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PREFACE 


Writing this thesis was, in a way, a fractal image of my 

own life. It represented, on a micro scale, my personal 

struggle with habits and emotions that have been, and still 

are (though to a much lesser extent now, I hope!), major 

obstacles to my growth, both as an artist and as a person. 

The writing process can be extremely challenging sometimes, 

but it also creates its own rewards. 

All the composition theory I was exposed to, through the 

classes I took and the classes I taught at O.S.U., was put to 

the test as I began to fully engage in the turbulent and 

unpredictable process that is creative writing. Though I'm 

grateful for the intellectual preparation that composition 

and rhetoric theory provided me with, I still had to learn 

how to deal my own emotional resistance to creative 

expression--something that Julia Cameron (in her wonderfully 

useful book: The Artist's Way) calls "artist's block." 

As an introduction to the six essays in this collection, 

I would like to make a few quick comments about them, and the 

reasons why I arranged them in the order that I did. The 

first essay, "Viewfinders," is a short one, providing a brief 

introduction to my own perceptual world, and an opening to 

themes that will resonate in the essays to follow. 

"The Procession" is my longest essay, and continues the 

themes of transiency and loss, while it introduces themes of 

heritage and home. 



"Last Day in Paradise" relieves the reader a bit, with 

its brevity, but deals again with concepts of horne and 

spiritual hornelessness. The essay explores the paradoxical 

relationship between protective enclosure and entrapment. 

The sudden shift in tone at the end of the essay foreshadows 

a similar shift in the next essay. 

"The Devil's Churn" deals with contradictory elements: 

good and evil, love and fear. It is a study in chaos, and the 

paradoxical challenges that comprise a human life. 

"Equinox Dreams," a longer essay, picks up the 

hallucinogenic edge of "The Devil's Churn" and plays with 

it--dwelling on the dreamlike quality of life. It also 

reiterates a theme first introduced in "Viewfinders": the 

paradox of simultaneity--the experience of loss, in the face 

of infinite abundance. 

"Living Like Slugs" is a natural follow-up to "Equinox 

Dreams," and provides a rather peaceful conclusion to this 

turbulent mix of essays. I had originally titled the piece: 

"Slugs: A Look on the Bright Side," but after Chris Anderson 

pointed out its similarities to Annie Dillard's "Living Like 

Weasels," I decided to rename the essay, as a sort of 

tribute. My writing style has been compared to Annie's by 

several people, so I've been using her as a kind of absentee 

mentor--reading and rereading her essays as I worked on this 

thesis. 



SEARCH IMAGES 

VIEWFINDERS 

I 

I'm thinking about viewfinders, on cameras. How you 

look through them and they help you to see things you hadn't 

noticed--simple things, things that don't seem very important 

until you get a frame around them and then they stand out in 

their own little world. Then a small shift, left or right, 

up or down, changes that world, and you begin to see the 

endless angles, the infinite perspectives, all of them 

interesting, and beautiful, but there isn't enough time, or 

film, to capture them all. 

I followed a professional photographer once, along a 

trail on Santa Rosa Island. A group of us were hiking that 

day~ down Lobos Canyon to the coast. The park ranger had 

told us about a large midden out by the beach, deep layers of 

shell and bone, a reminder of the Churnash people who once 

lived on the Channel Islands west of Los Angeles. It was a 

long hike out there to the midden site, and most of the 

others were hot-footing it on ahead with the ranger. My 

twelve-year-old daughter was lagging far behind me with her 

new friend, a ranch girl who lived on the island and knew it 

well. They were catching tiny frogs in the rushes along the 

creek, and though I knew they would be OK on their own, I was 
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in no hurry to catch up with the others. I took my time, 

looking all around, amazed. 

I've forgotten now if it was April or May, but it seemed 

as if everything yellow was blooming: buttercups, brass 

buttons, and monkeyflowers down in the wet meadow, giant 

coreopsis high up in the cliffs. Those cliffs are what I 

remember most--warm beige sandstone, brilliant in the sun, 

layered in places with other colors--white or russet or dark 

brown--naturally sculpted into knobs and ridges, curves and 

crannies. I remember one image in particular: a clump of 

dudleyas way up high, framed by a sandstone arch and backlit 

by sunshine on the canyon wall behind it. 

On the ground sometimes there were limestone boulders 

with giant holes through them, windows I could look through 

to see things along the trail behind me, things I'd 

overlooked, like ferns, and flowers, and even more boulders 

riddled with holes--windows within windows. And among the 

boulders grew island oaks, some with huge trunks and 

sprawling branches that seemed to loop and curl, touching the 

ground in places, so I had to climb over or duck under them 

where they crossed the trail. Those loops and curls formed 

windows too, oaken frames covered with pale green lichens. 

I made slow progress that morning, distracted by 

landscapes, taking pictures. The other hikers had long since 

disappeared from view, and the only person I could see up 

ahead was the photographer. I eventually caught up with him 

on a grassy slope where he'd set up his tripod, focusing his 
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camera on the canyon wall. I could see why he'd stopped 

there. Alternating layers of sandstone, white and dark 

brown, formed long grooves and ledges, and on top of that the 

sun was high, casting rippled patterns of light and shade 

across the whole formation. 

I stopped to take a photo of my own, feeling self

conscious for a moment when the man turned my way and smiled. 

Was he silently acknowledging a fellow photographer, a 

kindred spirit, dawdling down the canyon, or was he amused at 

my point-and-shoot camera? But the embarrassment soon 

passed. I had no illusions that my snapshots could pass as 

works of art, and it didn't bother me that his probably 

would. He knew how to slow down, to dedicate himself to one 

tiny part of an immense universe, to expand his perceptions 

by restricting his field of view. I watched him as he peered 

through his viewfinder. A friend of mine on that hike, who 

was much more into photography than I was, had told me that 

this man was a well-known photographer; his work had been 

published in a number of nature magazines. I studied him for 

a while as he adjusted his camera, making decisions about 

lenses and apertures. I could imagine him spending an entire 

day with that cliff, knowing it more intimately than anyone 

else on that hike. 

Of course there was a trade-off. At this rate, he would 

never make it to the end of the canyon, and while he peered 

into his viewfinder he was missing so much--clouds scudding 

by overhead, wind stirring through trees, an island fox 

looking down from the ridge behind. Yet, who was I to say 
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that by voluntarily limiting his options he was not 

simultaneously widening them, his perceptiveness expanding 

far beyond what it had been before? 

II 


I began to feel restless, standing there--encumbered 

suddenly by the cloister of my viewfinder. I wanted to feel 

my body moving again, to see and hear and feel all of that 

canyon, to capture as much of it as possible, not on film, 

but in a vast storehouse of memory. I put away my camera and 

continued on up the trail, faster now, remembering the goal 

of the midden. 

Something peculiar began to happen then, as I settled 

into a rapid rhythm of walking and breathing, watching the 

trail rush toward me, the ground at my feet almost a blur. 

As I tried to take it all in--as much as was humanly 

possible--things began to change in a subtle way--not the 

things themselves, but my perception of them--as though my 

eyesight had become sharper, or time had somehow expanded. I 

felt intensely awake, as if nothing could escape my 

attention. 

Everything I saw became a photograph, a unique image in 

a rapid series of stills: a spider on its web beside the 

trail (click), tall grass on the slope ahead, bent by the 

wind and shining (click), huge blue sky, with some cliff in 



5 

the foreground (click), sea gulls drifting by on the wind 

(click), bright orange poppies (click) (click), one with a 

beetle on it (click). The world kept moving, changing, 

casting itself before me, and all I could do was watch its 

parts appear and disappear. It went by fast, too fast for 

words, no time to think or evaluate. My mind seemed to 

dissolve into my heart. I was caught in a steady current of 

seeing and appreciating--a constant loving and letting go. 

When people think of meditation, they usually imagine a 

person seated quietly, in solitude, with the intention of 

stilling the mind, gaining access to that which supports and 

is prior to thought. But there can also be meditation in 

action. I'm reminded of the intense, yet relaxed awareness 

demonstrated by masters of such martial arts as kung fu and 

aikido. What I experienced was something like that--an 

altered state of consciousness, an enlivening and deepening 

of .my normal perceptual fields. It was interesting, and 

intense, but it didn't last very long--ten, twenty minutes, 

perhaps. 

I eventually met up with part of the hiking group, on 

their way back inland. It was getting late, and the truck 

would be leaving in a few hours, and I realized that if I 

wanted to see the midden, I would have to hurry. So I raced 

ahead, expecting to see something interesting at the end, 

something that would make the rush worthwhile. Perhaps it 

was just that--the grasping, the concern with attaining a 
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goal--that finally did me in, that caused my fall from 

grace. By the time I neared the end of the canyon, I was 

back to my normal state of consciousness. 

III 

When I got to the beach, two men were still there, 

standing, huddling over something. I walked over, and they 

showed me a spear point the group had found. It was about 

six inches long, shiny and gray--perfectly symmetrical. The 

man who'd been holding it gave it to me to look at, and I 

felt the cool heft of it in my hand, so solid and slippery 

smooth, its tapered edges still intact. I turned the stone 

over and over, running my thumb across its scalloped surface, 

wondering how long it had been there in the sand. The last 

Chumash were removed from the Islands in the 1800s, but 

people had been living on Santa Rosa for tens of thousands of 

years before that. 

I handed the spearhead back to the man, and he pointed 

out where they had found it. It was at the base of a small 

gulch, a sort of miniature canyon, where everything was 

crumbling down to the sea. The midden was there, at the top, 

a layer of dark gray sand, several feet deep, speckled with 

bright fragments of shell and bone. The gully had cut right 

through it, exposing a cross- section of time. I walked up 

the ravine, stopping about halfway back, where part of a 

skeleton stuck out near the top of the eroding bank. It was 
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a rib cage. Too long and narrow to be human. Probably 

otter, or seal. But further up the gully, embedded there in 

the sand, was a skull. A human skull. 

Everything there was vulnerable to loss. The skull, the 

bones, the spear point, all could be washed out to sea with 

the next torrential rainstorm. No archaeologists would 

rescue them from that oblivion. The ranger had explained to 

the group that we should leave everything as it was. Not 

because there might be a dig there someday, but because it 

was the respectful thing to do. The human bones were not to 

be disturbed, and if they should wash into the sea, that was 

nature taking its course. The spear point too. All was to 

be left behind. 

I left the beach ahead of the two men, and never saw 

what they did with the spear point, never saw them place it 

back on the damp sand where it was found. That bothered me 

later, lingered in my mind as I hiked back up the canyon. 

began to suspect that they'd kept the spear point, hidden it 

in a backpack, and who would have known? Everyone else was 

gone. Maybe I was just imagining things, but I could 

understand how they might have felt it their duty to save 

that spearhead from the ocean's grasp. Perhaps, in the 

ultimate scheme of things, it makes little difference what 

happened to that artifact. Maybe today it's sitting on 

someone's bookshelf in San Diego, instead of on the ocean 

I 
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floor, buried again under layers of sand. Which is better? 

can't say that I know. 

But what about that urge so many of us have, to save 

things--objects, images, memories--to rescue them from 

oblivion? And how do we decide which ones to keep and which 

ones to let go? 

I still have my snapshots from that hike down Lobos 

Canyon. I retrieved them recently from a shoe-box full of 

photos I hadn't examined in years--a sort of photographer's 

midden heap. Those images are safe for a while from the 

distortion and fading of memory. I'm glad I took them. But 

when I look at them now, I'm disappointed--they feel so 

incomplete. When I remember Santa Rosa Island, so many 

images come to mind, hazy, elusive, but somehow entire. It's 

feeling that holds those visions together, fastening them in 

memory. After all these years, I still remember how I felt, 

hiking down that canyon, looking at everything, taking it all 

in--the details, the immense scope, the peace and the power 

of it all. 

Those photos I took seem empty now. They served me best 

in the moments that I took them, when I looked through my 

viewfinder and saw glimpses of a world that was always there, 

and still is. 
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Pais means more than soil or earth, 
far more than the Spanish word "tierra," 
which is merely mundane. It means 
something spiritual; that as a man's feet 
touch his native ground there is a mystic 
bond between him and the dust from which 
he was moulded. And wherever Spanish 
blood goes, this idea goes with it. 
(Carrillo 7-8) 

THE PROCESSION 

"Walk on your land! Plant your feet on-ground you own!" 

That's what Juan Jose Carrillo told his young son, long 

before Leo bought those acres of grassland and coastal sage 

scrub and riparian woodland over which I too, was to walk, 

thirty years after Leo's death. I never owned that land--not 

in any legal sense--and it was only one of many properties in 

Southern California that I'd gotten to know up close during 

the late 1980s and early 1990s. 

My own home during that time wasn't much to speak of: a 
-·

small rental house in one of the many stucco subdivisions 

that were built in San Diego after World War II. The 

neighborhood was called Allied Gardens, which seemed to me a 

strange name. It sounded like a place where members of the 

Allied Forces came to retire in idyllic comfort and plant 

petunias after winning "the war to end all wars." Seeing the 

neighborhood for the first time, I didn't think I'd fit in. 

Yes, there were gardens, a few of which I truly admired, but 

what you mostly saw as you walked through the neighborhood 

were yards that were literally a few yards wide, filled with 
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Bermuda-grass lawns, or that low-maintenance and exquisitely 

drought-tolerant alternative: gravel landscaping. 

