl and multiply. The masks look out with straight mouths or smiles. They are mirrors to god, 
they are never worn. But in Laramie, at the pleasant job and at the Buckhorn tonight, José wears a 
mask of his own making. He doesn’t speak. He wears it backwards, face to his face, so the colors 
don’t show. He lacks the strength of such colors in this land of brown and gold.  

At the Buckhorn, a trophy deer with a huge five-by-five rack presides from the wall. As Justin tells a 
story to their companions, José stares. At work, Justin operates the bagger that packages the 
company’s wood stove pellets. The story goes like this: José comes to this country and the first thing 
he wants to do is see a Rockies game, see? So he goes to the game and the only seat is way up 
behind the flagpole. The words come and go, flashes of comprehension, like a wing that catches 
sunlight at a certain angle. In the yarn paintings of his uncles, the deer and the cactus buds are one. 
In Wirikuta, the desert is green in January. The peyotero shoots the cactus with an arrow as if 
shooting a deer. The peyotero slices off the bud with his sharp knife, leaving the root—the long bone 
from which the deer may be reborn. The buck watches José through the eyes of the cactus. Illegal in 
America. So afterwards, somebody asks him, how do you like America, José? He says, “Oh, very 
much. Before the game, everyone in the stadium is standing, and they sing Hoe-oh say can you 
see?!” Justin floats the words at the end, embarrassed that the story requires a bit of song. In 
Wirikuta, the peyoteros sing unabashedly to the cactus. Everyone at the table laughs, and José’s 
mask is smiling. He recognizes the national song.  

From near the pool tables where quarters are stacked on polished wood, the sound of breaking glass 
interrupts the laughter and their newfound fraternity. The university girls, ranch hands and workers 
from the cement plant spread out from the shards and for a moment a well of quiet opens, before the 
voices and standing drinkers close to fill it in. Justin leans sideways and pulls José close. It’s just a 
corny joke—you know that, right? The windows of the Buckhorn Bar sweat with the colors inside. 
 

IV 

Last summer, I was up at the summit on the striper. Telephone Canyon’s one of the steepest, curviest  
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stretches of Interstate in the country. Well, I guess you know that. So I stick my head out to check 
the paint behind me. I pull back in, next thing, this truck breaks through the cones and comes tearing 
by not four inches away. One second later and I wouldn’t of had a head to put a hat on. I went home 
and cried like a baby. Thought about it for days, what it means to be alive, but you know what? 
Nothing changed. I just went back to work. Guess I didn’t need a trauma specialist for that one!  

Couple weeks ago, I’m in the snowplow in a whiteout. The truckers are complaining on their CBs. 
They’re backed up a good mile. I get up there, and this truck is stopped in the middle of I-80. I can’t 
talk to him, cause he’s got his radio off. I get beside him, he doesn’t even see the yellow lights 
flashing on the snowplow. So I get out and climb up the side of the rig and pound on the window. I 
look in, this Iranian fella’s steering for all he’s worth! He thinks he’s moving! He’s scared and he 
can’t see, probably never seen snow in his entire life. These Canadian firms, they’re running all 
these trucks now. They can’t hire enough drivers, so they go to places like Iran and round em up. 
“Hey, you want to be a truck driver?” This guy’s wheels are rutted in the ice, they’re spinning and he 
thinks he’s on his way to Rawlins!  

Can’t blame the guy, really. Snow like that’s like driving into a funnel. When it’s really dumping, 
we can’t get it clear. I’ve gone through fifteen loads of sand in one twelve-hour shift. That’s a 
hundred and fifty tons, and it’s like you’re not even out there. They close the road, and everything 
stops. You’re out there plowing, and the whole thing’s kind of surreal, you know?  If you’re lucky, 
George Jones is singing on the radio. It’s warm inside, but you hardly feel it cause you gotta keep 
the windshield cold so the snow don’t melt and ice up on it.  

That’s the thing: There’s an accident and people get exposed out there. They’re not dressed for it. I 
have to get em up in my cab till the patrol car comes. Otherwise, even if they’re not hurt, they end up 
at Ivinson Memorial Hospital being treated for hypothermia. People just don’t realize the cold will 
kill ‘em.  

Shit, as long as a head of lettuce picked in the Imperial Valley on Wednesday gets to restaurants in 
New York City by Friday, then I’m doing my job. But when that stops, then I feel responsible. I 
don’t want to know who anybody is. You read about it in the Boomerang, though, all of a sudden it’s 
a truck driver from North Carolina or a family from Oregon. God, that’s when I hate it. Then it 
doesn’t matter where they were going. Only where they were from. And that they never made it 
back.  

V 

Past the little backyards, the last alley borders a field. Frost on shorn grass no longer glistens in 
streetlight. The wind blows stronger outside of town. Skin fuses to the chilled night air. At Garfield, 
the old bridge over the Laramie River is being removed. Built in 1925, it was narrow, and two cars 
could barely negotiate it. José steps past the barricade, between the crane and backhoe parked there. 
The smell of hydraulic fluid is faint. José slips down the bank to the frozen river. The river is not 
wide, and José is light. He crosses easily. On the other side, the deadwinter earth feels alive to him 
as it hasn’t before. Grandmother Growth waits to be reborn into the bones of the prairie. It’s a 
wonder José can walk with the cold taking possession of his legs. The blood has abandoned his  



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

Issue No. 25 : Spring/Summer 2010 : Virtually There 
 

195 

limbs and now stays close to the fire, his core. Perhaps the cold doesn’t steal his intention, but 
directs him to it. The heart is strong.  

When José’s grandfather was born, the baby’s father crouched in the rafters above the laboring 
mother, a string tied from each of her knees to his testicles. In her pain, she screamed and tugged and 
the father cried out, suffering her joy. The parents tied by cords, the babe slippery with birth, they 
are the ancestors. The alive are ancestors to the dead, and the dead are yet to be born. The wind is an 
ancestor. The two-headed eagle woven in repetition on Maria Cortesana’s loom, José’s father amid 
empty brown bottles of Negra Modelo, his mother in Nayarit, tuberculosis doling out each breath for 
the price of a cough or two (no doctors, only José’s wages). The alive are ancestors to the dead. And 
the road is never straight. It bends and turns and takes its course, a snake. This is what the 
government doesn’t understand when it builds airstrips into the Sierra and roads into the desert so 
families hunting the cactus in the hoof prints of the deer god must take the bus and cross straight 
wire fences to place their ofrendas, brightly colored gifts, at the muddy desert springs. We are all of 
us healers or singers or creators. A pair of mule deer, male and female, stop their striding before 
José, who stares. ¡Your ears are enormous! As the men in the Buckhorn and the wood mill are 
immense, so are the deer bigger, and their ears—José has never seen ears as large. ¿Do you have so 
much more to hear than the deer in Wirikuta? “Little brother,” answers the one who shed his antlers 
in the fall, “The Interstate snores and brags. But you will know when you reach your truth.” José 
looks down at his two feet. He is wearing sandals with tire-tread soles. His pants are loose and white. 
His mother has embroidered the toto flowers and deer in red. No pockets, no copper rivets. His 
fingernails are pink and smooth, no dirt behind their white curves. In his woven pouch is the pearl-
handled penknife he once used to carve tiny horses for his nieces and nephews.   

The Interstate is a current modulating the high whine of speeding wheels and the deep convulsions 
of power engines shifting. He moves toward it. Inter-estado, Estados Unidos. ¿You need another 
drink, José? ¿José, can you see? Everything in America makes everything you believe seem foolish. 
I-80 is a sleepless confounding. But for the first time since he was young and tender like a green 
corn plant, José feels at ease. The cold-stolen arms and legs give up their warmth to the newborn 
heart. José drops down to the pavement. His knees rise to the chest and his chin drops. The cold has 
delivered him here. A man begins the journey with a thump of the heart and all that follows is the 
crooked long wandering of his seeking only that. The mask is his own face. The colors, his only 
offering, he turns to the night sky, and through an eye-shaped door, he sees a tiny bead, a star, a fire 
growing. Across the wavering flame the blue deer and the corn girls join him. His mother smiles to 
see him near. The white flame doubles and rushes toward him, growing larger. The woman at the bar 
who spilled the tray touches his right shoulder. A man he doesn’t know waits with cupped hands. At 
the instant the mirror of god reflects José Lazaro Martinez, motion shatters him. He releases his 
broken bones and severed spine Tha-dump to the asphalt floor and flees the bloodied shoulder of the 
road. It is dangerous to remain in the land of the gods too long.  

VI 

I keep the radio playing, but it doesn’t matter, the radio in my head’s louder. The call comes in, 
“There’s a deer or something hit out there.” My heart’s about to burst and it’s playing over and over.  
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It’s like my own country song! I guess what I’m feeling is how you can mourn for something you 
ain’t never known. Like that elk herd that used to live up on Sheep Mountain. My dad talked about 
how they used to come down to the ranch in winter. My great granddad was one of the first to grow 
hay in the Big Hollow. Or they’d be out by the highway. They weren’t big like the elk up in the 
mountains. That’s when you could still drive up on Sheep Mountain, before the Forest Service 
closed the road. And Meg and that baby boy of ours—I was tore up, but it never was for me like it 
was for her. Even after she seemed better, I’d see this look come over her and I’d know. But that was 
different. He was inside of her.  

It was cold that night. I started out at the Buck and it was just a regular Thursday night, everybody 
getting geared up for the weekend. I wasn’t supposed to be there, I know that. I was drinking Pepsi 
out of a can—so you could tell that’s what it was. And I was eatin’ Corn Nuts. Crazy, what you 
remember, isn’t it? The guys were talking and everybody was laughing. The roads were clear and I 
was on call. There’s this waitress, Cindy. She’s kind of a little thing, and her hair hangs down, 
crooked and dark. She wears this tight-fitting t-shirt that’s pink, and the neckband’s cut out of it. Her 
breasts are so small and pretty, and the way she moves and smiles. She’ll touch you whenever she 
serves you a drink, like when she got me that Pepsi. Just on the arm or the hand or on your back. It’s 
nothing, but she touches you and you feel like there’s not a God-damn thing wrong in the world. I 
don’t know what it is, the way her God-damn collar bones stick up, I don’t know. But I shouldn’t be 
telling you this. It doesn’t make any difference. I’m sorry.  

I was back home when the call come in. It was right out at milepost 312, where the Interstate makes 
that big curve. Whole thing runs east and west across the country, just like the train did first, but you 
come down off the summit and there’s Laramie down in the valley. And you see the smoke coming 
out of the stacks at Mountain Cement, even at night, and you’re heading around the edge of town. It 
was right there where you make that 90-degree turn that breaks every law of Interstate engineering 
before it straightens out again. 

The stars were out. There were about a million of them, the way there are on a clear night. Reminded 
me of when we’re out hunting. You’re sitting out by the campfire and it gets late and the fire scatters 
to embers and the cold is on your back but you feel like you’re burning up. Freezing cold and 
burning up at the same time. That’s how I been feeling since this whole thing happened, like I’m 
numb and not here, invisible, but freezing cold and burning up at the same time. And I just keep 
hearing that call come in, “There’s a deer or something hit out there.” And I get the call and I go out 
there like always. There’s only this little bit of snow out on the shoulder and I’m out there with the 
plow, scooping the mess off to the side. There in the headlights, ripped-up meat and bones, and you 
can see the blood smeared across the road and the red in the snow. Wasn’t anything I hadn’t done 
before. Then there’s this torn wet cloth. And if that was the end of it, I’d be okay. I wouldn’t be sittin 
here talking to you. But then, there I was and the trucks and the cars are whizzing by. And it was 
his… God, he’d been out there for hours. There was his hair and these black pools for eyes, lookin at 
me like why wasn’t I there before to help him. I’m sorry. I’m.... And there I was, scooping him off to 
the side… I called dispatch and waited for the patrol.   

I don’t know. I know I wasn’t supposed to, but when I stopped the plow, there was something shiny,  
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and I got out and picked it up. This little knife. I know I shouldn’t of, but I kept it. Who was there to 
send it to? Nobody knew who he was. Just some Mexican working at Snowy Range Wood Products. 
Nobody knew where he came from or who to send him back to. They cremated what was left of him. 
Anyway, I get back in the snowplow and it’s warm in there and a country song’s playin, and I call 
dispatch. “This is 1028 at 3:12…” First light’s startin to show behind the hills. 

 

Editor’s Note: This story originally appeared in Hayden's Ferry Review. It is reprinted with permission of 
the author. 

 

 

 

Chavawn Kelley lives with her husband and son in Laramie, Wyoming. Her writing has been published in Creative 
Nonfiction, Quarterly West, High Desert Journal, and elsewhere. "Estrella, Extranjero" is part of a series of short 
stories set along the I-80 corridor in southern Wyoming. It originally appeared in issue #39 of Hayden's Ferry 
Review. 
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Article 

 

by Patrick M. Condon 
  

Introduction 

The City of North Vancouver’s 100 Year Sustainability Vision represents perhaps the first attempt to 
use greenhouse gas (GHG) reduction targets to inform the long-term design of a city. The project 
was a collaborative partnership between the Design Centre for Sustainability at the University of 
British Columbia, known for advancing the science and application of sustainable community design 
strategies, and the City of North Vancouver, known for its deep and abiding commitment to urban 
sustainability. 

 
The Lower Lonsdale neighborhood of North Vancouver 
as viewed from the water. 
Photo courtesy of City of North Vancouver. 
  

 

http://www.cnv.org/server.aspx?c=3&i=541
http://www.dcs.sala.ubc.ca/
http://www.ubc.ca/
http://www.ubc.ca/
http://www.cnv.org/
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Aerial perspective of the City of North Vancouver. 
Image courtesy of Design Centre for Sustainability. 

From the beginning this project was intended to turn knowledge into policy, and to achieve these 
policy objectives through a deeply democratic and participatory process. The City of North 
Vancouver authorized this process and charged participants with producing a workable long-range 
plan with two key future targets. The first of these was an 80 percent per capita reduction in 
greenhouse gas production, a target to be met by 2050 (in keeping with current provincial, national, 
and international targets), and a 100 percent reduction in greenhouse gas production by 2100.  

For the City of North Vancouver this project was particularly timely and logical. The city had just 
celebrated its 100th anniversary, 100 years after the original plan was drafted and surveyed. It took 
all of the intervening 100 years to execute what is now recognizable as a brilliant urban design, a 
design organized around a logical street network oriented to outstanding views and benign climatic 
aspect, and a design organized around preserved natural systems that bound and contain the city and 
its attractive neighborhoods. North Vancouver is now the region’s most walkable and visually 
stunning city. But now that the original 100-year plan has filled in, today’s local and global 
circumstances demand a new, similarly visionary 100-year plan. 
  

City of North Vancouver Context 

The city supports a population of 48,000 people and has been growing at an average rate of just over 
one percent a year over the past two decades. The city has been increasingly accepting of high-
density development, particularly along the central north—south spine of Londsdale Street, resulting 
in an increase in the rate of population growth to over 1.5 percent during the past five to ten years. 
This growth is expected to continue for the foreseeable future (baring severe economic constraints), 
allowing the proponents of this project to anticipate a population of approximately 90,000 by 2050,  

 

http://www.data.gov/
http://www.data.gov/
http://www.terrain.org/articles/25/NorthVancouver_OriginalPlat_GreenNecklace.pdf
http://www.terrain.org/articles/25/NorthVancouver_OriginalPlat_GreenNecklace.pdf
http://www.terrain.org/articles/25/NorthVancouver_OriginalPlat_GreenNecklace.pdf
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and a population of approximately 140,000 by 2100. For a city only 4.6 square miles this would be 
over 30,000 people per square mile, a density approaching that of present-day Brooklyn, New York. 
The challenge then was to find a way to absorb such daunting increases in population while 
drastically reducing GHG, eventually to zero.  
  

 
North Vancouver baseline energy demand per unit. 
Click image for larger view of both maps in PDF format. 
Image courtesy of Design Centre for Sustainability. 
  
  

 
North Vancouver energy demand per unit in 2050. 
Click image for larger view of both maps in PDF format. 
Image courtesy of Design Centre for Sustainability. 

 

http://www.terrain.org/articles/25/NorthVancouver_GHGBaseline_2050.pdf�
http://www.terrain.org/articles/25/NorthVancouver_GHGBaseline_2050.pdf�
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The Methodology 

In keeping with a consistent Design Centre strategy, a series of workshops was conducted prior to a 
week-long planning and design charrette. During these workshops city stakeholders were given the 
opportunity to understand the baseline performance of their city, and assess the extent to which 
aggressive GHG reduction targets were reasonable. One of the crucially important breakthroughs in 
this methodology was the use of “ neighborhood patterns.” As an easy-to-use “kit of parts” to model 
existing and future performance, the  neighborhood patterns strategy has great merit. We hope that it 
is widely emulated and extensively utilized in future years.  

Neighborhood patterns are nameable and measurable constellations of urban elements usually found 
in relation to each other. A simple example is the urban corridor pattern, which is a dominant pattern 
in the City of North Vancouver. Urban corridors are sets of predictable housing, job, and service 
types, arranged in a characteristic pattern of blocks and streets, within a common range of site and 
residential densities (view transit corridor patterns in PDF format). Thus identified, the 
neighborhoods’ GHG performance, in the main categories of building performance and 
transportation, can be characterized with relative ease. Prior to the process the city was mapped and 
measured based on existing patterns. The performance of these patterns subsequently became the 
basis upon which the performance of future patterns could be assessed. 
  

The Core Issues 

For the City of North Vancouver, growth was both a challenge and an opportunity. With such a 
small and already densely occupied land base, how could the population triple without bringing 
cultural and ecological systems to the point of collapse? Associated questions included: How can the 
city ensure that the growth of the city generates an appropriate share of affordable homes? How can 
the land base be best used to generate new jobs at a rate of one per family without consuming more 
land? How can the ecological services of the site, its water, and green spaces, be not only protected 
from overuse but capitalized on for energy and fresh water? How can the fledgling district energy 
system already in use (North Vancouver has one of only a few new municipal district heating 
systems in North America) be expanded into what are currently low-density areas, and become itself 
GHG neutral? And of utmost importance: How is it at all conceivable that you could densify this city 
to such an extent and still imagine it as a place that becomes even more livable and attractive than it 
is now? 
  

http://www.terrain.org/articles/25/NorthVancouver_TransitCorridorPatterns.pdf
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North Vancouver charrette concept plan. 
Click image for larger view of both plans in PDF format. 
Image courtesy of Design Centre for Sustainability. 
  
  

 
North Vancouver plan.  
Click image for larger view of both plans in PDF format. 
Image courtesy of Design Centre for Sustainability. 
 
Overarching Sustainability Principles 

The Design Centre has tried hard to identify what we think are the fundamental principles for 
sustainable urban design. These principles represent a synthesis of hundreds of sustainability case 
studies, distilled down into a set of overarching or meta principles for urban design. Unlike abstract  

 

http://www.terrain.org/articles/25/NorthVancouver_Charrette_Plan.pdf�
http://www.terrain.org/articles/25/NorthVancouver_Charrette_Plan.pdf�
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principles such as “reduce energy demand” or “consider the triple bottom line,” these principles are 
explicitly physical and thus capable of profoundly guiding urban design strategies. The seven 
sustainability design principles that formed the foundation for this project are: 

1. Mixed-use corridors accessible to all 
2. A five-minute walking distance to commercial services and transit 
3. Appropriate housing for all 
4. Good and plentiful jobs close to home 
5. Access to linked public places, parks, and natural areas 
6. Green durable, timeless infrastructure 
7. Long-term adaptation to unavoidable climate change 

  

The Charrette Process 

Fundamental to this project is the following premise: Given the highly interconnected nature of any 
sustainability question, any methods for attacking sustainability problems must be similarly 
integrative. This calls into question typical methodologies of both planning and research. Planning 
has proceeded on an unspoken and often erroneous assumption that linear and analytical methods are 
sufficiently powerful to “solve” any definable problem, even those pertaining to sustainability. This 
premise ignores the fact that linear problem-solving models collapse in the face of multiple 
variables.  

The failure to acknowledge these limits has led to obvious calamities, ranging from the tragedy of 
Pruitt-Igoe housing complex in St. Louis to the destruction of so many U.S. center cities by freeway 
construction. The common and critical flaw in both is a failure of methodology, where a narrow 
methodology blinded proponents and technicians from seeing what has, in retrospect, become all too 
obvious. Now when we, as planners, are emerging from a period of modernist hubris to a period of 
ecological catastrophe, it behoves us to examine our core principles. At the Design Centre, we argue 
that any planner who wants to move our culture towards sustainability must embrace new 
collaborative and participatory planning models—planning models that are open to complexity and 
synergy, even if the downside risk is loss of “certainty.”  

The Design Centre design workshop, or design charrette, is such a model. It presumes that a group of 
intelligent stakeholders collaborating creatively and collectively are more capable of producing 
effective and holistic responses to sustainability challenges than can technicians who focus narrowly 
on one or another component. 

http://www.sxd.sala.ubc.ca/5_case_studies/cnv_docs/20080421%20cnv_goals+obj_pres.pdf
http://www.sxd.sala.ubc.ca/5_case_studies/cnv_docs/20080421%20cnv_goals+obj_pres.pdf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pruitt-Igoe
http://www.sxd.sala.ubc.ca/5_case_studies/cnv_docs/080808%20wshp%202%20inputs%20for%20web.pdf
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North Vancouver described as "neighborhood 
patterns." 
Image courtesy of Design Centre for Sustainability. 

This does not suggest that data, logic, reason, and rationality have no place in this process. Far from 
it. More accurate to say that the ideal process as envisioned by the Design Centre is a dialectic 
between the innate capacity of collaborative groups to synthesize holistic solutions, and the also 
innate capacity of those same individuals to evaluate those solutions against empirical benchmarks 
or targets—in real time as an integral part of the charrette process.  

For the City of North Vancouver charrette this dialectic was especially intense. A team was available 
onsite that was capable of mapping the GHG consequences of alternative proposals in real time, 
helping the stakeholder teams arrive at more intelligent and no less synthetic solutions. The “ 
neighborhood patterns” strategy was crucial to this success. The patterns strategy allows for very 
rapid calculations and recalculations of GHG consequence, many times faster than the most usual 
alternative—a parcel-based strategy—would require. 
  

Key Outcomes 

The key outcome was the restoration of the city’s many urban corridors, in keeping with the original 
“streetcar city” armature of the city. This original armature was restored and intensified (through 
additional residential density and mixed uses) allowing for much-reduced dependence on the single 
passenger automobile. Gains were not purely speculative, but were computed based on an analysis of 
behavior associated with real-world neighborhood and district pattern types, and an analysis of local 
travel logs compiled for the regional transit authority. Based on the increased density along 
corridors, and the assumption that that density would be followed by an appropriate level of transit 

 

http://www.cnv.org/c/data/3/541/100%20Year%20Sustainability%20Vision%20GHG%20Measurement%20and%20Mapping%20Technical%20Paper.pdf
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service (a safe assumption so far), car use would be reduced by well over 50 percent per capita. 

 
North Vancouver's Lonsdale Avenue buildout and 
densification between 2010 and 2050. 
Images courtesy of Design Centre for Sustainability. 

The trebling of density within the City of North Vancouver can be accomplished without land 
assembly. The charrette team was able to triple the total number of city dwelling units through 
growing up in many locations (notably along corridors) and through growing within the parcels in 
the city’s many single-family home areas (by subdividing within the existing or modestly expanded 
building envelope). The resilience of the original “City Beautiful” plan was revealed in the charrette, 
where the consistent and logically interconnected block and lane pattern proved itself highly 
adaptable to a number of new and modified housing types. Notably, the concept of the “hyperburb” 
emerged during this charrette, a strategy for gradually growing new housing units from the single 
family home in 2010, to a four-, five-, or six-plex by 2100—all without demolition or substantial  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/City_Beautiful_movement
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disruption to the appearance or function of the neighborhood. 

The “emerald necklace” of parks and natural areas in the city become increasingly important as the 
city moves toward a carbon-zero future. The park and greenway system provides an alternative 
circulation system, a location for community agriculture, a water source, a power source, and, most 
importantly, a location for spiritual and emotional re-creation for residents. The fingers of this 
system are, in the plan, extended deep into the community, in the form of green streets and sites, 
and, indeed, up the very “green walls” and over the green roofs of city buildings. 

Packing 40,000 jobs into 4.6 square miles would seem no easy task, especially since job densities of 
over five per acre are often considered high in contemporary North America. However, certain job 
types—financial services, for example—produce very high job densities per acre. Since most job 
growth for the city is projected to be in the knowledge labor sector (medical, educational, financial, 
consulting, etc.) it is reasonable to shoot for very high per-acre job densities. For the City of North 
Vancouver the job density target was 80 per acre. Consequently, lands currently zoned for industry 
and business are adequate to accommodate this number. New and adapted models of multi-story 
business buildings are assumed for this purpose.  

So how much does the project cut GHG production per capita? And what is the role of land use 
changes in this cut? We calculate that just from land use changes alone, and assuming no changes in 
technology, per capita GHG production was reduced by over 40 percent from an already relatively 
low GHG baseline. This was a consequence of reduced car use, increased walking and transit, and 
building performance that is enhanced as density increases. Then, in a way that is related to land use, 
as the City of North Vancouver district heating system is extended to most of the city (and new 
density would make this economically practical) the reductions increase to 70 percent. With modest 
increases in building performance and the shift of the bus fleet to electric by 2050, 80 percent per 
capita reduction can be attained (view baseline and 2050 GHG reduction charts in PDF format). 

As can be seen, nearly all of this improvement is attributable to land use change. Meeting the 100 
Year goal becomes relatively easy after this 80 percent gain. With relatively little change to 
buildings, energy can be generated internally from solar and wind. Additional energy needs can be 
met from British Columbia’s ample hydroelectric resources, much of which is presently untapped. 