Though I never felt completely at home in such an urban 

environment, I did feel lucky to live on the edge of the 

mesa. We were, literally, on the edge of the mesa, which 

ended pretty much at our front door. The back of our house 

was up on stilts, allowing for an elevated view of the brushy 

canyon below us. When I sat on the left side of our east

facing couch and looked out the picture window in that tiny 

living room, I could fool myself into thinking I was 

surrounded by a wilderness of coastal sage scrub and 

chaparral, with a blue sky unmarred by power lines. When I 

stood up, though, and moved to the right, the spell would be 

broken by a clear view of Alvarado Road and the condominiums 

at the bottom of the canyon, along with all that suburban 

sprawl on the mesa to the east. 

I often saw a pair of red-tailed hawks circling above 

the-canyon, and after a while they felt like my hawks, and I 

missed them when they weren't around. And on those rare days 

when we got heavy rains, I loved to stand at that window and 

watch the dry creek bed below turn into a torrent of water. 

I had a clear view of a culvert that directed runoff from 

Alvarado Road into "my" canyon. It was my own personal 

waterfall. 

We moved a lot when I was a kid, according to the needs 

of the oil company my dad worked for, so I got used to 

pulling up roots and starting over in new places. I was 
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pretty shy, and during my grade school years I spent a lot of 

time by myself, reading, playing in the dirt, or exploring 

the woods around our house(s). I know now that, as with so 

many other naturalists, those early experiences in close 

contact with nature deeply affected me, so that in spite of a 

relatively mobile lifestyle, I felt closely connected to the 

natural world--wherever I might be. 

As an adult, I've retained a sense of transiency. I 

find myself going through life with a feeling that I'm just 

passing through, that I don't really belong anywhere ~n 

particular. Yet I still have emotional connections to all 

the places I've lived, and they feel, in a certain way, like 

old friends. It usually takes a few years before I start to 

feel at horne in a new place, but I've found that the more 

time I spend outdoors, exploring nature, the more quickly I 

begin to feel settled. 

~- I'd already been living in San Diego for about four 

years, completing a biology degree, when I started to work as 

an environmental consultant. I loved the work. It was a 

field biologist's dream: being paid to explore thousands of 

acres of land, getting to know so many special places, 

spending time mapping the vegetation, making plant and animal 

species lists, keeping a careful eye out for the rare or 

endangered. Over the next four years I developed 

relationships with places all over Southern California, many 

of them, like Carrillo Ranch, relatively undisturbed and 

heartbreakingly beautiful. But if my job was a dream, it was 
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also a nightmare. What was happening to Carrillo Ranch was 

happening all over Southern California. More and more 

people wanted to build homes there. More and more people 

were making claims to the land. But whose land was it, 

really? 

I said I wanted a climate that was 
mild where I could see the ocean, and be 
in it in 10 or 15 minutes. I went on and 
described this terrestrial paradise--the 
coo of the-dove, the call of the quail, 
the moo of the cow summoning her little 
baby who perhaps was in danger of the 
coyotes that were howling about. I 
romanced it all over the place. 

Then I added I would like to get an 
old adobe which was forgotten, but not 
too late to save, and rebuild it and put 
it back where it was one hundred years 
ago. (Carrillo 227) 

At Carrillo Ranch, I went out of my way to meet the 

current occupants, but it was impossible, in the short amount 

of time that had been budgeted, to see them all. For 

instance, though I saw and heard California gnatcatchers, a 

species that has since become officially listed as 

endangered, I never actually saw coyotes, though their scat 

was all about. 

"Rancho de los Coyotes." That was what came to mind 

when I examined the topo map for the first time. It seemed a 

logical translation of "Rancho de los Quiotes," which was 

printed in faint blue under the heavier blue topographic 

lines that showed the contours of that hilly ranch. I knew 

some Spanish, but I wasn't familiar with the word "Quiotes," 

and figured it was an exotic spelling of "Coyotes." But then 
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I thought that it could just as easily have been a 

misspelling of "Quijotes" or "Quixotes," which were the two 

ways I'd seen the Man of La Mancha's surname spelled. 

Having once read part of that famous book by Miguel de 

Cervantes, and having seen the Broadway play as well as the 

movie, my imagination immediately offered up an image: Don 

Quixote de La Mancha at the top of a hill in the southeast 

corner of the property, overlooking the "Rancho Carrillo 

Master Plan Area" (for that was the name that the engineers 

had placed in large, bold print at the top of my map) . He 

was seated proudly on his sway-backed nag, Rozinante, 

imagining himself a knight-errant atop his steed, in search 

of honor and adventure. His tall, lanky figure contrasted 

with the short, stout figure of his loyal squire, Sancho 

Panza, who stood at his side. But Don Quixote de La Master 

Plan Area was plural (Rancho de los Quiotes) . So behind him, 

in my mind, stood an entire army of Don Quixotes, each 

dressed in rusty armor and makeshift helmet, each armed with 

a sword, ready to charge at a phalanx of giants in the valley 

below. And at their sides they all had their own Sancho 

Panzas who were trying, futily, to convince their Quixotes 

that the giants were, in fact, only windmills. 

Of course that was just a fleeting fantasy. No 

windmills or giants were indicated on my map. Just giant 

plans--massive grading of the hills and filling of the 

valleys to make way for: two major thoroughfares (Melrose 

Drive and Carrillo Way) ; several residential areas; a 

commercial district; a hospital; a school. When I later 
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drove out to the the site for the first time, I did notice 

one windmill in Carlsbad. It was several miles west of 

Carrillo Ranch, just off Interstate 5. But even that was 

unreal: a bit of faux architecture advertising Pea Soup 

Anderson's Restaurant. 

Years later, after I'd moved away from San Diego, I 

decided to solve the mystery of Rancho Carrillo's previous 

name once and for all, and looked up "Quiote" in the Oxford 

Spanish/English Dictionary. The word wasn't there, and by 

that time, neither was Leo's ranch--at least, not in a form 

that he or I would recognize. I did manage, however, to 

locate a copy of Leo's autobiography. I learned a lot about 

him then. Among other things, I discovered that he liked to 

write poetry (a man after my own heart!), and I was only 

mildly disappointed to find out that it wasn't very good. 

LONGING 

I long for the smell of the sagebrush 

land, 

For the tumble weed and the desert sand. 

I think and I think and it gets my goat, 

And a sort of a lump comes into my 

throat. 

I put out the lights--a New York hotel-

And I grope in the dark for the things I 

know well. 

I go back to my days of punching cattle, 

Kinda tired of people and their idle 

prattle 

Of the things they'd do if they had the 

chance, 

For their fiddlers play but they never 

dance. 

I want to go back where there ain't no 

crowds, 
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Where my mountains kiss the hanging 

clouds, 

Where the blue sky bends to a turquoise 

sea, 

And the Joshua serves as my only tree, 

Where the heat's hell hot and you're 

short of breath, 

And the raven trails and you flirt with 

death. 

Well, you keep your streets and your 

buildings grand, 

And I'll take my cactus and sagebrush 

land, 

Where the blues and the pinks and the 

purples blend, 

And I'll wait for God till He says_the 

end. (Carrillo 160) 


When I started doing field work at Carrillo Ranch, I 

knew nothing about Leo, except what one of the staff 

archaeologists had told me: that he had been an actor who 

made movies back in the thirties and forties. Perhaps my 

coworker mentioned something about him playing the role of 

Pancho in the old Cisco Kid television series, but it didn't 

register, since I couldn't remember any of those shows. 

The only Hispanic cowboy I remember is Zorro, whom I 

came to know after Standard Oil moved our family down to 

Venezuela. Somewhere between nursery school and first grade 

I developed a crush on him, followed by similar emotional 

attachments to Hopalong Cassady and Roy Rogers. Those three 

heroes were my role models. 

"I want to be a cowboy when I grow up," I told my mom 

one day. 

"Oh, you can't be a cowboy, dear" she replied. 

"Why not? I asked, my heart sinking. 
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"Because you're a girl," she said. "You'll have to be 

a cowgirl." 

I'm sure my mother thought she was being perfectly 

reasonable and supportive of my dreams at the time, but 

felt they had just been shattered. What fun was it to be a 

cowgirl? Nobody made movies about them, and the only one 

could even think of was Dale Evans, and she didn't seem to do 

much of anything, compared to Roy Rogers. I felt gypped. 

Anyway, I had no memory of the Cisco Kid or his 

sidekick, Pancho. I'm sure if I had pumped the 

archaeologists for more information, they would have given it 

to me; it was their job, after all, to know about the 

cultural history of a property, and though they were spending 

most of their time investigating a significant "prehistoric" 

Indian site they'd discovered in and around Leo's abandoned 

orchard, the adobe ranch buildings that he'd occupied were an 

important part of the property's history. But I was 

preoccupied with and excited about the large task that lay 

before me and several other biologists: cataloging and 

mapping the flora and fauna that currently lived on Leo's old 

ranch. 

I didn't find out until years later that Leo had had 

those adobes built for him, in honor of the old homesteads 

his Spanish ancestors had built when they first came to 

California. (Leo's great grandfather, Carlos Antonio de 

Jesus Carrillo was the the first provincial Governor of 

California, and his great-great-grandfather, Jose Raimundo, 

was one of the soldiers who accompanied Father Junipero Serra 

I 
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and Captain Gaspar de Portola to California.) I was 

disappointed, at first, to find out that the adobes weren't 

as old as I had thought. But now that I know more about Leo, 

I wish I could go back and walk through them again. 

The adobe is my birthstone... Perhaps 
the gringos would question why I speak of 
it as a birthstone at all. They might 
say it is just a dirt brick. 

To me, the adobe is more than that. 
It is the good earth upon which the 
questing steps of men and women have trod 
for so many centuries seeking something 
fine from life. With this good earth is 
mixed the water upon which all mankind 
has depended for existence since life was 
created. And upon this earth and water 
the sun has cast its radiant beams to 
unite the mixture so that the resultant 
adobe is the happy fusion of nature's 
finest elements ... Pais, agua, sol. 

Earth, water, sun. 
To those of us of Spanish blood 

whose veins carry the red fire pumped 
from the hot fountains of medieval 
Castile, the very simplicity of the words 
sanctifies them. They are elemental. We 
are elemental. (Carrillo 7-8) 

I only went inside one of the adobes. I remember 

wandering through its cool, dark interior, looking for bats 

and owls, I suppose, noticing perhaps, some rustic wrought

iron work, or something etched or painted on the walls--maybe 

one of Leo's drawings or cartoons. Or perhaps I noticed the 

old iron bell that his wife, Deedie, used to ring at meal 

times, calling Leo and the hired hands in to eat. What I do 

remember clearly is that the place needed fixing up. I 

remember an old sink in what must have been the kitchen. I 

think it was filled with some sort of hardware--evidence that 
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someone was still interested in keeping the plumbing 

operational. There was a stove, as I recall, and maybe a box 

of matches. I remember a few pots and pans. The place was 

relatively tidy--no garbage strewn about, as in some old 

houses. I don't think vandals had bothered it much. 

I've been in old abandoned houses before, and they all 

have a similar feel to them--you get sort of a rush of 

excitement as you explore their interiors, feeling like you 

are somehow trespassing, invading someone's privacy, even 

though the previous inhabitants have long since gone. 

Perhaps you feel their ghosts. You sense, unconsciously, all 

the memories that place holds. I wish now that I could 

remember more about Leo's place. 

I don't know if and when I'll ever get back to Carrillo 

Ranch to reinvestigate those buildings, and if I do go back, 

they will have become by then part of a small park, managed 

by the City of Carlsbad. They will be virtually all that is 

left of Leo's sprawling ranch, its pastures long since 

converted to suburban lots and commercial areas. And the 

tranquility I experienced as I rambled about the old pastures 

and scrubland will have been replaced by the roar of traffic 

on the thoroughfares that will pass immediately north and 

east of the ranch buildings. The adobes will have been 

restored, and admission will, no doubt, be charged, and the 

feeling will not be the same as it was that day I wandered 

through Leo's home. 
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Up on the hillside is the little 
structure we call the "Indian House" 
where my wife Deedie loved to spend her 
time amid the paintings, the Indian 
artifacts, the drums, the pictures. From 
there she could gaze out all over the 
ranch, watching the horses and cattle, 
seeing the birds high in the sky, viewing 
the rising of the sun and its journey 
towards the Pacific in the evening. 

She had learned some of the Indian 
arts, how to weave baskets and to make 
jewelry and these gave her hours of 
pleasure as she tried to bring back the 
ideals of beauty embodied in many of the 
works of the early red men. (Carrillo 
275) 

Of course, Carrillo Ranch was not a pristine wilderness 

when I encountered it. About a third of it had been 

converted to tomato fields, and the migrant workers who 

toiled in those fields had put together make-shift homes near 

a small stream in the northeast corner of the ranch. It was 

beyond me how anyone could get a good night's sleep in some 

of them--a sheet of cardboard or flimsy plywood serving as 

roof over an earthen gully. They made me feel grateful for 

the Allied Gardens "crackerbox" I lived in. 

A few dirt roads crisscrossed the property, and small 

earthen dams had been built in a couple of drainages to 

impound water for agricultural use. Still, the contours of 

the land had not been much disturbed, and I imagine that 

those who had lived on this same land a few thousand years 

before would have recognized the natural features that had 

held their ground. 
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In the main drainage, near the site of Leo's adobes, 

oaks and sycamores still offered the comfort of their shade 

on a hot summer day, and black-shouldered kites still nested 

there. Coastal sage scrub and chaparral still covered much 

of the upland slopes, and in the grasslands that covered the 

rest, native bunchgrasses and wildflowers still survived. It 

was April when I started my fieldwork, and I remember how 

thrilled I was by the the diversity of wildflowers in the 

grasslands alone; mariposa lilies, wild hyacinths, blazing 

stars, golden stars, blue-eyed grass, owl's clover, and mesa 

brodiaeas were all over the place. Unlike so many grasslands 

in California, this one, apparently, had not been overgrazed. 