 
Conclusion 

Greenhouse gas is the issue of our time. Most of the GHG comes from cities—from the buildings we 
build, the stuff we put in them, and the way we get from one building to the other. Planners have 
tremendous control over this, perhaps more than any other discipline. We hope that this project 
provides a real-world case study to inspire planners, and a set of tools to help them take on these 
challenges in their own communities. 

 

http://www.terrain.org/articles/25/NorthVancouver_Baseline_2050_GHGWedges.pdf
http://www.bchydro.com/


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

Issue No. 25 : Spring/Summer 2010 : Virtually There 
 

207

 
Hyperburbia: a strategy for gradually growing new  
housing units from the single family home in 2010, to a  
four-, five-, or six-plex by 2100. 
Image courtesy of Design Centre for Sustainability. 

 
If we are to save this planet, it will require thousands of planners who wake up every day determined 
to reduce the greenhouse gases coming from their town. If we change the way our cities and towns 
are built we can prevent the blackest of the global warming nightmare scenarios from coming true, 
and can create the conditions for a livable life for our children and our grandchildren. It’s not too 
apocalyptic to say we can save their lives.  

 

 

Professor Patrick M. Condon teaches and practices in Vancouver, British Columbia. Born in Massachusetts he is 
trained as a landscape architect and began his professional career as director of planning and community 
development for Westfield, Massachusetts. He taught at the University of Minnesota before joining the faculty at the 
University of British Columbia. He took the James Taylor Chair in Landscape and Livable Environments in 1994 and 
is now senior researcher at the Design Centre for Sustainability at UBC. He is author of many books 
including Design Charrettes for Sustainable Communities (Island Press, 2007) and Seven Rules for Sustainable 
Communities: Design Strategies for the Post Carbon World (Island Press, 2010).
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Article 
 

 

by Peter W. Bardaglio 
   

How can the digital revolution and the new social media it has spawned nurture the development of 
democratic sustainability? By democratic sustainability I mean a social and political process that 
engages citizens as active agents of social change in the complex task of balancing economic 
prosperity, effective environmental stewardship, and social justice. As Paul Hawken notes in Blessed 
Unrest, the democratic sustainability movement has emerged “from the bottom up,” becoming “the 
largest social movement in all of human history.” It “grows and spreads in every city and country,” 
writes Hawken, “and involves virtually every tribe, culture, language, and religion, from Mongolians 
to Uzbeks to Tamils.” 

Moving toward democratic sustainability has less to do with technology than a massive change in 
human consciousness, one that encourages systems thinking and transforms the relations of people to 
each other and to natural world. Nonetheless, tools are necessary to facilitate this task, and the rise of 
the Internet and digital technology has provided us with new and potent means to do so. As Hawken 
observes, “There have always been networks of powerful people, but until recently it has never been 
possible for the entire world to be connected.” Even as we acknowledge the “other side” of the 
Internet—its potential to splinter thought and concentration, take time away from reflection, and 
exacerbate a growing nature-deficit-disorder among youth—its unprecedented ability to construct 
global movements beckons. 

Community is the essential concept underpinning sustainability. Whether an ecosystem or social 
system, the dynamics of interconnectedness and interdependence are what make growth and health 
possible. In medieval society, the cathedral embodied this understanding of what was known at the 
time as the “Great Chain of Being.” An awe-inspiring structure, the cathedral by its physical 
presence affirmed the vertical hierarchy that held medieval society together, and its construction 
gave individuals in the community a clear and compelling sense of their place in the world and the 
links that bound them to each other. “Building a cathedral,” says Robert Scott in The Gothic  

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0143113658?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0143113658
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0143113658?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0143113658
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0520246802?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0520246802
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Enterprise: A Guide to Understanding the 
Medieval Cathedral, “entailed an ongoing, 
difficult, yet energizing form of collective 
enterprise in which people could take enormous 
pride and around which they could rally a 
community.” 
  

  

A Lasting State of Well-Being 

In the 21st century, instead of the Great Chain of 
Being, the World Wide Web is the predominant 
social metaphor. We are moving, as Thomas 
Friedman puts it in The World is Flat, “from a 
primarily vertical (command-and-control) value-
creation model to an increasingly horizontal 
(connect-and-collaborate) creation model”. We 
have yet to discover, however, the digital 
equivalent of the cathedral-building experience. 
Although organized along a different axis, we still 
need “an instrument for creating, strengthening, 
and extending forms of communitas,” says Scott, if 
we hope to create a sustainable civilization.  

Underlying the experience of community is the fact that, despite numerous differences, human 
beings struggle to meet many of the same fundamental needs and share similar dreams. We wish to 
prosper and care for our families and other loved ones, to have opportunities to develop our talents 
and put them to a greater use on the human stage. We cherish the hope that our children will grow to 
adulthood and have partners and families of their own. We seek to keep ourselves safe from harm. 
Cultivating such an awareness of the world’s integrity allows us to experience a vibrant sense of 
human community and, beyond that, the whole web of life. 

Buddhists have a name for such a state of consciousness: sukha. It is a condition of happiness that 
grows out of rigorous training to attain mental equilibrium and insight into the holistic nature of 
reality. As a recent comparative study of Buddhist and psychological perspectives published in 
Current Directions in Psychological Science points out, the goal of sukha “is not simply to achieve 
one’s own individual happiness in isolation from others, but to incorporate the recognition of one’s 
deep kinship with all beings, who share the same yearning to be free of suffering and to find a lasting 
state of well-being.”  

Some of the most intriguing scientific research currently underway involves the study of how the 
brain changes as a result of such mental and spiritual discipline. Neurobiologists have discovered, in 
particular, that highly trained meditators present some of the most elevated levels of synchronization 
among neurons ever reported for healthy humans. As in meditation, the act of focusing on a specific  

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0520246802?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0520246802
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0520246802?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0520246802
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0520246802?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0520246802
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0520246802?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0520246802
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0520246802?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0520246802
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0520246802?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0520246802
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0312425074?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0312425074
http://www.psychologicalscience.org/journals/index.cfm?journal=cd&content=cd/home
http://chronicle.com/weekly/v52/i38/38a01401.htm
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thought, feeling, or insight sets neurons into action as they communicate with each other through 
electrochemical signaling. Remarkably, with enough repetition, the associated brain circuits evolve 
from chemical links into actual physical changes in the brain’s structure. 

Accomplishing these changes is not easy because it involves a rewiring of the brain’s circuitry. As 
David Rock and Jeffrey Schwartz suggest in their analysis of change leadership, altering old, 
hardwired habits of thinking often produces stress for at least two reasons. The first involves the 
operation of working memory, which takes in new information and compares it to the old, activating 
the prefrontal cortex. Working memory can only hold a certain amount of information at one time 
and it tires quickly. In contrast, routine activity occurs in the basal ganglia, which functions easily 
without conscious thought. When old neural circuits need to change because they encounter a new 
situation, the prefrontal cortex kicks into action and suddenly thinking becomes a lot more difficult. 

In addition, the brain is highly sensitive to differences between expectation and actuality, an ancient 
evolutionary development related to the “fight or flight” response. When it encounters significant 
discrepancies, the brain sends out a series of intense neural firings, significantly stronger than the 
firing created by routine stimuli. The orbital frontal cortex, located above the eyeballs and closely 
tied into the brain’s fear circuitry, generates these signals. This wiring is located in the amygdala, 
which together with the orbital frontal cortex is one of the oldest parts of the mammal brain. When 
these parts of the brain are lit up, they often overwhelm the prefrontal area, which facilitates and 
supports the higher intellectual functions. Exercising enough discipline to keep these messages from 
overpowering rational thought requires considerable will and exacerbates the feelings of stress and 
discomfort. In light of these factors, it is not surprising that most people resist change even when it is 
in their best interest. 

Simply giving people information about why change is necessary, attempting to persuade them, or 
offering incentives is not sufficient to overcome this resistance. Very different results can be 
attained, however, when people have the opportunity to create a solution or realize an insight on 
their own. In these circumstances, the brain releases a flood of neurotransmitters like adrenaline. 
Experiencing this “rush” is what motivates us to learn.  

What is the significance of these findings for bringing about the large-scale changes in human 
consciousness necessary to build a sustainable future? The implication is clear: the ability to grasp 
fully the interconnectedness of humans to each other and the biosphere, and the danger that global 
climate change poses, can most effectively be acquired in an environment where learners experience 
what it means to be what Thomas Berry in The Great Work: Our Way into the Future calls “a 
communion of subjects,” collectively working out solutions and exploring their implications.  

The traditional learning environment of the classroom is perfectly suited for reproducing the status 
quo; in what is largely a passive transfer of knowledge there is little opportunity for self-realized 
insight and the associated excitement of discovery. But in a world that no longer operates in a 
sustainable fashion, a new learning environment that encourages transformation is crucial and 
urgently needed. If the recent research on neurobiology and learning is right, engaging in 
cooperative learning and creative thinking over time can develop new neural pathways in the brain  

http://www.strategy-business.com/media/file/sb43_06207.pdf
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0609804995?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0609804995
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that will integrate this changed understanding into one’s everyday consciousness and enhance one’s 
mental resources, creating the ability to overcome the brain’s resistance to change. 
  

A Start: Web 2.0 

How do we construct this new learning ecology? What is known as “Web 2.0” promises to become 
one of the most powerful means for engaging people in an interactive, collaborative community of 
learners. The original World Wide Web consisted mainly of static sites that allowed one to download 
data but not to interact with this information or other people on the Internet. In contrast, Web 2.0 
makes it possible to build social networks from the 
bottom up through blogs, social bookmarking, 
wikis, and other tools that facilitate the co-creation 
of knowledge. These “communities of practice,” as 
John Seeley Brown calls them, underscore the 
extent to which knowledge is produced by people 
coming together around real problems. On the Web 
anyone can participate in these communities of 
practice in a loosely organized and dynamic 
environment. Wikipedia, Facebook, Twitter, and 
YouTube are only a few of the many ways in which 
Web 2.0 has manifested itself. Together these have 
led to the development of a learning ecosystem that 
promotes synergy and synthesis, where people are 
producers as well as consumers of information.  

Groups from across the globe are deploying Web 
2.0 to encourage sustainability thinking and 
practices. The online community Wiser Earth, for 
example, links organizations and individuals 
addressing a wide range of sustainability issues. A 
combination of Wikipedia, Facebook, and Google 
maps, Wiser Earth provides a directory searchable 
by area of focus or geographic location of more than 100,000 non-governmental organizations, 
seeking to connect like-minded people for practical activities involving climate change, the 
environment, poverty, water, hunger, social justice, and the like. Paul Hawken's Natural Capital 
Institute launched this project in 2007 and it has become an invaluable resource connecting to 
organizations committed to social justice and environmental sustainability. 

  

Chilean politician Fernando Flores divides virtual communities into two types: “talking 
communities” and “working communities.” In the first group, users primarily join to talk and make 
contacts, while in the second group, besides talking, users seek “to generate changes in the real 
world.” Like Wiser Earth, Atina Chile is an outstanding example of a “working community.” 
Founded by Flores, its members form a network of 38,000 citizens committed to environmental  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Web_2.0
http://www.johnseelybrown.com/Growing_up_digital.pdf
http://www.johnseelybrown.com/Growing_up_digital.pdf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page
http://www.facebook.com/
http://twitter.com/
http://www.youtube.com/
http://www.wiserearth.org/
http://maps.google.com/
http://maps.google.com/
http://www.naturalcapital.org/
http://www.naturalcapital.org/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fernando_Flores
http://www.atinachile.cl/
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stewardship, educational advancement, and democracy. They have taught students in Chilean 
schools how to use Wikipedia, promoted the use of bicycles, and supported the spread of digital 
literacy programs across the country. 

These are just two ways in which Web 2.0 is being used to drive sustainability. Leveraging “the 
power of knowledge sharing, collaboration, social networking, transparency, global perspective, and 
diversity in the Web 2.0 landscape,” says Inês Sousa in Sustainable Minds, thousands of 
organizations have gone online to advance their environmental and social responsibility agendas. 
Clearly, Web 2.0 has revolutionized communications and mobilized impressive social action. It falls 
short, however, of constituting a digital cathedral because it is made up of many different platforms 
that do not interact effectively.  If anything, Web 2.0 more closely resembles the city-states of 
Renaissance Italy, each vibrant and dynamic in its own right but in conflict with each other, 
unwilling or unable to cooperate. Think, for example of how Twitter and Facebook compete for a 
user’s attention instead of integrating the flow of information into a broader network. 
  

Next: Web 3.0 

How can we move beyond the limitations of Web 2.0? The logical next step, as many observers have 
noted, is Web 3.0, where the network becomes the computer because the Web will have the ability to 
comprehend and use information across different platforms. “Translating concepts and deducing new 
information rather than just matching keywords,” says Marc Fawzi in an article in Evolving Trends, 
Web 3.0 will allow databases to operate together seamlessly. It will make it possible to integrate all 
data, and intelligent software applications will, according to Novak Spivak, “aggregate, remix, and 
organize” this data in multiple ways.  