Whenever I find endangered plants, which hasn't been 

very often, I get a little crazy. Well, I don't really think 

so, but that's probably how some people would see me. If it's 

a plant that is easily recognized from a distance, there's 

that tendency to freeze in mid-step, wondering if you really 

see what you think you see, and to look then for a place to 

put your foot, making sure that you don't squash any of those 

vulnerable plants, checking around for a safe place to walk, 

and then, finally, when you've managed to get close to one 

without disturbing its siblings, there's the falling to your 

knees in awe, and glee, and respect. 

It's not always like that though. Sometimes you're 

already on your knees, holding a small hand lens between your 

squinting eye and some distinguishing feature of the plant, 

botanical key open to the pages which describe all the local 
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species in that plant's genus, checking several flowers, on 

several different specimens, until the truth becomes 

unavoidable. You have, indeed, found what you'd spent so 

many months looking for but never finding. Then there's the 

sitting there, kind of dumbfounded, settling back on your 

haunches, taking whatever time you need to let the reality of 

it all soak in. It's a rush. There's no other experience 

quite like it. 

So that's exactly what I did upon finding two endangered 

plant species on Leo's ranch: Thread-leaved brodiaea 

(Brodiaea filifolia), and San Diego thornmint (Acanthomintha 

ilicifolia). I used the second technique (staring at the 

flower's anthers through my hand lens) on the brodiaeas, and 

the first technique (the "watch your step" approach) on the 

thornmints. The brodiaeas occupied an entire hillside in the 

eastern portion of the ranch, and were mixed in, wouldn't you 

know it, with another brodiaea species that looked almost 

exactly like it (except, of course, for the anthers!). The 

thornmints I found were confined to two small patches, 

together totaling only about 500 square feet. They occupied 

a unique type of expansive clay soil on some slopes in the 

western portion of the Ranch. 

Both plants were exceedingly rare. I had never seen 

thread-leaved brodiaea before, and had only seen San Diego 

thornmint on one other property. According to my copy of 

the map for the Rancho Carrillo Master Plan Area, the 

brodiaeas were in an area slated for residential development, 



22 

while the two thornmint populations were to be covered with 

asphalt--the western patch buried by El Fuerte Street, and 

the eastern patch by a parking lot for recreational vehicles. 

Those plans, of course, would have to change. At least, I 

certainly hoped they would change. Endangered plants don't 

enjoy the same legal protection as do endangered animals. 

As we descend the hillside, we pass 
the native plants, many blooming now, 
which played so great a part in the 
primitive 'folk medicine' of California. 
Even the bark of our oaks--the encinos-
after being boiled six hours in salt to 
remove the tannic acid is used to treat 
poison iyy. 

Here is Yerba Buena, the remedy for 
coughs. There is Yerba de Golpe, the 
healer of wounds after it has been passed 
through seven sands, and the roots of the 
woodwardia fern from which comes the 
remedy for internal bruises. 

Over yonder are Las Tunas, the plain 
old cactus, from which the juice was 
extracted to be used as a 'filler' or 
glue when mixed with slack lime, to 
protect the adobes from rain and wind. 

The te-mal-hepe is for skin 
eruptions, the Ting-gi-wit--which we call 
wild fuchsia--used for poultices on 
ulcers, the Pa-co-se-chee credited with 
curing the seven-year-itch. The Hul-vall 
was looked upon with favor by women for 
their particular ills. And the alto-cal 
would cure any case of stomach cramps. 

I recognize them all from long 
association. (Carrillo 278-279) 

One of the first rare (though not endangered) plants I 

discovered at Carrillo Ranch was Harpagonella palmeri, or 

Palmer's grappling hook. It gets its name from the unusual 

shape of its seeds, which have little curved hooks on them, 
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enabling them to latch on to the fur of a passing mammal and 

hitch a ride to some new home. It's an unassuming plant, 

low-growing, and looking a lot like a common weed, so it's 

easy to overlook if you're moving too fast. I remember being 

thrilled and dismayed one day (when I had first started doing 

botanical surveys), to find, upon my return home, 

Harpagonella palmeri seeds infesting my socks along with the 

irritating seeds of foxtail, brome, and other grasses; I 

knew then that I had overlooked an important species, and 

would have to keep a better eye out for it when I went back. 

By the time I started to work at Carrillo Ranch, I had a 

good search image for Palmer's grappling hook, and when I 

found some, next to a patch of scrub atop a hill in the 

southeast corner of the property, I immediately went about 

delineating the size of the population. Then I came across 

something else, not far from the Harpagonella plants. It was 

a rough wooden cross--a large one, about ten feet tall--and 

it looked like it had been there for some time. I looked it 

over, but didn't give it much thought (large crosses on 

hilltops were not an unusual sight in San Diego County), and 

went on with my botanical work. Later, when I was talking 

with one of the archaeologists, he asked if I had noticed 

the cross. It was then that I learned that Leo himself had 

placed it there. 

The Tall Cross on the hill at my 
rancho marks the resting place of my 
greatly-beloved Palomino horse, 
Conquistador. I do not consider it 
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strange that I thus hallow the grave of a 
horse. 

That blood of Conquistador came pure 
and unstained from equine royalty of 
medieval times. His ancient sires and 
dams of Arabian lineage carried the 
knighthood of Spain into the conquest of 
the New World, as his very name implies. 
In his veins flowed the splendid brave 
blood of war mares and chargers, who 
faced the enemy with as great courage as 
the redoubtable warriors who bestrode 
their backs. 

Further, I loved this horse greatly. 
He typified, for me, all the magic 
yesteryears of California when cabqlleros 
rode like centaurs amid the same rounded 
hills and the neighing of their stallions 

drowned the voice of the wind 
itself. He represented another day, a 
pastoral time when there was leisure 
enough for a friendly word, as comrades 
met, and the sound of guitars and violins 
and castanets heralded fiestas .... I know 
in my heart that this time, as living 
reality, is gone forever. Yet, here 
along El Camino Real, I feel sometimes 
that it has returned. Once more the 
senoritas and the caballeros appear upon 
the horizon, music sounds, and I am able 
to picture thes~ romantic scenes as if 
they were occurring again. 

Perhaps, in a way they do recur. 
Who can deny me my fancy? (Carrillo 273
274) 

Who, indeed, am I to deny Leo his fancy? Especially 

since I myself once fancied I saw an army of Don Quixotes and 

their horses standing atop that very same hill where Leo 

buried Conquistador? Yet when I read this passage from Leo's 

autobiography, I could not help but be disturbed. Leo was a 

romantic--there's no doubt about that. But there is a dark 

side to compulsive romanticism--a failure to see in oneself 

the sins of one's ancestors. The stories I had heard about 



25 

the Spanish Conquistadors--their greed for gold, and the 

cruelties they inflicted upon Native Americans--were 

certainly different from the ones Leo must have heard from 

his own family when he was a child--a child with deep Spanish 

roots. And all this preoccupation with the "purity" of one's 

lineage, though useful, perhaps, in the breeding of horses, 

is certainly a medieval perspective when it comes to human 

breeding. Racism and classism are the inevitable results of 

that type of thinking. Of course, it's important to preserve 

one's heritage, but it's important to preserve it truthfully

-to acknowledge the dark along with the light. Otherwise we 

risk repeating the painful lessons of the past. 

The medieval story of Don Quixote de La Mancha is the 

tale of a man who was too romantic, by most people's 

standards. He read so many books about chivalry and 

adventure that he at last became delusional, imagining 

himself a heroic figure, and creating thereby, all sorts of 

problems for himself and others. Yet, like Coyote, the 

trickster character in so many Native American stories, Don 

Quixote was a sort of shape-shifter, a study in paradox. He 

was not, in the end, what he appeared to be. Or was he? 

"What giants?" asked Sancho Panza. 
"Those you see over there," replied 

his master, "with the long arms; some of 
them have them well-nigh two leagues in 
length. n 

"Take care, sir," cried Sancho. 
"Those over there are not giants but 
windmills, and those things that seem to 
be arms are their sails, which when they 
are whirled around by the wind turn the 
millstone." 
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"It is clear," replied Don Quixote, 
"that you are not experienced in 
adventures. Those are giants, and if you 
are afraid, turn aside and pray whilst I 
enter into fierce and unequal battle with 
them. " 

Uttering these words, he clapped 
spurs to Rozinante, his steed, without 
heeding the cries of his squire, ... he 
rushed on, shouting in a loud voice: "Fly 
not, cowards and vile caitiffs; one 
knight alone attacks you!" At that 
moment a slight breeze arose and the 
great sails began to move. When Don 
Quixote saw this, he shouted again: 
"Although you flourish more arms than the 
giant Briareus, you shall pay for it!" 

Saying this and commending himself 
most devoutly to his lady, Dulcinea, whom 
he begged to help him in his peril, he 
covered himself with his buckler, couched 
his lance, charged at Rozinante's full 
gallop, and rammed the first mill in his 
way. He ran his lance into the sail, but 
the wind twisted it with such violence 
that it shivered the lance in pieces and 
dragged both rider and horse after it, 
rolling them over and over on the ground, 
sorely damaged. (Cervantes 98) 

I wonder how Leo would feel about the the graders that 

have been swarming over his ranch recently, moving all that 

earth around, reshaping, in just a few months, a landscape 

whose contours had remained virtually unchanged for so many 

thousands of years. They're like giant insects in some 

science fiction movie--those huge yellow Caterpillars with 

their pinched-in waists, scraping the earth, and dragging it 

about to the sound of their own mighty engines, beeping 

warnings as they go, raising clouds of dust and belching 

plumes of smoke all day long until quitting time, only to 

start up again the next morning, and the next, and the next, 
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until everything's finished. Completely and irreparably 

finished. Would Leo feel the same shock, the same agony, the 

same bitter anger that I do? 

Mine is no swan song. I look avidly 
to the future. 

Overhead I hear the roar of jet 
engines on airplanes, even it in 
retrospect I lend my ear to the creak of 
carretas, the sound of hoofbeats, and the 
gentle song of a Spanish troubadour. 

Life goes on here in the way it 
should. (Carrillo 274) 

Leo, with a nod to "progress" expected the world to keep 

on changing after he died. But could he ever have foreseen 

this--the virtual destruction of the land he had held so 

dear? In my mind's eye, I imagine both of us atop that hill 

where Conquistador's flesh long ago merged with the soil, 

nourishing the sage scrub and all the living creatures that 

depend upon it. We watch in silent disbelief as those 

graders tear at the earth, ripping it apart, as if it were 

nothing. Nothing! I see us in our righteous fury. He 

glances my way and nods, and we both charge down that hill, 

together, on our steeds, down to those gleaming giants, those 

evil metallic monsters, our lances drawn, our hearts racing, 

our mission suicidal. 

Am I just a hopeless romantic? 

The first book I ever read was Don 
Quixote ... (Carrillo 251). 
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The later Cisco Kid movies and the subsequent television 

series, in which Duncan Renaldo played Cisco and Leo Carrillo 

played Pancho, were influenced by the story of Don Quixote. 

In the original short story by O'Henry, "The Caballero's 

Way," Cisco was not an admirable character, but an outlaw. 

When the Cisco character first made it to the big screen, 

audiences in Latin America protested. They wanted an Hispanic 

hero they could look up to, and so did Duncan Renaldo, who 

came up with a creative solution: 

After the trouble Fox had with The 
Cisco Kid series, we didn't want that to 
happen to us. So I spent three weeks in 
Mexico at the Inter-American Relations 
Committee to find a format that would be 
acceptable to them. And finally out of 
desperation I said, "Look, why don't we 
pattern The Cisco Kid after Don Quixote 
and Sancho Panza? Only The Cisco Kid is 
a more sane human being. Instead of 
fighting windmills, he fights the 
windmills of trouble of humanity. And 
his partner Pancho is a goodhearted man. 
He loves everybody and wants to help 
everybody. And he does. To the point 
that he gets his partner in trouble all 
the time." And they loved that. That 
was the format, and it became very 
successful. (Horwitz 257) 

It's hard to find the old Cisco Kid movies anymore. 

had to search a number of video outlets before I managed to 

find one, but it was one of the earlier versions, so Leo 

wasn't in it. 

Leo had roles in over a hundred movies, but most of 

those seem to have been lost. Time and the elements are not 

kind to old film. It was incredible to me that so much of 

Leo's work could have vanished, just like that, until I 

I 
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remembered that the same fate awaits most of us. Soon enough 

there will be very little of Leo left in this world, his 

movies, his ranch, his close friends and relatives--all gone. 

I did manage to locate and watch several of Leo's 

movies, films he made with the likes of Clark Gable, Nelson 

Eddy, and Myrna Loy. These few survivors included: The 

FUgitive (1947), The Girl of the Golden West (1938), History 

is Made at Night (1937), Manhattan Melodrama (1934), No No 

Nanette (1940), Phantom of the Opera (1943), Too Hot to 

Handle (1938), and Viva Villa! (1934). 

Fortunately also, I was able to special-order a 

videotape set that included four half-hour television 

episodes (The Cisco Kid 1993) and I finally got to see Leo 

in the role that made him famous to people of my own 

generation. It was typical 1950s TV for kids, pretty corny 

stuff, but Leo (who had become known, through his movies, for 

his skills in mimicking dialects) cracked me up with Pancho's 

fractured English. I kept hitting the rewind button, to 

catch the funny touches he added, little ad libs like: 

"Cisco! Let's went while we're in two pieces!"; "Now I am 

positively they don't like us!"; "How I can talk English?"; 

"Didn't I told you yet?"; "Hey Cisco, can you see where is 

it?"; "Any minute might be our next!"; "We clean 'em up, 

didn't I?"; "Oh Cisco, you flatten me!" 