When the Web reaches this stage, it will become a new kind of neural network with its own 
integrity, one that might have the ability to rewire those who participate in it. It will offer an 
unprecedented capacity for harnessing and focusing the collective creative energy of society. Web 
3.0, in short, will furnish us with the means to construct the digital equivalent of a global cathedral, 
allowing us to participate in a communal enterprise that connects rather than divides and points to a 
larger purpose for our being: awakening to the idea that human society is inextricably linked to the 
biosphere. 

What would this digital cathedral look like and how would it operate? We can only guess because 
Web 3.0 is largely a theory at this point. But possibilities include the interoperability of databases 
that would allow consumers with smartphones, even as they roam store aisles, to get carbon footprint 
ratings of a particular product as well as a snapshot of the product’s supply chain and its social and 
environmental impact and alternatives that might be more environmentally friendly. Communities 
could explore the available options for reducing their greenhouse gas emissions, simulate the choices 
made by other cities and towns, and analyze what the results would be, sharing these findings with 
citizens and asking them to rank their preferences. Once sorted, a multimedia program could allow 
the individual citizen to experience a three-dimensional virtual reality created by those collective 
choices and project it into the future over several decades so that they could more easily imagine  

http://www.sustainableminds.com/industry-blog/leveraging-power-web-20-drive-sustainability
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what these decisions would mean for their children and grandchildren. 
  

 

The Great Work of Our Time 

Obviously, we have a lot of work ahead of us if we are to build 
the digital cathedral and open a space within which democratic 
sustainability can continue to develop and mature. We need to 
embrace a broad, inclusive conception of sustainability, one that 
involves not only the land, air, and water but also health, 
education, human rights, cultural diversity, participatory 
citizenship, and social justice. We need to nurture a positive 
vision of a desirable future that is not only sustainable but also 
restorative, healthy, flourishing, and fecund. And we need to 
understand that the “environment” includes the virtual as well as 
the natural. 

The emergence of democratic sustainability as a major force for 
change across the globe is a new chapter in human history that is 
just beginning. As Berry observes, “History is governed by those 
overarching movements that give shape and meaning to life by 
relating the human venture to the larger destinies of the 
universe.” We are at the start of one of those movements, what 
Berry terms the “Great Work” of our time. 

To carry out this “Great Work” we need to construct richer, more 
compelling ways of telling our stories about the future we want 
to create, the challenges we encounter, and the progress we 
make. To do so, however, requires a diverse and fertile 
information ecosystem, one that possesses a full measure of 
integrity. Think old-growth forest instead of monocultural timber 
plantations. In an era of gated communities, multinational media 
corporations, and 24/7 celebrity gossip, the development of 
sustainable communications is no small matter. 

The new learning ecology can serve as a powerful antidote to the 
sterility of contemporary culture and offer, in Bill McKibben’s words, “an expanding hive of 
communication, a collective intelligence” for thinking about democracy and sustainability. We are 
not talking here about an artificial machine-intelligence taking over or saving humanity, but rather 
about a digital cathedral that provides shelter for an awakening community, a place that fosters 
growth, self-discovery, and rebirth. Such a learning ecology holds the promise of expanding our 
understanding of how we are interconnected at the same time that it helps us appreciate the different 
ways in which we experience the world. And it promises to facilitate the telling of stories that will 
celebrate the potential of the human spirit and savor the beauty and mystery of the natural world,  

   

http://www.nybooks.com/articles/18910
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stories that will guide and instruct our children and grandchildren and their children and 
grandchildren about how to occupy together the space we call “Earth.” 
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Article 

 

by Chris Bradford 
  
   

Food Shortages on the Horizon 

Half of the world’s population may face serious food shortages by 2100 reports the recent study 
“Historical Warnings of Future Food Insecurity with Unprecedented Seasonal Heat” issued by 
Stanford University’s Program on Food Security and the Environment. The study found that “rapidly 
warming climates may alter crop yields in the tropics and subtropics by the end of this century and, 
without adaptation, leave half of the world’s population facing serious food shortages.” 

“This is a compelling reason for us to invest in adaptation,” says study co-author Rosmon Naylor, 
“because it is clear that this is the direction we are going in terms of temperature, and it will take 
decades to develop new food crop varieties that can better withstand a warmer climate. We are 
taking the worst of what we’ve seen historically and saying that in the future it is going to be a lot 
worse unless there is some kind of adaptation.” 

In the coming decades, as agriculture faces the prospect of our changing climate and the challenge of 
feeding a global population that is growing annually at about 1.3 percent and projected to double its 
present level of 6.5 billion by 2063, we clearly need to invest in research and infrastructure solutions 
that provide food to regions vulnerable to food deficits. The world population is growing, food 
supply is shrinking, water supplies are becoming more limited, and food production is competing for 
land with housing and the production of fuel crops. Global balance between demand and supply of 
food is likewise sensitive to fuel demands and investment in research and infrastructure.  We have to 
make better use of available land. 

 

http://fsi.stanford.edu/publications/historical_warnings_of_future_food_insecurity_with_unprecedented_seasonal_heat/
http://foodsecurity.stanford.edu/
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The VertiCrop vertical farming system 
may be 20 times more productive yet 
use only five percent of the water of 
conventional farming. 
Photograph courtesy Valcent Products. 
 
 
The Vertical Farming Solution 

Vertical farming offers a way to conduct large-scale agriculture using recycled resources and 
hydroponics. It is the practice of growing plants without soil in vertical environments, allowing for 
the production of fruit and vegetables in spaces outside of traditional farms.   

The agricultural approach is no longer a pie-in-the-sky concept. While the practice of vertical 
farming is still in its infancy, its future is truly green. We have entered a new era of urban agriculture 
where we can deliver locally grown crops that provide a nutritional product that may be healthier for 
the people and animals they serve than traditional farming. 
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Paignton Zoo curator of plants and  
gardens Kevin Frediani checks the 
initial crop of lettuce. 
Photograph courtesy Valcent Products. 

At Valcent Products, for example, a vertical farming technology was developed at its El Paso, Texas, 
research facility and then further refined in Europe. The result is VertiCrop™, a commercial, high-
density vertical growing system employed in a controlled environment such as a greenhouse, 
polytunnel, or warehouse. The approach increases production volume for field crops as much as 20 
times over traditional horizontal farming, yet requires as little as five percent of the water supply. It 
is a non-genetically modified solution to food shortage problems, using trays on a looped dynamic 
conveyor belt and automatic feeding stations to grow plants efficiently. VertiCrop can be adapted to 
the needs of vegetable, herb, fruit, and flower producers.  And under proper management, the need 
for pesticides can be eliminated.   

Through VertiCrop, plants are grown in a vertical plane in specially designed trays suspended from 
an overhead track. This allows the trays to rotate on a closed-loop conveyor and pass through a 
feeding station that provides water and nutrients. An even airflow over the plants with equal 
exposure to light is achieved; water and nutrient run-off from the feeding station is captured and 
recycled, reducing consumption to as little as five percent of the uptake in conventional systems. 
  

Success at the Paignton Zoo Environmental Park 

The Paignton Zoo Environmental Park in Devon, England, sought a healthy, lower cost solution to 
feeding the park’s animals. Valcent Products made high-tech horticultural history with the 
installation and operation of VertiCrop, the first of a new generation of innovative plant growing  

 

http://www.valcent.eu/
http://www.paigntonzoo.org.uk/
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systems that was officially launched September 30, 2009. The launch celebrated the successful 
continuous operation of the zoo’s vertical farming system for 60 days, validating both operating 
savings and yields. 

 
Feeding animals from onsite crop production 
saves money while reducing energy used for 
transporting tons of produce annually. 
Photograph courtesy Valcent Products. 

The VertiCrop sustainable hydroponics installation is the first of its kind in Europe and the first in a 
zoo or botanic garden anywhere in the world. Paignton Zoo curator of plants and gardens Kevin 
Frediani said, “Installing VertiCrop at Paignton Zoo means we can grow more plants in less room 
using less water and energy. It will help to reduce food miles and bring down our annual bill for 
animal feed, which currently exceeds £200,000 a year.” 

Paignton Zoo plans to grow a range of herbs such as parsley and oregano, leaf vegetables like lettuce 
and spinach, and a range of fruits including cherry tomatoes and strawberries. 

Reptiles, birds, and most of the mammal collection—including primates and big cats—will benefit 
from the production of year-round fresh food. The animals crunch their way through about 800 
carrots a day and over $11,000 worth of fruit per month. Herbs are used as enrichment for many 
species. Environmental and economic savings are immediate. 

Vertical farming approaches such as VertiCrop are the latest in plant growing technology, with the 
potential to meet the needs of human populations (in addition to the animals of our zoos and wildlife 
parks) while reducing the pressure to clear natural habitats for crops. The technology could usher in 
a new era of urban horticulture. A zoo may seem like an unlikely location for a groundbreaking 
project, but zoo directors understood the benefits of promoting vertical farming technology to the 
public as well as to growers. As a botanical garden, Paignton Zoo is keen to educate people about all 
aspects of horticulture, particularly new, environmentally friendly implementations such as this. 

Limitations on the availability of agricultural land, increasing food costs, concerns over food 
security and bioterrorism, and environmental challenges surrounding food transport and water 
consumption increasingly focus the public’s attention on the sources, horticulture, and nutritional  
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value of crops. Vertical farming solutions can address these needs, especially for vulnerable 
populations where a reliable food supply is not available due to geographic, political, or economic 
circumstances. Isn’t it time to dig vertical farming? 

 
Crops ranging from herbs to  
vegetables and fruits to flowers  
can be grown in vertical farming  
setups such as this VertiCrop 
installation in Devon, England. 
Photograph courtesy Valcent Products. 
Digging the Future 

 

 

Chris Bradford is CEO of Valcent Products and Valcent EU, based in Launceston, U.K., where he oversees the 
company's vertical farming initiatives. Prior to joining Valcent in 2007, he was a business development advisor for 
the U.K. government's Business Link. Immigrating to Canada in 1977, Chris worked at senior management level for 
three leading Canadian farm supply businesses, eventually setting up his own consulting business specializing in 
project management for start-up companies in North America. Bradford began his career with Bradford & Sons, 
where he managed the company's Crop Services Division, supplying agricultural and horticultural markets in 
southwest England. 
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Article 
 

 

by Nate Berg 
  

Code for America. Sounds kind of dorky, doesn’t it? It kind of is. It’s a technology-focused version 
of Teach for America, the national program that recruits recent college grads to commit to a couple 
of years of service teaching in public schools. But while Teach for America aims at improving the 
nation’s public school system, Code for America is taking on a thornier, even more dysfunctional 
beast: government.  

The project is intended to “help the brightest minds of the Web 2.0 generation transform city 
governments” – transformations brought about by using the Internet and other web-enabled 
technologies to help make governments more efficient, transparent, and participatory. 

So, it is kind of dorky. But for more and more governments—from small cities to states to the 
Obama Whitehouse and the federal government—the future lies in that dorkiness. Data is the future 
of cities and governance, according to a growing collection of urban thinkers, government officials, 
and civic-minded web developers. And if data’s the future, the future is now. 

It’s being called Government 2.0, as in the newest version of government. It’s also a nod to the idea 
of Web 2.0, the evolving concept of an Internet where users are as much observers as participants. 
And that’s exactly what advocates of Government 2.0 are envisioning for citizens—a fusion of the 
role of citizen and participant. 

But citizen participation hasn’t always been the easiest ideal to achieve. Government—with its 
bylaws and policies and ordinances—can be a little off-putting, especially when getting involved 
means attending a four-hour-long city council meeting at 7 p.m. on a weeknight. But by improving 
the way people interact with government, and making the act of participating more appealing, the 
hope is that the government will begin to work better for the people. 

 

http://www.teachforamerica.org/
http://codeforamerica.org/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Web_2.0
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The Internet has enabled intercommunication in ways that completely shake up the traditional 
concept of public participation. Though websites and the use of online tools, citizens can easily add 
their input on a proposed community plan, committee agenda item, or a street that needs some better 
nighttime lighting. The barrier to entry is much lower than traditional public input techniques—in 
terms of costs, time, and access. And as cities expand the use of these participation technologies, 
those traditional processes may simply fall by the wayside like so many obsolete technologies. 
  

But merely hearing from citizens is not the end-goal of this movement. Like the two-way street of 
Web 2.0, governments also want to help citizens better understand what’s going on behind the doors 
of city hall. An informed citizenry is better equipped to contribute to local government processes and 
decisions. Yet even if the goal of making more informed citizens is a bit pie-in-the-sky, governments 
are taking baby steps toward that end. One of the increasingly popular ways cities and governments 
are trying to improve local understanding is simply through a policy of transparency and 
accountability. In two words, this is a policy of “open government.” 