"I wanted Leo Carrillo to play 
Pancho," Duncan recalled, chuckling. 
"Leo refused. 'The part, amigo, is that 
of a buffoon,' he said. 'I am a serious 
actor, not a buffoon. ' I explained to 
Leo that he wasn't to play it as a 
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buffoon, but rather as a tragic and 
humane Sancho Panza. Leo said, 'All 
right. I do eeet. But only once!' We 
did five features for United Artists and 
then a hundred seventy-six half-hour 
episodes for television ... n 

"For all that, n I demurred, "Leo 
played Pancho as a buffoon.n 

"I know, n Duncan said, shrugging his 
shoulders. "He overdid it, but everyone 
liked him. His accent was so exaggerated 
that when we finished a picture no one in 
the cast or crew could talk normal 
English anymore.n (Tuska 444) 

"And we used to have this thing at 
the end where Leo used to come to me and 
give me a bromide that didn't make any 
sense. And I would say, 'Oh Pancho, how 
could you?' and he would say, 'Oh, 
Cisco. ' And both of us would laugh and 
ride away. That little gimmick I 
invented for this one reason. If we had a 
laugh at the end of the pictures, then 
the kids who watched those pictures, 
instead of being confused, would laugh 
with us at the end. Leo used to say we 
were baby-sitters for the whole country 
at one time.n (Horwitz 261) 

I think maybe Leo did babysit me once or twice. 

Watching those Cisco Kid videos, I didn't recognize any of 

the plots, but there was something about the endings that 

touched my heart, something that felt comfortably familiar: 

the image of Cisco and Pancho, riding up to the camera at the 

end of each episode and waving goodbye, then galloping off in 

a cloud of dust to some new adventure. 

When he got his role in the Cisco Kid series, Leo was 

already in his seventies. Watching the show, you would never 

know it; he rode like a man half his age. Leo insisted that 
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his own beloved Conquistador be allowed to play the role of 

Pancho's horse, Loco, and for years the two of them rode 

together--on TV, at state and county fairs all over the 

country, and at Pasadena's annual Tournament of Roses Parade. 

Parades were a tradition in the Carrillo family. Leo 

first rode his own horse in a parade when he was three years 

old, back when his father, Don Juan Carrillo, was the mayor 

of Santa Monica. Leo believed in parades. He believed that 

there was an art to themr-that people should participate in 

them gaily, not with solemnity or out of a sense of duty. As 

grand marshal of the Tournament of Roses Parade, he would 

dress up like a Spanish Don and weave on horseback from curb 

to curb, bantering with the crowd as he went (Taylor 89). 

It's no wonder that the governor of California once appointed 

Leo "Goodwill Ambassador to the World." 

Leo loved parades, and that's how I see him, now and 

for.ever, his ghostly form leading a parade down Palomar 

Airport Road--the northern boundary of Carrillo Ranch. I see 

him seated there on Conquistador, waving as he pauses before 

a cheering crowd, and the crowd is all those people who will 

have made their homes on his ranch, and perhaps they will 

have learned something about him at the local adobe museum, 

the city park that was once Leo's horne. And I am in that 

parade too, riding behind Leo on horseback, and we both know, 

but Leo more than I, that the crowd before us can never 

really know what was sacrificed for them, and his heart is 
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breaking as he smiles and waves, but he knows that the show 

must go on. 

Always the grand procession passes 
by the Cross on my hill at the Rancho of 
the Spanish Daggers. 

As the tender fingers of the dawn 
first caress the green hilltop in the 
springtime, the Cross is suffused with a 
crimson hue as if the sun itself were 
painting with holy blood the memory of 
the past. For this Cross stands high 
above "El Camino Realn--the Royal Road of 
the California Pilgrimage--where saints 
and soldiers, young couples in love, and 
old men with tottering feet have walked 
in days of old. 

Some of the grand procession of 
which I speak is visible. Some is 
invisible. It is compounded of the past, 
the present, and the future. It is a 
blending of civilizations, a merger of 
eras, a memorial to yesterday and a 
heralding of tomorrow. (Carrillo 273
274) 

I wonder what, when my own time comes to die, will have 

been my contribution to that "grand procession." One 

hundred years from now, will San Diego thorn mint and thread

leaved brodiae still grow and bloom in the places where I 

found them, or will there be nothing to show for the days I 

spent on Leo's ranch? Will any of my art survive, or will 

it, like so much of Leo's, dissolve into obscurity? After 

I'm gone, will I be anyone else's hero? 

like to think that I'll be my daughter's hero. 

Perhaps she'll have a child or two, and they will know 

something of my life, my struggles, and perhaps some of my 

story will survive for a few generations. But there are no 

I 



33 

guarantees, and I can honestly say that I don't really mind. 

Life will go on, with or without any record of me. 

I knew very little about my own ancestors until a few 

years ago, when I started looking into my family's genealogy. 

I learned some interesting facts then, and was surprised to 

discover how much more fascinating world history became, now 

that I could see how part of my own family's lineage fit into 

the big picture. I wish I had known all these family stories 

when I was a kid; it would have made history lessons a little 

more bearable, a little less boring. But I didn't, and my 

situation is not unique. Lots of Americans have no idea who 

their ancestors were, and many of them, like myself, have 

started to search for their roots. 

In my family, I never needed the 
Arabian Nights. We had our own. It was 
compounded of the mighty sagas of 
priests, leather-jacket soldiers, grizzly 
bear hunters, vaqueros on horses swift as 
the wind, ropers who flung a reata with 
the precision of rifle fire, grandees of 
the rancheros, and dancing girls with 
castanets who sang the siren song of 
California to the tune of a Spanish 
guitar in a jasmine-scented patio ... 

In my journeyings in Spain I have 
traced the Carrillos with the two "r" and 
two "1" spelling back to the year 1260 . .. 

We were known as "the Carrillos of 
Albornoz," and I have one document dating 
back hundreds of years showing the family 
crest. 

Of course, I was unaware of Spanish 
history or the significance of crests 
when I was a child running around in the 
dust of the Los Angeles Plaza. I just 
knew I had a hell 



34 

of a lot of cousins. It was pretty 
confusing at times. (Carrillo 14-15) 

I was aware, as a child, that my family had something 

called a "coat of arms," but I had no idea what that meant, 

except that there was some kind of "nobility" in my family 

tree. It all seemed rather silly to me then, such concern 

with the official pedigree of people I never_knew. What 

practical difference could it make in my own life? None, 

that I could see. But I'm grateful now, for that officially 

acknowledged nobility, not because it justifies some smug 

sense of superiority, which it doesn't, but because it 

allowed for the survival, unto this day, of a genealogical 

record that goes all the way back to 1294, the year that my 

earliest known ancestor, Rychart Donham, was born. 

Only a few biographical details accompany Rychart's name 

in the genealogical record. He is described as a "Spanish 

adventurer," who ended up in England. His son, Robert Dunham 

(name spellings were variable back then), was born in 

Devonshire, in 1318, and he begat another Robert, who begat 

Gregoire, who begat another Robert, who then begat John, who 

was born in 1450 in the parish of "Dunham-on-the-Trent," and 

was, at some point, dubbed a knight. This "Sir John" begat 

another "Sir John," who begat another "Sir John," who then 

begat Ralph, who had a son Thomas, who became the father of 

John, who was born in 1588, in Scrooby, England. This John 

became "Deacon John," who was a pal of William Bradford, who 
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also came from Scrooby. Deacon John accompanied William on 

the Mayflower, under the alias of "Deacon John Goodman," 

because he didn't want his conservative family to follow his 

tracks to the New World. Deacon John and Governor William 

were next-door neighbors at Plymouth Plantation, where, after 

a time, the name "Goodman" reverted back to "Dunham." 

Deacon John had a son, Benajah, who had a son, Edmund, 

who became Reverend Edmund, who had another Benajah, who had 

Hezekiah, who had another Hez.ekiah, who had Abel, who had 

William, who had Edmund, who became another Reverend Edmund. 

Reverend Edmund then had Samuel, who became Reverend Samuel, 

and he then fathered Richard, who is my own father. 

I never used to think about my ancestors, perhaps 

because I had no idea who they were. I didn't know what I 

was missing. But now that I have some names and some dates 

and even some brief biographical information on a few of 

them, my ancestors seem suddenly quite real, and I want to 

know more about them. 

Looking back on all that history, I have come to see my 

ancestors as heroes. Not just the "famous" ones-those men, 

with all their illustrious careers--but all of them, 

including the many mothers whose biographical data are 

missing from the genealogical record because women, back 

then, were not considered important. They are all my 

personal heroes, no matter who they were or what they did. 

Angels or devils--who am I to judge? If not for them, I 

wouldn't be here. 
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We're all heroes. The mere fact of being born, of 

living in a human body, surviving the obstacles and 

challenges that human life entails, all of this makes us 

heroes. If we were not heroes, how could we identify with 

the likes of Roy Rogers, Hopalong Cassady, and Zorro? 

But our role models don't have to be so perfect, the way 

they are in the movies. In fact, I think it's better that 

they're not. Our heroes should have feet of clay, coated by 

the dust of their own particular journeys. We could all be 

Don Quixotes, errant knights, dreaming impossible dreams, or 

we might be Sancho Panzas, less imaginative, forever the 

pragmatists, but with our hearts in the right place. Many of 

us are Dulcineas, inspiring others on to great 

accomplishments, though our own stories are never told. And 

a lot of us are Rozinantes, tired, haggard, the butt of 

jokes, but surviving nonetheless, and there's a lot to be 

said for survival. That ugreat procession" that Leo 

described could not have come this far without a single one 

of us. 

I do worry though, about the future. Where the hell is 

this great procession heading? More and more people are 

joining it every day. This year, its living human 

participants reached six billion, and that number could 

double before the population curve flattens out or, more 

likely at that point, takes a sudden dive. Where is the real 

estate, the farmland, the unpolluted air and water, to 

support all these people? How much of the natural world can 
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we continue to sacrifice before the web of life that supports 

us is irreparably torn? Sometimes I feqr that our whole 

human history will turn out to be one great suicidal march 

off a cliff and into oblivion. But more likely than that, 

think, is that life will go on, the big question being: what 

kind of life? 

When I was living in Allied Gardens, a neighbor once 

asked how my job was going. He was the father of one of my 

daughter's friends, and owned a pool-cleaning business. I 

complained to him about the rapid disappearance of natural 

areas in Southern California, and confessed how painful it 

was for me to survey those places, knowing that most of them 

would be sacrificed to development. 

"But that's progress," he said-and just stood there. 

As if the truth of his statement was self-evident, requiring 

no further elaboration. I was shocked. Disillusioned. This 

man was no idiot; he'd been to college. He was a nice, 

friendly guy, and a good father to his kids. There were 

birdfeeders in his back yard, and I had assumed that he would 

share my views on the conservation of wildlife and the open 

spaces they require. 

I was speechless. I felt, in that moment, an 

unbridgeable gulf between us. How can you teach respect for 

the land? Where does that love come from? 

know where mine came from, and after reading his 

autobiography, I'm convinced that Leo grew to love the land 

in the same way-by spending many childhood hours exploring 

the woods and ponds and meadows around his home. But 

I 
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unstructured time, alone and outdoors, something I always 

took for granted as a child, has become a sort of luxury that 

fewer and fewer children can enjoy today. 

When I was a child growing up in Connecticut, I spent 

countless hours alone in the woods behind our house. Those 

woods belonged to some wealthy family. This I deduced from 

their huge mailbox, at the end of a very long driveway, and 

the fact that acres of woods surrounded their house, with no 

other homes in sight. Curious, I walked up that driveway 

once, on Halloween, but nobody was home. It seemed as if no 

one was ever home there. At least, I never saw anyone else 

walking through their woods. 

So it became my woods. I knew its moist and marshy 

areas, where jewelweed and skunk cabbage, and jack-in-the

pulpit grew, and I knew where to find wild violets, the large 

bluish-purple ones that only grew in certain spots, and the 

smaller, white ones that grew in other places. 

I discovered a special outcrop of rocks, way back at the 

north end of the woods. The rocks were mysteriously wet, 

their damp surface and mossy growth betraying the presence of 

a small seep. That place was pretty far from my house, so 

didn't venture out there much, but once I was there in 

winter, the ground all covered with snow, and I thought at 

first that I must be lost, because the rocky outcrop wasn't 

there. In its place was an unexpected sight--a frozen 

waterfall! It was brilliant--A huge mass of giant, gleaming 

icicles. Then I saw the dark rocks beneath them, and knew 

I 
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that I wasn't lost. I hurried over to that familiar spot, 

excited and bedazzled. The slow spring had frozen over time, 

creating the illusion of a waterfall where there was, in 

fact, no stream. 

There were all kinds of trees in those woods: beech, 

with their oddly shaped seeds; white birch that bent so 

beautifully under a blanket of new-fallen snow; black birch 

that smelled deliciously of wintergreen Lifesavers when you 

scratched its smooth gray bark. 

But my favorite trees were the giant oaks, so huge, 

couldn't get my arms around them. You'd need two or three 

kids my size to completely embrace those trees. Not very 

many had grown that big. I only remember three or four--the 

ones I used to throw my arms around, hugging them close, like 

friends. The one I loved best was near my own back yard, 

just over the low stone wall that formed our property line. 

It looked like a great-great-grandmother tree, with one great 

breast sticking out from her chest--the short, thick stump of 

a broken branch, sealed over by living bark. 