 
DataSF is a clearinghouse of datasets available from  
the City & County of San Francisco with the primary 
goals of improving access to city and county data and 
helping the community create innovative apps. Click  
image to visit the DataSF website. 

Open government is what it sounds like—the information and “proprietary” data that governments 
typically keep under lock and key is increasingly being opened to the public to peruse and use as it 
pleases. 

As the Internet broadens the way we communicate, it's also changing the way we look at government 
as a clearinghouse of information. The result is a huge amount of data. From emailed complaints to 
city officials to requests for public documents to comments on city websites, the public’s voice can 
find its way into city hall much more easily and in greater quantity than ever before. Though the 
sheer volume is a bit overwhelming, governments are beginning to take it in stride. Some are even 
embracing it. Or at least they're trying to figure out how to embrace it. 

Governments, for example, are making city data available for free to anyone interested. Though  
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most of the people interested in XML feeds and APIs tend toward the wonky side of the citizen 
spectrum, as technology becomes even more ubiquitous in day-to-day life, what once seemed the 
territory of holed-up computer scientists will soon be as straightforward as checking email. 

Open data is becoming the way for many major cities and governments. From Washington, D.C. to 
New York to San Francisco and even the federal government, officials are making city data public. 
Hundreds of streams are now available, including such data as the amount of new building permits, 
the locations of trees, crime reports, and registered vacant properties. With these streams out and in 
the public realm, web developers have been able to create a raft of city data-based websites and 
applications. 

For example, crime data has been mapped in a number of cities to show residents where crime is 
occurring and what types of crimes are being reported. Other applications include a locator tool to 
find parking in Washington D.C. and another that maps detailed bike routes and recent thefts. 

Much of the data is only marginally useful in terms of getting people more actively involved in their 
government. Washington D.C., for example, offers a spreadsheet of Health Professional Licensing 
Fees. New York offers a list of laundry facilities. But regardless of this data’s apparent uselessness, 
advocates of open government argue that the more data, the better. 

And the trend is on the rise. At the federal level, the Obama Administration has instituted the Open 
Government Directive, which calls on executive departments and agencies to help create a more 
open government by publishing government information online, improve its understandability and 
quality, institutionalize a “culture of open government,” and create a policy framework that 
encourages an open government. 

At the city level, municipal governments are taking a slightly different approach. City governments 
in San Francisco, Seattle, Washington, D.C., and New York are making moves toward opening 
government through their chief technology officers, a title that’s emerging in cities across the 
country. With powerful voices within local government, they’ve been forward-thinking in their 
approach to opening and using data.  

One unique but increasingly popular approach is to present government data to the web development 
community almost as a challenge. The city of New York recently announced the winners of a 
citywide contest to create web applications using the city’s newly opened data streams. Twenty 
thousand dollars in prizes were offered, as well as a lunch with Mayor Michael Bloomberg. The 
results of the contest were announced in February. The winning tools included an augmented reality 
application for mobile devices that helps people find the nearest public transit options to them in 
real-time, a rating tool for the city’s taxis, and a data-rich site to search and rate schools within the 
city. For cities like New York, open government has two prongs: 

1. Making the data available 
2. Inviting civic-minded web developers to use it.  

What results is a collaborative public service. 

http://data.octo.dc.gov/
http://www.nyc.gov/html/datamine/html/home/home.shtml
http://www.datasf.org/
http://www.data.gov/
http://www.parkitdc.com/
http://www.parkitdc.com/
http://outsideindc.com/bikes
http://www.whitehouse.gov/open/
http://www.whitehouse.gov/open/
http://www.nycbigapps.com/
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Wayfinder NYC, an augmented reality app, is designed 
to help users locate subway, bus, or train stations from 
their mobile devices. It is the winner of New York's NYC 
BigApps contest. Click image to visit the Wayfinder NYC 
website. 

But for all the sunshine and smiles this data-centric future of government offers, there are many 
challenges. Not the least of these is the Pandora’s box of legal issues that cities may be forced to face 
as data is abused. Another issue could be that cities aren’t able to keep up with the open data 
demands of the public or the legislation that requires that data to be open and accessible. Ensuring 
the usability of data may become an entirely new function of government, and some cities worry that 
the costs of offering and maintaining this data could overshadow the benefit. 

For all the fears and doubts, however, the experience of those few cities excelling at opening data are 
positive. 

For many governments, though, the process is still in the early stages. As other major cities follow 
the lead of San Francisco and New York, and other states join Massachusetts and Utah in enacting 
open data directives, the opportunities presented by this growing wealth of data are only beginning 
to emerge. 

Programs like Code for America are driving this process forward. The agency recently announced a 
short list of projects proposed by cities and governments around the country that are looking for help 
from the code-savvy, civic-minded technologists of the future. The ideas dreamed up by those 
governments include a centralized virtual resource center where local businesses can track all city 
licensing and permitting processes in real time, advanced 311 data features that allow residents to 
analyze local indicators, and an interactive civic engagement portal. The selected projects will be 
developed by the Code for America fellows next year.  

These are hardly the only projects in the works. Cities across the country and across the globe 
recognize that the power of the Internet can have real-world applications in our built environments. 
Sifting through XML data and sorting spreadsheets and developing web applications may be new  

 

http://www.wayfindermobile.com/�
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ground, but it’s new ground many cities are excited to trod. The first steps are light, and yes, some of 
the first projects are decidedly dorky. But for cities to work better in the future, dorky may be the 
best way to go. 

 

 
FixMyCityDC, a Washington, D.C. web- 
based application that allows users to  
submit service requests by problem  
type, check their status via an  
interactive map, and receive a  
response when the problem is fixed.  

Washington, D.C.: A Leader in the Open Data Movement 

Washington D.C. has for years been at the forefront of the open data movement. The city’s Office of the 
Chief Technology Officer has created a data warehouse with more than 400 streams of public data and 
information, all freely available to the public in a variety of formats. From recent crime reports to yearly 
spending requests to public space permits, Washington D.C.’s Data Catalog offers local residents and web-
savvy developers a wealth of information. 

The catalog was initiated by former Chief Technology Officer Vivek Kundra, who is now the federal 
government’s chief information officer. Like many cities, Washington D.C. has opened its data to web 
developers with a challenge: Apps for Democracy. The city created a contest for citizens to use the data 
streams to create web and mobile applications that could improve the way people interact with local 
government and the urban realm. The first edition of the contest yielded 47 applications for the Internet, 
mobile phones, and Facebook—a big return for the modest city investment of just $50,000. 

In addition, the city’s Digital Public Square offers an easy-to-use clearinghouse where interested citizens 
can delve through data streams and create their own custom visualizations. By utilizing free web tools like 
Swivel and Many Eyes, locals can easily transform obscure sets of government data into understandable 
charts and graphs. 

Through these sorts of open data and open government initiatives, cities like Washington D.C. are 
enabling their citizens to play a more active and informed role in the process of citymaking and 
governance. 

 

 

 

http://www.fixmycitydc.com/
http://octo.dc.gov/DC/OCTO/
http://octo.dc.gov/DC/OCTO/
http://www.parkitdc.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page
http://www.appsfordemocracy.org/
http://www.facebook.com/
http://dps.dc.gov/
https://business.swivel.com/
http://manyeyes.alphaworks.ibm.com/manyeyes/
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Nate Berg is a freelance writer based in Los Angeles. He's a contributing editor for the urban planning news 
website Planetizen, and his work has appeared in a variety of publications including NPR, Wired, Dwell, 
and Architect. He's currently working on a book about places that are like cities, but which aren't actually cities. 
Catch up with him at www.nate-berg.com. 
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Article 
 

 

by Rachel D. Shaw 
  
 
“That was designed to pluck nearly every biophilic synapse I have!” I exclaimed, as we walked out 
of the movie theater. “That,” of course, referred to Avatar. Avatar was meant to be overwhelming, 
and in just those ways. Through the means of 3D glasses and clever digital work, viewers were 
immersed in a seemingly vast world teeming with life. Along with the characters, the audience 
dashed through the undergrowth, swung from vines, and climbed trees. At every point, the 
characters—and the viewers—were surrounded by other living things: plants of astonishing variety, 
animals running the gamut from frightening predators to delicate and amusing insects. During the 
last few scenes of the movie, I felt possessed of a strange yearning—a gene-level desire not to see 
the story continue, but for the world of Pandora to exist… and to visit it in person. 

And yet…  

When I made that comment, my fiancé was rather surprised. For him, the world of Pandora didn’t 
speak to some primitive link buried deep in his brain. Instead, what it reminded him of, especially 
the plants, were the carefully sculpted dioramas found in natural history museums—usually to depict 
prehistoric or undersea life. To me, the movie was achingly real. To him, it was an obvious fake. I 
felt hurt that he didn’t feel the same… but on the other hand, his observation was nothing short of 
truth. The “world” of Pandora is in fact a diorama, a glorious, amazing version of the little cardboard 
scenes many of us constructed as children. It is not real, even if many of us wish it was. 

The dissonance between his experience and my own catalyzed something I’d been observing for a 
while. On the one hand, there is clearly a growing sense of lack and wrongness among human beings 
with regard to the non-human world. On the other, there is an increasing proliferation of 
technologies that seem designed to meet our need for engagement while not actually satisfying it. 
Avatar is a particularly vivid example of this—I found myself likening it to Splenda in conversations 
after I’d had a chance to ruminate over it—but it’s not the only instance. 

  

 

http://www.avatarmovie.com/
http://www.splenda.com/
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The catchy phrase most often used to describe the problem is 
“nature deficit disorder.” Usually the phrase is employed in 
discussions about children’s education, and serves as a way 
to justify increased outdoor activity—hikes in the woods, 
playing in the dirt, collecting bugs, and so on. Rarely is it 
applied to adult human beings. It seems too pat, often—the 
idea that simply plonking a young human being into a space 
where there is dirt beneath her feet rather than artificial 
substances is enough on its own to transform her from an 
apathetic, television-watching, and obese child into a lively 
and intelligent human animal. Sometimes the disorder is 
explicitly medicalized, and “nature” is offered as the cure to a 
number of disorders ranging from attention deficit disorder 
and autism to high cholesterol and lack of physical fitness. 
Before long, “nature” starts looking like a fad diet or exercise 
program, instead of the non-human world we inhabit. The 
other problem of constructions such as “nature deficit 
disorder” is that they tend to obscure the very real 
connections we have with the world—the air we breathe, the 
food we eat, the organisms we share space with, the waste we 
produce—by continuing the fiction that “nature” is 

something “out there” and not a part of our existence. 

That there’s something lacking in the experience of many Americans and peoples of the developed 
world is increasingly hard to deny. That we live in a world facing large-scale environmental 
problems is clear. Anyone who takes the time to work his or her way through the science quickly 
becomes overwhelmed with the instances—species disappearing, habitats transforming, atmospheric 
patterns shifting, vegetation dispersal altering, oceans acidifying. But it’s not a scientific awareness 
of these problems that I’m driving at. Most people lack the training or time to make their way 
through this data, relying on watered down and distorted versions to understand what’s going on. 
What I’m seeing is a more instinctual reaction, the reaction of animals confined in an ever-shrinking 
cage. 

Some of this manifests in stress reactions, such as self-mutilation, apathy, comfort-eating, and so on. 
Now, there are probably a variety of stressors at work in people’s lives, and most not obviously 
environmental ones. A while ago I was reading the comments in a blog thread that asked people to 
admit to some sort of unseemly habit—picking one’s nose, sticking chewing gum under chairs, that 
sort of thing. What struck me was how many people confessed to various kinds of minor self-
mutilation—skin picking, hair eating, nail biting—and how this reminded me of a bird that belonged 
to a high school friend. This bird, a cockatiel, was a feather chewer. The poor animal reduced itself 
to a scrawny creature resembling a rubber chicken whose only intact feathers were on his head. Such 
self-damaging behaviors are recognized, in animals at least, as symptoms of captivity and lives of 
sensory deprivation. The reason there are balls in the jaguar cages and logs and toys in the elephant 
pens at the zoo are because without them, animals turn on their own bodies, weaving and rubbing 
their miseries away against the bars of their prisons. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nature_deficit_disorder
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It was hard not to see the connection 
between the unhappiness of caged animals 
and the damaging self-soothing being 
performed by humans. The habitats we have 
created for ourselves are as lacking as the 
cement-and-bars cages of previous 
generations of zoos, and whether our 
awareness manifests in scientific reports, 
news articles on nature-deficit disorder and 
solastalgia, or nervous behaviors, it’s clear 
that most of us are aware of this on some 
level. The question then becomes, what, if 
anything, do we do about this. Rubbing our 
faces raw against the walls of our self-
imposed captivity isn’t working.  

However, just as picking and chewing are destructive ways of coping, many of the solutions we 
collectively reach for are unlikely to fix the underlying problem—human disassociation from an 
increasingly impoverished and damaged environment. They may even make it worse. We horrify 
ourselves with worst-case scenarios like that presented in the animated movie WALL-E or other 
dystopic fantasies, worlds in which, in the words of Avatar character Jake Sully, “there is nothing 
green” and humans struggle for dominance among the rubble of their broken technology. At the 
same time, we self-soothe with fantasies of lost green worlds and reconnecting with Nature, which 
often takes the form of indigenous peoples and talking trees and magnificent riding beasts with 
whom the riders form a psychic bond. (Avatar combines all of these, but we see its antecedents in 
movies like Pocahontas and books like Anne McCaffrey’s Dragonriders of Pern series.) You can 
even buy a “field guide” to the world of Avatar (subtitled An Activist Survival Guide) and place it on 
the shelf next to your Peterson or Sibley guides, if you are so inclined. 

It is tempting to see these dystopias and utopias as harmless, as mere entertainment. That’s what 
concerns me. Aimed at mass audiences, they are meant to play familiar chords, and, by so doing, 
reinforce them. Yet the message that they reinforce is part of the problem: the message is that Nature 
is out there, and that humans are in here, and that living in sustainable ways is something that is 
possible only for limited, special, chosen people. The other thing that they do, in addition to 
reinforcing the nature-culture duality that’s been around for quite a while now, is introduce the 
aspect of virtuality, of virtual reality, to the mix. That is, not only is the non-human world “out 
there” but increasingly it is presented to us as no more real than the images on our computer 
monitors and television screens. 

Avatar does a brilliant job manifesting these dynamics in easy-to-parse symbols. Not only is Pandora 
literally another world, it is one that human beings cannot inhabit, but rather only visit and exploit. 
In an exaggeration of the idea that nature is inherently hostile to human beings, Pandora’s air is  

 

http://adisney.go.com/disneyvideos/animatedfilms/wall-e/
http://disney.go.com/vault/archives/movies/pocahontas/pocahontas.html
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0345340248?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0345340248
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0007342446?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0007342446
http://www.houghtonmifflinbooks.com/peterson/
http://www.sibleyguides.com/
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lethal to humans. The only way to fully enter the world of Pandora is through avatars; the allusion to 
the avatars familiar to players of online games and participants in online communities cannot be 
coincidental. Further driving home the message, while the creatures of Pandora easily bond with the 
nervous system of the planet, humans can only “plug in”—again quite literally—through the 
interface of the Na’vi avatar. Donning an avatar, humans enter Pandora while remaining safely in 
their interface at home; indeed, there is one scene where a character’s avatar is killed, and he goes 
offline, gasping and terrified, but very much alive—a luxury not granted to the Na’vi who inhabit 
Pandora in actuality. Both metaphorically in the context of the story, and literally in the context of 
the film, the Na’vi are the ultimate in non-player characters, existing to provide interaction, 
guidance, and targets for the human players and audience and graphics designers, and denied a 
separate existence of their own. 

One may be tempted to just dismiss this as yet another film with stereotypical indigenes, white male 
heroes, and PC eco-babble message, combined with some really cool special effects. The problem is 
that the very virtuality that Avatar invokes and embodies is not simply entertaining. It is part of a 
larger cultural development, one which teaches us that the animals and plants of the nonhuman 
world are little more real than the pixels and photons in virtual worlds, and which teaches us that the 
solutions to problems in either can be solved primarily, or even entirely, by virtual actions performed 
via computer avatars and mouse-clicks. Just as artificial sweeteners like Splenda allow us to enjoy 
the sensation of sugar without the bodily consequences of ingesting sugar, and encourage us to gorge 
ourselves since there are apparently no repercussions for doing so, virtual reality can lead us to 
confuse virtual action with real-world engagement. We could find ourselves environmentally 
starving ourselves while surrounded by on-screen images of ecological abundance. 

Here’s an example of this dynamic in action. The recent disaster in Haiti, a traumatic event in both 
human and environmental terms, becomes reduced to an occasion to procure for oneself a virtual 
animal, a “Haitian relief flamingo” that you can set alongside other virtual animals in a zoo made of 
pixels and code. In ZooWorld, a Facebook-based game, exotic and familiar animals, represented by 
cute cartoon versions of themselves, mingle (if you have the money to pay for them) with creatures 
like gremlins and unicorns and yetis. Not only does the Haitian relief flamingo stretch thin the 
relationship between the person earning it by donating a dollar to Haiti and the Haitian people whom 
that dollar is meant to help, it thins the line between real animals and fake animals, and turns all 
animals into little more than animated characters on the screen.  

What does it matter if real penguins or polar bears go extinct, the logic inexorably leads us, if we can 
continue to play with their virtual counterparts unchanged? If the actual animals disappeared 
overnight, would we even know? Will the dollar reach Haitians, and how will it be used to help 
them, and by whom? From within the context of ZooWorld, these are irrelevant questions. It is 
enough to click, pay for Haitian aid in the same way that you obtain the “zoo dollars” that allow you 
to buy unicorns and yetis, and receive a virtual bird to serve as evidence of your participation. 

  

http://www.facebook.com/home.php#/pages/Zoo/162104552518?v=info&ref=ts
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So how do we deal with a world in which a small, brief movement of finger on trackpad has become 
the perceptual equivalent of physically caring for injured people, where a couple of hours sitting in a 
darkened room substitutes for a walk over outdoor trails? It’s tempting to rail at virtuality in toto, to 
recommend a withdrawal from the electronic world, a burning of pixelated vanities. You see this in 
the actions of people like the no-heat crowd described in the New York Times, who live in freezing 
apartments and cabins out of some modern sense of thrift and hair-shirt mortification. Yet, despite 
their extremism, which makes such individuals easy to mock or pity, they do have a point: it’s hard 
to ignore the world when your breath is condensing in front of you, when the cold becomes part of 
your daily patterns.  

In Avatar, the Na’vi literally connect to 
the world they inhabit, entwining tendrils 
within a long braid around tendrils 
belonging to other organisms. Humans, of 
course, lack such an easy uplink, and it is 
therefore tempting to accept the implicit 
message of the film, that humans by their 
very nature are incapable of such sensory 
connection. But is this true?  

In Being Caribou: Five Months on Foot 
with a Caribou Herd, author Karsten 
Heuer and photographer Leanne Allison 
documented the way that, after following 

the migrating Porcupine caribou herd for several months, they became able to sense the caribou, to 
feel their movements and direction, even when they could not see them. I myself remember how, on 
a months’ long expedition in the Australian outback, my eyes adapted to the night so well that by the 
end of the trip a half-moon’s light was more than enough to read by. Practitioners of “barefooting” 
and wearers of minimalist footwear like the FiveFingers shoe with toes report that after an initial 
period of discomfort walking on uneven surfaces, they come to relish the sensation and find most 
smooth, human-made surfaces tactilely “boring.” Follow a hunter or an experienced birder through 
the woods, and observe him or her make sense of small clues—holes in trees, a brief and distant call, 
a tuft of hair. Or visit a place from childhood, and note how a waft of a long-forgotten scent brings 
the memories rushing back. 

So, humans are quite capable of connecting on deep, multiple levels with their environments, but it 
requires two things: immersion and time. While a 30-minute hike on one’s lunch break or a bout of 
tree-climbing during recess is a good thing, it’s not the same as through-hiking the Pacific Crest 
Trail or going on a pilgrimage or living in a context where you engage with the environment 
intimately in order to survive. The problem we face, collectively, is that most people are unable to 
take such dramatic breaks from their ordinary lives. Even worse, the profound disjuncture between 
those two modes of living reinforces the idea that connectivity, full inhabitation, is a rare and special 
thing, out of the reach of most people (at least in the developed world). We cannot be Jake Sully, 
permanently relocated into his avatar. At best we are the red-shirt scientist who gets to taste that life 
from time to time but who must always come back to the lab at the end of the field trip.  

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/080279565X?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=080279565X
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/080279565X?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=080279565X
http://www.taiga.net/pcmb/
http://www.vibramfivefingers.com/
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This is where the danger of virtuality lurks. It teaches us that engaging with the world around us 
should be easy and painless, that we should be satisfied with the sweet taste of artificial nature even 
as we suffer environmental deficiencies. It programs us to accept solutions that do not require 
sacrifice of any kind, even when “sacrifice” is as strenuous as writing a check, addressing and 
licking an envelope, and applying a stamp. It trains us to believe that looking at a 3-D picture of a 
world is as good as going there in person, that sight and sound are the only senses that matter despite 
us being creatures that possess at least five. We are not the glorious Na’vi, leaping their way through 
the fecund world of Pandora; we are crippled Jake Sully lying prone in his uplink bed. Like Jake, we 
enter the link to distract us from our dysfunction, and by so doing, damage and weaken ourselves 
further. 

The virtual world is not evil; movies and films can inspire us to care about things we’d otherwise 
never see, whether it be Pandora or the mysterious places revealed in Planet Earth, and they enable 
us to form connections with people we’d otherwise never meet. But ultimately it is not healthy, 
either for us or for the world we inhabit. If we want to avoid the dystopia of WALL-E, where humans 
are placated with artificial distractions and fake food, isolated from a world that has been reduced to 
rubble and cockroaches, virtuality needs to be viewed with skepticism and caution. Virtuality 
teaches us bad habits, habits that must be unlearned if we are to address the very real problems 
facing us, and our very real planet, today. 

 

 

 

Rachel D. Shaw is a writer, photographer, and scholar of environmental studies and history. A two-time graduate 
of the Wildbranch Workshop for nature writing, she is a contributor to The Clade, a community environmental blog, 
and has had her poetry and photography published in the online literary magazine Qarrtsiluni. You can view her 
photography at her gallery, Sungazer Photography and Images. 
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Review 

A Suburban Girl Considers the Farm 
Jennifer McStotts reviews The Seasons on Henry's Farm: A Year of Food and Life on a 
Sustainable Farm, by Terra Brockman 
   

As I scanned over the table of contents for The Seasons on 
Henry’s Farm: A Year of Food and Life on a Sustainable 
Farm by Terra Brockman, I saw that scattered throughout the 
52 food-themed weeks that organized the book are a dozen 
recipes based on farm-fresh foods. On every page, I saw 
food, food, food, and I thought: I may not be the right person 
to review this book. When I think of food, I think of foodies 
and the friends I always hope will invite me to dinner. 
Meanwhile, I live in a teeny studio, which means I have a 
teeny studio-sized kitchen, with a hot plate that just barely 
fits between my sink and my toaster oven, meaning I have 
room to cook or I have room to set out my cutting board to 
do prep, but I do not have room on the counter for both. 
When I see a food that’s local or organic or heaven help me 
both, I snatch it up. I don’t even think about price, which is 
probably why I spend as much on food as I do on rent every 
month. I also tend to spend more on prepared foods—tubs of 
pineapple chunks and bags of spiced potato slices—because 
of the challenge of doing prep work in my kitchen. It’s not that I don’t like to work with food, to 
cook, it’s just that in my current place, cooking is a hassle. 
 
I wondered if I wasn’t going to have to pass this book on to a friend with more food cred, but then I 
started to read. Brockman presents a charming vision of farm life, from scenes you expect of big 
family farm lunches and chains of farm helpers tossing melons from the field to the truck, to scenes 
a suburban girl like me didn’t expect, little insights into how farms really work. How one of the 
helpers etches a letter into the skin of the melons so everyone can tell their types. How the author’s 
brother, Henry, organizes his farm notebooks. How he cures fresh sweet potatoes in a homemade 
sauna of space heaters and wet towels. How much thought is given—must be given—to the 
composition of the soil on an organic farm. 
 
Brockman has taken a single year in the life of her family and its farms and divided it into the 52 
weeks of the year, then grouped them into the traditional lunar agricultural calendar. She thinks of 
each of these weeks as “seasons”—the seasons of planting one crop or harvesting another, seasons 
based around farm chores like seed-ordering or slaughtering or fencing, seasons of growing and 
dying, seasons based on the feel of the air and the quality of the light. I have to admit that at first I 
thought the metaphor, being a bit heavy-handed, might drag after I read about it on the jacket, in the 
foreword, and again in the introduction. But in truth, it fades into the background as a structural 
element, an unseen scaffolding around which farm life moves, as soon as you get a few pages in. 
 

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1572841036?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=1572841036�
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1572841036?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=1572841036
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When I say Brockman’s vision is charming, I don’t mean that it is idyllic or glossy. She neither 
bemoans nor camouflages the long hours and hard work of a farming life. What makes this book 
such a well-rounded read is how finely Brockman integrates all of these details together: the beauty 
of Illinois’ weather and environment, as well as the consequences it has on farming; the science of 
soils and fungi and biology and botany, and the colors they create on a leaf or flower or fruit; the 
cycle of life and slaughter, reality and poetry. The Seasons on Henry’s Farm is a book that can be 
read one season at a time or one four- or five-week moon every night; there are many parts of the 
book where it was hard to put down. In the spirit of a family-run farm, Brockman not only varies her 
own voice, bringing in family memoir alongside the agriscience narrative for instance, but she also 
includes short pieces by her nieces, her brother, and her father, handing the camera to someone else 
when she feels they can better capture the moment, much in the way the family acknowledges 
Brockman’s mother to be the only one trusted with tomato sorting and her brother the finest garlic 
braider by far. 
 