I found a new hero when I was in high school, a fellow 

New Englander--Henry David Thoreau. My mom had suggested 

that I read Walden, and one idle summer, I finally did. 

"Simply, simplify" Thoreau said (91), and I took his words to 

heart. Over the next few months I grew more and more 

alienated from the consumer society I'd grown up in. But I 

wasn't completely immune. I bought a poster around that 

time, maybe at Willowbrook (one of the country's very first 

I 
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shopping malls), and hung it on the door in my room. It was 

a large photograph of an outdoor scene, some woods, or a 

waterfall--I can't remember now. But the words at the 

bottom I remember still. They were Thoreau's: urn wildness 

is the preservation of the world." 

"Pais, agua, sol." 
These are the simple things, the 

true things, the good things. 
Let them, when the time comes~ 

signify my exit. (Carrillo 280). 
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LAST DAY IN PARADISE 

How could I be so sure she wasn't a fish? There she 

was, my eleven-year old daughter, floating in the clear water 

of a coral reef, looking at me, wild-eyed, behind an 

unblinking mask. Her arms and legs undulated, like fins, 

maintaining the position of her outstretched body as it 

swayed back and forth, up and down, with the pull and push of 

the waves overhead. Her turquoise bathing suit shimmered in 

the ripples of light as if it were made of fish scales, and 

that bright yellow snorkel, clenched between her teeth, 

distorted her mouth and cheeks into a grotesque sort of fish 

face. But fish don't gesticulate, and that's what Corinna 

was doing. She was excited about something, pointing at a 

spot down below her and frantically trying to communicate, 

forcing garbled sounds out of her mouth, along with a rising 

curtain of bubbles. 

·- What on earth was she saying? I couldn't make out the 

words, until I looked down where she was pointing and 

realized that it was just one word she was shouting--one 

very long word. Right there, to my left, just a few feet 

below us, was a humu-humu-nuku-nuku-apu-a-a! 

Yes! I knew that species! Before I had ever seen the 

fish in its natural habitat, I was already familiar with its 

image, which could be found on t-shirts and postcards in all 

the souvenir shops on Maui. It was not a large fish--the ones 

I'd seen were about six to eight inches long--but it wore 

bright colors in a striking pattern on its sides, and its 
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perpetually up-turned chin (if a fish can even be thought to 

have a chin) and pursed lips (its mouth was quite small, but 

perfectly designed for nibbling on coral) gave it a 

distinctively noble appearance. Humuhumunukunukuapua'a, a 

type of parrot fish, was certainly not the only flashy 

species to be found in the coral reefs that fringed the 

Islands, but it had a special claim to fame, being as it was, 

the official state fish of Hawaii, and having, as it did, 

such a ridiculously long name. 

Corinna and I had seen our first real-life humuhurnu

etcetera just a day or two before, when we went snorkeling 

for the first time at the Honolua Bay Marine Sanctuary. But 

today we were snorkeling near the Hyatt hotel, and things 

were a bit different. The "humuhumu" below us didn't swim 

away. It couldn't. It was trapped--confined on all sides by 

a cone-shaped net with a Styrofoam float on top to mark its 

location. 

.. Of course I was offended, and so, I could tell, was 

Corinna. Who had the nerve to incarcerate such a remarkable, 

and obviously innocent fish? And was it even legal to harass 

a state fish in this way? But the humuhumu seemed rather 

complacent about its situation, barely moving, fanning its 

fins back and forth just enough to keep from bumping into the 

surrounding mesh, while everything--fish, and net, and 

seaweed, Corinna and I--moved about, in little circles, with 

each passing wave. The humuhumu was just hanging out there, 

as fish are apt to do, half-dozing, taking in the 

view~hatever it is that fish are up to when they don't seem 
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to be doing much of anything. Such equanimity, I thought. 

That fish definitely had class. But when we swam down for a 

closer look, he sensed our approach and started swimming in 

tight little circles, acting more and more frantic the closer 

we got to his prison. 

I guess "prison" is not quite the right word, evoking, 

as it does, images of dank cells and dirty walls. What this 

fish was experiencing was more like a house arrest. There he 

was, confined to a miniscule portion of his home range, but 

still taking in all the familiar sensations of the reef: its 

sights, sounds, smells, and tastes; the rhythmic rocking of 

the waves. All the comforts of home. 

I didn't know what was to become of our fish friend, but 

for Corinna and I, this day spent snorkeling was our last day 

in paradise. We'd be flying home to the mainland the next 

morning, back to our lives in the hot, dry city, to the noise 

and the smog and the rush-hour traffic. But here, relaxing 

here in the tropical water, this was living! 

I envy creatures like fish and birds, who can move so 

freely in three dimensions. Sometimes I have dreams that I'm 

flying, but it's usually not far from the ground. I'll be 

running, or skipping, and my body will glide through the air, 

staying up there much longer than it would in waking life, 

and then I'll come down and push off again, gliding free even 

longer. Sometimes I get anxious, afraid that I can't come 

back down. 
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Once, many years ago, I dreamed I was flying, skimming 

along just inches above a small Atlantic wave as it broke 

across a sandy beach. And there have been other dreams. I 

once saw a school of angel fish, bright orange, swimming in 

the murky water of a square, earthen pond. I've dreamed of 

goldfish, and salmon, and always, in my dreams, I feel so 

happy to see them. 

Once, on a visit to the Monterey Bay Aquarium, I found 

an intriguing print in the gift shop: two copper 

fish--rockfish, perhaps--swimming against a black background, 

surrounded by undulating kelp. I bought it, and framed it, 

and hung it above my bed. 

We spent most of the afternoon in that reef, snorkeling 

about. Corinna did a lot of diving down below the water's 

surface, exploring the deeper parts of the reef, moving 

easily through the water as if it were only natural, then 

soa.ring back to the top to blow the saltwater out of her 

snorkel and draw in the tropical air. I enjoyed watching her 

move about like that, and I shared her excitement at 

discovering eels and angel fish, sea cucumbers and bright red 

sea urchins. 

If you didn't keep swimming away from shore, the waves 

would waft you toward the beach, away from the deeper water 

that covered the reef. After a while I grew tired of 

swimming against the current, and decided to spend some time 

there, at the water's edge, facing the sloping beach, where 

the shallow water lapped against white coral sand. From that 



45 

position, I could watch the small waves break in front of me 

and enjoy the visual effects. Sometimes my diving mask would 

straddle the space between water and air, and I'd see both 

worlds at once: sun and sky above, eddies of bright bubbles 

and shifting sand below. I'd see kindred creatures there: 

small fishes that lived in this shallow zone, swimming back 

and forth within the surf line, bodies swaying, like my own, 

tugged at by the passing waves. I liked it there in the 

water, feeling so weightless; it felt like home. 

When we finally emerged from the reef, our diving fins 

flopped awkwardly against the dry land. We pulled them off, 

rinsed them in the water, and headed up the sloping sand. I 

felt the pounding force of my heels against hot sand. The 

pressure shot up through my body, through my knees and my 

hips and up my back. I felt heavy, burdened suddenly by the 

tug of gravity on my all-too-human form. The breeze felt 

strangely light against my skin, unlike the comforting 

support of water. Was this how it felt to be born? 

I have no memory of my own birth. Of course, I remember 

Corinna's. It feels so strange to me now, to think of all 

those months she was inside me, floating in an amniotic sea. 

I didn't know her then. She was so close, and yet, so 

undefined, that it was difficult to form an emotional 

attachment to her. The bonding came later, after her birth, 

when we became separate bodies, and I grew to know her, to 

love her uniqueness, and to miss her terribly when she was 

gone. I remember the first time she stayed with a sitter, 
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how hard it was to say goodbye, even though I would be seeing 

her again in just a few hours. Corinna's away at college 

now, on the other side of the continent, exploring the world 

while I explore my memories. 

After we got horne, Maui lingered in my psyche, like the 

soothing fragrance of plurneria blossoms. Back at the office, 

trapped at my desk by a backlog of work, I wondered what ever 

became of our captive fish friend. Then an image carne to my 

mind. 

It was a dentist's office, somewhere in the 

Midwest--Minneapolis, perhaps. I saw white walls, blue 

carpeting, and a few patients sitting on vinyl-covered 

chairs, reading magazines: Newsweek, Good Housekeeping, 

Highlights for Children. But what drew my attention was one 

of the walls, where a watery window separated the waiting 

room from the receptionist's office. That's where I saw 

hirnr-our hurnuhurnunukunukuapua'a--hanging serenely in the 

water, dreaming with open eyes, perceiving the chairs and the 

patients and the magazines as brightly colored denizens of 

some strange new reef. I saw a child's face pressed up 

against the aquarium, staring--unblinking--through the glass. 

Over the next few weeks I had dreams of snorkeling, 

swimming in unfamiliar reefs, free to travel in three 

dimensions through crystal-clear water, swaying with the 

waves, staying, always, up in the sunlit zone, but looking 
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down sometimes, with fearful curiosity, at a sloping darkness 

that plunged ever deeper--down to the distant base of a 

volcano. 
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THE DEVIL' S CHURN 

"Cape Perpetua. " What a name! What a sound! Per- PET

chua. Can you hear it? First the rolling murmur of an 

incoming wave, then impact--the sudden blast of wave against 

rock--and then the brief silence, as seawater takes flight, 

airborne for mere seconds, until the final fall to earth--the 

splatter of spray against the rocks--fading at last to the 

quiet seething of foam. Per-PEH-chu-ahhh! That name is 

perfect for this rocky headland, this dense black basalt, so 

solid, it seems as if eons of waves could never break it 

down, never erode it away. 

I've been here for almost an hour, entranced by the 

water that churns in the chasm below. The long crevasse is 

thirty or forty feet wide at its inlet, narrowing down to a 

yard or two at its farthest reach, two hundred feet back into 

the rock. The tide won't crest for another twenty minutes, 

and. I want to stay here until then. 

I'm not alone. There are others--travelers, 

tourists--and some of them have been here almost as long as I 

have, watching the waves dash against the rocks, sending 

bright plumes of spray up into the air, twenty, sometimes 

thirty feet high. The waves have been coming in sets, so 

when a really big one rolls in, it's followed by several more 

enormous swells, and then it gets really crazy down there, 

with all that water sloshing around, crashing against the 

rocks and spraying about, and plunging back into itself. 

I've seen some large standing waves, just a few so far, but 
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what a sight! The timing has to be just right, with massive 

swells sweeping in, rebounding off the chasm walls, then 

coming together all at once in a huge pointed heap, a 

pyramid of water, standing there, ten, twenty feet tall, with 

a spray of white-cap on top, and you hear a voice whooping 

' out in delight, and you suddenly realize it's your own voice 

you hear, and the squeals and shouts of the people around 

you. Then all that water takes a bow, sinks down and sloshes 

away, and it's over, but you want to see it again! 

This place is called the Devil's Churn, and it seems as 

if not many tourists, traveling the Oregon coast, can resist 

a quick walk down the trail to find out why. For the past 

ten minutes or so, two women were sitting near the edge of 

the Churn, until they got drenched by an errant wave, and 

moved back to safer ground. A more cautious couple--a 

mother, perhaps, with her adult son--seem hesitant to leave 

the safety of the stairway. But they finally come down onto 

the.. rocks, watching their feet as they go, the man holding 

his arm out to support the old woman. A young boy darts 

past, heading back toward the far end of the chasm. A woman 

calls after him to stop, but he doesn't obey. He slows down 

though, avoiding the wet and algae-covered spots until he 

finds a way to peer into the abyss. 

This is a dangerous place. If that kid were to slip and 

fall into the Churn, I doubt he could be rescued in time. 

He'd drown right away in that turbulent water, or die from 

head injuries as huge waves slammed him against the rocks. 

My stomach clenches at this thought. Death feels so close 
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here. I can almost see its caricature--that bony figure, 

shadow-faced and shrouded in black robes--lurking in the dark 

sea cave at the far end of the Churn. Or perhaps it's 

sitting patiently above, by the narrow trail on that steep 

slope, so slippery with mud and moss. Death--that's the 

image my mind churns up here. 

Death, yes. But the Devil? No. All this spectacular 

chaos, this "drama" of sea against stone, it doesn't seem 

like the Devil's work to me. It looks more like God's play. 

I can imagine a reckless exuberance in those waves, as if 

they were consciously dashing themselves to death, smashing 

themselves to smithereens. I hear the spatter of spray, 

falling like rain against the rocks, and it sounds, to me, 

like enthusiastic applause. Something inside me envies it 

all--these acrobatics, these watery fireworks, this mad 

celebration! 

The ocean is a powerful thing, massive, deep, cohesive, 

st~etching out for thousands of miles about the earth. Yet 

only in places like this can it manifest such fantastic 

forms. When waves that have traveled over vast expanses of 

ocean roll into the rocky limits of this chasm, they crash 

and splatter into huge globs of spray that burst up and out, 

and if you follow the largest spout of spray, and watch it 

rise and rise and flare out into droplets and start to fall, 

and then keep your eyes on the largest drop, you'll see it 

changing as it falls, flattening out into a disk, and then 

the disk itself explodes (it actually explodes!) out from the 

center to form a ring, and in the accelerating fall it seems 
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to spin itself apart, flash into a blur, along with other 

falling halos, and all that's left is a cloud of mist, some 

of which drifts against the rocks while the rest melds back 

into the sea. 

stand here, in my skin, spellbound. I'm imagining 

myself as one of those far-flung drops of water, experiencing 

an isolation that's precious because it is so brief, a 

sparkling moment of individuality, an ecstasy of independence 

before falling back into familiar billows. The flight and 

the fall, it all happens so fast, it seems to me that those 

droplets must never lose sight of their origin. They are 

totally fearless--freed, emotionally somehow, by a memory, a 

confidence in their return to something greater than 

themselves. 