The only section I skipped was “Week 14: Hog Heaven,” because I have a complex and emotional 
personal history with pig slaughter, but the stories of death, animal and human alike, that Brockman 
includes in a faithfulness to her year-on-a-farm structure are some of the most beautiful in the book. 
And for each of those is an equally magnificent moment in nature, a complex scientific explanation 
made clear, a historical revelation, and a light-hearted anecdote. Sometimes, one of Brockman’s 
scenes serves many of those categories at once, such as in one of my favorite moments when she 
contrasts the beauty of fresh asparagus and our society’s long history of “smelling asparagus-
perfumed chamberpots,” as well as the chemical and genetic reasons for the odor. 
 
At the end of The Seasons on Henry’s Farm, I remain a suburban girl who was raised without a root 
cellar and has no means for engaging in the kind of deep “waste not, want not” sustainability that the 
Brockmans strive for everyday, nor do I have the kitchen to do justice to some of her fantastic-
sounding recipes—not yet at least—though many of them are simple enough that if I can access 
similar ingredients where I live, I’ll give them a go. Her work made me eager to try the farmers 
market near me when it begins again this spring, but more importantly, it made me feel both grateful 
for the work of families like the Brockmans and hopeful that there is a way to reverse the cycle 
begun by industrial agriculture in the 20th century. 

 

 

 

Jennifer McStotts worked as a lawyer in Georgia and as a college professor in South Carolina before she figured 
out that writing clandestinely is not the most effective way to go about being a writer. She is now home, writing, 
and living on pocket change and good fortune in Tucson, Arizona. 
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Review 

The Composition of Place 
Simmons B. Buntin reviews Animal Logic, by Richard Barnes, and Earth Forms, by 
Stephen Strom 

 
In his introduction to Animal Logic, Richard Barnes 
writes that the collection explores “the dual nature of 
interpretation and shifting point of view as expressed 
through our relationship to the animal world. The 
interplay between our overwhelming drive to subdue 
nature and the devices, such as the diorama, we use to 
reanimate it after its subjugation.” Stephen Strom’s Earth 
Forms, on the other hand, leads us on “a journey into a 
different America, depopulated, arid, and infinite, blessed 
of a beauty that requires some eyes to adjust their notions 
of what constitutes beauty in the first place,” writes 
Gregory McNamee in his introductory text. 

Beauty and the place of humankind are at the core of both 
of these attractive, large-format collections: beauty of 
scale and pattern, form and perspective, and timelessness 
and transition.  

In Animal Logic, Barnes transitions between sections that 
span 110 photographs: Container holds a stunning set of 
photographs of museum animal collections—shelves of 
skeletons and skulls as in the title photograph, “Animal 
Logic,” mounted gazelles and rhinos and alligators in 
wooden crates or atop museum work tables, a cataloging 
room littered with the bones of displays. Diorama 
presents perspectives on dioramas under construction, 
with and without animals, without and with humans who 
adjust the branches on a tree or vacuum snow at the hooves of a bison. Skull captures the assembled 
white fragments of animal skulls against a black backdrop to striking effect. Refuge presents an 
eclectic and sublime series of nests built at least in part from human materials—dryer lint, fishing 
line, thread—also against a black background. The section concludes with a lovely personal essay, 
“The Nesting Urge,” by Jonathan Rosen. Murmur, the book’s final section, displays photographs of 
the midair massings and shapings and organic flockings of hundreds of thousands of starlings over 
Rome. 

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1568988613?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=1568988613�
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1568988613?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=1568988613
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1904587747?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=1904587747
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1904587747?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=1904587747
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"Abandoned Hogan, South of Comb Ridge, 
Viewed from South of Bluff, Utah" by Stephen 
Strom. 
   

 
"Mudhill, Near Burnham, New Mexico" by 
Stephen Strom. 

The transitions in Earth Forms are less obvious; the collection of 42 Western landscape photographs 
is not subdivided by section, nor by geography, nor even by season, though the first two photographs 
showcase winter scenes. Yet the photographs themselves transition, building upon each other as 
stanzas build upon each other in an epic poem. Epic seems appropriate considering the landscapes of 
striations, petrified hills, dry riverbeds, and sage extending beyond all four sides of the photographs. 
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It is this concept of scale that most binds and yet separates these books. For Barnes, scale is not only 
easily defined, but in many cases is the driving power behind the photographs. In “Mummified 
Fish,” photographed in Cairo in 2000, a large fish rests in black-and-white in the foreground while a 
mummified dog, providing the fish’s scale, stands mounted behind, in a different display. In “Desert 
Scene with Woman and Coyote,” the museum employee provides the scale as she adjusts the scarlet 
flowers of an ocotillo. Scale is crucial even in the starling photographs that include buildings and 
horizons, as in “Murmur #23” and “Murmur #1,” a dark and massive cloud of starlings above a 
sporting arena. 

Scale is nearly indeterminable in Strom’s horizon-absent photos, yet that ambiguity is likewise the 
driving power behind these photographs. Who is to know the vastness of the area of “Mudhills Near 
Hanksville, Utah, I” for example, with its foreground swales of low brush that could as easily be a 
macro shot of lichen, and its distant hills that may be no bigger than gravelly runoff from a curb or 
as large as a mountain range? Are those trees or only clumps of grass in “Desert Foliage Pattern 
Near Shiprock, New Mexico?” In the book’s concluding text, Albert Stewart writes that “[t]hese are 
landscapes that illustrate space, rather than time, and travel towards what is not seen, discovering 
what is seen.” Perhaps they do not in fact discover what is seen, for there are mysteries in the 
revealing, and that too provides power to these photographs. Is it the discovery, and not the seeing 
itself, that matters most here? If so, that discovery is a matter of perspective, a matter of distance. 

Barnes’s starling photos aside, distance provides keen perspective in Animal Logic. Classified like 
museum exhibits, which are mostly their subjects, the quirky photographs present views otherwise 
impossible for the average museum visitor, and probably for most museum workers. Certainly a 
painter brushing the distant blue peaks of a diorama has a unique perspective, but the manner in 
which the diorama-in-progress is captured by Barnes reveals not only the place and time (or the lack 
of place and time due to their artificiality), but also a subtle yet intense symbolism to which Barnes 
speaks in his introduction, and which builds throughout. Indeed, Barnes’s photographic arc in 
Animal Logic is as compelling in both composition and intent as any series I have seen. 

 
"Smithsonian Antelope" by Richard Barnes. 
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Middle of Three Panes from "Animal Logic" 
by Richard Barnes. 
   
As with Animal Logic, composition—or more appropriately framing—defines the photographic style 
of Earth Forms. Here, however, the constant near-aerial perspective presents a kind of flatness that 
is both intentional and, to some degree, undermining. By the end, I found the most compelling 
photographs to be those in which some clue was given to scale and distance and which were, 
therefore, more dynamic—“Abandoned Hogan, South of Comb Ridge, Viewed from South of Bluff, 
Utah,” for example, and “Oak Savanna Landscape, Summer, Priest Valley, California,” in which a 
dirt road lopes through the soft hills. Individually, the photographs are spectacular—“Near Paiute 
Mesa, Utah/Arizona Border” and “Mudhills and Grass, Cottonwood Canyon, Utah, I” are two of my 
favorites—but over the series, their individual power wanes. 

Context—or perhaps a sense of the viewer’s identity in relation to the photograph and our larger 
“place”—is defined in Animal Logic thanks to the accompanying text: Barnes’s enticing 
introduction, essays by Jonathan Rosen and Susan Yelavich, and a short prose piece by the poet 
Mark Strand. The short essays by Gregory McNamee and Albert Stewart serve well to introduce 
Stephen Strom as the accomplished astronomer and photographer that he is, but unlike the texts of 
Animal Logic, those narratives do not truly build a dynamic conversation within the book. That 
seems to me a lost opportunity. Perhaps if the photographic series was set into discernable sections, 
with essays between, my concerns would be resolved and I would have the context I seek. Yet I also 
understand the presentation of an uninterrupted series—a series that is like the landscapes 
themselves, like the tenuous relations of humans to that beguiling, arid terrain. 
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In both collections, though, the photographs resound. Taken separately, the books provide unique 
perspectives on our role in the nature of place. Taken together, they contrast elegantly even as they 
complement in surprising and alluring ways. Ultimately, both Animal Logic and Earth Forms 
delight, inspire, and provoke. 

 

 

Simmons B. Buntin is the founding editor of Terrain.org: A Journal of the Built & Natural Environments. His first 
book of poetry, Riverfall, was published in 2005 by Ireland's Salmon Poetry; his next collection, Bloom, is due from 
Salmon in late 2010. Recent work has appeared in Mid-American Review, Isotope, Orion, Hawk & 
Handsaw, and Southwestern American Literature. Look for new work in High Desert Journal, ISLE, Freshwater, 
Spiral Orb, Salamander, and Versal. Catch up with him at www.SimmonsBuntin.com. 

 

http://www.planetizen.com/
http://www.nate-berg.com/


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

Issue No. 25 : Spring/Summer 2010 : Virtually There 
 

240

Review 

When the Rains Come, the Desert is Transformed 
Julie Wnuk reviews When the Rains Come: A Naturalist's Year in the Sonoran Desert, 
by John Alcock 

As a relatively recent transplant to Portland, Oregon, I am still 
trying to habituate myself to the copious amounts of rain my 
city receives. Most of this rain occurs during the winter 
months, and in turn I spend those grey, rainy days holed up 
indoors, indulging in reading, armchair travel, and wistful 
fantasies of sunny summer hikes. This winter, I retreated from 
the seemingly endless deluge with biologist and award-
winning nature writer John Alcock’s most recent book, When 
the Rains Come: A Naturalist’s Year in the Sonoran Desert. 

I have had the privilege of experiencing the Sonoran desert 
only once, while visiting a friend at the University of Arizona 
in 2006 (coincidentally, the year Alcock happens to chronicle 
in his book). It was a memorable visit. The desert was strange 
but beautiful to me, and as a botanist of sorts, I was thrilled to 
see many plants I had previously only studied in textbooks or 
herbariums growing in their native habitat. The brevity of my visit, however, meant that I could only 
be an admirer. Developing a deeper understanding and appreciation of a place is like building an 
intimate friendship: it takes time. 

John Alcock has established just this sort of relationship with the Sonoran desert through more than 
30 years of study. In When the Rains Come, he records a year of his personal experiences in the 
Usery Mountains (one of his primary research sites) and other locations he has frequented. Drawing 
upon his decades of research and keen observations, Alcock refutes the common stereotype that the 
desert is a harsh, unchanging, and barren landscape. Harsh it may be at times, but unchanging and 
barren it is not. Alcock demonstrates repeatedly that the Sonoran desert is, in fact, a complex and 
dynamic environment rich in biodiversity.   
  
When the Rains Come explores a wide range of subjects relating to the Sonoran desert’s natural 
history, but ultimately the theme that unifies the entire book is change. The changes Alcock 
addresses occur on many scales and in many forms: some occur seasonally, others over decades, and 
still others over the span of geologic time; some occur naturally, while others are human-induced. 
By revealing the many ways in which the desert is constantly changing, Alcock hopes to foster in 
others the same enthusiasm that he has for this unique landscape. “Becoming aware of the entire 
spectrum of changes in our desert may give us a better sense of where we live and a greater 
appreciation for it,” he writes in the introduction. 

The driving force behind the majority of these changes, and the thing that ultimately ties all desert  

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0816527628?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0816527628�
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0816527628?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0816527628
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life together, is the most critical resource of all: water. In a drought year like the one Alcock 
describes, its availability is even more crucial than usual. The rains of the book’s title bring 
deliverance to the desert, making the difference between life and death for its inhabitants. When the 
rains come, the desert is transformed as its inhabitants spring into action. 

While reading When the Rains Come, I felt as though I were being guided through the desert by a 
skilled and friendly naturalist. Alcock’s lucid, descriptive prose is a pleasure to read, and he is adept 
at blending the narrative of his personal experiences with additional research from academic 
literature. Though the book contains a lot of scientific information, rest assured, it does not read like 
a sterile lab report. At times, I found myself holding my breath, sharing in the anxious anticipation of 
waiting for the next shower to arrive in the desert, even as rain was pelting the windows of my 
home.  

The spectacular pictures that accompany the text further enhance the feeling of “being there.” 
Alcock’s writing is engaging enough that it could stand well alone, but the photos, taken by the 
author, augment what he says and allow the reader to share directly in his observations. For example, 
when he writes about the growth of a juvenile cactus recruit he has been following for decades, we 
can view its progression for ourselves. Likewise, when he writes about the effects of drought on a 
blooming season, we see a dramatic side-by-side comparison of the same site, taken in the same 
month of two separate years that experienced different quantities of rain. Alcock acknowledges that 
many of his own insights have come from comparing his photos. 