But this is ridiculous, what I'm imagining. Here I am, 

with these arms and these legs, projecting my own thoughts 

and emotions out onto ocean waves, things that can't possibly 

experience reality the way that I do. What I've been up to, 

in this idle reverie--isn't this just as mad as projecting 

the Devil out onto a landscape? Why do we do this? Why is 

it so hard to just let nature be? 

Yet all I can do is stand here among my fellow 

travelers, these strangers, and watch the waves, and feel a 

twinge of jealousy. I feel like a drop of water that's been 

flung so high, I've escaped the tug of gravity, and despair 

of ever falling back into the sea. Worse than that, even. I 

can't seem to remember where the hell I came from. 
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A sudden shock, and I'm back, startled by a huge arc of 

spray shooting up from the Churn and crashing, with a great 

spectacular splatter, just yards away from this body. 

Adrenaline rushing now, heart beating faster, I stand here 

and hope for more, sensing the pulse of saltwater in my 

heart, hearing an ocean pounding inside my head, looking down 

on all that crazy water, feeling a great attraction, an 

attraction that's countered by an even greater fear, a fear 

that churns in the pit of my stomach in that same moment that 

I cry out in delight, a fear that guards me, freezing me like 

a stone. A fear that holds me back from that edge. And I 

love and I hate this fear, perpetual as basalt, and I'm 

seeing myself down there, like I'm gazing into a mirror, a 

warped and shattered mirror, a crazy fun-house mirror, and 

I'm starting to feel like there's no escape from this deep 

and dangerous churn, where death is a celebration, and bright 

water glazes the density of stone. 



53 

I 

EQUINOX DREAMS 


once heard it said that dreams are like postcards from 

the unconscious. Unfortunately, most are never read, ending 

up stamped "Return to sender," relegated to some dead letter 

box of the psyche. The trouble is that dreams are fleeting 

and easily forgotten. They're made out of some wispy kind of 

stuff that starts to unravel as soon as you return to the 

waking world, where matters that seem far more serious 

require your attention. And if you do remember a dream, it's 

too often incoherent--a series of random details and events 

which, although they made some kind of sense to the dreaming 

mind, seem like so much gibberish once you're awake. 

There was a time when, exploring Jungian psychology, 

began to take my dreams seriously. I wrote them down, trying 

to remember as many details as I could, waking myself up in 

the middle of the night with an alarm clock so I could 

document it all. I'm not so obsessed anymore. There's just 

too much stuff, an overabundance of material. If you were to 

spend all your time writing it down, you would have no life. 

I've learned to have faith in the few small remnants I am 

able to remember in the morning. I've found that if I start 

to really examine these dreams, these nightly escapades, 

comparing them with other dreams I've had, patterns begin to 

emerge, and those patterns start to become familiar. They 

repeat themselves, like a stuck record. 

I've had recurring dreams of dangerous water--tidal 

waves and waterfalls. Many years ago, I used to dream that I 

I 
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was about to plunge down a waterfall, and I would either wake 

in terror, or the dream would suddenly shift to a different 

scene. This type of dream kept recurring over the months and 

years, until one night, floating headfirst down some rapids 

that were about to become a huge waterfall, I actually 

"woke" from terror, within the dream, and thought to myself, 

"Oh no! not this dream again!" Then I realized, "Hey! This 

is just a dream! What am I so afraid of?' Why not just enjoy 

the ride?" In that moment of insight, I allowed myself to 

plunge over the edge of the waterfall, seeing the bottom of 

the falls far below me, conscious but still dreaming, the 

anxiety in the pit of my stomach dispersing like a spray of 

water as I fell. At the bottom of the falls, I floated in 

pools of water, ecstatic. After that night, I stopped 

dreaming of waterfalls. 

I've had other recurring dreams since then. Often I'm 

driving a vehicle up and down unfamiliar roads. Sometimes 

the.. engine loses power, or my Isuzu Trooper gets stuck in the 

mud, just short of some hilltop I was heading toward. Many 

times I'm coasting down a long hill on a bicycle, and lose my 

brakes. 

A few years ago, in the midst of a midlife crisis, I 

kept dreaming that I was hiking along trails that suddenly 

narrowed or petered out along some steep cliff face, and when 

I tried to turn around, I found that the trail behind me was 

suddenly equally dangerous. I was stranded in some 

frighteningly high place, too scared to go forward, and yet 

there could be no turning back. Once I saw two teenage boys 
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come up the trail behind me, and they just ran on ahead, 

negotiating the dangerous passage with ease, laughing, and I 

felt like a fool. 

Jungian psychologists believe that all the characters in 

a dream are really fragments of the dreamer's psyche. Weak, 

ugly, vicious, or otherwise negative characters represent 

shadow aspects of the personality--parts of ourselves we 

refuse to acknowledge. And so these characters offend or 

pursue us in our dreams, unrelenting, as one way or another 

we avoid any meaningful communication with them. As it turns 

out, all they really want is some attention--indeed, some 

love. The more we reject them, the more they seek to merge 

with us. The soul is androgynous, according to Jungians, and 

each of us has an inner male or female (the opposite of our 

dominant, or biological gender) who also cries out for 

attention. In our pursuit of mental health or spiritual 

wholeness, we must acknowledge that these shadowy figures are 

parts of ourselves, deserving of our attention, our 

compassion. 

The other night I dreamt I was on a wide path in the 

woods, like an old abandoned Jeep trail. It was rocky, and 

covered with leaves. I walked down its gentle slope to a 

point where it suddenly ended at the edge of a cliff. On the 

other side of the canyon I saw another cliff, and someone had 

built a huge house on top of it, but there was no way to get 

there from where I was. I looked down the precipice, but I 



56 

couldn't see the cliff below me. I got the sense that I was 

on a dangerous overhang, and feeling afraid, retreated a 

little ways up the trail. The distance between myself and 

the mansion was suddenly much wider. I couldn't imagine how 

there could ever have been a bridge long enough and high 

enough to span the huge canyon between here and there. 

Then I watched as a little girl went down the trail, 

toward the edge, which was now covered with ice. Two men 

were with her, having successfully used ice axes, like the 

kind mountain climbers use, to stop themselves from falling 

off the edge. She was holding an ice axe too, only it looked 

more like a large pick-axe, and she was stomping her feet 

into the ice with each step, trying to dig her cleated shoes 

into it, but she was too light, and kept slipping toward the 

edge. I knew she was about to slip over the precipice, but I 

just stood there, watching, along with the two men, as she 

fell. I felt distanced from her problem. We heard her 

screaming as she fell, but it was a sporadic, half-hearted 

scream, like she was just playing out a role that was 

expected of her, acting frightened when she really wasn't. 

Suddenly we were all falling with her, observing her descent, 

enjoying it, actually, finding the fall interesting, knowing 

that this would be our last experience before dying. It took 

a long time to fall, so I decided to just relax and enjoy it, 

examining, rather leisurely, the face of the cliff, curious 

to see what would come up, before my eyes, as I went down. 
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I Today is a strange dream. I try to write all day. 

write about slugs. I write and I write, and when I stop and 

print out what I've written and read it over, it seems a 

hopeless mess. There's no cohesion. Thoughts that had seemed 

so significant within the psychedelic free-fall of my mind 

seem boring, trite, when I try to stick them on paper. It's 

ridiculous to presume that anyone else would be interested in 

them. I grow anxious. My computer begins making strange 

noises whenever I turn it on. I call the computer store, and 

they tell me to bring it in. I tell them I can't; I need to 

write. It feels like my whole world is falling apart. 

Probably because of too much coffee, my stomach feels 

unsettled and I have no appetite. I feel weak in the knees 

and emotionally drained. I even feel a subtle fever corning 

on. I'm doomed. My day 1s a total loss. 

But some inner voice tells me that no, the day is not 

lost, and that I ought to get out of the house--take a walk 

and-I'll find some sanity. So I go for a walk to Avery Park, 

just a few blocks southwest of my home. All the way over, 

feel depressed, like a failure. Writing seems pointless. 

I've run out of things to say. I walk through the community 

garden and stop to make a few notes, hoping to glean some 

kind of inspiration. I want so much to have something to say, 

but I feel empty, useless. 

The thought arises, as I look around, that there's 

nothing lonelier than a neglected garden. These are the 

plants for which we are responsible. If not for humans, they 

wouldn't be here, these purple string beans and reddening 

I 
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chili peppers, these cabbages and corn stalks. They've been 

planted by humans, for centuries. We coevolved. And now look 

at· them. The lettuces were not harvested in time, and now 

they're bolting. Broccoli plants, in need of thinning, are 

stunted and covered with aphids. Zucchini torpedoes lurk 

among the weeds. Leaf miners are getting the best of the 

chard. 

What a waste, I think. And yet, here in these little 

garden patches, derelict, but with the stakes and twine of 

their hopeful beginnings still intact, I feel a radiance. 

There's a late-summer buzz in the air--a warm contentment. 

Things are still humming along. Birds are about. The 

marigolds and coreopsis are blooming mightily. As I stand 

here, absorbing the tranquility, the plants seem to 

communicate some wordless message. A mammoth sunflower 

droops its head. I feel a kinship, and walk over to look up 

into its face. I see a mandala of seeds, spirally arrayed, 

withered disk-flowers still clinging to the seed husks. Some 

have already been pecked out by birds. Not so lonely after 

all, I think. It's had visitors, and now it's part of them. 

I walk further along the path, uphill and into the 

woods, where I sit on a tree stump and write: 

I've run out of things to say. What is 
worth writing about except for things 
that can't be put into words? I want to 
speak for all these things--mosses, 
trees, tree stumps, yet I feel that they 
too, have nothing to say. 

Except maybe: "Just be!" Yes. They seem 
to whisper: "Shhhh ... Just listen to the 
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breeze! Pay attention to the sound of 
your own breath! Just be! Just be!! 
Just BE!!! 

I've been thinking all day, mostly about slugs. I've 

been trying so hard to write, to say something important. 

I've been thinking so much about writing that now there's 

this constant monologue running through my head. It's 

documenting everything I see and feel, for an imaginary 

audience. It won't shut up. 

I get up from the tree stump, still feellng depressed, 

and look down toward the river, which is hidden from view. 

I'm thinking maybe I should just go home, watch the evening 

news, and call it a day. Then I notice something off to the 

left, down in the ravine. 

Something bright, an orangish-yellow something, 1s 

sticking up from a log like a bunch of fish tails. It's a 

fungus, one of those shelf-type ones, and I immediately feel 

that I know it. The sight of it, glowing there against a 

dull gray backdrop, calls up an old search image, one that 

hasn't entered my consciousness for months. 

It's Chicken of the Woods; It's got to be. The species 

is like a familiar friend, even though we've never met in 

person. It's beautiful, and it's supposed to be delicious, 

and I've always wanted to try it. And now it's sitting down 

there, glowing at me, like some goldfish in a dream, and I'm 

thinking, no. No, I don't think this is going to do it for 

me, thank you very much. Maybe this sort of thing has worked 

before, but not today. Nice try, but no thanks. 
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My heart's still heavy. I walk over to where I can see 

the fungus better. No. Besides, why does it have to be all 

the way down there, down a steep slope on one of those 

unofficial trails that I worry about taking? Last time I 

followed one, I ended up threading my way along a narrow, 

blackberry-bounded path that skirted the river, south of the 

park, until it reached an unofficial campsite, strewn with 

empty beer bottles. I'm never afraid of the woods, but I am 

afraid of being discovered alone in the woods by the wrong 

sort of men. 

I stand there for a moment, eying the golden fungus, 

remembering my resolve to go home, but it's no use. The 

apathy lifts, my legs take over, and I'm there already. 

It's gorgeous, absolutely perfect. It's so fresh, with 

beads of moisture glistening all over the newborn brackets 

that are just beginning to fan out and form the thick, soft 

edges that will harden later, to a woody texture. It must 

have just emerged in the last day or two. Not a maggot in 

sight. I check out the undersurface. It's definitely a 

polypore, with all those tiny holes instead of gills. Now I'm 

realizing that I absolutely have to take a small piece of it 

horne to make a spore print, and look it up in my battered 

copy of Mushrooms Demystified, and see if it really is 

Chicken of the Woods, and if it is, I'll be corning back 

tomorrow to get a little more of it for the skillet--two or 

three ounces should do just fine, carefully removed so as not 

to ruin this impressive display for any future photographer 

who might happen down the trail. 
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I 

I tear a small piece of the spongy mass off at its base, 

and place it in my coat pocket. Now I can go home! My 

spirits have risen. 

Is this all it took? Am I really such a novelty addict? 

Apparently so. Instead of climbing immediately back up the 

steep embankment, I decide to take a risk and continue on 

this obscure trail. It must go to Mary's River. 

Yes, it does, and it skirts along the edge for a while. 

can't believe how shallow the river is now, at summer's 

end. Where I'm standing was probably at least twenty feet 

under water last winter, and will be again. I try to imagine 

all that turbulent water tunneling by overhead, spinning off 

vortices left and right, for I know that's how water behaves. 

It flows in spirals, like a drill, cutting river banks down 

on one side, laying down bars of sand and gravel on the 

other, causing the river bed itself to move, snaking through 

space and time. I look down at the rippling current, all 

green and murky over the smooth cobbles. Something about 

water wants to wiggle. 