Alcock’s insights also come from getting to know many of his subjects on an individual basis. One 
way he does this is by marking various flies and wasps with harmless dabs of paint to track their 
behavior to see, for instance, which male perches on a specific bush at what time of day, and how it 
interacts with other individuals it encounters. He does this to study mating behavior, but it also 
means that where others might just see a bunch of insects swarming around, Alcock notices patterns, 
and he demonstrates how the species he follows have their own daily and seasonal rhythms. 

One might think that Alcock, having studied the Sonoran desert for so long, would have seen just 
about everything, that there would be no surprises left for him to uncover. But this isn’t true, either. 
Perhaps most inspiring, Alcock shows us there is always a possibility for new discoveries if we leave 
ourselves open to it. In one of my favorite chapters, he relates the discovery of a wasp he has never 
seen before (which, after more observation, a bit of confusion, and some assistance from a colleague, 
turns out to actually be three species of wasps in the same genus). Like so many scientific 
discoveries, his results form a combination of astute observation and serendipity. 

If I were to recommend an audience for whom When the Rains Come should be required reading, it 
would be those who call the Sonoran desert home. However, those who (like myself) don’t reside in 
a desert shouldn’t feel deterred from reading it. If anything, I feel that I have gained a new 
appreciation for where I live by learning more about an environment that is so different from mine. I 
think that what makes the book a worthwhile read is that some of the most important messages to be 
gleaned from it transcend the boundaries of the Sonoran desert: Alcock demonstrates the value of  
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getting to know our natural surroundings, connecting to them on a personal level, and maintaining a 
sense of curiosity.  

 

Julie Wnuk holds a degree in biology from Hiram College and spent several seasons working as a botany 
technician for Ohio's Wayne National Forest. She resides in Portland, Oregon, where she enjoys hiking and learning 
the ecology of the Pacific Northwest. Often finding herself on the fence between pursuing graduate studies or the 
life of a vagrant explorer, her current goal is to become a certified master naturalist. 
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Review 

The Definition of a Classic 
Stephanie Eve Boone reviews Anne Frank: The Book, the Life, the Afterlife, by 
Francine Prose 

 
Before I read Francine Prose’s Anne Frank: The Book, the 
Life, the Afterlife, I had never finished Anne Frank’s The 
Diary of a Young Girl, progressing perhaps 100 pages 
through before I became distracted by other books. As a 
kid, I was a voracious reader, but I usually stuck with linear 
novels and omniscient third-person narrators. I didn’t 
always know exactly what was going on in The Diary, and I 
hadn’t yet discovered that a little uncertainly could be a 
good thing. 

As I got older and passed the age Anne had been when she 
started writing in her diary (13), the age at which she was 
arrested by the Gestapo (15), the age at which she was 
killed in Bergen-Belsen (nearly 16), my inclination to read 
the book diminished. Because I wanted to be a writer 
myself, I was envious of all the praise that had been lauded 
on her. At 17 and 18, at 25 and 26, I was reluctant to 
confront evidence that a 13-year-old had been a better 
writer than I was and maybe ever could be.  

Francine Prose, it must be said, does not share that fear, 
and embraces the possibility of learning something from Anne. Prose, author of Reading Like a 
Writer, ultimately approaches Frank’s work both as student and scholar. Having read The Diary 
several times as a girl, she returned to the book as she prepared to write a novel with a teenage 
narrator.  

“Like most of Anne Frank’s readers,” she recalls, “I had viewed her book as the spontaneous and 
innocent outpourings of a teenager. But now, rereading it as an adult, I quickly became convinced 
that I was in the presence of a consciously crafted work of literature.” Prose is not the first reader or 
writer to make this discovery—Cynthia Ozick, Patricia Hampl, and Philip Roth have all written on 
Anne’s skill—but she is the first to write a book that tackles the whole messy Anne Frank saga from 
every possible angle. Yes, a good portion of Anne’s story is contained in The Diary and needs no 
replication, but the young writer could not tell us what came after, as her book became an 
international bestseller and inspired a Tony-winning play, an Oscar-winning film, numerous 
memoirs, social justice organizations, lawsuits, accusations of forgery, and scathing personal attacks 
on her closest surviving family member. Backlash is inevitable, and even the martyred young 
writer’s book is no exception. 

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/006143079X?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=006143079X
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/006143079X?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=006143079X
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0385480334?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0385480334
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0385480334?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0385480334
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0060777052?ie=UTF8&tag=terraajournofthe&linkCode=xm2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0060777052
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Diary_of_Anne_Frank_%28play%29
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A beautiful young genius creates a remarkable work of art and dies tragically before she can learn  
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how much it meant to the world—so Hollywood, right? If you don’t read The Diary, or you read it 
but you don’t read it, you might think, well, would this ever have been publishable if its author had 
not been killed in the Holocaust? Girls write diaries every day, and no one but a snooping sibling or 
nosy parent thinks them worth reading.  

And then, it no longer seems necessary to consult Anne’s version of events; why read an entire book 
cover-to-cover when a film and play are available, and when we all know the gist, anyway—Anne 
and her family go into hiding with a few friends, they have some wacky adventures, and two years 
later they get arrested by the Nazis. Anne dies. Her father discovers her diary, publishes it, and 
makes a lot of money. 

But as Prose tells us, people who only experience Anne by way of the film, the play, some synopsis 
on Sparknotes or a portrayal in pop culture will lose something. Case in point: in 1998, The Onion 
published an article titled “Ghost of Anne Frank: ‘Quit Reading my Diary.’” It began: 

Shocked to learn that the diary containing her most intimate thoughts and feelings has been read by 
millions of people worldwide, the ghost of Anne Frank held a press conference Monday to tell the 
world to “stop reading my diary, and put it back where you found it right this second.” 

That’s funny stuff, because most teenage girls, most people, would be mortified if millions of 
strangers read their diaries. But Anne Frank wasn’t most people. Her portrayal on Broadway as, in 
Prose’s words, “a bubble-headed messenger of redemption . . . robbed of her genius, removed from 
history and recast as a ditsy teen,” might actually have inspired her to say, as The Onion put it, “It’s 
enough to make me want to crawl into a hole and never show my face again.” As for the diary, 
however, it appears that she would have been overjoyed to learn how popular it ultimately became. 
Prose explains::  

Starting in the spring of 1944, Anne went back and rewrote her diary from the beginning. These 
revisions would cover 324 loose sheets of colored paper…. Anne had wanted her book to be noticed, 
to be read, and she spent her last months of relative freedom desperately attempting to make sure 
that her wish might some day be granted. 

What The Onion did, and what many of us do, is make the mistake of categorizing Anne as a typical 
teenage girl, or (maybe) worse yet, our current stereotype of a typical American teenage girl. In 
some ways, of course, she was a normal teenager; she was vain about her hair and particular about 
her clothes, she idolized movie stars and developed a crush on the boy upstairs. It’s easy, instinctive, 
not to take young people seriously.  
  
But Anne was first and foremost a writer. “I want to go on living even after my death!” she wrote in 
one entry. “And therefore I am grateful to God for giving me this gift, this possibility of developing 
myself and of writing, of expressing all that is in me!” The Diary is good not only because Frank 
was talented, but because she was passionate about her craft and eager to revise. “The differences 
between Anne’s initial efforts and her revisions vary from trivial to profound, and deepen our respect 
for her as a writer,” Prose writes. “The first versions are in many cases more impulsive and spirited, 
the second more distanced, cooler, even abstract . . . they are nearly always better written—more 

http://www.theonion.com/
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condensed, descriptive, fully dramatized and evocative.” 

Most books about books are basically superfluous—do we need another collection of scholarly 
essays on Hamlet? No. The Book, the Life, the Afterlife, however, is an essential companion to The 
Diary. It is perhaps the ink-and-paper equivalent of Hearts of Darkness, the documentary about the 
making of Apocalypse Now. 

The Book, the Life, the Afterlife, as its title suggests, is more than a critical companion, however. It 
serves as a biography of Anne, her family, and the tangled journey of her legacy; it raises questions 
about ownership, revision, posthumous revision, image exploitation, pedagogy; it describes the 
difficulty of dramatizing a classic work of literature without getting something really wrong. 

We need not have read The Diary to experience shock and grief in Prose’s harrowing chapters that 
describe the arrest, “deportation,” and subsequent murders of seven of the eight people who lived in 
the Annex, because Prose, with a little help from The Diary and a range of historical sources, has 
presented the characters to us just as fully as Anne did (and in some instances, with a bit more 
sympathy).  

Eight people hid in the Secret Annex, but after they were caught, only one survived the camps. Otto 
Frank was a veteran of the German army (he had fought in World War I) and a middle-aged man by 
the time he took his family and friends underground. Unable to save them, he found comfort in the 
gift his daughter left him, in “the exercise and account books in which . . . he would later say, he met 
a daughter he had never really known”—and in the task of providing her with the literary career she 
had craved.  
  
In The Diary, Anne idolized her father; that may be part of the reason some skeptics (read: loonies) 
claim he wrote the book himself. In the years since The Diary’s publication he “has been accused of 
prudishness, of being too ready to forgive the Germans, of censoring and deracinating Anne, of anti-
Semitism, of sentimentality and cowardice, of greed and personal ambition,” writes Prose. But she 
describes a man who, while probably no less complex than any war veteran and concentration camp 
survivor who lost his family to genocide, lived up to his daughter’s high opinion and “[spent] the rest 
of his life ensuring that people not be judged and excluded on the basis of their color race or 
religion.” Your heart breaks for him as Prose describes Otto in the months after he returned from 
Auschwitz to discover that his daughter’s diary was all he had left of her: 

People who encountered Otto Frank during this period recall a handsome, distinguished man with 
the bearing of a Prussian officer—but whose eyes were perpetually red from weeping. He carried the 
manuscript with him wherever he went, and, at times, tears flowed down his face as he read a few 
pages aloud, or urged friends and strangers to read it. 

The central character in The Book, the Life, the Afterlife, if there is one, is not Anne but Otto, who 
outlived his children, who faced the tricky job of editing his daughter’s manuscript and finding a 
publisher, who survived attacks on his character, who found himself the defendant in an ego-bruised 
screenwriter’s lawsuit and felt compelled, himself, to sue a German writer who claimed his 
daughter’s masterpiece was a fake. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hearts_of_Darkness
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Critics even liked to attack Otto for not getting his family out of Amsterdam, as if that were a 
legitimate criticism, but it turns out that the Secret Annex was not Plan A, anyway. Otto lobbied for 
years to bring his family to the U.S.—and was repeatedly denied.  
  
Despite the heartbreak of losing his children and wife, despite a lifelong smoking habit, despite 
nearly dying Auschwitz, Otto Frank lived to be 91. You have to wonder: if the U.S. had welcomed 
the Franks, might Anne, who would have turned 80 last year, still be alive? (She’d be younger than 
both Betty White and George H.W. Bush, to name two robust octogenarians.) True, we would not 
have that wonderful diary. Then again, if she could accomplish that masterpiece in two years, what 
might she have done with 65 more? “We would have been willing to live without the diary,” Prose 
writes. “But . . . the diary is what we have left.”  

Like Anne, Prose is a deliberate and passionate, sometimes angry, writer. Whenever possible, she 
uses Anne’s intended title, Het Auchterhuis, in lieu of The Diary of a Young Girl, and when she 
mentions the deaths of Anne, her sister, her mother, the Van Pels (a.k.a., Van Daan) family, and the 
dentist Fritz Pfeffer (a.k.a., Albert Dussel), she relies primarily on one word: murder. She avoids 
even the slightly less harsh “killed,” and in over 300 pages I do not recall her explicitly writing, 
“Anne Frank died in the Holocaust.” And why not? Linguistically, such a sentence would almost 
make it sound as if “The Holocaust” were a place, as if Anne had died in a house fire or horrific 
accident, instead of, as Prose constantly reminds us, being murdered by the German government.  

As an author, Prose does have one annoying habit: she’s a know-it-all. As in Reading Like a Writer, 
she spends a lot of time explaining that the normal way of doing something is wrong, and her way is 
right. Delving into the history of “Anne Frank in the Schools,” she discusses the myriad ways in 
which The Diary has been misused or underused as a teaching tool, where it has been used at all (and 
don’t even get her started on the textbooks that switch out Anne’s text in favor of the 1955 play, in 
which “Anne’s intriguing contradictions have been simplified out of existence”). Then, to prove she 
can do more than talk, she goes and does it better (with a group of upperclassmen at Bard College). 

But like Gregory House (or maybe Barack Obama, depending on who you ask), Francine Prose is 
that rare know-it-all who really does know her stuff. Describing The Diary, she writes, “like any 
classic—it may be one definition of a literary classic—it rewards rereading.” The Book, the Life, the 
Afterlife, likewise, rewards rereading. 

Prose’s book is a rarity: it could not exist without another, much more famous book, but it is self-
contained. To follow The Book, the Life, the Afterlife, we need not have read The Diary. If we 
haven’t, though, it’s going to make us want to. 
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