I'm climbing up the bank now, further south from where I 

descended, grabbing hold of tree roots exposed, no doubt, by 

the last raging flood. As my head clears the top of the 

bank, I hear something to my right, a soft "Shhh." I glance 

over there, and before I know what's happened I've just seen 

two people making love. The man is kneeling, fully clothed, 

his back to me. He's wearing a flannel shirt, soft gray and 

blue. Her arms are around his neck. Her legs, fully 
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clothed, are wrapped around his waist. I see no naked flesh, 

and there is no movement. Her face is turned to the side, so 

I -cannot see it. They are perfectly still. All this I 

observe in a flash, then quickly turn my head. I stand, turn 

left, and continue, rapidly now, towards home. 

I'm thinking about what I just saw, processing the 

details as if analyzing a strange dream. They were right 

there on the trail, where it reaches its furthest point 

before buckling back toward civilization. Now I'm wondering: 

who were those two? how old are they? Are they truly in 

love, or merely in lust? What are they anyway, 

exhibitionists? Well, so be it. Now they've made it into 

this monologue, for my imaginary audience to see. 

I've seen so much in the past few minutes, It really is 

beginning to feel like a dream. Now I'm approaching two men 

in the parking lot, who are standing near a sport utility 

vehicle. I feel slightly unnerved as I pass between them. I 

sa~-hi, and keep moving, quickly. What is the significance 

of this detail? 

Almost home now, next to the railroad tracks, I pass a 

public pear tree which has, I swear, the most delicious pears 

I have ever tasted. Most of them are on the ground now, 

rotting back into the soil. 

Two weeks ago, I was out here eating pears, gathering 

them up off the ground, making an apron out of my t-shirt and 

carrying them home, where I cut out the bad spots and made 
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pear sauce. The next time I.passed the tree I gathered more, 

but seeing how nobody else seemed to want them, I picked a 

bunch right off the tree that time (fewer bad spots that 

way), took them home, sliced them up, and put them in the 

food dehydrator. A few days later, hundreds more were 

ripening on the branches. Practically perfect little orbs of 

greenish gold, with the most heavenly fragrance. I left them 

there, untasted. No way I could keep up with this damn tree. 

Today the ground is carpeted in pears, returning to 

Sender. A few still cling to the branches, like golden 

ornaments. Looking up at them now, I'm reminded of something 

Alan Watts once wrote, about how there are no nouns, really. 

The whole universe--everything that exists--is a verb. What 

I see before me is not a tree, but a tree-ing. And the small 

stones at my feet, they're not pebbles. Here, at my very 

feet, the universe is pebble-ing. And when you get to the 

point where you truly understand this, you see that none of 

it is stupid or inanimate. This tree is brilliant. Last 

spring it was blossom-ing. Now it is pear-ing. And the 

Earth itself--the Earth is actually people-ing. 

Back at home now, I get out some black construction 

paper and a sheet of white computer paper and place my fungal 

specimen so that it straddles both. Then I put a bowl over 

the top, to keep air currents from blowing the spores away. 

In a few hours, after enough spores have fallen onto the 
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paper, I should be able to tell from the print what color the 

spores are. 

I turn on the news. George C. Scott has died. They're 

showing me scenes from Patton. But that's not the movie 

that comes to my mind when I think of George C. Scott. 

I remember George best from They Might Be Giants, a 

movie in which he played a mental patient who thinks he's 

Sherlock Holmes. His psychiatrist's name is Dr. Watson, and 

she's played by Joanne Woodward, as I recall, and she ends up 

getting puiled into his fantasy world as she tries to help 

him. The Holmes character, in his apparent delusion, 

interprets everything that happens to him in terms of some 

evil plot by his nemesis, Professor Moriarty. By the end of 

the movie, it appears that the patient was right all along. 

Someone really was out to get him. We are left doubting our 

own sanity. They Might Be Giants. That title is straight 

out of Don Quixote, evoking those windmills that, in 

Quixote's world, were evil giants. 

That does it! I feel like I've been playing Sherlock 

Holmes all day, looking for clues in every little detail I 

come across, and now I'm encountering Don Quixote on the 

evening news! To top it all off, someone on The News Hour 

with Jim Lehrer is now reading me an essay about the 

importance of slowing down. Something about the virtues of 

old-fashioned browsing in an age of high-speed Internet 

browsers. There can be no doubt what this means. I have 

just received the go-ahead, straight from my television set, 

to keep on writing about slugs! 
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I've documented today's dream more thoroughly than any 

other day of my life. Is this all a bunch of meaningless 

gibberish? Have I gone too far in writing everything down? 

Do I need to do some serious editing--cut out the bad spots? 

Or am I, as a writer, still acting like a "chicken of the 

woods," cowering on some abandoned Jeep trail that leads to a 

precipice, refusing to take that leap of faith that will send 

my mind into a real freefall? 

Still, maybe I should take my own advice, and not try to 

analyze every last detail of the dream. Perhaps I should be 

more selective, decide which are the most important images 

from today's dream. Isn't that, when it comes right down to 

it, what artists do, even such megalomaniacs as James Joyce? 

And if so, what should I select from this overwhelming 

surplus of material? What should I take home in my apron for 

further processing? 

What was the point of that exhibitionist couple? I 

mean, where's the take-home message here? I'm thinking. I'm 

thinking. Was that the universe's way of telling me I'm too 

inhibited? Am I too fearful of being seen? Or does it have 

something to with intimacy--the urge to merge? Do I need to 

do a better job at incorporating the male aspects of my 

psyche? Then what of the two men I was a little scared of on 

the way home, the ones with the SUV? I seriously doubt they 

are axe-murderers. But now I'm wondering ... does either of 

them own an ice axe? 
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I used to think that shamanism was nothing more than 

self-delusion. A raven passes overhead, and the medicine man 

is convinced that it means something, that there is some 

mysterious significance to the event. He makes an important 

decision for himself or his tribe, based upon the fact that a 

raven happened to fly overhead at a particular moment in 

time. This is ridiculous, I thought. The raven just 

happened to fly by, as ravens will. Any mysterious 

significance to that fact is all in the shaman's head. 

Now I'm thinking that's exactly the point. It's all in 

the shaman's head. The shaman creates his or her reality. 

Who among us does not do the same? What we make of the 

world, the details we pay attention to, the way we live our 

lives, is largely in our own hands. And in our own heads. 

But the raven is also real, and we are connected to it, 

not just in a physical, nutrient-cycle, ecological sort of 

way, but spiritually. We are connected at a deeper level. 

Taking the raven into consideration in our human affairs is a 

spiritual courtesy. No. Not just that. It is a spiritual 

necessity. 

I used to flinch when New-Agers argued that on some 

metaphysical level, we create our own reality. Do we not 

risk, then, blaming "victims" for the situations they find 

themselves in? That way lies heartlessness. And all this 

world, with all its ugliness and pain, all its beauty and 

joy--are we personally accountable for its existence? I go 

outside and am hit by a bus. Did I create that bus, all by 

myself? Give me a brake! How can we claim to create our own 
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reality unless we redefine ourselves as something other than 

our limited selves? 

Now I'm thinking, again, that's just the point. If 

there is some sort of Creator involved here, and we are all 

part of a Creation, then whatever we ourselves create is also 

part of that Creation, and the Creativity is kind of shared 

by all of us, which makes us all part of the Creator. You, 

me, the pear tree, the raven. Am I making any sense here? 

If not, then ignore what I just said, since you will anyway! 

Go ahead--forget it. It's just the universe Karen Dunham

ing. Go create your own reality. 

Or am I Sherlock Holmes-ing? Back to my detective work. 

No prints yet, on that alleged Chicken of the Woods. The 

tissue may be too young, not spore-ing yet. I'm keying it 

out anyway, and examining the mushroom mug shots in my 

guidebooks. O.K .. Well, from these photos, it sure as hell 

looks like good old Laetiporus sulphureus, a.k.a. Sulfur 

Shelf, a.k.a. Chicken of the Woods. David Arora is telling 

me that it's one of the "Foolproof Four," that "the brilliant 

yellow-orange shelving masses are unmistakable." He admits 

that "A key hardly seems necessary." Oh! and look at this! 

Arora continues: "I always experience an element of 

disbelief when I stumble onto a large cluster. It looks like 

something out of a Jacques Cousteau movie--you no more expect 

to find it on an aging eucalyptus stump by the railroad 

tracks than you do a freight train at the bottom of the sea!" 

{Arora 572-573). 



68 

And look here! In their book, Foraging for Edible Wild 

Mushrooms, Karen and Richard Haard are informing me of the 

name derivation for this species: "Laetiporus is from the 

Latin, laitus, meaning gay, pleasing, abundant, while porus 

means a pore or passage; sulphureus is a form of sulphur, or 

French for brimstone" (Haard 86). 

Let's unpack these messages a little, unload a little 

freight from that submerged train of thought. Does that mean 

that this spongy fungus (the one that I thought, curiously 

enough, resembled fish tails), the golden gift that I 

stumbled across today, while submerged in the depths of my 

depression, is really some sort of "passage" between heaven 

("gay, pleasing, abundant") and hell ("brimstone")? Does 

that mean that the image of the mating couple signifies, in 

some mysterious way, a sort of William Blakeian "Marriage of 

Heaven and Hell"? Now have I gone too far? How far is it 

possible to go, anyway??!!! 

It's 10:20 p.m.. Something I heard on the news this 

evening made me suspicious--something about it being the last 

day of summer or the first day of fall. I check my calendar. 

Damn! Today was the Autumnal Equinox, and I didn't even know 

it! There definitely is something Blakeian going on here! 

The Equinox! Isn't that just another way of saying "The 

Marriage of Summer and Winter"? The Equinox! That rarely 

attained equilibrium between day and night--between waking 

and dreaming! All day long, I straddled the two, the light 

and dark--like a polypore straddling two pieces of paper. I, 
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like Laetiporus sulphureus, have been stationed all day, 

somewhere between heaven and hell. 

Someone, I can't remember who, but probably a writer, 

maybe Terence McKenna, once said something about the universe 

being made of language. That seemed awfully anthropocentric 

to me at the time. But then I also remember someone {the 

same person, perhaps?) elaborating upon that, saying that 

nature itself is a type of language. The universe expresses 

itself through trees, slugs, volcanoes and such. That makes 

much more sense to me. Does that mean that God is language? 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and 

the Word was God? That never used to make any sense to me, 

but now I think I'm beginning to understand. 

Annie Dillard once wrote that each day is a god. I'm 

tempted to think also of each day as a postcard from God, 

except that that implies some kind of absence on God's 

part--a physical and metaphysical distance. But if we 

accept, for now, that metaphor, we are left with the 

question: how many of these postcards do we refuse to read, 

stamping them, in effect, "Return to Sender"? 

I have trouble believing that my dreams come out of my 

own mind. They're too realistic in their details, too 

complex in their symbols. Never, in my waking hours, could I 

produce the amazing movies that play in my head each night. 

My dreams are too creative. Are they really just the 

products of my own mind, talking to itself? If so, I am a 
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far more creative, far more intelligent being than I can even 

begin to imagine! Hrnm ... A very tempting thought! 

Sometimes, when I write, I feel like I'm just taking 

dictation. I have to go back and reread my words before I 

really understand what I meant. So I'm learning to just shut 

up and take notes. 

But there remains, in my mind, this question about 

selectivity. I read over what I've written, and I think it 

all hangs together pretty well--that it all makes perfect 

sense. Then I read it again, the next day, and I'm convinced 

that it's rotten to the core, like a perfectly good pear, 

gone bad--so riddled with invertebrates, that I need to do 

some serious editing to salvage this piece of "art." But is 

that what the universe, an artist if there ever was one, 

does? All the messiness, the slimy residues and loose, 

wiggling ends of this world--why hasn't any of it been edited 

out? has God fallen asleep on the job? 

They say that if you don't dream, you will start to go 

crazy. You will begin to hallucinate. (I've seen roadside 

reflectors turn into spinning ballerinas.) And so it seems 

that, whether or not you yourself want to dream, this crazy 

Universal Artist, this wiggly and most unwieldy God, will win 

out in the end. 
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LIVING LIKE SLUGS 


What could be more lowly than a slug? A slug is a dull 

and stupid creature, brainless, spineless, clueless. It 

never sees the big picture. You don't speak to slugs of 

quantum physics. They are mere blobs, mindless squiggles. 

And they're damned slow. And cold. And slimy. No one gives 

a damn about slugs. 

When I was a kid growing up in Connecticut, someone 

taught me how to pour salt on slugs. I watched in 

fascination, salt shaker in hand, as they miraculously 

dissolved, right before my eyes, into orange puddles of goo. 

Nobody seemed to mind my genocidal crusade, which I kept up 

for all of a summer evening, until I finally grew bored, and 

perhaps a little guilt-stricken. 

What was their sin, that those slugs deserved such a 

fate? I don't remember anyone telling me they were garden 

pes.ts, although that' s probably why I had my mother' s 

blessing. All I remember is how they ruined the fun of going 

barefoot. Step on one by accident and there you were, with 

this totally disgusting yuckiness attached to the sole of 

your foot, and the slimy, sticky goo was virtually impossible 

to remove. I remember scrubbing the bottom of my foot with a 

wet washcloth, until the tender skin practically bled, in a 

frantic attempt to free myself of the tenacious goo. The 

skin around the blob was raw, but the blob itself refused to 

detach. I was frightened. Horrified. 
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Well, life went on, and I grew up and got a bachelor's 

degree in biology, with an emphasis in ecology. The more I 

learned about nature, the more respect and compassion I had 

for it and for every one of its creatures--even slugs. 

A few Augusts ago, my daughter and I were camped near a 

stream in Oregon's coast range. It was twilight by the time 

we finished setting up camp, and we decided, on Corinna's 

sudden whim, to go for a barefoot walk toward the gurgling 

sound of the stream. We took off our shoes and headed down a 

path that was littered with fir cones and needles. The soles 

of my feet felt tender against the roughness of the trail, 

and I paid careful attention, in the dwindling light, not to 

stub any toes on rocks or exposed tree roots. I enjoyed the 

sensations though, the way my feet sort of tickled, the way 

my whole body carried on as we made our way down the trail. 

An ouch in my instep caused instant reflexes in leg, hip, and 

spine. My body contorted, this way and that, as I called out 

to ..Corinna: "Slow down! I can't move as fast as you!" I was 

wiggling, and I loved it--that familiarly intimate, but since 

adulthood rare, contact of earth against sole. 

We waded across the cold creek, arms outflung in our 

balancing acts, slipping and sliding on algae-covered 

cobbles. Corinna found a path on the other side that was 

narrow--a deer trail, perhaps--and we followed it a ways 

until we came across a rotting log that blocked the path. 

Corinna scrambled over it,and I was about to follow her when 

I noticed something moving nearby. There, on a mossy tree 

stump, was a four-inch slug, just moseying along, slithering 
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forward over the uneven terrain, calmly surmounting all 

obstacles in its path, bumping up occasionally against 

prickly things--bunches of needles--changing direction then, 

and moving on. There were two slugs, actually, the second 

one slithering along just a foot or two away. 

"Look at this!" I said to Corinna, who had started up 

the trail. She came back to watch, and I picked up the 

second slug, placing it face-forward, into the path of first 

one. My victim retracted into itself, then slowly bounced 

back to its previous form, the little feelers and eye stalks 

on its head being last to pop out. The other slug kept 

approaching, its speed unchanged, until contact was suddenly 

made. 

"Look! How romantic! They're kissing!" I said, as each 

stopped for a second or two, then proceeded to wrap its face 

around the face that stood before it. We watched then, in 

rapt attention, as the oncoming slug climbed up and over the 

second one and proceeded casually on its way, as if nothing 

significant had just happened. My heart went out to that 

slug--to both of them, actually--the trodder-on and the 

trodden-upon. 

On the trail before us was another slug, a dark gray 

one, practically invisible in the gathering dusk. I didn't 

see it. I didn't know it was there until after the 

fact--after I had already stepped on it. I freaked--more 

calmly, perhaps, than I would have as a child--but just the 

same, I freaked! I hunted about desperately for something--a 

branch, a rock, something, anything!--to get this damn 
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creature off of me. I found a large twig, and managed to get 

the bulk of the disgusting glop off of my foot, but a slimy, 

slippery blob remained, and I hobbled over to the stream to 

free myself of it. 

I sat on a rock and tried to scrub off the remaining goo 

with an alder leaf that had floated toward me in the stream, 

but I knew, from ancient experience, that it was hopeless. 

picked up a cracked cobble from the the bottom of the creek, 

and scraped it against the sole of my foot until the skin 

became irritated. Still the slime remained. I tried sand 

next, rubbing it in like facial scrub, but it was no use. 

Finally I just sat there, resigned, a slug/woman amalgam. 

My feet became colder and colder as I idled there, 

allowing the stream to take my body's heat. Go ahead, I 

thought. Take it. What's mine is yours. 

"Come on," said Corinna, growing impatient with my 

sluggish behavior. "Let's go eat." 

But I didn't want to move just yet. I wanted to sit 

there a little longer, watching the water go by, enjoying its 

cargo of golden leaves. Soon my feet and ankles grew numb, 

and I could no longer feel where they ended and where the 

stream began. I looked down at them, and there they were--I 

had visual confirmation. My membranes were still intact. 

Yet for a brief moment I knew that this was just an illusion. 

There really was no "me" that was separate from this stream, 

nor separate from that slug I'd stepped upon. What more 

proof was necessary than this? My heat, my own personal 

I 
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mammalian heat, was way off somewhere, downstream, while the 

body of some cold-blooded creature was now firmly attached to 

mine, covalently bonded, no doubt, its slimy substance 

sharing electrons with my epithelial cells. The only 

separation that existed at this point was all in my head. 

Why do we fear such commingling--the dissolution of 

boundaries? What are we so afraid of, that we run around 

furiously, looking for sticks and stones? 

It's difficult to feel much, when you're racing around. 

Intimacy takes time. It takes slowing down enough to 

perceive and appreciate the "other." It requires the 

slowness of a slug. Sometimes, if you slow down enough, you 

might even feel yourself dissolving, as if there really were 

no membranes between you and the rest of the universe. 

I once took a Feldenkrais workshop from Thomas Hanna, so 

long ago, I'm having trouble remembering where it was--maybe 

Indian Valley College, in Novato, California. Twenty or 

thirty of us were gathered for the occasion, and during that 

class we sprawled, each of us on the floor, slithering and 

swaying, investigating the tensions in our physical bodies, 

feeling and releasing habitual patterns. We were seeking 

awareness, through movement. 

At the end of the workshop, Tom had us all lying on the 

floor, face up. He told us to relax our bodies, part by 

part, beginning with the toes of the right foot. Imagine 

that your toes are filling up with air, like little balloons, 

he said. I felt my big toe swelling up, filling with a 



76 

tingly sensation. It sort of tickled. Then we focused on 

the toe next to it, and the next, and the next, until all 

five toes felt puffy--full of energy and sensation. We went 

through our whole bodies that way, relaxing and feeling, 

imagining ourselves being filled from the inside out, and 

when we were through, Tom told us to imagine that our entire 

bodies were as light as balloons, egg-shaped and floating, 

floating above the floor. I felt my body lose its 

definition, dissolving into a cloud of energy. I felt, in 

that moment, that this was my natural shape, a limbless, 

membraneless blob of light, centered at the heart and 

radiating outward. 

Thoreau said simplify. What could be more simple than a 

slug? It is an armless, legless, mindless creature, with 

easily dissolving membranes. A slug is the humblest of 

creatures and yet, it is the archetype of life. I think Alan 

Wat.ts explains this beautifully in The Book: On the Taboo 

Against Knowing Who You Are: 

For there is a growing apprehension that 
existence is a rat-race in a trap: living 
organisms, including people, are merely 
tubes which put things in at one end and 
let them out at the other, which both 
keeps them doing it and in the long run 
wears them out. So to keep the farce 
going, the tubes find ways of making new 
tubes, which also put things in at one 
end and let them out at the other. At the 
input end they even develop ganglia of 
nerves called brains, with eyes and ears, 
so that they can more easily scrounge 
around for things to swallow. As and 
when they get enough to eat, they use up 
their surplus energy by wiggling in 
complicated patterns, making all sorts of 
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noises by blowing air in and out of the 
input hole, and gathering together in 
groups to fight with other groups. In 
time, the tubes grow such an abundance of 
attached appliances that they are hardly 
recognizable as mere tubes, and they 
manage to do this in a staggering variety 
of forms. There is a vague rule not to 
eat tubes of your own form, but in 
general there is serious competition as 
to who is going to be the top type of 
tube. All this seems marvelously futile, 
and yet, when you begin to think about 
it, it begins to be more marvelous than 
futile. Indeed, it seems extremely odd. 
(Watts 5-6) 

I held a sea slug once. Well, actually a sea hare. I 

am told that the term "sea slug" refers to the nudibranch, a 

type of marine creature, often frilly and brightly colored, 

that has naked gills and no shell. The sea hare, on the 

other hand, is actually a sea snail, and has, though you 

can't see it, a residual shell tucked away within the folds 

of its body. It gets the name "hare" from the flappy feelers 

on its head, which are so long, they resemble rabbit ears. 

Although I am a biologist, and feel honor-bound to keep these 

details straight, I still want to call the creature that I 

handled a sea slug. I mean, what the hell. Terrestrial slugs 

also have a residual shell buried somewhere in their gooey 

torsos. And besides, I am hardly tempted to call something 

bright a slug. 

So, about my "sea slug." It was August, 1997, and I was 

just north of Santa Monica, California. The water south of 

the point at Leo Carrillo State Beach was crowded with 

surfers and wind surfers. They were zipping along on the 
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waves, and I enjoyed watching them out there in the surf, 

riding the wiggly ocean with such skill. They avoided, of 

course, the rocky section of beach, where I found myself 

poking around in the tide pools. That's where I encountered 

the sea snail/sea hare, a species which I've decided, in 

hindsight, was probably Aplysia californica. 

I found it on a rock in a tide pool. It was about five 

inches long and three inches wide and maybe two or three 

inches high (how the hell do you measure these wiggly 

creatures?), and it had a sort of muddy color--greenish gray 

as I recall. A small wave had just crashed at my feet, and 

this thing was rocking about with the water, and I thought 

for a moment that it was dead. I stopped and stooped, poking 

its slippery surface with my finger. It was soft and gushy, 

yet neatly contained, like two pounds of Jello sealed inside 

a slippery balloon. Half-knowing what it was (where had I 

seen one before? at an aquarium? in a book?), I sensed that 

I would be in little danger if I scooped it up. 

The first thing that struck me when I did so was that it 

was surprisingly warm. I had expected something cold and 

clammy to come out of the sea, forgetting that this was 

August, and the ocean temperature was somewhere near seventy. 

The next thing that surprised me was the way the creature 

suddenly came to life, enveloping my hands in a terrifyingly 

friendly way. It never stopped moving across my hands, so 

that I had to keep switching it from one hand to the next, as 

I held it up before my face. It was slithering ever 

northward, seeming to caress my skin in the most intimate 
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way, as if it were searching for something there. Of course, 

I thought. Algae. This creature, this sea hare, must be an 

he-rbivore, and to him I am just a strangely wiggly sun-warmed 

stone, covered with some sort of soft but odd-tasting 

seaweed. Could it sense, as it mouthed my skin so casually, 

the quick, soft pulse of a subcutaneous tide? Could it taste 

the ancient sea that rocked within me? 

I'm reminded again of something Alan Watts once 

wrote--how, apart from some human artifacts, such as 

buildings and roads, the universe is "thoroughly wiggly": 

Clouds, mountains, plants, rivers, 
animals, coastlines--all wiggle. They 
wiggle so much and in so many different 
ways that no one can really make out 
where one wiggle begins and another 
ends, whether in space or in time ... Is 
all this one thing wiggling in many 
different ways, or many things wiggling 
on their own? Are there 'things' that 
wiggle, or are the wigglings the same as 
the things? (Watts 52) 

I found a dried-up slug in the carport the other day, at 

the end of a glistening trail of slime that wound about over 

the concrete. It was a little bullet, hardening and pointed, 

seeming to have died with some purpose unachieved, some goal 

that lay, at this slug's final moment, off to the north

northwest. Besides its dehydrated body, the only trace it 

left of its life was a squiggle of slime that marked its 

trail up to that point. I picked up the slug, carefully, 

still wary of being slimed, and tossed it into the compost 

bin. I wonder if, during its brief and convoluted journey 
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through life, it ever got to taste the strawberries out in 
-

the back yard. Next year, perhaps, it will fertilize them. 

The compost bin is my friend. It reminds me, as others 

are loathe to admit, that life is brief, and that everything 

will become a meal for invertebrates. Perhaps all that will 

be left of us, long after our physical bodies have been 

recycled, are the glistening squiggles of our trails through 

life, as recorded in the ever-glistening convolutions of our 

fellow h~ns' brains. Or perhaps there is more. Perhaps we 

really do survive our physical deaths, as limbless orbs of 

consciousness. Alan? Tom? George? Leo? Are you still out 

there somewhere? I just want to say: Thanks for 

everything! 

We think slugs are clueless, but are we really any 

better off? Can you honestly say that you understand the 

meaning of the universe, or even the mystery of your own 

existence? Are you controlling your breath right now? Are 

you beating your own heart? I think we would all do well to 

humble ourselves, and take a lesson or two from slugs. 

Soften up a little, and take yot~ time. Be pokey, and when 

the world pokes at you, bounce back. And if you can, before 

you die, leave something of yourself behind, something that 

glistens, perhaps. Something for others to remember you 

by--a record of your wiggly, if not aimless, path through 

life. 



81 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 


Arora, David. Mushrooms Demystified: A Comprehensive Guide to 
the Fleshy Fungi. 2nd ed. Berkeley: Ten Speed Press, 
1986. 

Cameron, Julia. The Artist's Way: A Spiritual Path to Higher 
Creativity. New York: Tarcher/Putnam, 1992. 

Carrillo, Leo. The California I Love. Englewood Cliffs: 
Prentice-Hall, 1961. 

Cervantes, Miguel de. Don Quixote of La Mancha. Trans. Walter 
Starkie. New York: Signet-New American Library, 1964. 

Cisco Kid: Ambushed and The Cisco Kid: Lynch Mob. Two
videotape set. Duncan Renaldo and Leo Carrillo. Front 
Row Entertainment, I# 5592, 5593. 1993. 100 min. 

Haard, Karen and Richard. Foraging for Edible Wild 
Mushrooms. 2nd ed. Revised and enlarged. Seattle: 
Cloudburst Press, 1978. 

Horwitz, James. They Went Thataway. New York: Thomas Congdon 
Books-Dutton & Co, 1976 

Taylor, Frank J. "Leo the Caballero." The Saturday Evening 
Post 6 July, 1946: 26-57. 

Thoreau, Henry D. Walden. 1971. Ed. J. Lyndon Shanley. 
Intro. Joyce Carol Oates. The Writings of Henry D. 
Thoreau. Princeton: Princeton UP, 1988. 

Tuska, Jon. The Filming of the West. Garden City, NY: 
Doubleday, 1976. 

Watts, Alan. The Book: On the Taboo Against Knowing Who You 
Are. 1966. New York: Vintage Books-Random House, 1972. 




